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It was the night of the Great Heat (a solar term).

The night was deep and silent, a thick fog quietly enveloping the thirty-six main streets of the capital.

Once the curfew bell and drum had sounded, the Jinwu Guards began their patrol.

Clad in fish-scale armor with sabers at their waists, they passed through the streets, casting a sharp, chilling gleam in their wake. All was utterly silent.

At this very moment, it seemed all activity in the city had gathered at the Chongque Tower in the southwest corner.

“Clang!”

The Jinwu Guard Captain used the last of his strength to dodge an attack, grabbing a nearby stool and smashing it against a few crimson-clawed limbs that nearly struck his face.

The impact echoed with a sharp, beast-like screech that lingered in the air.

The savage force and ear-piercing scream made the hairs on his back stand on end.

His muscles tensed, and he gripped his sword even tighter, gasping for breath.

Behind a screen to the left, the son of a minor official was hiding.

He had come secretly tonight, not even bringing a servant. Now, seeing this scene, he broke down, clutching his head and shrieking, “Why is it you people?! Where’s the Demon Suppression Bureau?!”

The Jinwu Guards might be good at catching thieves, but the creature in front of them—was a demon, a real demon!

The captain took a deep breath.

Tonight truly was cursed.

Of the 108 districts in the capital, their patrol route tonight was far from the palace, near the outskirts.

The residents here weren’t nobles or high-ranking officials—mostly scholars preparing for exams and merchants working the eastern and western markets—generally not the sort to cause trouble.

But of all places, Chongque Tower had to be here.

And of all people, the reckless heir of Duke Xuan had to be in that tower.

Halfway through the patrol, firelight had suddenly erupted from Chongque Tower.

How could the Jinwu Guards not investigate?

Before the captain could even speak, the scene changed.

The creature that had been toying with them apparently no longer wanted to play.

A fox, judging by its appearance, stood tall, its long, fluffy tail swaying as it grinned eerily like a human.

Putting aside the bizarre rumors—this was likely the first time anyone present had seen a real demon.

The claws attacking everyone revealed their true form. Its bones were different from a human’s—long, slender fingers surrounded the entire building, preventing escape.

The scattered flames gathered, drawn by its power, forming bead-sized orbs of fire that hovered in its palm, then spun toward everyone’s heads.

At that moment, the protective talismans wrapped around the Jinwu Guards’ sword hilts ran out of power, dimming and snapping in two, falling onto the bloodstained floor.

This was bad.

They hadn’t been able to fight it even with the talismans—now they had no protection at all.

Death was certain.

The captain’s face turned ashen, and he scanned the area with the corner of his eye.

The entire tower had been painted red—overwhelming blood filled the air.

Blood was everywhere: on the guards, on the expensive sandalwood tables, on the floor…

Even the incense burners were leaking semi-coagulated chicken blood.

Behind a red-lacquered pillar, the Duke’s heir, disheveled and panicked, grabbed a shrieking sorcerer and roared, “Aren’t you a guest of the Three Great Sects? Didn’t you say you had immense power? Then why are you running, huh?!”

“I—I don’t know either,” stammered the sorcerer, panicked, pulling a worn golden bowl from his wide Daoist robes and tossing it at their feet.

He then tied blood-spotted talismans to his wrists and muttered in confusion: “Lihuo Pearl, Silver Pine Tail—this is definitely a Glazed Fox! Among the thousand types of demons listed, this thing doesn’t even rank. How can it be this powerful?”

Seeing them, the captain fell into despair.

They were all going to die because of an arrogant noble brat and a half-baked fraud of a sorcerer.

A disaster they didn’t ask for.

A pointless death.

The demon flexed its fingers, then suddenly straightened its tail and hurled the fire pearl.

“Pfft!”

A Jinwu Guard clutched his chest, spitting out a mouthful of blood. It felt like a thousand pounds were crushing their shoulders and backs, like they were shackled and bound.

They could barely move, barely breathe.

And now, with a direct hit to the chest—there was no strength left to fight back.

This demon was even crueler than the legends.

It seemed to take pleasure in the sound of bones snapping, one by one.

When its victim was barely clinging to life, it pulled down a gauzy curtain and approached the frontmost guard, reaching out a claw.

The claw was nothing like a normal fox’s—needle-sharp, blood-red nails gleamed. Droplets of blood rolled down their tips.

It skillfully peeled back the guard’s armor, like opening a ripe banana.

Its claws pierced inner garments, tore through flesh, shattered bone, and dug out a still-beating, blood-soaked heart.

Clutching the heart, the demon finally pulled the curtain aside, revealing an upturned nose and long, white fangs in a grotesquely pleased grin.

It didn’t tear or chew like a wild beast, but extended a barbed tongue and gently licked—just once—and half the heart was gone.

Chilling.

Groans of pain gradually faded. The rest of the squad watched with bloodshot eyes.

The minor official’s son finally couldn’t take it—screaming, rolling his eyes back, and fainting on a floral chair.

The pampered Duke’s heir had never seen such gore.

His face went pale-green, mouth opening and closing without sound.

“A Glazed Fox is supposed to be timid, mild in nature… I’ve never heard of one eating humans!” The sorcerer was clearly shaken.

Everyone in the tower watched helplessly as the demon’s claws multiplied into dozens, ready to repeat the gruesome ritual.

In the split second before they struck—

BANG!

The sound of doors and windows shattering at once filled the air.

A rush of hot wind flooded in, dispersing the thick stench of blood.

“Daring to harm people in the capital—you’ve got nerve, demon.”

The intruder rolled to absorb impact, then flung out throwing blades with precision, each striking the demon’s phantom claws with a flash of cold light and a series of sharp clangs.

The demon recoiled, rising upright, snarling with fury and murderous intent.

In the next moment, it launched toward the newcomer, fire pearl in hand.

The survivors, stunned, all turned to look.

The figure moved with agility, her attacks swift and clean.

She wore official robes—a female officer.

Alone, she fought the demon to a standstill—one that had overwhelmed two whole squads.

Between movements, she flung pale-blue talismans—different from the red ones they’d used for their swords and protection.

The Demon Suppression Bureau.

She was with the Bureau!

The chaos here had drawn attention, but everyone had been too focused on their own fear to notice the other movements.

The captain finally realized—they were saved.

Gritting his teeth, he got to his feet and motioned for the others to retreat.

Then he froze.

Someone was standing beside him.

And he hadn’t heard a sound.

“Don’t go out now.”

A crisp female voice.

The newcomer wore a veiled hat—not the usual white veil, but dozens of colorful cloth strips, cut to equal lengths and hanging down to her waist.

Each strip was painted with strange symbols that twisted and elongated, covering her face completely.

“Its domain has opened. You’re all injured. Going out means death.”

The captain didn’t know what a “domain” was, but when it came to dealing with demons, the Bureau knew best.

He immediately halted and instinctively turned to look at her.

She was speaking to him, but her eyes never left the battlefield.

The cloth strips hung perfectly still.

Seeing the demon shriek repeatedly, it likely knew that dragging this out would be disadvantageous.

Now it unleashed its full might.

Though the Grand Duke’s manor had been heavily reinforced at great cost, it still couldn’t withstand the rampage of a demon.

Wherever the fight went, furniture exploded with loud crashes, shattered into pieces.

The group of injured people carefully took cover wherever they could.

Yet no matter how powerful the Demon Suppression Bureau was, they couldn’t take on such a foe alone. It was clear they were starting to fall behind.

In battles of this level, once a shift in momentum appeared, the outcome would soon follow… Why then was she only watching, not helping?

The officer was confused, though he dared not voice it.

Since he couldn’t be of much use here, he decided to assist in moving and protecting the injured Jinwu Guards.

But just as he was getting up, a hand lightly pressed down on his right shoulder.

The officer stiffened in shock.

Turning his head, he saw the person beside him had finally moved.

“Ding!”

She shifted her stance and drew a saber.

The horizontal saber standard among the Jinwu Guards let out a clear, resounding ring in her hand.

No one around even saw how she moved—next moment, the blade’s light had already sliced precisely between the demon and the female officer of the Bureau.

The saber was narrow and sharp, with a thick spine, quite heavy, yet it spun around her wrist three or four times, slicing into the demon’s shadow with a chilling, whistling sound.

Seeing this, the female officer twisted her body and instinctively yielded the central position.

Her blade techniques were bold and sweeping, carrying the force of great rivers. Within just a few strikes, the demon’s cries turned high-pitched and agitated—it sensed real danger.

Its eyes darted toward the scattered incense burner, candles, and paper charms on the ground, preparing to escape.

But then it realized—it couldn’t move.

The mysterious woman’s footwork was clean and lethal.

Whether striking forward or sweeping sideways, she was fast—so fast she seemed to vanish.

Her body moved with shocking agility, especially when she ducked under the demon’s claws. At one point, she sprang off a lacquered beam, lunging toward the demon.

The trailing edge of her robes twirled, revealing a glimpse of deep crimson fabric underneath—patterned with small mountains and aquatic designs.

An official uniform—one never seen before.

A silver bell hidden beneath her robes swung without making a sound.

As she and the demon clashed, the earlier-arrived female officer intercepted the path behind the demon with a talisman from the Grand Duke’s heir’s own court sorcerer.

Her saber sang continuously as she fought, the trailing cloth strips around her glowing faintly as if they’d come alive.

Within moments, she sliced off the demon’s bloody claw, and then severed its bristle-like tail.

The severed tail landed and rolled right to the court sorcerer’s feet.

He jumped back, his jowls trembling as he stammered, “That’s not right—when a glazed fox loses its tail, there should be fire!”

But there was no fire.

No blood either.

The demon’s cries had grown vicious and hateful.

Glaring at the woman closing in, it wished it could flay her alive.

She paid it no mind, simply lowered her gaze to the saber in her hand.

The blade was now webbed with cracks and jagged notches. Frowning, she decisively hurled it to the ground, lunged forward—and reached straight for the demon with her bare hand.


Before onlookers could even react in fear, the tide of battle shifted.

The demon, now deformed and missing its claw and tail, twisted midair. Its massive form rapidly warped, like smoke swirling in a fire.

In mere breaths, it turned into a giant demonic face the size of a ritual altar.

Its fangs gleamed coldly, black mist seeping between its jaws, and from its long, coiled tongue came a hoarse, furious voice:

“You pitiful mortals—”
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“This is its true form?” someone murmured.

The woman ignored its shrieks, unfazed by its growing menace.

She reached her hand into the air—fingers taut, then curved—trying to compress the giant demon face into her palm. Her calm voice slipped from beneath her silk veil:

“Too late to resist now.”

Only now did the officer see the hand that had earlier rested on his shoulder—pale, slender, yet powerful.

As she grasped at the air, it was as though she had pressed a hidden mechanism within a locked box—seizing the demon’s very life force.

The demon howled and charged her, the shockwave instantly shattering the floor.

But with every move, its form shrank.

Soon, it was no bigger than a palm, trapped in her grip, squirming violently, trying to bite through her fingers, to devour her flesh and veins.

The female officer had already stepped back, her talisman complete.

Victory was clear.

The demon was making its final, futile struggle.

The woman dragged the shrunken face over to the Grand Duke’s heir and his muttering sorcerer, twisted the squirming mask in her hand to face the sorcerer directly.

Their noses nearly touched.

“Look closely. What is this thing?”

The sorcerer turned pale at the stench of the demon’s breath.

He trembled, mind blank for a moment—then realized the question was meant for him.

He glanced at the horrific face and stammered, cold sweat pouring down his forehead:

“A demon… number fifty-eight in the ranking… Ghost-Faced Skull.”

The woman seemed to glance at him.

“Is the domain still open?”

Being stared at by the Ghost-Faced Skull made the sorcerer feel like a puppet on strings.

He looked around, then down at his feet, and answered stiffly:

“No… it’s still active.”

That meant the demon still posed a threat.

Time seemed to freeze.

Even the sweltering air stopped moving.

The sorcerer realized the woman had fallen silent—no action, no words.

He licked his dry lips.

He knew he was in serious trouble.

Just as he was about to confess something to save himself, he saw it—one of the silk ribbons concealing the woman’s face stirred on its own, lifting ever so slightly.

A bright yellow light surged beneath the cloth, like a powerful seal being undone, channeling all its might into her palm.

In the next moment, the demon face in her hand screamed.

The pitch was so sharp it could pierce eardrums.

It twisted wildly, cursed her, and finally disintegrated with a shriek.

As the ribbon fell back down, the sorcerer caught a glimpse beneath it.

White.

Not the healthy, luminous white of a youthful face, but a stark, pale white—often seen in the sickly, the secluded, or the dead.

Yet her eyes were exceptionally clear.

The black and white in them merged perfectly, like a still image of yin and yang.

Her eyes were gently shaped, but the calm gaze carried a deep power—one that told you she could handle anything.

A mysterious and dangerous woman.

The dead demon turned to a lifeless mask, like a dried turtle shell, and rolled across the ground.

As it died, the invisible barrier over the building vanished.

The woman didn’t tend to the people immediately.

She retrieved the embedded saber, pried open the demon mask, found a black bead the size of a fingernail, and dropped it into a jade vial before slipping it into her sleeve.

A demon core?

The Demon Suppression Bureau had been collecting them lately—what for?

To let them rot in prison?

The sorcerer couldn’t make sense of it.

The female officer approached and said quietly:

“Our people are here. The wounded have been evacuated.”

“Good.”

The manor was a mess after the demon’s rampage.

A tipped copper basin still had some water in it.

The woman walked over, washed her hands, flicked them dry, and stepped out.

The Jinwu Guard officer and the drooping-faced sorcerer followed behind her.

Outside, they found the Demon Suppression Bureau had sealed the entire estate.

A team had arrived, not even entering the side buildings—just directly detaining everyone in the garden, including the Grand Duke’s heir, guards, servants, and maids.

They were ruthless and efficient.

They moved fast—by the time they saluted the woman, they had already awakened a fainted minor official’s son.

The boy, thinking he was dead, nearly passed out again upon realizing the Bureau was involved.

Someone had to shake a soul-ringing bell to bring him back.

In the chaos, the woman didn’t look at anyone.

She walked calmly along the garden path, her veil fluttering like rippling water, and stopped at a fork in the road. She glanced at the trembling sorcerer and asked:

“Flowing Cloud Sect?”

The sorcerer nodded hurriedly, reaching into his sleeve for some form of identification.

“Detain him. Take him to the Third Tribunal. Search him. Notify Flowing Cloud Sect to come collect their man.”

The sorcerer lifted his shoulder slightly, then touched the tip of his nose with a bitter smile.

He nodded, admitting defeat and expressing his willingness to cooperate with the Demon Suppression Bureau’s investigation.

“As for the other one—take him back to the Bureau.”

Only then did the heir of the Grand Duke, who had been pointing at the sorcerer and shouting “You tricked me,” realize that he was the “other one” being referred to.

Furious, he shouted:

“What are you doing?! What the hell are you doing?! He’s the one who caused all this! I was deceived by him—this whole disaster was his fault! And now you’re not punishing the guilty, but locking me up instead?!”

The female official calmly replied:

“Young Lord, these are unusual times. Demonic forces are wreaking havoc. The Demon Suppression Bureau is acting according to the law. We ask that you cooperate and come with us. The truth will be revealed in time.”

The Grand Duke’s heir had never been treated like this before. He struggled violently:

“Let’s see who dares! My father is the current General of Cavalry, fighting and bleeding for the country on the battlefield. My grandfather served three reigns and was the entrusted regent of the late emperor.

What is the Demon Suppression Bureau compared to the Grand Duke’s household? What are you compared to me? How dare you lay a hand on me?”

“The Demon Suppression Bureau was established by His Majesty himself and is overseen by the Imperial Preceptor. If you are dissatisfied, you may file a memorial to the court.”

“Once inside the Bureau, if you are truly innocent, you may appeal to the Imperial Preceptor—and you’ll still have a chance to see the Grand Duke again.”

Seeing that they really meant to take him in, panic crept into the heir’s heart.

If he was taken in today, when would he get out? And in what state?

Everything would depend on the will of that person from the Bureau.

Other places might show some courtesy to the Grand Duke’s household.

Only the Demon Suppression Bureau, backed by that powerful figure, dared to do whatever it pleased—ruling with unchecked authority and even settling personal scores.

“The Imperial Preceptor—” the Grand Duke’s heir clenched his teeth and spat out the name:

“Su Lingxi. Was this her idea? Arrogant, disloyal, utterly detestable—how is someone like her worthy of the title of Imperial Preceptor?!”

The female official’s expression chilled.

She barked:

“Watch your tongue!”

But the mysterious woman showed no reaction.

She simply raised a hand, her voice calm and indifferent, as if she hadn’t heard his words at all.

“Take him away.”

After those involved were taken away, the once chaotic Chongque Pavilion returned to silence.

Only a few members of the Demon Suppression Bureau remained behind with the Jinwu Guards, conducting final searches and clean-up.

By the copper gates, in the narrow alley still stifling with heat, the female official hesitated, then said:

“My lady…”

“Mm.”

Su Lingxi responded casually.

She reached up and removed the sheer veil from her head.

The special fabric ribbon was soft and smooth, and she casually twirled it through her fingers, tying a few strands into a knot.

If the Grand Duke’s heir had been there, he would have recognized her at a glance.

For some of the older officials in the court, her face was so deeply etched in memory, they’d recognize her even if she turned to ashes.

“The Grand Duke and his faction of elder ministers have long been at odds with us. Recently the friction’s only intensified. Now that we’ve imprisoned his son, they surely won’t sit still. They’ll bring this up to His Majesty and go after us with everything they’ve got.”

“It’s not the first time we’ve clashed with those stubborn old fools,” Su Lingxi replied coolly. “Let them come.”

She lifted her gaze toward the night sky, quiet and vast, filled with unseen watchers.

“What you should be worried about is this: despite the heavy security around the capital, with dozens of formation arrays active… how did the Ghost-Faced Skull get in?”

“It ranks fifty-eighth in the demon cabinet. If it got in, what about the ones ranked higher?”

The female official’s expression instantly changed.

Three months ago, the human world had no demons—or rather, the thousands of demon species had all been sealed within the Demon Cabinet, locked away for a thousand years, with the Heavenly Pillar as its seal.

No matter what creatures were inside, there was no escaping.

No one had ever imagined that the Heavenly Pillar would collapse, that the Demon Cabinet would shatter, and the monsters within would once again walk the earth.

Other regions were already in chaos.

If the capital fell next, it would truly shake the people’s confidence.

“Should we report this case to His Majesty immediately?”

“The weakening of the formations was inevitable—just a matter of time.”

Su Lingxi lightly pressed her fingers down to signal her to stop.

Then, as if remembering something, she asked:

“What’s the current state of the Bureau?”

“Everything’s stable for now. All serious demon incidents reported from the provinces have been analyzed, and proper teams have been dispatched. So far, there’ve been no casualties.”

Su Lingxi remained silent for a moment, then asked:

“What about the people from Fuyu?”

“Still the same—they have their own methods, but they’re cooperating. They have special techniques for dealing with demons. Since they joined us, the Bureau’s efficiency has improved significantly.”

Su Lingxi gave a faint nod.

“What about Fuyu’s elite unit?”

If a greater demon appeared, the Bureau needed enough strength to eliminate it.

At that point, the younger generation from the three major sects wouldn’t be enough.

Nor would the regular Fuyu teams.

The female official grew more serious.

She shook her head:

“They still keep to themselves. Busy with their own things. Refuse to help. If asked, they just say to wait for their commander.”


“Commander…”

Su Lingxi repeated the word, finally frowning.

“How long have they been in the capital?”

“Seventeen days, my lady.”

Su Lingxi handed the veil to the female official and turned to walk out.

“Let’s go. Back to the Bureau.”
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The Demon Suppression Department was newly established and did not belong to any of the Three Departments and Six Ministries.

Due to its dangerous and special nature, it was not set up within the imperial city.

There was quite a distance from the residential district to the Demon Suppression Department.

The female official was named Xi Liu.

Two years ago, she was transferred to serve as Su Lingxi’s personal attendant.

Historically, following someone with overwhelming power has never been easy.

But following Su Lingxi seemed even more difficult than with her predecessors.

The reason was simple: across all dynasties and generations, not a single official could compare to the shocking and unprecedented figure that was Su Lingxi.

Her reputation as the Imperial Mentor was both immense—and terrible.

It would not be an exaggeration to say that she had turned the entire imperial court upside down.

It was said that fourteen years ago, after the virtuous emperor passed away, chaos engulfed the land.

Various military factions rose, territories were fractured, and misery abounded.

Su Lingxi suddenly emerged, joined forces with the late emperor’s loyal ministers, and helped the sickly Sixth Prince ascend the throne.

On the very day the prince sat upon the Dragon Throne of the Grand Hall, three rebel factions stormed the capital.

Several gates had fallen.

The old ministers were ready to die defending the Grand Hall, but Su Lingxi forcibly summoned the three major sects, who had remained neutral until then, to come to their aid.

No one knew how she managed it.

But during those days when every second counted and urgent military reports came in daily, she commanded the troops and stayed in the palace, eating and sleeping there.

Not until the new emperor received the recognition of the Dragon Qi and took hold of the Seal of State did things finally settle.

As a result, Su Lingxi later entered the Grand Secretariat, was appointed Prime Minister, and held immense power.

Even the old-fashioned, rigid ministers were left speechless.

After all, it was a tale that still amazed listeners today.

At that time, Su Lingxi was just a teenager.

Xi Liu returned to her senses and remembered something.

“Earlier today, Lord Zhang from the Court of Judicial Review brought people to the Demon Suppression Department.”

“The Zhang family?”

Su Lingxi nodded slightly, “Looking for trouble again?”

Demonic disturbances had arisen, and the founding of the Demon Suppression Department was theoretically a timely move.

Yet the court was embroiled in endless disputes over it.

The real reason?

The new department meant Su Lingxi gained yet another source of power.

For many, it wasn’t about whether the department should exist, but rather that it shouldn’t be built under Su Lingxi’s control.

“They came on strong, picked out plenty of faults. We did our best to cooperate, avoided direct conflict. It’s just…” Xi Liu hesitated, “They gave orders to those boys from Fuyu, and it upset them. Things got a bit ugly. But we resolved it.”

In the darkness, a voice chuckled softly, “How interesting. What a pity I missed it.”

Even though she’d been shocked by the Imperial Mentor’s eccentricities countless times, Xi Liu still couldn’t help glancing sideways at Su Lingxi’s profile.

When Su Lingxi became Prime Minister, though there were murmurs in the court, she proved capable and stable.

Especially after dealing with locust plagues and floods, she and the old ministers enjoyed a long period of peace.

At that time, praise for her outweighed criticism.

Until three years ago, when something happened that even the official histories dared not record.

Just as she had once helped the sickly prince to the throne, Su Lingxi, citing the emperor’s frailty, demoted him to king and helped his sister—the late emperor’s daughter—ascend the throne instead.

She put her full effort into assisting the new empress, earning her the title of “Imperial Mentor.”

On the day the empress was enthroned, the old ministers were so furious that they collapsed in the Grand Hall, weeping, beating their chests, fainting and reviving in cycles, unable to accept it.

According to tradition, the younger must not precede the elder.

When had a sister ever taken the throne while her brother still lived?

The annals of history held no such absurdity.

Not only the old guard opposed it—even the new faction disagreed.

But Su Lingxi’s determination and swiftness caught everyone off guard.

By the time they realized what had happened, the deed was done.

From that moment, Su Lingxi made enemies of more than half the court.

During that period, there were assassination attempts nearly every day.

Every morning, red paint was splashed on the gates of her residence, with large characters like “Scourge of the Nation” and “Heaven Will Punish.”

When Xi Liu had first joined her, she had been terrified by such scenes.

After all, everyone knew Su Lingxi was no harmless figure.

If she could depose and enthrone emperors, what couldn’t she do?

Anyone daring to provoke her like this was practically asking to be killed on the spot.

But Su Lingxi seemed to care little.

As if all those venomous accusations weren’t directed at her at all.

She was cautious.

Those people thought they came and went in secret, but she always knew the exact time they arrived and left.

Sometimes, she’d even ask Xi Liu to go out and see what insults were written that night.

She could instantly tell whether the words came from a civil or military official—civil officials were refined and reserved, often losing verbal battles during the day, so they used obscure language.

Military men, rarely educated, were blunt and crude: just “Kill” or “Die,” painted in blood red.

When someone went on at length, Su Lingxi could even identify them by name.

Following her, Xi Liu had learned much.

When Su Lingxi was in a bad mood, she wouldn’t hold back.

After a long day, she’d return, wash up, sit beneath a tree in the courtyard, and with a flick of her fingers, fold a blank sheet of paper into a little beast.

On its head were the blood-red characters “Kill” and “Die.”

The creature would hop off the table and vanish into the night.

And the next day at court, there’d be another explosive episode.

Only when she saw these strange, supernatural methods did Xi Liu remember—

The Imperial Mentor was originally from Fuyu.

But she had left there many, many years ago.

It was said that there was deep enmity between Su Lingxi and Fuyu.

That she had been expelled. Many used this to attack her, accusing her of defying tradition and morals, saying no wonder Fuyu had rejected her.

That was how they talked and criticized her, but the truth of it all—who could say?

This time, with so many elite members of Fuyu dispatched, Xi Liu only hoped there wouldn’t be conflict.

Half an hour later, the two arrived at the Demon Suppression Department.

It was already the hour of the boar (around 9–11 PM), but the place was still brightly lit.

Xi Liu took out her waist token and passed through several levels of security before entering.

The structure of the Demon Suppression Department was similar to the Court of Judicial Review—except one caught humans, and the other, demons.

Even the typically stingy Ministry of Revenue hadn’t dared to skimp on this one, allocating a significant budget.

As such, the department was larger and more fortified.

Upon entering, one first saw rows of tall bronze lamps, each like a wide-open eye, illuminating every shadow.

Solid blue stone paths led to small rooms on the sides where officials could rest during night duty.

Deeper inside were the dungeons and holding cells engraved with formation patterns—damp, cold, and strict.

In such a vast area, not a single plant grew.

There was nothing to burn, nowhere for demons to hide.

The department was divided into North and South wings.

Normally, people worked in the South Wing.

The North was much quieter.

But since the Fuyu group arrived, that had changed.

Now the two sides stayed clearly apart.

Without good reason, no one crossed the boundary.

“Madam, are we going to the North Wing?”

Xi Liu asked, thinking Su Lingxi was here for the Fuyu people.

But Su Lingxi pointed casually toward another path.

“This way.”

It was late, yet the South Wing was still bustling.

Some older officials, exhausted, were nodding off over scrolls.

But at a certain moment, when two figures swept past, they jolted awake.

One by one, they straightened their robes and rose to greet the leading figure.

“Madam.”

Su Lingxi pressed her fingers downward, signaling them to continue working.

She found a spot to lean on amidst the towering piles of scrolls.

She hadn’t been to the department in a while, but the officials responsible for organizing reports on demon activity instinctively brought her the latest files.

Though not physically present, she knew exactly what was happening in each region.

She flipped through the documents, then set them aside.

After the demon cabinet was destroyed, Su Lingxi had swiftly pulled demon-related records from the palace archives.

The three major sects had also scoured their texts.

Together, they had barely managed to reconstruct a ranking list of demon types—but it was far from complete.

Everyone hoped to uncover something new.

For they all knew—things would only grow more dire with time.

Thus, if the South Wing lacked anything, it certainly didn’t lack scrolls.

There were tons of them.

Su Lingxi casually mentioned what had happened tonight, then took out pen and paper to write down some details of her encounter with the ghost-faced skeleton, placing them into the case file.

After that, she picked up a nearby scroll and began reading.

She read quickly—just one glance was enough to know whether the content was what she wanted, so she also put books down just as fast.

By the third scroll, she changed the leg she was leaning on, showing no intention of moving anytime soon. Xi Liu watched, wanting to speak but holding back.

She remembered that the Imperial Mentor had originally come for the people from Fuyu.

But Xi Liu didn’t say anything—after all, she was no longer new to the Imperial Mentor’s side.

She knew the Imperial Mentor always acted at the most appropriate time and in the most correct way.

In the blink of an eye, half an hour had passed.

The moon hung high in the sky. Su Lingxi closed the book, her fingers lightly stroking the spine.

She stared at the rising steam from the tea on the small table for a moment, then finally seemed to recall something.

She turned and said to a nearby minor official:

“Send someone to the North Courtyard. Tell them I’m free tonight and ask whether they want to come here or have me go over.”

Everyone was stunned.

The North Courtyard housed the people from Fuyu, but the “they” the Imperial Mentor referred to was clearly not an ordinary team.

An older official sitting nearby—gray at the temples beneath his official’s cap—exchanged looks with his colleague before bowing and explaining, “My Lord, the North Courtyard… they finish duties early.

At this hour, they’ve likely gone to sleep.”

“Don’t worry, they won’t be able to sleep tonight,” Su Lingxi waved her hand. “Go. Just deliver my message exactly as it is.”

The inner servant quickly left for the north.

Su Lingxi watched him go, then slowly withdrew her gaze.

The night heat hadn’t dissipated.

The inner servants brought out an ice box. Xi Liu, knowing Su Lingxi’s habits, prepared her usual incense.

But before she could light it, Su Lingxi glanced at her and casually said, “No need.”

Xi Liu paused, sensing something.

She asked hesitantly, “Does that mean… they won’t come to the South Courtyard?”

“Don’t know,” Su Lingxi said as she flicked a talisman into the air. Flames suddenly burst forth—this was a special emergency communication method of the Demon-Suppressing Division.

After her fingers stilled, she continued, “But if I were them, I’d take the initiative.”

From her tone, Xi Liu understood—those people probably wouldn’t be coming.

And from the Imperial Mentor’s words, this would not bode well for them.

Indeed, that was the case.

The inner servant didn’t wait long at the North Courtyard.

Fifteen minutes later, he returned with their response:

“They didn’t say they’d come, nor did they say for you to go—they simply asked that I return.”

The officials on night duty in the South Courtyard all pricked up their ears.

Upon hearing this, they were somewhat displeased but said nothing.

Since ancient times, whether in royal records or in the archives of the three major sects, Fuyu had always held a transcendent, ethereal status.

To the far south lay a mysterious place, long hidden in deep-sea fog, unconnected to the mortal world or even the immortal sects.

It was a secluded realm, known as Fuyu.

A towering gate separated it from the human world.

Without the emperor’s jade pass and diplomatic status, outsiders couldn’t even approach it.

Its mystery was unmatched.

Ordinary people, even if they entered a major sect and trained in swordsmanship, talismans, or martial arts, could at most live a little over a hundred years.

But Fuyu was different. Favored by heaven, their people had lifespans more than three times that of mortals.

In many ways, they were more akin to celestial beings or powerful spirits.

But unlike demons, they helped people rather than harm them.

Some commoners even privately referred to them as “divine envoys.”

There were also rumors that the realm of Fuyu was vast beyond measure.

Whenever sea fog rose, young men and women could be seen riding giant fish into the deep sea or flying on white cranes into the clouds.

Carefree and unfettered, with supreme freedom.

It wasn’t hard to imagine how proud the youths raised in such an environment must be.

This time, the court was the one asking for assistance.

If not for Fuyu’s long-standing role as overseer and helper to the royal family, they might not have come out at all.

The team they sent was the elite of the elite—every one of them outstanding.

Arrogant, and deservedly so.

Upon hearing this, Xi Liu looked to Su Lingxi and offered, “Perhaps we can find another reason to arrange for them to meet you on another day.”

It wasn’t that the court couldn’t swallow its pride—only that the situation was delicate.

The emperor had just ordered the establishment of the Demon-Suppressing Division, placing full authority in the Imperial Mentor Su Lingxi’s hands.

And this Fuyu team was known for being hard to manage.

Things had only just begun—if everything was done on their terms, how could the Imperial Mentor establish her authority or command the larger forces moving forward?

“No need.”

“Better now than later.”

To everyone’s surprise, Su Lingxi set down what she was holding and headed out.

The auspicious beast embroidery on her sleeve slipped from the desk.

Looking up at the star-filled sky, she smiled slightly and said:

“Tonight will do. The signs are good.”

Xi Liu was again taken aback.

The Imperial Mentor seemed particularly interested in Fuyu tonight.

The path from the South Courtyard to the North Courtyard was straight and required barely a turn.

Before long, the silhouette of the buildings lit up in the North Courtyard came into view.

Su Lingxi stopped walking and instructed the inner servant behind her to go in and announce her arrival.

As if remembering something, she casually added:

“By morning at the latest, Duke Xuan will know his disgraceful grandson has been imprisoned. We don’t have much time. Find out what happened quickly. Also, isolate him—don’t let anyone near.”

Xi Liu’s expression grew grave.

“Yes, understood.”


Just then, the tightly shut main door creaked open from inside—pushed outward by a hidden force—facing directly toward Su Lingxi.

A warm voice came from within:

“Imperial Mentor, please come in.”

The door stood half-open.

The voice was audible, but the person remained unseen.

Su Lingxi raised an eyebrow slightly.

When Xi Liu asked whether she should bring the five-colored veil, Su Lingxi shook her head.

The next moment, she stepped up the stairs and crossed the threshold.
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There were lights burning and incense wafting in the room, and more than one person standing inside.

By the lattice window, beside the lacquer table, and behind the screen, there were figures leaning silently.

Some stood with arms crossed, holding swords and looking up, others gazed into the distance through the window — all wearing similar expressions of impatience, eyes cast down, most of their faces hidden in the drowsy shadows.

The Imperial Mentor.

Su Lingxi’s gaze landed on the man nearest to her.

He neither bowed nor saluted, simply nodded slightly to her, calm and composed.

“Sang Chu, deputy commander of the Floating Jade Demon-Slaying Operation, at your service.”

It was the same voice that had just invited her in.

“I’ve been overwhelmed with affairs lately and only just found the time to meet.”

Su Lingxi smiled, unconcerned with formalities, responding naturally, “I’ve long heard of the commander’s reputation. A pleasure to meet you.”

Whether her words and smile were sincere or merely polite — no pair of eyes in the room was fooled.

In fact, as the two spoke, almost everyone who had been lowering their gaze now looked silently in their direction.

And by the time her final word was spoken, a few pairs of eyes dimmed, ever so slightly.

She doesn’t remember.

And they hadn’t expected her to have forgotten so thoroughly.

Even so, two or three of them stared at her intently, unwilling to look away.

It had been… too long.

Fourteen years was nothing for the Floating Jade people, who could live four or five centuries.

But in that moment — seeing that familiar face, subtly changed by time, standing just a few steps away — even the strongest minds fell into a momentary daze.
Fourteen years stretched infinitely long, like a raging river — the waves crashing down so violently, they seemed to steal one’s breath.

Su Lingxi had only been eighteen when she left Floating Jade.

A clever, mischievous girl molded by the passage of fourteen years into a calm, authoritative Imperial Mentor.

The way she looked at people, the curve of her lips, every word she spoke — all well-measured, smooth, and in complete control.

Even her old friends found no cracks to peek through, no way to glimpse her true thoughts.

“Visiting at this hour, I must have disturbed your rest.”

The voice of a sixteen or seventeen-year-old girl would have been naturally sweet and bright.

But Su Lingxi’s voice, while still crisp, had lost its sweetness — replaced instead with an innate sense of gravity and calm.

Sang Chu poured her a cup of tea, slid it to her across the table, and, not denying her point, smiled as he added, “Visiting so late at night, the Imperial Mentor must have something important to discuss with us.”

Su Lingxi lowered her eyes to the teacup, giving him the courtesy of picking it up in her hands.

Her fingers turned the cup slowly, rubbing along its red plum pattern on white porcelain.

The tea inside was scalding hot — before long, her fingers were reddened from the heat. But she seemed unaware of it.

Frowning slightly, she spoke candidly, “An hour ago, something happened in Chang’an.”

Perhaps she truly was busy — calling her burdened with state affairs would be no exaggeration.

Su Lingxi was always straightforward, never one for unnecessary pleasantries or small talk, always getting straight to the point.

Though they hadn’t seen her in fourteen years, they knew she had carried the Emperor’s jade seal into Floating Jade twice.

It was said that, when she stood before the “Gate” last time, she had said only one thing:

“The Celestial Pillar is broken. The Demon Vault has fallen.”

Sang Chu waited for her to go on.

“The Ghost-Faced Skull appeared. In the newly compiled Hundred Demon Record, it ranks fifty-eighth.”

Su Lingxi seemed to be speaking only to Sang Chu, not paying attention to the others.

She took a sip of tea — its searing bitterness leaving a numbing sting on her tongue, which she swallowed without flinching.

“It’s not particularly powerful. But I fear its appearance isn’t coincidental. And it’s certainly not the only demon in Chang’an.”

“Higher-ranked demons are stronger and stay hidden. If they don’t show themselves, the Demon Subjugation Bureau will have a hard time detecting them. Floating Jade has a unique advantage in this regard. The Bureau needs Floating Jade’s strength.”

“But hasn’t Floating Jade already been assisting the Bureau?”

Sang Chu — graceful and dignified — had a presence that was never aggressive, whether smiling or serious.

His voice only added to his scholarly charm, warm and pleasant.

He lightly tapped the bridge of his nose and reminded her gently, “If I recall correctly, the very day we arrived in Chang’an, fifteen squads from Floating Jade were dispatched to assist with demon subjugation.”

“Yes,” Su Lingxi replied.

“But the most elite squad has yet to act.”

At this, Su Lingxi finally looked around the room, scanning the others — though only briefly — before withdrawing her gaze.

“The top ten demons once caused rivers of blood a thousand years ago. We still know too little about them. The capital is the heart of the empire — the palace, the Emperor — all here. Without a strong enough force on standby, I cannot rest easy.”

Sang Chu didn’t respond right away, seemingly lost in thought.

It was the young man by the window, who had been staring at Su Lingxi the whole time, who clicked his tongue.

He tapped his long fingers against the armrest beside him with rhythmic thud-thud sounds, drawing everyone’s attention.

“So,” he said, “the Imperial Mentor wants to recruit all of us into the service of the court?”

The young man was quite handsome — with long, black, silky hair tied casually with a red ribbon.

He sat on the lacquered table by the window with one knee bent, carefree and nonchalant.

Su Lingxi met his eyes for a moment, then lowered hers, lips curving in a faint smile.

“I’d love nothing more than to have more fierce warriors at His Majesty’s command. But though my appetite is large, my courage is small. When matters exceed my capabilities, I prefer to measure my options carefully. So for now — that’s not my intention.”

“Then you want us to stand by for orders? From the court?”

Su Lingxi shook her head and replied softly, “From me.”

Several gazes immediately sharpened.

The atmosphere subtly tightened.

“The mortal court is in crisis. Floating Jade was summoned to Chang’an for aid.

If the Demon Bureau and the Imperial Mentor cannot handle the threat, they should step down and let those more capable take over — not make demands like this.”

Su Lingxi remained silent for a moment. She wasn’t surprised.

In fact, the moment the demons escaped, she had already foreseen this moment — a confrontation over command between her and Floating Jade.

Before going into battle, it was essential to determine the commanding general, the deputy, and the vanguard. Demon-slaying was no different.

Glancing around the room, Su Lingxi spoke:

“In general terms — supporting the royal family and safeguarding the realm is the duty of the ‘Gate’. And Floating Jade follows the Gate’s commands.”

“In more specific terms…”

She didn’t rise to the bait of the phrase “less capable,” which was clearly meant to provoke.

Words couldn’t solve anything — and she had long cultivated the habit of getting straight to the issue with every action and word.

“In the heart of Chang’an, under the Emperor’s very feet — whether demons are present or not — it’s the most complex place in the world.
People’s hearts are unpredictable, the situation ever-shifting.

The three great sects are constantly shifting alliances.

Court factions rise and fall. Nothing stays constant.

“Floating Jade is noble — untainted by the stench of the mundane world.

You came cleanly.

Perhaps it’s best… if you return with your good name just as clean.”

Her words struck home — far more effective than any heated argument.

Floating Jade detested forming ties with the court or palace — whether good or bad.

As Su Lingxi had said, Floating Jade had a duty to support the royal house.

But once tied down by responsibility — limitations would follow.

They practiced the world’s most profound arts, looked down on the three great sects who claimed to pursue the Dao, and yet — they were still wary of the weaker court, still wary of the Empress.

Or perhaps… it was the Emperor’s seal of state, and the dragon vein beneath the capital, that kept them in check.

“Ties that run too deep will entangle karma and invite backlash.

Simply put, it brings misfortune.

Therefore, no one is willing to get too close.

To be fair, if these words had come from a different Imperial Advisor—phrased more gently, with a softer attitude—perhaps the command would have been handed over with only token resistance.

After all, they were here to solve a problem.

But the wrong person said it.

The more concise and pointed her words, the more they seemed calculated and targeted—like tossing a burning torch into a dry room, instantly igniting a smothering, suffocating frustration and resentment.

Su Lingxi was born in Fuyu, raised in Fuyu.

Even if she had completely forgotten her past, who didn’t know of her origin and background?

Yet now she had completely embraced her role as the Imperial Advisor, exhausting herself in service of the empire.

She spoke of Fuyu’s purity and loftiness—but she had once been one of them.

She criticized the imperial city for its filth and intrigue, where officials schemed for personal gain—yet she had thoroughly immersed herself in it.

She faced them not as friends—forget warmth or goodwill—she treated them like potential threats with unclear loyalties.
Subtle probes, diplomatic evasion.

A hot breeze drifted in through the window, rustling the papers stacked on the sandalwood desk with a sound like raindrops or dew sliding across leaves.

One soft flutter after another, each sound stretching the silence longer.

Finally, it was the young man who let out a sudden snort through his nose, just as he was about to speak, when Sang Chu called out:

“Yu Lin’an.”

Yu Lin’an met his gaze, frowned, and held his tongue.

Then came a girl’s voice.

When Su Lingxi entered the room, she was the only one who had properly seated herself on a stool at the Eight Immortals table.

Her voice was young, her face even younger—she looked no more than twelve or thirteen.

Two icy-blue crystals were stuck near her eyes, making her irises appear even more clear and translucent.

“But we can’t agree to your terms.”

She looked up at Su Lingxi, hands quietly resting on her knees, pressing down the soft white hem of her dress.

Despite her age, her manners were already well-formed.

“Fuyu has its rules. We only follow the orders of the Commanding Officer.”

This was the third time Su Lingxi had heard someone mention this “Commanding Officer.”

Clearly, they weren’t referring to Vice-Commander Sang Chu.

Since the person hadn’t appeared yet, their mystery and disposition would remain unknown for now.

But right now, after all the circling and probing, they were back at square one.

Su Lingxi hadn’t intended to let the conversation stall—her time was limited, and she didn’t like wasting it.

“Well then.”

She held a teacup and turned to lean against the table, mirroring their relaxed stance.

Her posture was calm, even her shoulders loosened.

The corners of her eyes curved slightly as she smiled:

“I assumed you already had a firm resolve about demon-hunting and could give me a definite answer.”

Her words now carried a sharper edge.

Sang Chu’s smile faded. He turned his head slightly.

“The Imperial Advisor came uninvited—I assumed you came in peace. But now, it seems, you are not here as a friend.”

“Uninvited?”

Su Lingxi set down the teacup she’d been warming in her hands, letting out a soft laugh:

“I would’ve thought my visit to the Northern Institute was just what you wanted.”

She raised a brow.

“What, you didn’t want to see me?”

Her tone was suddenly casual, no longer the official detachment from before.

It was like teasing among friends, not unfriendly at all.

This caused the few people in the room to exchange surprised, uncertain glances.

In truth, the illusion of peace in the room had just been peeled away—like a veil lifted.

But the one lifting it knew how to negotiate, even while exposing faults, she did so with a smile.

Su Lingxi had deliberately delayed seeing these people for over ten days—not because she was truly too busy, but because she needed time to observe.

In these turbulent times, with so many shifting pieces, she, caught at the center of the storm, had much she needed to confirm.

First and foremost: was demon-hunting their only purpose in coming to the human realm?

Even Xiuliu could tell she was from Fuyu and had shown hesitation multiple times—Su Lingxi herself would never be caught unprepared.

Ten or so paces to her right stood a tall, slender woman balancing like a crane on one leg.

She looked perpetually sleep-deprived, dark circles under her eyes. Her voice was sharp:

“What do you mean by that?”

“Oh… nothing much.”

Su Lingxi blinked slowly, as if something had caught in her throat.

She turned her head and gave a soft cough, then replied,

“I just wanted to ask—after monitoring the Imperial Advisor’s manor for days, did you get what you wanted?”

“Were the answers you received… satisfactory?”

This time, the room truly fell silent.

You could hear a pin drop.


The friendly ones became solemn, the cocky ones pulled their feet back in line.

Su Lingxi’s sudden attack didn’t carry overt aggression—that was precisely why it was hard to tell whether she truly knew something, or was fishing for a reaction.

From the moment she entered the room, her gaze had never lingered on anyone for long—she’d paid more attention to her teacup than to any of them.

But in fact, before stepping into this room, portraits of every person here had been laid out on her desk.
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She knew the young man with silk-bound hair by the window was Yu Lin’an—hands capable of turning decay into wonder, skilled in paper craft, spirit writing, and puppetry.

Loud, dramatic.

She knew the little girl was Bai Xiao, truly just a child, not yet twelve.

She always carried a small jade tube filled with special incense used for practicing scent arts.

She knew the sharp-tongued woman was Lin Yu, nocturnal and antisocial, always sullen, and frighteningly fast in movement.

Her cultivation leaned toward tracking and assassination.

She also knew Sang Chu had a gentle temperament, always calm and courteous.

Many past frictions between Fuyu and the Demon Suppression Bureau were only resolved thanks to his mediating efforts.

After so many years in court, Su Lingxi had met all kinds of difficult people and strange situations—her skill in reading others was second to none.

Over the past few days, she had thrown many subtle choices their way.

Just like tonight—should she come to them, or should they come to her?

Usually, there were only two answers: come or don’t, meet or don’t.

The people lurking around the Imperial Advisor’s manor made it obvious—they wanted to meet her.

That’s why she had told Xiuliu: if it were her, she would take the initiative.

If you want something from someone, being proactive gives you more control.

Or they could have chosen not to meet at all—Fuyu was proud, and court officials held little sway there.

But they had done neither.

Their ambiguous attitude sent a clear signal: they wanted to meet, but couldn’t make the first move.

They didn’t directly refuse because Su Lingxi hadn’t shown herself for seventeen days.

Missing this chance, then sending a signal that Fuyu didn’t want contact, would go against their real intentions.

They couldn’t make the first move because their true purpose was secret, and saying too much might alert her.

They needed something from her—an answer only she could give.

As expected, their delay in joining the demon-hunting operation meant that the mission they had received included more than just demon-hunting.

A dark shadow briefly passed through Su Lingxi’s eyes.

She reached into her sleeve, pulled out two paper talismans, and pressed them to the table corner. Then, as if to justify herself, she gave a faint, unreadable smile:

“I let your people wander around the Imperial Advisor’s manor for days. Only tonight did I apprehend someone.”

“How is that unfriendly?”

Sang Chu, closest to her, recognized them at once—these were paper-thin jade talismans unique to Fuyu, symbolizing individual identities.

Once those appeared, there was no point in testing anymore—the infiltration had been thoroughly exposed.

And their person had been captured.

Things had suddenly taken a turn for the worse.

Even someone as calm as Sang Chu found it headache-inducing.

“What does the Imperial Advisor intend to do?”

“Take them to the palace. Let His Majesty see them,” Su Lingxi said.

“Given the looming threat, Fuyu and the Demon Suppression Bureau are expected to stand united. At least, that’s what people believe. But now… that seems questionable.

Let His Majesty see for himself. Perhaps he’ll start to wonder whether there might be internal conflict between us.”

“The Imperial Advisor leads the Demon Suppression Bureau and is already a controversial figure.

People say seeing is believing. Since we’re to work together, and a few curious children wanted to observe the Imperial Advisor ahead of time—it may have been rude, but there was no ill intent. We hope for your forgiveness.”

Su Lingxi neither agreed nor disagreed:

“Whether there was ill intent… let His Majesty decide.”

And that—was the real issue.

Sang Chu’s mind echoed with what Su Lingxi had said earlier:

“Fuyu is pure and lofty—best to come clean, and leave clean.”

By “clean,” she meant it was best not to get entangled with the royal family, not to be remembered or targeted by them—especially not by the Emperor himself, the one who held the Dragon Vein and the State-Sealing Seal.

For a brief moment, Sang Chu even wondered if every word Su Lingxi spoke tonight, and the exact order she spoke them in, had been carefully calculated in advance.

That line of hers—was it a warning? With that in mind, who would want to go meet the Emperor?

Since they didn’t want to go, they had to offer something in exchange.

And look at her—she didn’t beat around the bush. She laid her demands out plainly from the very beginning.

Sang Chu’s gaze darkened.

He stared at Su Lingxi without speaking for a long while.

But Su Lingxi understood what that look meant. Fuyu’s people had their pride.

If they had to bow their heads and compromise, so be it—as long as she got what she came for.

She loosened her fingers and pushed the jade token back toward Sang Chu, returning it to its rightful owner.

“The Imperial Advisor’s guards will immediately escort the two harmless children back to the Northern Institute.”

She was satisfied now, so her tone shifted to something more like casual conversation.

When she mentioned “children” and “harmless,” there was even a slight chuckle in her voice—

It was hard to tell if she was being sarcastic or not, but it made people’s ears burn all the same.

“These are communication talismans used within the Demon Suppression Bureau. They ignite without fire and can be used fifteen times each.” Su Lingxi raised her eyebrows slightly as she dropped a small stack of pale blue talismans on the table.

Her eyes swept around the room as she calmly confirmed:


“If something comes up, I’ll be able to reach you in time, right?”

With the upper hand fully taken, Bai Xiao spoke up, her face taut:

“If needed, we’ll naturally help you hunt demons. But we can’t guarantee we’ll always be available. Once our Commander arrives, we may have other duties.”

Su Lingxi looked at her and casually asked,

“When will your Commander arrive?”

Bai Xiao’s expression became particularly odd. She turned her head away, lips twitching slightly.

After a pause, Sang Chu answered on her behalf:

“We don’t know. No message has come yet.”

Su Lingxi nodded and stood up straight.

As she did, the silver bell on her waist jingled softly—though it made no actual sound, looking more like a round, stuffed sachet, soon tucked beneath her pouch and robe.

“It’s getting late,” she said, glancing out at the moon through the window.

She turned to Sang Chu and offered a courteous closing remark:

“I’ll leave future matters in your capable hands.”

—Now she says it’s late.

Wasn’t she the one who chose the time?

Once Su Lingxi’s figure had left the room, joining the lady official at her side and disappearing into the night fog, they waited a moment longer—until even the sound of footsteps had completely faded.

As the gates of the Northern Institute closed behind her, most of the people inside could no longer keep their composure.

“She just… left?”

Someone asked.

“What else? Three sentences, she got what she wanted, why would she stick around to have supper with you?”

Lin Yu lifted her eyelids and shot back.

When Su Lingxi arrived at the Demon Suppression Bureau, many were already asleep.

They had woken abruptly upon hearing the news, hastily grabbing an outer robe and rushing over.

Yu Lin’an had literally leapt out of bed.
So had Lin Yu.

She barely slept at night, and when she did finally sleep, she’d been woken up.

Now she’d come all the way over, only to lose the round before even stepping into the ring—it made her feel incredibly foolish, and her expression soured even more.

Bai Xiao raised her chin, hands still quietly pressing the hem of her dress, frowning:


“Why did we hand over command authority so quickly? We could’ve drawn things out, gotten her to reveal more. Who knows what she might’ve let slip?”

Sang Chu explained:

“Su Lingxi isn’t easy to deal with. She’s grown considerably over the years—she’s unpredictable. We handed her leverage, offended her. There’s no telling how much patience she would’ve had for games.

The command wasn’t something we needed anyway—keeping it would only cause more trouble. Meeting the Emperor over it would’ve been unnecessary, and making Su Lingxi think we meant her harm would’ve been a mistake.”

Bai Xiao’s face stayed tight, not a hint of a smile. Her voice was cold as ice, like a porcelain snow doll brought to life.

She stated plainly:
“Su Lingxi isn’t like what you all said.”

Not just “not like”—she was completely different.

Sang Chu quietly returned Su Lingxi’s used teacup to its original place.

He looked up at the few others in the room and said:

“Then perhaps we should ask Su Lingxi’s… good friends.”

The ones he looked at instantly felt uneasy, though they had prepared themselves for this moment.

Still, faces went stiff, hearts pounded, but they tried to maintain a front of uprightness—as if their faces said:

“Who’s Su Lingxi’s friend? Not me.”

When Lin Yu saw Sang Chu’s gaze linger on her a bit too long, she scowled and snapped:

“What are you looking at me for? You sick or something?”

Eventually, everyone’s eyes settled on a single person.

Faced with their stares, Yu Lin’an’s mouth twitched.

He looked like he wanted to explain something but didn’t know how.

After a long hesitation, he rubbed his nose and said:

“Asking anyone won’t help. Haven’t you all met Su Lingxi? Never spoken with her before?”

“The way she used to be—even if she lost her memory, she’d still be curious, right? At least ask questions, yeah? But did you see her ask a single thing tonight? She didn’t care at all.”

As he spoke, the spirit orb rolling in Yu Lin’an’s palm lit up briefly.

He glanced down and frowned, then looked up again:

“Things are already like this, and I think she did just fine tonight.”

“What else could she do?”

Fourteen years—it wasn’t fourteen days, or even fourteen months.

The rumors about the Imperial Advisor among the people were too many to count.

Pieced together in chronological order, you could faintly trace the path of one person’s growth—becoming more precise, more decisive, more ruthless.

Able to overturn clouds and rain, command life and death.

While they were riding cranes and fish through Tianshan, picking celestial dew from Zhongnan, and plucking immortal blossoms—

Su Lingxi was at the borders, quelling rebellion, negotiating surrenders, and protecting a sickly emperor’s empire.

While they were dozing off in the Four Academies beneath the hot sun, listening to lectures and awaiting assessments—

Su Lingxi had already endured betrayals, been jointly impeached by court officials in the Tai Chi Hall, and stood beneath the Emperor’s suspicious gaze.

When it came to cultivation or magical arts, maybe they could compare to her now.

But when it came to strategy, to schemes—trying to see through Su Lingxi’s thoughts with one glance?

That would be a joke.

Sang Chu understood what Yu Lin’an meant, and agreed with it.

He sighed deeply:

“If things are like this, finding the Twelve Witches… will be even harder.”

“Let’s first worry about the things at hand.”


Yu Lin’an raised the spirit orb in his hand, suspending it in mid-air.

His fingers tapped on the message above it:

“I just received news—Ye Zhuxu has come out of the Zhongnan pass.”

He thought of certain possibilities, and a slight ache spread in his teeth:

“I can’t say exactly when he’ll arrive, but it’ll be in the next couple of days.”

“If he and Su Lingxi meet…”

Yu Lin’an couldn’t bring himself to imagine what that scene might look like.

He swiped his hand in the air and released the orb:

“I’m worried they might ‘boom,’ and blow up Chang’an City.”

As the words fell, the surroundings fell into complete silence.
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By the time they left the Northern Wing, it was already the third quarter of the Chou hour (1:45–2:00 AM). Xi Liu followed behind Su Lingxi, holding a lantern.

The entire Demon Suppression Bureau felt like an overturned bell, sealed tightly, eerie and ghostly at night, with a faint, lingering smell of blood always at the tip of the nose.

Xi Liu asked, “My lady, shall we return to the Imperial Tutor’s residence to rest?”

“No need.”

Su Lingxi had not come to the Northern Wing without being affected.

Now, searching through her mind, she tried to recall any faces similar to the people she had seen today, but quickly realized it was all in vain—memories from more than a decade ago were still a complete blank.

She was momentarily distracted before continuing, “I’ll rest here at the Bureau.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

After a while, Su Lingxi’s gaze lingered on the case file in Xi Liu’s hand.

She asked, “You’ve been to the prison? Learned anything?”

Xi Liu unrolled the document and handed it to her.

“I first had someone interrogate the official’s son who had gone to the appointment set by the Heir of the Duke of Ying’s family. We found out a few things.

It turns out that person is the son of the deputy supervisor of the Bureau of Livestock.

His father lacks capability, is upright and honest, doesn’t know how to curry favor or play politics, and has held the same low position for years.

Seeing no future in his father’s path, the son had to find his own way—so he sought to befriend the sons of noble families.

A month ago, he managed to get close to the young heir of the Duke of Xuan’s family.

Everyone in the capital knows the Dowager Duchess passed away over half a year ago, and the young heir is still tormented by grief, withdrawn and sullen.

The Chongque Tower was built by him in her memory.

Anyone invited there is likely just there to drink with the heir and listen to him reminisce about the old days with his grandmother, offering him comfort.

It’s much easier than studying boring books.

He never declined an invitation—not once.

Tonight was no different. After entering Chongque Tower, they indulged in delicacies, fine wine, and music.

As the wine took effect, the young heir’s face flushed, and when he mentioned his deceased grandmother, his eyes reddened.

Whether the alcohol was too strong or not, something went wrong.

According to the official’s son, the young heir suddenly smashed his wine cup and said he wanted to take him to meet someone in the tower.

He claimed to have found a master—a great spiritualist who had a secret method that could bring the dead back to life.

That was absurd, of course.

Still, the young man didn’t want to shatter the heir’s illusion.

He just planned to watch silently and let the truth speak for itself.

Once the ritual failed, the heir would naturally give up.

Then he saw the so-called master—allegedly a guest of one of the three great sects.

He watched with his own eyes as the master instructed his servants to bring out a bowl of chicken blood, a bowl of cinnabar, six half-burned incense candles, and three nearly-spent incense sticks.

There were sword dances, bell shaking, talismans pasted all over the walls, and solemn chants to summon a soul.

In the end, no spirit came—but a man-eating demon did.

At this point, Su Lingxi raised an eyebrow.

“The Liu Yun Sect can summon spirits and demons now?”

“I interrogated the spiritualist and read a letter in his master’s own handwriting. He is indeed from Liu Yun Sect. His words sounded noble—he claimed that, since the demon cabinet failed tonight and monsters now run wild, they, having studied for years, must join forces with the Demon Suppression Bureau to protect the capital and His Majesty.”

Chang’an lies at the center, and to its north are many cultivation sects, the most prominent being the Liu Yun Sword Sect, the Tianchan Monastery, and the Floating Flower Sect.

Many members of the newly formed Demon Suppression Bureau come from these three.

Su Lingxi’s connections with these three sects date all the way back to the new emperor’s ascension fourteen years ago.

So the moment she saw the spiritualist’s technique tonight, she already knew who his master was.

Xi Liu continued, “However, years ago, there was a third young master in the Duke’s family—the young heir’s uncle. He once gambled a treasured item in the sect and failed to return it at the agreed time.

The item is of great value to them. Word has it that it’s now in the heir’s possession. So during the summoning ritual, they used a charm to hypnotize the heir, trying to trick him into handing it over.

Afterward, this man planned to join the Bureau using his sect credentials.

Who would’ve thought something this cursed would happen.”

“Sounds like a whole mess of coincidences,” Su Lingxi remarked casually.

“What do you plan to do?”

Xi Liu immediately straightened up. Su Lingxi, as Imperial Tutor, had no family backing her.

Most of those she supported came from humble backgrounds—poor scholars with ambition and a willingness to work hard.

She took them under her wing, taught them relentlessly, and only through years of cultivation did they become trusted allies in court. She never gave up this habit.

Truthfully, those people—including Xi Liu—should be calling her “Teacher.”

But in all the land, no one dared call themselves a classmate of the Emperor.

“I will conduct a thorough investigation. If—” she paused, visibly hesitant, then said, “If everything checks out, the suspect should be released.”

If anything happened to the young heir while in custody, wouldn’t the Duke’s household go mad?

And the late Emperor… the Yan faction would certainly seize on this scandal.

This is a turbulent year.

The nation’s focus is already on these demons.

No room for internal strife.

“Detain him a few more days,” Su Lingxi said, rolling the document back up and gently returning it to Xi Liu’s hands.

“The Ghost-Faced Skull was the first high-level demon to appear in the capital. I refuse to believe it’s all coincidence. Anyone with ties to demons—better to err on the side of harshness. That’s my policy.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

Xi Liu understood.

“I’ll take care of it.”

Su Lingxi had a private resting area in the Bureau—just two small rooms with white walls and tiles.

The only thing distinguishing them from a typical guard post was the two stone stools and a table at the front and back entrances.

She wasn’t picky about food or lodging.

When busy, she’d sleep in the palace, the office, or even these small posts.

Rarely did she return to the Imperial Tutor’s residence.

So the boys of Fuyu had waited many times but seldom caught her at home.

Xi Liu went next door. After washing up, Su Lingxi didn’t lie down right away.

She opened the window, then the door, leaning against the bed frame, lost in thought.

After a while, she unhooked the jade pendant from her waist and turned it over in her palm a few times.

A bold and dignified “Su” character was carved into its face.

She examined it, then aligned her fingers with five hidden grooves.

With a faint click, a hidden compartment split open from the side of the pendant.

The Imperial Tutor carried many secrets.

This was one of them.

She removed a waterproof parchment at the top of the compartment and took out a tri-folded piece of paper.

Opening it, she saw her own handwriting—bold and powerful, every stroke exuding a sense of deadly seriousness.

She had written this herself—it was unmistakable.

It wasn’t the first time she’d read this paper, but as her eyes scanned the words, she could still instantly read the emotions she had when writing it.

Normally, her handwriting was cursive and heavy-handed, often messy.

But here, every character was written neatly and carefully—clear and unmistakable, with no ambiguous strokes.

Such precision meant she believed what she wrote was of utmost importance.

The first page had only two lines. At first glance, one could take them in entirely:

“If that day ever comes—remember to be wary of anything from your homeland. Stay away from anyone claiming to be an old friend.”

Su Lingxi’s gaze lingered on the word “friend.”

That final stroke was slightly broken, as if the writer had paused while finishing it, perhaps recalling something.

Over time, the ink had deepened at that point, making the hesitation more apparent.

Who knew her better than herself?

If she hadn’t seen Sang Chu and the others tonight, she might still have doubted.

But after seeing them, she knew exactly what that hesitation meant.

Putting everything else aside, old friends are indeed real.

From the subtle, probing looks of Sang Chu and the others at the very beginning, it was clear—they knew her, without a doubt.

Now that the matter of visitation had been exposed, the Imperial Mentor’s residence would likely return to peace.

She guessed that team would change tactics and begin approaching her openly, engaging her in conversation.

Since there was indeed a shared past, if someone were to take the initiative, she could offer a small opening for them to pry at.

Understanding their respective abilities would be helpful for future deployment strategies.

When it came to crossing blades, it would be good to know both the self and the enemy—that was one reason.

Another was that she had many questions.

Through subtle probing, she might be able to obtain some answers.

With this in mind, Su Lingxi didn’t bother reading the last two pages.

She placed the item back into the hidden compartment, tapped her finger once, then again—the jade tablet clicked shut, completely intact.

After finishing this, Su Lingxi stretched her hands and leaned back, closing her eyes in contemplation.

The item in the compartment had been written four or five years ago.

Back then, she still retained some fragmented memories of Fuyu—vaguely recalling people and events.

But as the forgetting grew worse, even remembering important people became exhausting.

She would often need a long moment of confusion before recalling them.

This made it clear—complete forgetfulness was not far off.

That day was inevitable.

And now, it had finally arrived.

Which was why she left so many things behind for herself.

Yes, those old ministers in court who shouted the loudest were not wrong—Su Lingxi did indeed come from Fuyu and had been exiled.

People from Fuyu were born with the ability to cross the “gate”—they didn’t need the Emperor’s jade pass, nor miraculous power. It was simply the road home.

Legend had it that only those who committed grave offenses would be banished from Fuyu.

Once exiled, Fuyu would reclaim everything.

From that moment on, the gate to Fuyu would be eternally closed—unless a major event occurred in the mortal realm, and the person bore the Emperor’s jade pass as an envoy to pass through the layers of gates and meet with the Fuyu overseer.

Thereafter, all memories of Fuyu—friends, family, teachers, lovers—would slowly be stripped away, until one day they would wake from a long dream, as if it had all been an illusion, vanishing completely, never to be revisited.

Next would be the techniques they had cultivated since birth.

Gradually, they’d lose their peak abilities.

Spells used tens of thousands of times would start to fail, their accuracy would fade.

Eventually, not even muscle memory could defy the cruel punishment—they would begin to forget the steps.

Su Lingxi was one such unfortunate soul, judged to have committed an unforgivable crime.

The absurd part was—she couldn’t even remember what she had done.

Years ago, the version of herself that hadn’t fully forgotten still knew to leave notes warning about those from Fuyu—yet she hadn’t left a single word about the matter itself.

It was a question not worth dwelling on.

Think too hard, and she wouldn’t sleep tonight.

Su Lingxi mentally reviewed her schedule for the coming days, then got up to close the windows and door, and lay down to rest.

The next morning, it rained.

Droplets fell from the eaves and splashed intermittently onto the ground.

Su Lingxi stayed in the Demon Suppression Bureau all day, not going anywhere.

Reports from the monster-hunting teams across the land kept arriving.

They contained details on the monsters—features, attack methods, potential weak points.

All of it was recorded in the demon compendium by officials for all teams to reference—so they could eliminate threats promptly.

The morning was quiet, everyone working on their own.

But by the afternoon, problems started arriving one after another.

First to visit the southern courtyard was Yu Lin’an.

He had only been in Chang’an for a little over ten days, but had already explored every corner of the Eastern and Western Markets.

He had even taken to local customs, exchanging his flowing Fuyu robes with their fluid, water-like texture for the more fashionable round-collared, embroidered wide-sleeved robes of the time, cinched with a jade belt that clinked when he walked.

After last night, whoever came today must truly have been close to her in the past.

Yu Lin’an.

Given his personality, Su Lingxi wasn’t surprised.

“Imperial Mentor,” Yu Lin’an gave a slight nod in greeting.

“Lord Yu,” Su Lingxi put down her booklet and rose, instructing a servant to fetch a small table and tea.

Yu Lin’an sat down and opened with a polite, predictable question:

“Did I come at a bad time? Are you busy?”

“Not at all.”

Su Lingxi glanced at the half-written booklet in front of her, then looked up at him.

She gave him the courtesy of specifics:

“I’m drafting the monster compendium—been stuck on a particular point.”

That was an unexpected opening. Yu Lin’an blinked.

“What is it?”

“At the moment, the Gan Mirror Demon and the Dust Fiend have similar levels of destruction. Their fields of influence haven’t yet formed. I’m unsure how to rank them.”

The Demon Suppression Bureau had been built under her hand—both a seat of power and a crushing responsibility.

Su Lingxi had to oversee many things herself.

When a demon appeared in a city, how strong it was, what rank to assign it, what kind of team to dispatch—none of it could be taken lightly.

A single misstep could mean total annihilation for the team sent, and disaster for the civilians.

And it had only been a few days—already one team had suffered casualties.

Yu Lin’an suddenly felt awkward.

Saying he didn’t know would make him seem useless—especially during their first one-on-one meeting in fourteen years.

After some thought, he replied, “We didn’t study this kind of knowledge in Fuyu. I’ll check some books when I return, maybe ask the sect leader.”


Su Lingxi’s eyes curved slightly in a smile.

“Thank you.”

Fuyu’s knowledge and demon-fighting methods were far more precise than the trial-and-error methods they had here.

What followed was a very official conversation.

Tea was offered; she asked if their accommodations were comfortable, said to relay any needs to the staff.

If she didn’t care, why stop what she was doing to talk?

If she did care, why say nothing but pleasantries?
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The atmosphere was strange.

After a while, Su Lingxi asked, “Lord Yu, was there something you came to say?”

That formal title again. Yu Lin’an felt even more awkward.

He said, “The Imperial Mentor’s residence returned the two men to the north courtyard this morning, unharmed. What happened last night was our—”

“It’s fine.”

Su Lingxi replied with grace, and genuinely didn’t mind.

“The Deputy Commander wasn’t wrong. Things like that happen often at the Imperial Mentor’s residence. Now that the matter’s been brought into the open and explained, there’s no need for an apology. I don’t take it to heart.”

But the thing was—they weren’t the same as those court geezers who actually meant harm. Why group them together?

Yu Lin’an was frustrated by her polished official speech.

This wasn’t how things worked in Fuyu.

This wasn’t how Su Lingxi used to talk.

He would rather she still be the same—someone who’d drag them from the clouds straight into the ocean.

Telling her now that they were friends, real friends, close friends from long ago—would she even believe it ten percent?

Seeing Su Lingxi had no intention of continuing the conversation, Yu Lin’an stood up, frustrated.

He decided to go back and gather every bit of demon-related information he could find.

Practical help was the real way to knock on someone’s heart.

Better than empty words.

Just then, Xi Liu hurried in.

As Yu Lin’an stepped out, this trusted servant of the Imperial Mentor gave him a nod, then reported in a low voice—not quite hushed, perhaps because it had already become widely known—“My lord, someone from the Duke of Xuan’s household is here.”

Su Lingxi responded with a soft hum, head still lowered over her desk.

“Don’t let them in.”

Xi Liu and Yu Lin’an exited the southern courtyard together.

Taking the long way to the north courtyard meant passing the main gate.

From quite a distance, Yu Lin’an heard a loud commotion.

The Demon Suppression Bureau was always lively, with teams coming and going from across the land.

But crying and cursing were not part of the usual soundscape.

He thought it was just some political dispute.

Then he looked up—and there stood Lin Yu, coldly posted at the gate.

Yu Lin’an looked up at the bright sky.

How rare.

Lin Yu wasn’t sleeping at this hour.

Still skeptical, he tucked away his spirit orb and walked over.

He soon saw a carriage parked at the entrance.

A man and a woman stood outside—the woman sobbing into her sleeve, the man in his fifties, dignified and richly dressed, with a straight back and a powerful voice.

After listening for a moment, Yu Lin’an understood why even Lin Yu was here.

The way mortals cursed—bloody and vicious—was simply too shocking for those from Fuyu.

Lin Yu, having heard enough, raised her sword sheath and knocked on the copper door, sending out a deep, resonant clang like a bell.

The dark shadows under her eyes stood out starkly in the sunlight—like fresh bruises.

“Old bastard.”

Lin Yu shoved aside the guards like dumplings.

In just a few strides, she was in front of the old man.

With a loud thud, she jabbed the sword sheath under his chin and forced it upward.

Her voice was cold and flat: “If you want to curse, curse. But why bring up Fuyu?”

Yu Lin’an felt a disaster coming.

Before he could stop her, Lin Yu’s eyes scanned for a weak point—then smack, she knocked the man unconscious.

The chaos stopped dead.

Lin Yu didn’t give anyone another glance.

She hugged her sword and walked away.

And so, not even two hours later, Yu Lin’an returned with Xi Liu.

Su Lingxi, hearing what had happened, was a little surprised.

“Knocked him out?”

Xi Liu recounted the entire incident.

Su Lingxi turned to Yu Lin’an.

“She’s… a bit odd,” Yu Lin’an said after a moment.

“Not close to any of us. We wouldn’t lay hands on court officials, but she probably didn’t care. She’s an exception.”

He paused.

“That man… he mentioned Fuyu when talking about you. She probably couldn’t stand it.”

“Like this.

A reclusive personality,

No wonder she was so harsh when she spoke yesterday.

She goes her own way, fiercely protective of Fuyu.

Then in her eyes, someone like me who has wronged Fuyu must be utterly unforgivable.


Su Lingxi filled in these details in her mind about the character of Linyu.

After speaking, Yu Lin’an’s expression still looked terrible.

He held back, but in the end couldn’t help glancing at Su Lingxi and said, “That old bastard was spewing filth—**

You just let him curse you like that?”

Su Lingxi was momentarily stunned, thinking he had come up with some new nonsense again.

She turned to Xiliu and asked, “What did he say this time?”

Xiliu braced herself and recounted.

In truth, it was the same things over and over again—accusations of disrespect to ruler and family, grave betrayal, seducing those in power, manipulating authority under the guise of the Demon Suppression Division, seeking personal revenge, endangering the nation and its people.

He mocked her for having no place to return to in this life—no parents, no children, no mentors, no friends or kin—just wandering, exiled, surviving on scraps.

There are only so many curses in the world.

He’d used them all over the past three years. What new tricks could he possibly come up with?

Funny, really.

Without Su Lingxi, even ten dynasties later, people might never have witnessed such vulgar and blatant face-offs between officials.

She was the pioneer—and once opened, there was no stopping it.

“Cliché nonsense.”

Su Lingxi’s expression barely changed after hearing it.

Calmly, she looked back at Yu Lin’an and said, “There’s a crowd outside the Imperial Tutor’s residence every day, one after another.

As for all that talk, let them say what they will for now. I don’t have time to settle scores with them.”

This time, Yu Lin’an couldn’t sit still.

Even if he didn’t want to believe it, he had to defend himself:

“We’re not like those people at all.”

Of course they weren’t.

This was Yu Lin’an’s first time coming to the human world.

After what happened fourteen years ago, everyone connected to Su Lingxi and the Twelve Witches had been ordered to stay quiet for a long time.

During that time, no excuse could get them out of the “gate.”

Until the demon cabinet incident this time—those elites in Fuyu with sufficient ability could apply to come. He hadn’t even hesitated.

Even if it meant doing grunt work.

Fourteen years was not a short time.

Those who lost family had found new ones.

Those who lost love had slowly let go, perhaps even found new bonds.

He had lost friends—but over the years, had made new ones.

Time takes everything—but also heals everything.

Yu Lin’an realized he had taken too much for granted.

He even thought—so what if fourteen years had passed?

So what if someone was removed from the register, or forgotten?

A friend is a friend.

Now that they were both in the human world, couldn’t they reconnect through contact and understanding?

Maybe he hadn’t changed much.

But Su Lingxi had.

Forced to, by countless such old bastards.

How could they say she had no parents, no mentors, no friends or kin?

Yu Lin’an’s throat felt tight and uncomfortable.

Seeing Su Lingxi only raise an eyebrow with no clear response, he stayed silent for a while, then asked,

“Do they curse you like that often?”

Su Lingxi didn’t reply.

You couldn’t tell from her face, but from the look on Xiliu’s, it was clear—this really wasn’t anything new.

Yu Lin’an opened his mouth and said,

“If you ever need help, come to me.

We used to know each other. We got along pretty well. I’m not lying.”

This genuinely surprised Su Lingxi.

Such an easy, inexplicable promise.

She gave Yu Lin’an a polite thanks, then lifted her gaze, speaking seriously:

“If you can find any records related to the demons, please give them to the Demon Suppression Division. We will repay you handsomely.

But do not interfere in court matters.”

Yu Lin’an indicated he understood.

As the Imperial Tutor, he was tied to too many things, bound by countless constraints.

Even if something happened, he had to give an explanation to the Human Emperor.

He looked at Su Lingxi’s face. He wanted to tell her that Ye Zhuxu was about to arrive.

He had always been dark and volatile, only acting like a normal person in front of her.

After she left, he completely lost it—his cultivation skyrocketed like madness, his swordsmanship reaching an extreme.

Now, no one could predict what he’d do.

No one could understand him.

He was a dangerously indifferent extremist.

Just the mention of his name silenced even the proudest prodigies of Fuyu.

In short—what would happen when they met again?

No one could say for sure.

If he told her now, whether she believed him or not, whether she took action or not, it might still push the already unpredictable situation further out of control.

So he opened his mouth, then shut it again.

He’d wait for a better opportunity in the coming days, and bring it up indirectly.

With this thought, Yu Lin’an left the Southern Courtyard.

Once he was gone, Xiliu stepped forward and whispered in Su Lingxi’s ear:

“My lady, the person has been returned.”

“Good.”

Su Lingxi turned and walked past the desk, saying, “Let’s head to the palace to report to His Majesty.”

Xiliu answered yes, silently thinking:

Here we go again—time to tattletale on each other.

The Imperial Tutor never bothered to do this part himself.

She said,

“The Duke of Xuan’s household ignored the rules of the Demon Suppression Division. With enemies at the gate, he allowed his grandson to come into contact with demons and even incited his son to sow discord between Fuyu and the Division—his intentions are heinous.

My lady, is that an acceptable wording?”

Su Lingxi didn’t dwell on it.

She replied with a soft “mm” and asked, “And how’s the protagonist of today’s farce doing?”

Xiliu:

“All good. No unexpected incidents.”

Su Lingxi turned, lifting the lid of a long, narrow wooden box on the desk.

She picked out a small, finger-length bone knife, pure white and translucent.

The sharp tip twirled lightly in her fingers, flashing dazzlingly.

She pressed the blade against her fingertip and walked out.

“Let’s go. Time to check on him.”


***

On the way back to the Northern Courtyard, Yu Lin’an’s spiritual orb began to flash repeatedly in his hand.

He tapped it open, and in the next instant, his eyelid twitched violently—his heart suddenly tightened.

He looked up to calculate the time, wiped his face.

How did he arrive so fast?!
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Silence.

A gulp.

What sets the Demon Suppression Department apart from the Ministry of Justice and the Court of Judicial Review lies within its dungeons.

Three narrow passageways, like three major branches of a tree, extend downward, connecting the entire underground complex.

The deeper one goes, the more one senses something strange—an illusion arises as if the path beneath is slowly writhing, as though the entire space is a colossal living creature, swallowing everything whole.

The same subtle transformation was happening to the bone knife in Su Lingxi’s hand.

Its blade, once finger-length, had unconsciously extended to three inches, now fitting snugly against most of her palm.

Its thickness increased, and the once glassy sheen had dulled.

When Su Lingxi arrived at one of the dungeons, everything had already been prepared.

The dim blue glow from the ghost-fire lamps barely lit the space, casting eerie shadows across the vaulted stone walls, which were built using glutinous rice ash mixed with cinnabar.

Bronze beast heads flanked the sides, each biting a ring, with tiny script from the Diamond Sutra engraved into them.

Various torture instruments were displayed nearby.

This was a solitary confinement cell.

Tied to the wall was Chen Shang, heir to the Duke of Xuan.

Hearing the copper door open and close again, he couldn’t help but raise his swollen eyelids.

Seeing Su Lingxi, he was momentarily stunned, then suddenly agitated: “You—”

The night before, Su Lingxi had worn a veil, and he had cursed without restraint.

But now, facing her in person, he choked after just one word.

The rest of his insults rolled furiously in his throat but never came out.

He lacked the courage of his forebears and, after all, was on Su Lingxi’s turf.

He knew his grandfather would never leave him to suffer.

By rights, the Demon Suppression Department wouldn’t dare do anything to him—but he had indeed been beaten, tortured.

That was undeniable.

As a noble heir, he had never endured such torment in his life.

His eyes were swollen as he gritted his teeth and said, “…Your subordinates are useless. Torture didn’t work, so now the Imperial Preceptor has to step in personally?”

Su Lingxi merely glanced at him.

As if she were looking at a corpse.

Chen Shang noticed the bone knife in her hand and immediately stiffened, swallowing his sarcasm.

Enduring the pain that radiated from his very bones, he asked, “You’ve interrogated me, you’ve beaten me—when can I leave?”

No one answered.

A moment later, Xi Liu leaned in to whisper in Su Lingxi’s ear:

“The remaining prison cells are full. Only the Twenty-Eight Constellation Formation in this one is still unoccupied.”

Su Lingxi lowered her gaze.

Her voice was low, but the damp, confined space echoed everything.

A few words fell into Chen Shang’s ears.

Before he could grasp their meaning, he saw the female official beckon.

Before long, a group of armored guards brought something in.

The dim light flickered.

Chen Shang’s sore eyes twitched violently as his pupils contracted in shock.

These were not ordinary guards—they were from the Demon Execution Squad.

The armor they wore truly glowed, and what they were dragging in was not human.

It was a demon.

No mistake—it was a demon!

Chen Shang’s heart pounded, his ears rang, and blood rushed to his eyes.

A flood of terrible thoughts surged through his mind.

What was Su Lingxi trying to do?

Had the Duke’s Manor offended her?

Was the Demon Suppression Department going to use some sinister method on him—was this demon going to possess him?

She couldn’t execute him outright in the dungeon, but if a demon was found inside his body, he wouldn’t survive outside either.

The Duke’s Manor would never harbor a monster.

The common folk wouldn’t accept his survival.

Not even his grandfather could save him then.

And Su Lingxi—she was only going to be punished?

No.

If the possession yielded some discovery, her crime would be offset.

It would be called a necessary sacrifice.

She might even be honored.

There was nothing Su Lingxi couldn’t do.

Chen Shang thought of all the people who had died at her hands.

Every hair on his arms stood on end.

The primal fear flooded his mouth with bitter saliva.

Cold sweat dripped from his forehead to his eyelids and into his eyes.

He couldn’t speak.

He could only stare, frozen, as the demon was dragged closer.

The stink of blood and slime filled his nose.

Then it passed him—and moved farther away.

The female official turned a switch on the wall.

A curtain of blue light fell, sealing the demon within a formation.

Only then did the squad members leave, releasing the demon from its bindings.

The creature, which had been feigning death, instantly sensed freedom.

It sprang up into the air, ferociously pouncing.

Only then did the demon’s true form come into view.

It was massive—equivalent to two or three strong adult men.

Its feet were bare, webbed, with rotting skin and blistered pustules.

Its body barely resembled a human’s—but its face was pure horror.

A giant head, with three enormous eyes dominating its face like glowing lanterns.

A Three-Eyed Toad.

Su Lingxi gave it a cursory glance and asked the squad, “Can it talk yet?”

“Just learned,” someone replied.

She nodded faintly, then with a flick of her bone knife, sliced through the rippling light of the formation and stepped inside.

Chen Shang stared at her, his blood heating and cooling in waves.

He dared not look away.

Su Lingxi, after all, came from Fuyu—a lineage known for their power.

Years ago, she was unstoppable.

If not, she would never have risen above the three major sects.

But no one had seen her in action for years.

Rumors said she was no longer what she once was.

The Three-Eyed Toad’s eyes swiveled, thick with malicious intent. Su Lingxi said nothing.

Stepping onto its knee, she attacked it without a word.

She moved so quickly that within moments, screams—neither human nor beast—echoed from the formation.

The bone knife in her hand moved like a hurricane, as sharp as thunder.

It pierced both of the toad’s feet.

Blood gushed.

Though the blade had been withdrawn, the toad seemed pinned in place, unable to move.

The knife dripped with blood and some unknown slime.

Su Lingxi didn’t turn it again, but stood upright and said to it:

“I’m going to ask you a few questions.”

Long ago, when demons were first discovered, the vast world had enough space for mortals, cultivators, even those from Fuyu.

It wasn’t that there wasn’t room for a new race.

The issue was that these beings were born of endless malice and spiritual filth.

With animal bodies and no moral compass, they had no understanding of good or evil.

Killing and chaos were their nature.

One of the oldest palace tomes stated they were a cosmic anomaly—leftover things the world couldn’t digest.

Because of this, after demons ran rampant for a time, the Door of Fuyu appeared—an eternal gate.

Once it appeared, all the demons causing mayhem were suddenly and completely sealed within demon cabinets, never to emerge again.

Afterward, a rumor spread that the gate of Fuyu was a divine rule of Heaven, possessing supreme power.

It foresaw all.

It protected humanity.

Its will was never questioned.

All revered it as law.

Su Lingxi forced herself not to think about the Door.

That memory brought a blank space in her mind—followed quickly by splitting headaches.

What she needed now was to know why the demon cabinets, sealed and secure for so many years, had suddenly gone awry.

Who had interfered?

This was the fifteenth year.

And Su Lingxi was particularly sensitive to that number—so sensitive that her long-tempered nerves unconsciously tensed.

The Three-Eyed Toad’s three eyes turned in unison.

Demons, born of chaos, were notoriously hard to handle because their origins granted them unique powers.

They had vicious claws and immense strength, could tear humans apart with ease, wield strange and deadly skills, even move mountains and summon storms.

When they gained intelligence and speech, they also gained domains.

A domain allowed them to claim vast areas—dozens, even hundreds of miles—as their own.

Within their domain, they were the absolute masters.

While it was active, all their powers surged even higher.

Many of the Demon Execution Squad’s casualties came from battles within such domains.

Capturing a demon alive and intact was no easy feat.

That’s what the squad had been doing these past few days.

“Defeated in one move, bleeding in two, and now unable to move its legs—any toad with half a brain would know it can’t win.”

The three-eyed toad stared at Su Lingxi with all three of its eyes.

After a long silence, it finally opened its mouth—drool dripping uncontrollably.

“You… you’re not going to kill me?”

“That won’t do,” Su Lingxi replied. “What kind of face would I have if a demon walked out of the Demon Suppression Bureau alive?”

“???”

Then why even ask??

Only an idiot would answer!

Knowing what it was thinking, Su Lingxi casually walked two steps closer.

She didn’t mind the stench or the oozing slime.

Tapping its swollen face with the cold blade of her knife, she said,

“A quick death or a slow one, a clean cut or a drawn-out torture—you can choose.”

The three-eyed toad roared in rage.

“First question.” Su Lingxi’s expression turned completely cold. Staring into its middle eye, she asked, “On the day the demon cabinet broke, what did you see? Did someone let you out?”

The toad tensed up but wouldn’t look at her.

Su Lingxi wasn’t angry.

Patiently, she used the freezing blade to smack it until it was right in front of her.

Only when all three eyes looked directly at her did she ease the force slightly.

“Was there someone?”

She closely observed its microexpressions.

One of the toad’s eyes twitched, one stayed still, and the last stared back at her.

After a moment, Su Lingxi asked again:

“Or was there no one?”

The toad remained silent.

It may have only recently gained intelligence and speech, but it wasn’t stupid enough to hand intel to the enemy.

Su Lingxi studied it for a while.

When serious, her gaze was sharper than a blade.

Being stared at by her made it hard to breathe.

At first, the toad endured it, but then it couldn’t anymore, drooling heavily.

Eventually, Su Lingxi straightened up, her tone unchanged, but her expression darkened:

“Looks like you don’t know.”

The three-eyed toad, secretly gathering strength to leap and bite her head off when it opened its domain, glared at her, suspecting it had given itself away.

“Second question,” Su Lingxi said.

“Among the top twenty ranked demons, did any sneak into Chang’an?”

This time, none of the toad’s eyes moved.

It even managed to stop the drooling.

Watching this, Su Lingxi smirked coldly:

“So, they did get in.”

The toad froze, then went berserk, but invisible threads from its wounded legs held it in place.

“Alright. Final question.”

Su Lingxi looked it over from head to toe, her gaze brushing over its shifting foot as if she hadn’t noticed anything.

She leaned in close, warm breath by its ear:

“Are your demon cores really usable?”

She saw the toad’s grotesque, twitching face—layers of wrinkled flesh and warts stacked atop one another.

Su Lingxi pulled back her blade and nodded.

“Got it.”

Got what!?

It hadn’t said a word!

Just then, the toad roared to the sky, broke the restraining threads in its wounds, and activated its domain.

Invisible ripples clashed with the formation. It lunged, flinging its tongue at Su Lingxi’s head.

Its chest heaved.

“You… humans go too far!”

Su Lingxi curved her lips slightly and deftly dodged, slicing the tongue mid-air.

“You? Human? Where?”

It all happened in a flash.

Su Lingxi leapt into the air with the toad, threw her bone knife skyward, then used both hands to grip its shoulders.

With incredible strength from her flexible body, she flipped backwards, slamming the massive toad into the ground.

Cracking bones echoed loud and clear.

Outside the constellation formation, Xi Liu suddenly remembered something and cried out,

“My lady! A message from the palace says to leave this demon alive—”

Too late.

At that very moment, the bone knife fell.

Su Lingxi kicked it mid-air, piercing the toad’s chest, out the back, and caught it again.

Mortally wounded, the toad’s domain began to collapse.

It thrashed wildly, but Su Lingxi grabbed its weed-like hair and drove the blade into its eye socket.


Eyes were the core of domain maintenance.

Once destroyed, the domain became fragile as paper.

The blade pierced through easily.

But it wasn’t over—surging forward, the blade tore through the domain and burst through the formation, shooting straight toward Chen Shang.Chen Shang couldn’t move.

He felt a force graze his cheek and embed itself in the wooden stake beside him, splinters flying.

The blade’s tail wiggled a little at the end.
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The strike had been so fast that the blood and slime on the blade couldn’t stick.

A layer peeled off and splattered onto Chen Shang’s chin, dripping down his neck.

Chen Shang, never having experienced such a scene, was nearly paralyzed with fear.

Su Lingxi stepped out of the formation, glanced at Xi Liu, and frowned.

“What were you saying?”

“It was too loud inside,” Xi Liu answered, “I didn’t hear clearly.”

Who would believe that?

But no one dared say it.

Xi Liu looked at the dead toad, then at Su Lingxi’s calm face, and swallowed her words.

She raised a hand, signaling the demon-hunting team to dispose of the foul corpse.

Su Lingxi raised her brows and walked to the other side to retrieve her blade.

She pulled the knife effortlessly from the stake.

Catching a glimpse of the still-traumatized Chen Shang, she thought for a moment, then tapped his face with the knife’s hilt, saying her first words to him:

“That’s what real interrogation looks like, young prince.”

Chen Shang’s face turned from pale to green, more fear than anger.

Su Lingxi then strode out of the dungeon, Xi Liu following behind.

In the corridor, Xi Liu hesitated before asking carefully:

“My lady, are you trying to… hint to Prince Yan that there’s tension between you and His Majesty?”

“Missing a message doesn’t mean things are that serious,” Su Lingxi replied with a vague smile.

“It depends on how the listener interprets it.”

Of course, no one would think positively.

She had purposely placed the toad in Chen Shang’s cell, knowing he would report everything in detail to the Yan Prince—head of the powerful faction loyal to the deposed emperor.


What happened inside the Demon Suppression Bureau would soon reach his ears.

In short, Su Lingxi was sending a challenge to Prince Yan.

All the strange details were part of the message she wanted to send.

She hadn’t taken action in a long time—and even when she had, she used talismans and wore a veil.

Chen Shang’s status alone wasn’t enough to make her come out personally.

This time, she was saying one thing:

Su Lingxi isn’t as weakened as rumors say.

She’s still in Chang’an, guarding it.

Whether demon or human—don’t make any rash moves.

This was a warning.

Xi Liu held her breath.

“My lady… do you think Prince Yan still…”

She paused, not knowing what word to use.

“Trying to… oppose His Majesty?”

Su Lingxi stopped walking. After a long silence, she replied:

“He better not.”

“We’ll bait him a little longer. A fish with the urge to bite always ends up on the hook.”

Xi Liu suddenly understood.

The first half of today was a warning.

The second half—a lure.

A young man who once sat on the throne—if he still had ambition—would surely make a move after hearing that the current emperor was falling out with his strongest supporter.

Understanding this, Xi Liu rubbed her nose.

Even after two years under the imperial tutor, she still had much to learn.

Outside the dungeon, the sun shone down.

Su Lingxi prepared to return to the Imperial Tutor’s residence.

The household was quiet.

Assassins guarded it around the clock.

She had no real attachments, except the occasional urge to go home and tease her two dumb birds.

That was when news from the Northern Wing arrived.

An attendant had been waiting at the dungeon entrance for half an hour.

When he saw her, he immediately approached and recited the message word for word:

“My lady, the Northern Wing sent word. The Commander of the Floating Jade Division will arrive at the Demon Suppression Bureau at the hour of Xu.”

Su Lingxi glanced at the sundial in the distance.

It was three-quarters past the hour of You.

Dark clouds were starting to gather at the horizon. In a while, the lanterns across Chang’an would begin to light.

“Who delivered the message?”

The attendant bowed again.

“Young Master Yu.”

Looks like she wouldn’t be returning home tonight.

Su Lingxi turned on her heel and headed to her quarters first.

The smell on the three-eyed toad was unpleasant.

Without thinking too much, she immersed herself in hot water to wash up thoroughly.

She then instructed the attendant to bring another basin of water and place it on the wooden rack, where she tossed in her bone blade.

After her bath, she changed into a fresh robe.

As per her habit, she hung her waist token, official pendant, scented pouch, and a silver filigree bell ball back onto her waist.

Since she was about to meet the long-delayed Commander, she changed into the Zhenyao Division’s official uniform.

The deep black-and-red color was heavy and stifling.

A qilin was embroidered across the chest, with its claws gripping the Big Dipper, symbolizing the suppression of the seven souls.

Every detail exuded dominance.

Su Lingxi glanced at herself in the bronze mirror.

Satisfied, she turned away and retrieved incense charcoal and a burner from a drawer nearby.

Once the charcoal was covered with a thin layer of ash and the incense was buried inside, a faint fragrance began to drift out.

Su Lingxi leaned against the window frame, her shoulders relaxing, eyes half-closed as she finally began to think.

The Chief Commander of Fuyu was named Ye Zhuxu—Su Lingxi had asked about him.

Interestingly, that unit had quite a few troublemakers.

They always appeared scattered, with severe internal dysfunction.

The attitude was essentially:

“You don’t bother me, I won’t bother you. Let’s all mind our own business.”

Su Lingxi didn’t believe Fuyu would appoint an incompetent person who couldn’t control his team as their commander.

That night, the young girl Baixiao kept referring to him as the Commander—that proved it.

Ye Zhuxu was the one who could hold everyone in check, the real decision-maker.

Su Lingxi was a bit curious about him.

After all, he had left everyone waiting for so long and only showed up after more than ten days—and yet, no one complained.

That alone spoke to his strength.

He had to be formidable.

A strong and capable public servant could offer peace of mind.

At least for the Zhenyao Division, he might reduce their future burdens.

Seeing it was almost time, Su Lingxi put up her hair, applied some makeup, and finally took the bone blade from the soaking basin, dried it, and sheathed it.

Then, with Xiliu and a monster-hunting team, she headed to the North Courtyard.

Ye Zhuxu hadn’t arrived yet when they got there.

But the North Courtyard was unusually orderly.

Nearly everyone was present, except those with legitimate reasons to be absent.

Some were even napping in the trees, yawning.

Zhenyao Division didn’t allow trees to be planted, so no one knew where these had come from, but they’d grown tall overnight.

These people weren’t waiting in the main hall but in the outer room.

Yu Lin’an was pressing his temples with a finger, wincing occasionally.

When he saw her, he waved.

Su Lingxi walked over, subtly noticing more than a dozen gazes tracking her.

For some reason, most people were watching her.

She was used to being stared at and didn’t mind.

She walked up gracefully and asked, “Wasn’t it supposed to be at the Hour of the Dog?”

“There’s been a slight delay,” Yu Lin’an said.

“But it shouldn’t be long now.”

Su Lingxi noticed his deliberate choice of the word “delay.”

On the side, Sang Chu nodded amicably at her.

Baixiao sat nearby, her gaze also falling on Su Lingxi, eyes showing a strange complexity—something between child and adult.

It made no sense.

Baixiao was twelve, and Su Lingxi had been in the mortal world for fourteen years.

They couldn’t have met before.

What was the complicated look about?

Sang Chu looked after the younger ones and bent over to say to Baixiao, “If you’re sleepy, go back and rest. You’re still growing.”

Baixiao shook her head.

“I’m not sleepy.”

Sang Chu picked an orange from the fruit basket and offered it.

“Here, Xiaoxiao, have an orange.”

Her eyes flickered slightly.

Though she was maturing fast and becoming quite capable, older boys still treated her like a child.

She moved her lips slightly and accepted the orange.

“Thanks, Brother Sang Chu.”

Seeing this, Su Lingxi smiled and turned her gaze back to Yu Lin’an.

“Your Commander really knows how to make an entrance.”

“Indeed.”

“What can you do?”

Yu Lin’an looked at her intently and after a moment, said, “He’s quite the celebrity.”

Su Lingxi herself had once been just as famous—an awe-inspiring presence at every appearance.

Anyone who studied incense techniques knew her name.

Generations of juniors in the field had grown up on tales of her legendary and seemingly unattainable skill.

Yu Lin’an pressed his brow again.

There had been much debate within the team about notifying Su Lingxi.

In the end, Sang Chu made the final call.

This wasn’t just about her and Ye Zhuxu.

The two now represented the Court and Fuyu, respectively.

Monster extermination was no small matter—and finding the Twelve Witches even less so.

Su Lingxi had lost her memories and didn’t even know who Ye Zhuxu was.

If they met privately later and suddenly fought to the death, it would be a disaster.

At least if they were present, they could try to stop it…

Though whether they could stop it was another question.

At that moment, a sound came from the sky.

Su Lingxi looked up instinctively.

Yu Lin’an said beside her, “He’s here.”

She thought the Commander would enter through the door.

She didn’t expect him to descend from the sky.

A gate burning with black fire appeared mid-air.

The fire roared, reflected in people’s pupils.

The air warped with the heat.

The gate’s edges were already melting from the extreme temperature.

Like a portal from hell suddenly arriving.

Maybe Su Lingxi had seen such things before, but not once in the past fourteen years.

Someone stepped out of the gate.

The footsteps were light, slow, and dangerous—soon buried under the noise of others.

Black fire flowed down and formed an ancient stairway.

Dozens of secret guards flanked either side, clad in chilling armor with lava-like glow in their eyes.

Someone walked down the steps to the ground.

Su Lingxi had been watching.

At first, she thought this spectacle reflected the person’s flair, but she quickly realized it didn’t.

Even as he descended, the portal behind him continued to ripple with signs of fierce battle.

A giant tiger claw suddenly reached out, swiping violently as if grabbing something.

Then came antelope horns, then a bird-like tail.

Each time something emerged, the secret guards would strike with weapons forged from lava to push them back.

The chaos quickly died down.

Su Lingxi had sharp eyes and noticed—

The man descending the steps walked effortlessly, with focus, like nothing around him mattered… extremely oppressive.

At least three powerful demons had opened battle domains and were fighting to the death, yet this Commander walked out calmly.

When Ye Zhuxu finally reached the ground and looked at her, Su Lingxi saw his face clearly—and for some reason, her heart skipped a beat.

It wasn’t due to some ostentatious appearance.

The Commander had outstanding features, with finely structured bones.

His long hair flowed loosely without crown or pin—not even a red ribbon like Yu Lin’an’s.

His raven-black hair hung quietly to his waist.

His robe was the most common silk cloak worn in Fuyu—cool, soft, flowing like water and wind.

His skin was fair, lips tinged a vibrant red.

Not at all how she’d imagined him.

And younger than she expected.

She knew the team was young, but had assumed the Commander would be older—enough to command authority.

Now, he looked even younger than Sang Chu.

As he walked over, young men along the way rubbed their noses and greeted him respectfully.

Unlike how they addressed each other by name, they all called him “Commander.”

The distinction between closeness and distance, rank and respect, was instantly clear.

Ye Zhuxu stopped about twenty paces from Yu Lin’an and the others.

He looked at Su Lingxi.

He looked seriously, for a long moment.

At that point, all movement from the sky-gate ceased.

The secret guards disappeared—except one, who leapt down and knelt at Ye Zhuxu’s feet.

He held three strings, each tied to a bound, ferocious demon.

The guard burned like a great brazier in the darkened outer courtyard, driving away all shadows.

Su Lingxi could see more clearly.

And then noticed more details.

She liked to study people through details, and she was good at it.

At this moment, she realized Ye Zhuxu had deep, pitch-black eyes.

Soft on the outside, but within them lay a dense, oppressive, and terrifying force—his true aggression and murderous aura were buried deep in those eyes.

A single movement of his brow carried unspeakable danger.

He was an extremely dangerous man.

And there were no chains on him.

Nothing could bind him.

“Step aside.”

Ye Zhuxu finally turned slightly toward the kneeling guard, his fingers dropping loosely, voice low:

“You’re in my way.”

The secret guard then melted, transforming into a segmented sword.

As it unsheathed, countless blinding sword lights spread through the air and then converged into one, sheathing itself in Ye Zhuxu’s hand.

A sword?

Yu Lin’an, under pressure, stepped forward.

“Commander,” he called.


Ye Zhuxu didn’t even glance at him.

Su Lingxi frowned slightly, then took a few steps forward, nodding at him.

“Zhenyao Division, Su Lingxi.”

“Pleasure to meet you.”

Upon hearing this, Yu Lin’an couldn’t help but close his eyes.
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The moonlight turned into frost-like thin scales, clinging closely to the pebble road.

All around was silent.

Su Lingxi did not receive a response from Ye Zhuxu.

All she saw, after her greeting of “Pleasure to meet you,” was the man remaining completely still.

After a long while, he finally turned his head slightly and curved his eyes at her in a faint smile.

His brow arches were gentle, and the corners of his eyes curled like tiny hooks.

Su Lingxi felt something strange, indescribably strange.

Sometimes, a smile does not mean friendliness.

She knew this well, and her guard went up.

Yu Lin’an was on high alert.

Fuyu was a good place—relationships between people weren’t complicated.

The very people who were locked in fierce combat within the water mirror moments before could step out of that cursed place, plop down together on the clouds regardless of their level of cultivation or innate talent, and groan about how the grand master was heartless today, all the while agreeing with each other wholeheartedly.

Ye Zhuxu was an oddity.

He never mingled with crowds, never talked to anyone, let alone showed a pleasant face.

His fame stemmed from his terrifying strength.

Over the years, he had appeared in every deadly place known as a “Dao-proving site” — the kind where if you made it out, you were said to have proven your Dao; if not, your bones would be buried there.

He had broken many records.

Now, this sword was called Jingmie (“Annihilating Shock”).

In Fuyu, from children to elders, no one didn’t know it.

It had been lying dormant in the sea of magma for many years.

Every so often, a stunning genius would try to claim it, only to return disappointed.

But because everyone failed, it stopped being a big deal.

Ye Zhuxu went to retrieve the sword on a day when Yu Lin’an happened to be at his place.

Yu Lin’an didn’t visit much anymore.

After all, his skin wasn’t that thick, and after enough cold shoulders—and more than once being met with killing intent—he slowly gave up.

Only on rare days in the year, around the holidays, after the hustle and bustle of his own house had faded, he’d think of Su Lingxi and go see that grim reaper, purely on her behalf.

Yu Lin’an remembered clearly—it was the “Luri Day,” a lovers’ festival in Fuyu.

Many couples also celebrated it sweetly.

Lanterns floated into the sky, countless lantern boats drifted into the sea, waking the sleeping giant fish who sprayed columns of water into the air.

Amid whispered words of love—timid or bold—came the distant, long cries of whales.

In such a peaceful and heartwarming moment, Ye Zhuxu packed his things.

Under Yu Lin’an’s questioning, he said he was going to the magma sea, and told him bluntly to go back.

“Go back” sounded no different from “get lost.”

Yu Lin’an was momentarily stunned.

“You’re going to retrieve Jingmie? Today?”

Ye Zhuxu locked the door and left.

Yu Lin’an had no choice but to follow, trying to persuade him:

“Don’t. That place is cursed. Everyone who goes ends up half-dead. Instructor Jingyin went two weeks ago and still hasn’t returned. His classes are being covered by his brother now.”

“Don’t suffer needlessly.”

Ye Zhuxu asked him, “Are you done?”

Yu Lin’an choked, realizing he couldn’t stop him.

So he gave a warning instead:

“Fine, go then. But if you can’t get it, come out immediately. It’s nothing to be ashamed of. I’ll be outside with medicine waiting for you.”

The night was uneasy.

Ye Zhuxu looked up at the sky and calmly said, “If I can’t retrieve it, I’ll stay in there forever.”

Yu Lin’an thought he’d misheard.

But no—he meant it.

That time, the magma sea boiled for three days.

No one had ever stayed inside for three days.

During those three days, evil winds howled, strange rains fell, and for a hundred miles around, ghostly wails and wolf howls filled the air.

Many people came to watch.

No matter what they said, Yu Lin’an couldn’t focus—because the disturbance was too great.

Even the notoriously strict Grand Master and the carefree Third Master who usually did nothing but sleep came in person.

Ye Zhuxu was the Third Master’s disciple.

He had a life token.

This sudden trip had been triggered because his life token dimmed all at once while the Third Master was sleeping.

The Grand Master frowned and said to the Third Master, “Your disciple—aren’t you going to do something?”

The Third Master scratched his head, drew a formation to pull Ye Zhuxu out, then sighed and finally woke up fully:

“He won’t come out.”

That was it.

Yu Lin’an felt a chill inside, a hollow despair—as if he had failed to protect the only person connected to Su Lingxi.

How would he ever face her again?

He began to regret—he seemed to have forgotten someone too quickly.

Unknowingly, even the hardest memories fade.

Ye Zhuxu emerged on the sixth day.

When he came out, the terrifying heat had turned everything to ash.

The magma of the entire sea gathered into one place, solidifying into a sword.

Its killing aura tore a hole in the sky.

The famed Jingmie appeared before the public for the first time.

Ye Zhuxu was severely injured—this was the price of seizing the sword.

As he walked step by step out of the dried-up sea, a long trail of blood followed him.

The man who had stirred such chaos kept his head down, showing no emotion, no joy—just silent steps forward.

No one knew where he was going.

Yu Lin’an rushed forward to support him, talking nonstop—first praising his power, then scolding him for being reckless, then urging him to value his life more while fumbling for medicine.

Then came the fourth sentence, said with a wink and a lowered voice:

“If something happened to you, how would I explain it to Su Lingxi—”

At the sound of that name, Ye Zhuxu finally raised his head.

He was covered in blood, as if cut by countless blades.

Even his eyes were bloodshot, but his Adam’s apple moved, and he pulled a faint smile across his lips.

Smiling, he used Jingmie to push Yu Lin’an away and said in a chillingly soft voice:

“Scram.”

This time, Yu Lin’an was truly stunned.

He had often wondered—how could Su Lingxi possibly like Ye Zhuxu?

They were polar opposites.

His usual conclusion was:

Blinded by lust, and fooled by this guy’s fake decorum.

Since then, Su Lingxi’s name became taboo.

Yu Lin’an had only seen that madman smile a few times, and each time it spelled trouble.

This one was eerily similar to the last—it made everyone’s nerves tense up.

And just then, something even more chilling happened.

It had rained during the day, so the wind was stronger than usual that night.

Somehow a new tree had appeared, and the wind rustling through its branches carried a sound.

A bell hanging under the eaves of the northern courtyard rang beautifully, growing louder and clearer, so close it felt like it was in their ears.

Sang Chu and a few others nearby were the first to notice something wrong.

They looked at Su Lingxi—or more accurately, at her waist.

Others followed the sound, glancing at Ye Zhuxu.

Su Lingxi didn’t react immediately.

She didn’t just hear the sound—she felt the bell vibrating.

She was briefly stunned, then lowered her eyes.

A silver bell, usually hidden beneath her waist tag and clothes, had rolled slightly, revealing its round form.

The core inside bounced and rang crisply.

This bell had been with her for many years.

She wore it daily.

Even after forgetting where it came from, she never took it off—it had become a habit.

People had asked her why it never rang.

She had checked it herself, and even consulted craftsmen.

It wasn’t broken—it simply never rang.

She never expected it would ring now.

Unable to resist, she looked at Ye Zhuxu not far away.

This time, there was a subtle shift in her expression.

Yu Lin’an’s mind went blank for a moment.

He hadn’t expected… hadn’t expected that Su Lingxi, even with memory loss, still carried this thing.

Hadn’t expected that after fourteen years, even Ye Zhuxu—who would kill at the mention of her name—still held on.

The least likely thing happened.

His mind echoed with just four words:

Adding fuel to fire.

Just as everyone was at a loss for what to do, Ye Zhuxu suddenly moved.

He kept walking toward them, the smile in his eyes deepening, spreading like ink in water.

The closer he got, the louder the bell rang.

Eventually, it drowned out breathing, the wind—everything.

For a moment, it was the only sound anyone could hear.

Su Lingxi furrowed her brow.

She held a bone knife in her hand.

Because it hadn’t soaked long enough, there was still a lingering smell.

While waiting here, she had wiped it several times with a silk cloth.

Now, she raised her hand and used it to press down on the bell that was jingling with joy.

At the same time, she sharply turned her head to observe the expressions of those around her.

By this point, she realized that this was definitely not the first time she had met this commander.

They must have shared a deep and tangled past.

Her bell had only ever rung for this one person.

But even so, she still remembered nothing.

Even the name “Ye Zhuxu” stirred no familiarity in her at all.

The students of Fuyu had heavy workloads—diverse and extensive studies.

Whether from the Wu clan or the Spirit clan, none escaped the torment of the Grand Teacher.

But oddly enough, there was never a lesson on how to mask one’s expressions.

Compared to Su Lingxi or the sly old foxes in court, these people were easy to read—full of flaws.

Some avoided her gaze; when their eyes met hers, it was as if they’d been burned by fire.

They turned away awkwardly—looking at the sky, the ground, the trees.

Others didn’t shy away but stared back with curiosity and probing interest.

Su Lingxi knew something unexpected was unfolding.

A dozen steps away, Ye Zhuxu drew nearer and nearer.

When Su Lingxi looked up, she could already see the faint smile in his eyes—and behind that smile, a tidal wave of mockery and malice.

What drew the most attention was the increasingly intense sword aura.

As it gathered, it pressed down dark clouds in the sky, veiling the crescent moon.

From it arose a faint but real killing intent that locked onto the entire space.

Su Lingxi pressed her lips together and held the knife blade against the inside of her wrist.

The demon-hunting squad that had come with her, upon receiving the signal, immediately spread out and stood at the ready—prepared for sudden violence.

She more or less understood now.

There had once been something different between her and this commander—something significant—but it had not ended well.

A very, very bad situation.

Just as only a few steps remained, Yu Lin’an wiped his face and stepped forward with a forced laugh.

“Commander, you… need to calm down.”

The last three words were muttered almost like a hum.

Sang Chu also stepped forward, partially blocking Ye Zhuxu’s line of sight, and said pointedly, “Commander, this is the Demon Suppression Department. We’re not far from the imperial palace.”

Ye Zhuxu continued to stare at Su Lingxi.

After a long while, he finally turned slowly to the others.

Seeing that he still showed no restraint, Sang Chu frowned and added, “Urgent news just arrived from Fuyu. A major matter requires your immediate judgment.”

“Fine,” Ye Zhuxu replied—surprisingly compliant.

His crisp response caught both men off guard.

Then he pointed his sword at Sang Chu and asked, “Why are you all stopping me?”

Of course, they feared he’d go berserk and hurt someone.

Who knew whether the Demon Suppression Department had some secret weapon, or if the emperor had marked this place with the national seal?

No one wanted to be the one groveling and begging forgiveness before the emperor.

Ye Zhuxu didn’t expect an answer.

His gaze landed on Su Lingxi’s right hand—still pressing down on the sharp blade.

That was a clear and ruthless combat stance.

He leaned forward slightly, bowing a bit.

The silk of his robes draped like soft seaweed over the ground.

The heat of battle still clung to him.

He spoke to Su Lingxi:

“Pleasure to meet you. First time, isn’t it?”

Ye Zhuxu paused.

Then he straightened and smiled again, “Brought a few gifts for the Grand Teacher.”

A sudden, ominous feeling surged in Su Lingxi’s heart.

The next moment, the false smile faded from Ye Zhuxu’s face.

Towering above them all, he leisurely released a long string in his hand—like scattering fish food into a koi pond.

With the loosening of the rope, three bound demons were instantly freed.

Their unbridled ferocity and survival instinct exploded forth.

In a blink, their bodies expanded and surged forward with deafening roars—charging straight at the northern courtyard.

“Stop them!”

Su Lingxi’s expression turned cold.

She had no time to stab the lunatic who had just ambushed them.

Using the height of a nearby tree, she leapt to deal with one of the creatures.

The demon-hunting squad reacted instantly, each showing their skills to subdue the remaining two.

Caught off guard and unprepared, the scene was instantly thrown into chaos.

Xi Liu had never seen anyone act so recklessly or boldly and shouted in fury, “How dare you!!”

After clashing with the tiger-bodied demon, Su Lingxi changed position and kicked it back.

Unable to contain her anger, she spat out each word:

“This is too much.”

Yu Lin’an and the others had now recovered, gasping for breath as they joined the fight.

Several lifelike paper puppets were released.

Bai Xiao pulled out incense sticks from a small tube at her waist.

In midair, Su Lingxi suddenly froze.

She narrowed her eyes, staring in the direction of the oncoming demon.

And then—

In the very next moment—

The rampaging demons suddenly halted mid-charge.

Blades of sword light burst from within their massive bodies.

Though they continued charging, their limbs—hands, feet, tails—began falling off one by one, followed by their heads.

One head, mouth wide open, had its tongue sliced into fine ribbons that fell onto the gravel path.

The ferocious sword energy enacted a grisly display of dismemberment for all to see.

Caught off guard, the hot blood sprayed all over Yu Lin’an, Bai Xiao, and the demon-hunting squad.

The entire place was shrouded in a mist of blood.

It splattered across stone tables and benches, doorways and window frames—even the treetops, as if someone had dumped buckets upon buckets of blood.

The stench invaded everyone’s nostrils.

Dead silence.

After a long pause, Yu Lin’an closed his eyes again.

Bai Xiao couldn’t help but purse her lips.

Lin Yu’s fists bulged with veins from trying to stay calm.


Su Lingxi turned back.

Her expression had never looked worse.

Dozens of meters away, that figure had already disappeared without a trace.





 
  Chapter 7: Fragrance Amid Blood





Three demon pearls quietly floated above the tree canopy, resembling ginseng-sized fruits.

Su Lingxi now understood why Yu Lin’an had used that particularly subtle word—“drag.”

It had been a long time since she had felt such a furious fire charging straight into her chest.

Just then, an inner servant rushed into the North Courtyard.

Seeing the scene around him, his eyes widened as he ran toward Su Lingxi.

Reaching her side, he whispered something into Xi Liu’s ear.

Xi Liu stepped forward and lowered her voice:

“My lady, Duke Xuan fainted in front of the palace today while pleading for his grandson. The imperial physician said it was a case of acute fire attacking the heart. His Majesty ordered you to release the young heir.”

Su Lingxi’s long lashes trembled slightly.

As the fury ebbed, reason returned.

“One more night,” she said.

Xi Liu nodded and lowered her voice even further:

“Yun Ting said the small building is lit tonight.”

Su Lingxi looked up.

……

After a moment, gazing at the filthy, bloodstained ground of the North Courtyard, she said to Sang Chu, “Clean it up.”

Nothing else.

Her fury could still be felt.

Yu Lin’an averted his eyes with a guilty conscience.

Sang Chu had opened his eyes tonight too.

Though he hadn’t spoken much with Ye Zhuxu and had less contact with him than Yu Lin’an, when Yu Lin’an had expressed concern earlier, he thought it was an exaggeration.

Now he understood what was going on.

He was a dignified man who valued appearance and harmony.

He thought of comforting Su Lingxi, but with Ye Zhuxu around, not only did he not have full control of the team, he couldn’t control Ye Zhuxu himself.

Saying anything would be pointless.

So he frowned and swallowed his words, deciding he’d have a serious talk with Ye Zhuxu tonight.

“Alright.”

Su Lingxi turned and said to Xi Liu, “Let’s go.”

The master and servant turned and left the North Courtyard.

Looking at the scattered flesh all over the ground, several people silently turned to Bai Xiao.

The orange in Bai Xiao’s hand was no longer edible.

Silently, she set it down on the blood-soaked stone table, took out a stick of incense she had pulled earlier but not used.

In the mortal world, incense was mostly used for fragrance.

In Fuyu, however, incense was made into thin sticks about three inches long.

Bai Xiao picked one up, and with a flip of her hand, a small censer appeared before her.

A rich fragrance rose instantly.

A vividly lifelike totem coiled on the censer as if locking eyes from across space—mysterious beyond words.

Bai Xiao took two steps forward and inserted the incense into the censer.

She pressed her palms together and bowed her head in reverence.

The incense lit itself.

It burned rapidly, the fragrance flowing entirely into the censer.

Gradually, the totem on the censer began to change.

One part of it slowly opened its eyes and coiled tighter around the censer.

With that change, Bai Xiao’s appearance and aura began to transform too—her youthful features matured slightly, her hair lengthened, and her sash seemed adorned with something new, though it wasn’t clear.

Soon, the broken limbs and meat chunks in the sky floated like fireflies in silky streams, softly drifting into the two large bronze water vats by the North Courtyard gate.

The water, drawn by an unseen force, swept over tables, doors, and windows, washing away all filth.

The three demon pearls were gently crushed, the scattered fruits restored to their original form, and even the suddenly-appeared large tree was uprooted and vanished from sight.

All of it happened in a flash.

Soon, the North Courtyard looked brand new.

The stale air began to circulate, turning fresh.

Seeing this, someone couldn’t help but exclaim, “Incense Arts really are something.”

“Too bad I have no talent for it.”

“You’re just fooling yourself at this point.” Another person ruthlessly exposed him: “Every time we attend the High Master’s lessons every two months, you scream like a pig. If you really practiced Incense Arts every day under her, you’d cry yourself to death.”

“Don’t mention it,” the man immediately sobered.

“I’d rather die.”

As they spoke, Bai Xiao flipped her hand again, stowing the censer, and with it, the transformations vanished.

“Xiao Xiao, your Incense Arts seem more refined than before,” Sang Chu stepped up and asked.

“I saw the censer’s ‘form’ fully manifest just now.”

Bai Xiao touched her hair.

“A little bit. Teacher says it’s still far from complete.”

Sang Chu was good friends with Bai Xiao’s elder brother.

With her brother away, he naturally took extra care of her and praised her:

“You’re already very skilled. You’re still young. Keep it up, and you’ll have great prospects. Being reselected into the Twelve Witches isn’t impossible.”

Bai Xiao dared not get carried away.

Throughout history, there had only been so many Twelve Witches.

The trials needed to be selected were akin to ascending to the heavens.

She replied, “I’ll work hard.”

People from Fuyu were divided into the Witch and Spirit clans.

Within those, dozens of different types of magic existed.

To the three great sects and the mortal world, all of it was mysterious, but to themselves, only one remained truly enigmatic—the Incense Arts.

Even among friends, there was endless curiosity about this craft.

Someone nearby said, “That censer earlier—was it really part of Incense Arts? Xiao Xiao’s totem looked impressive. No wonder the High Master certified it.”

Bai Xiao knew she was still far from mastery.

Thinking of this, she couldn’t help but glance behind her, at where someone had stood earlier.

She had really wanted to see the strongest totem, the most shocking talent in Incense Arts in action—to witness what it would look like when fully unleashed.

But she didn’t know how much of that person’s power remained now.

“Enough,” Yu Lin’an looked at Sang Chu, tilting his head toward a certain direction and asked, “Didn’t you have something to say? Go now?”

“Alright.”

Sang Chu withdrew his smile, stood up and said, “I’ll go first.”

No matter the friction between Su Lingxi and Fuyu, whether relations were cordial or not, the court’s attitude was reflected in the arrangements of the North and South Courtyards.

The courtrooms were the same, but the accommodations for officials differed.

Considering the magic practiced by Fuyu and as thanks for their aid, each was provided a courtyard with one entrance and one exit, complete with bathhouses—warm in winter, cool in summer.

Except for still lacking trees and flowers, it was otherwise quite pleasant.

Ye Zhuxu didn’t come.

They had originally reserved the largest room near the outer edge for him, but after Yu Lin’an repeatedly waved it off, saying Ye Zhuxu disliked social interaction and might even want to kill if he saw too many people, they gave up and added a secluded room for him to choose from.

Sure enough, Ye Zhuxu took that one.

Sang Chu entered the courtyard and knocked on the door three times.

Then, the door was blown open by the night wind.

Sang Chu stepped inside.

The person within was bending over, lighting candles.

He lit two—one placed in the wall cabinet, one on the windowsill—and was lighting a third, still in hand.

The window was wide open.

Moonlight and candlelight bathed his figure.

With his strikingly beautiful face, the effect should have been lovely—but the first impression he gave was not pleasant beauty, but a sense of danger, of ominous warning.

Sang Chu had seen Ye Zhuxu a few times before.

Though they hadn’t spoken, strong men always respected other strong men.

Until today, Sang Chu’s impression of Ye Zhuxu had been one of austere elegance, a man with a face like jade.

Even if Yu Lin’an had often voiced contrary opinions.

But the moment those three demons’ heads rolled to his feet, Sang Chu’s impression flipped entirely.

To most, Sang Chu was a true gentleman.

And gentlemen generally avoided dealing with madmen.

Especially those madmen who slaughtered at the slightest provocation.

He had come on official business.

“Commander,” Sang Chu stepped forward, addressing him, and handed over the scroll in his hand, reporting:

“While you were in seclusion, we made some deployments.”

Ye Zhuxu accepted it casually, still holding the candle holder in one hand, and skimmed through the scroll at lightning speed.

“On the first day we arrived in Chang’an, we started investigating the people around Su Lingxi. This document lists all the individuals we found who have had direct contact with her over the years—those who are on good terms with her, those who bear grudges, her close attendants, disciples, and supporters in court. We couldn’t get into the imperial palace due to the presence of dragon aura and the Nation-Stabilizing Seal. As for the three major sects, they’re protected by sect-guarding formations, so we didn’t act rashly.”

At this point, Sang Chu paused, his brows furrowing.

“We also staked out the Imperial Tutor’s residence, but… we were discovered. That leads us to suspect that everything we’ve found might not be genuine. It’s possible that Su Lingxi deliberately staged these things to mislead us. After all, this is Chang’an—her territory for the past fourteen years.”

“The places that are truly likely to hide the Twelve Witches—the imperial palace and the lands of the three sects—are still beyond our reach for now.”

They were afraid of alerting the enemy, so from the very beginning, they didn’t even try to meet Su Lingxi, abandoning the idea of leveraging personal relationships.

But things still didn’t go as hoped.

As he spoke, Ye Zhuxu was extremely quiet, so still it was as if even his breathing had paused.

The candlelight flickered softly in his eyes, only occasionally making the slightest ripple.

Before Sang Chu could finish, Ye Zhuxu tossed the dossier aside without a second glance.

“Where’s the letter?”

He asked.

His voice wasn’t deep or cold.

When he spoke softly, it even sounded gentle.

But that gentleness was no less cutting than a blade, and anyone who had seen the events of that night wouldn’t want to hear more.

Sang Chu snapped back to attention, pulling out a half-folded piece of paper from his sleeve and handing it over.

The paper was strange—soft as silk to the touch, yet stiff and upright.

On its front was a colossal gate standing between heaven and earth, emitting a vague oppressive force that clearly indicated where it had come from.

Ye Zhuxu used a long finger to unfold the paper, and its contents poured into his mind like a thread unraveling.

Sang Chu read aloud:

“The stars of Chang’an are in chaos.

Fearing uncontrollable demonic forces and great catastrophe, we must fully assist the court.

At the same time, accelerate the search for the Twelve Witches and the Star-Linking Formation.”

Ye Zhuxu tossed the letter onto the dossier, pressed it down with his finger, and gave a slow, indifferent “Mm.”

Sang Chu was originally going to leave, but after a moment’s hesitation, he returned to his spot and couldn’t help but say:

“A day ago, in exchange for cooperation, we agreed to Su Lingxi’s request. Commander, if necessary, we can act alongside the Demon Suppression Division. After all, only Su Lingxi knows the whereabouts of the Twelve Witches and the Star-Linking Formation.”

Suddenly, the candle in Ye Zhuxu’s hand let out a sharp “pop,” a spark flying up and gently casting light over his thick eyelashes, embedding itself deep in his pupils.

He had heard Su Lingxi’s name more tonight than in all the previous years combined.

A long, suffocating silence filled the room.

“Su. Lingxi. There will never be any consensus between her and me in this lifetime.”

When he said her name, Ye Zhuxu paused ever so slightly, as though savoring something absurd.

Because of the softness of his tone, it didn’t sound overly hateful—someone unaware of the context might even sense an entanglement too deep to ever resolve.

Sang Chu was silent for a moment, then reminded him:

“Commander, this is official business. We and—”

But when he met Ye Zhuxu’s gaze, he fell silent.

“Official business is official business. You are you.”

Ye Zhuxu’s eyelids lowered.

Fire tongues curled around the letter under his fingers, devouring it.

He said, “And I am me.”

This is the trouble with talking to a madman.

Sang Chu didn’t understand Ye Zhuxu—he didn’t know the depth of love or hatred between those two.

But he could tell something was off with Ye Zhuxu’s state of mind, as though he hadn’t stabilized since leaving seclusion.

He didn’t know what Ye Zhuxu was rushing to do, but it didn’t seem like anything good.

He figured he’d wait for someone more familiar to try to persuade him, and if that failed, report the truth to the Grand Master and the Sect.

Ye Zhuxu was of the Spirit Clan, and now the High Tower’s chief.

He couldn’t simply ignore the will of the Sect.

With that thought, Sang Chu closed the door behind him and left.

Ye Zhuxu didn’t seem to notice.

He stood in place for a long time, unmoving.

The candle in his hand burned quickly, and hot wax dripped continuously onto the back of his hand.

He watched silently.

After a while, he reached out and rubbed the wax across his skin until it turned bright red—like vividly spilled heart’s blood.

A few blisters began to form.

Half an hour later, Yu Lin’an, having mentally prepared himself, knocked on the door.

To be honest, Yu Lin’an wasn’t unafraid of Ye Zhuxu.

But he was probably one of the few who knew something about him.

Yu Lin’an stood at the door, silent in the night for a while, then asked:


“This time… did you come to ask her for an answer?”

Ye Zhuxu lifted his eyelids slightly.

Yu Lin’an didn’t have the best memory—he wasn’t one of those prodigies who could remember everything, let alone things from long ago.

But he would never forget that day, fourteen years ago.

That day was called ‘Recurring Day.’



 
  Chapter 8: The Day the Gate Spoke [1/2]





From early morning, Fuyu had already become lively.

The young people, full of endless energy, tugged on long sky-blue silk ribbons stretching tens or even hundreds of meters from one end of the street to the other.

They molded soft clouds into sculpted pillars, twined the ribbons into floral decorations, and hung them up, extending all the way into the sea.

As the first rays of sunlight broke through the sky, Wushao City of Fuyu was already awash in vivid blue.

Fuyu, with its vast skies and rivers, adored the color blue most of all.

In past years, such hustle and bustle had nothing to do with Yu Lin’an.

This year, however, it was somewhat related—he planned to invite a girl from the academy, who also studied fujì divination, out in the evening.

Young people in Fuyu were bold and direct, unafraid to express affection toward those they admired and take initiative.

This kind of thing, originally, shouldn’t have involved Su Lingxi.

But the first heart-fluttering moment of Yu Lin’an’s life was… special.

According to his first description, the girl was small, timid, introverted, afraid of crowds—the livelier the world outside, the more she curled up at home.

The only way to coax her out was through the art of incense-blending.

Yes, this girl’s body was in fujì, but her heart belonged to incense arts.

She liked Su Lingxi a lot.

Even though Yu Lin’an repeatedly told her Su Lingxi was incredibly unlucky—brilliant in incense arts, yet completely stagnant in other basic skills, often getting scolded at least three times a month by the Headmaster and fleeing in disgrace.

She was also the Headmaster’s most troublesome student—able to drive the notoriously strict Headmaster into bouts of self-doubt.

Yu Lin’an, who was close to Su Lingxi, once overheard the Headmaster shouting during a lesson: Why can’t you understand something so simple?

The tone was as despairing as when they were thrown into the Mirror of Water and couldn’t climb back out.

But the girl’s blind adoration knew no bounds.

Yu Lin’an could only seek help from his good friend Su Lingxi.

However, early that morning, when he went to her home, she was already gone.

Ye Zhuxu was also nowhere to be found.

He suspiciously pulled out his spirit orb to check—no messages.

Su Lingxi had many friends, but when he asked around from one end of the street to the other, no one knew where she had gone.

Standing at the far end of the street with the gift he had prepared, Yu Lin’an had a ridiculous thought:

Could those two have snuck off early to spend the festival together?

Didn’t they agree to go together?

He couldn’t help but message Su Lingxi with the spirit orb, expressing his worry and reproach over the possibility:

You and Ye Zhuxu have been together for two years.

You spend every single day together.

Don’t you know which comes first and which is more important…?

Would you really want to see your good friend’s first love come to nothing?!

Normally, Su Lingxi would have replied instantly with something like:

Why would I not want that?

But this time, nothing.

In the end, Yu Lin’an returned to the academy.

The lecturers lived in the outer city, and there was one place Su Lingxi visited often—her mother lived there.

Both of Su Lingxi’s parents had been lecturers at the academy.

During a trial with academy students, an accident occurred: the Mirror of Water reversed, and the formation backfired.

With hundreds of disciples about to be swallowed by a vortex, her father leapt into the heart of the formation without hesitation to stabilize it and died on the spot.

Her mother brought the remaining children back but soon collapsed, and had been unconscious ever since—her life sustained only by spiritual marrow provided by the spirit clans.

Su Lingxi was one year old at the time.

She was raised by the lecturers and the families of those saved during that disaster.

She had been too young to remember the tragedy, and so never deeply felt the pain of losing her parents.

She was clever from a young age, knowing who was strict and who was lenient.

Every time she was scolded by the lecturers, she’d throw a tantrum and threaten to run away.

Who didn’t feel grateful to her parents?

Who didn’t pity her?

She’d only need to walk down the street, and within moments someone would pull her into their home, feed her, wipe her face, let her cry and hug her to sleep.

Even when their own children cried to return home from the academy, the families didn’t dare interfere.

But if Su Lingxi cried, few could resist.

Every few days, people would visit the lecturers with gifts under the guise of courtesy—then bring up how a child so young shouldn’t be treated too harshly.

If the lecturer was especially strict and unyielding, they’d change tactics and start weeping over Su Lingxi’s parents.

Even the strictest hearts softened eventually.

So the years passed.

Su Lingxi grew increasingly mischievous.

When the lecturers discovered her talent in incense arts, they trained her with dedication.

But they couldn’t stop everyone from spoiling her.

The older she got, the more unruly she became—fearless, wild, defiant, unbound by convention.

Yu Lin’an had been her devoted little follower since then.

This carefree life ended the year the Headmaster officially took Su Lingxi as a disciple.

The Headmaster.

Just the name made people’s limbs weak and foreheads sweat.

This top-ranked leader among the Four Great Academies was full of rules and precision.

Strict with herself, and stricter with others. When Su Lingxi disobeyed, the Headmaster would respond with strategy.

When she wouldn’t read or listen to teachings, the Headmaster made her read aloud, word by word, drilling her on the fundamentals of conduct—what it meant to be virtuous, moral—and forced her to learn discipline and not act too wildly.

Visiting her father’s grave during Qingming, visiting her mother on New Year’s Eve—speaking to them—were all assignments given by the Headmaster.

Over time, Su Lingxi developed the habit of visiting her mother before going on long trips.

Yu Lin’an slipped in through a side gate in the south, crouching low.

A woman who had long cared for Su Lingxi’s mother was sweeping fallen leaves with a bamboo broom.

She squinted for a moment before recognizing him.

“You’re one of Little Xi’s friends, aren’t you?”

“Aunt Jiang.”

Yu Lin’an asked, “Has Su Lingxi been here recently?”

“She has.”

His face froze, heart sinking—but before the chill could fully settle, the woman added, “She told her mother she was going to the mortal world with the Twelve Witches on business. Been gone a while. Didn’t you know?”

His eyelid twitched. He did know the Twelve Witches had been sent temporarily to the mortal realm… but Su Lingxi?

What was she doing with them?

How could he possibly know?

“Did she say when she’d be back?”

He asked.

“Said it wouldn’t be long. She’d return for the festival.”

The woman glanced up at the sky, surprised.

“Oh? Today is the festival. Little Xi’s not back yet?”

“Not yet. Maybe later—it’s still early.”

Yu Lin’an wiped his face, but didn’t leave immediately.

Instead, he turned and walked into the house.

“I’ll check on Aunt Su.”

Before entering, he unconsciously adjusted his hairpin, brushed his sleeves, then solemnly knocked on the door three times and pushed it open.

Inside was a small formation, its pale blue glow spread across the floor.

The furnishings were complete, elegant and quiet.

A large screen shielded the bed behind which lay one of Fuyu’s most respected lecturers.

“Aunt Su.”

Yu Lin’an bowed respectfully.

After rummaging through his spirit ring for a while, he pulled out a few remaining pieces of spirit marrow and placed them into the formation.

The light in the room instantly grew stronger.

“It’s been a while—I saved up some spirit stones.”

After standing there awkwardly for a bit, he began mumbling about the girl he liked.

He clenched his fists, saying that even though Su Lingxi had brought Ye Zhuxu home when she was just sixteen, he would still try his best.

After a while, Yu Lin’an prepared to leave.

Before turning around, he added out of habit, “I hope you’ll wake up soon.”

Since Su Lingxi had gone with the Twelve Witches to the mortal world, then Ye Zhuxu must still be in Fuyu.

Yu Lin’an thought it odd—why hadn’t even he shown up?

Something wasn’t right.

By afternoon, the festival atmosphere had reached its peak.

Preparations for the evening festivities were in full swing—vibrant and intense.

But in the end, that year’s reunion day never came to pass.

It was around the third quarter of the hour of You.

The sun had set in the west, and darkness was rising from the east, slowly unfurling across the sky.

Near and far, the sound of drums echoed—

Then, a thunderclap tore through the heated atmosphere, overpowering the brilliance of the sea of lanterns.

Heaven and earth trembled.

The outline of the Gate of Floating Jade appeared in everyone’s sight, no matter how many thousands of miles away, bringing with it an immense, inescapable sense of oppression.

Its will surged silently into every mind through some blood-borne connection.

From this day forth, the Twelve Witches are expelled and struck from the records of Floating Jade.

Su Lingxi has committed an unforgivable crime.

In consideration of her parents’ sacrifices, she is granted a grace period of half an hour to return through the gate. After that, she will face the same punishment—permanent banishment, without pardon.

It is said that everyone born in Floating Jade has a small gate inside them, linked to the Great Gate.

That’s why, no matter where one roams, one can always return home.

In the past, the younger generation never believed it.

People in the mortal world exaggerated Floating Jade, but it wasn’t that magical—until that day.

That day, they learned the truth.

They finally saw it with their own eyes.

The Gate, more towering than ten thousand-foot peaks, opened and closed repeatedly.

Each time it did, it was like a massive bronze bell being struck—its sound thunderous, echoing across the land, reaching every ear clearly, making one’s entire body shudder.

Every toll marked the severing of one more person.

From that moment on, they were no longer part of Floating Jade—no matter the fate, the ties, the dignity or disgrace—it all came to an end that night.

“Forever severed”—that phrase could tear one’s heart into pieces.

All sound ceased.

The world fell into an uncanny stillness… and yet, not quite.

Yu Lin’an realized it as he once again fell from the clouds. His blood roared in his veins, his heart beat wildly—he was running, running toward the giant gate with all his might.

And he wasn’t the only one.

He recognized some of the faces around him.

Gradually, more voices rose—people asking what had happened, why it had come to this.

What had occurred in the mortal realm that even the Twelve Witches couldn’t handle, something so grave that it cost them everything, something so grave that they were to be banished?

These were the Twelve Witches, after all.

Floating Jade had seventeen cities, countless academies, and each generation had hundreds of thousands of young talents.

The Twelve Witches were chosen through trials that had never changed over centuries—each of the twelve paths grueling and absolute.

Anyone who passed even one was a peerless genius, without question.

They were the future of Floating Jade.

The Twelve held great power, made decisions. Rarely did they act in unison.

So when they went to the mortal world, no one had worried about them.

Yu Lin’an pulled out his spirit orb.

His mind was in chaos.

So many questions roared through his head, but his hands shook uncontrollably.

Even the term “bolt from the blue” fell short of describing his anguish.

In the end, he could only repeat one line over and over:


“Su Lingxi, come back. Hurry! Hurry up. Just a little faster!”

He had never been to the mortal realm.

He didn’t know how vast it was.

Didn’t know which city she was in.

Didn’t know how far from the gate she still was.

Only that the distance from her academy to the gate was immeasurably long.

By the time he arrived, the eleventh chime had already rung.

The half-hour grace period was nearly over.

Many had already gathered.Three Grand Instructors, many teachers, and the families of the Twelve Witches.

Every face was solemn. 
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Many were crying.

Floating Jade had always been peaceful, warm.

This was the first time Yu Lin’an had seen such a scene.

He instinctively moved toward the gate, but before he could get close, his feet stopped—rooted to the spot.

Now he understood why everyone around him stood frozen, fists clenched.

“I’ll just step out for a moment. Just for a moment.”

Out of sheer helplessness, Yu Lin’an even childishly raised a finger and vowed, “I’ll pull her in. Really!”

No one responded.

Far away, the sky lit up with countless lanterns drifting upward.

The moment had arrived.

In front of the gate, humans were terrifyingly small—like specks of dust.

The gate loomed like a blade that blotted out the heavens.

With a grinding sound, it slowly opened… and then began to close with a clear, resonant tone.

Time passed.

Yu Lin’an could no longer remember what he’d been thinking then, what his expression or feelings had been.

Or maybe he’d never had time to think at all.

Because something changed.

Just as the gate was about to close completely, the lingering echo paused briefly.

Its motion slowed.

Though barely noticeable, it was incredibly rare.

Everyone’s gaze turned to the same direction.

Ye Zhuxu appeared before the gate—no one knew from where.

His sword stood before him, pure white and untainted.

Silver light surged like a flood toward the towering gate, struggling against it like an ant shaking a tree.

Bearing an unimaginable weight, he dared defy the gate’s authority.

His voice was quiet:

“Just a little longer.”

“It’s his spirit form,” someone recognized his final card, voice trembling.

“He’s throwing his life away.”

A spirit form was the core of the spiritual race—a killing move.

But against the Gate’s heavenly power, it was pure folly.

When the spirit form shattered, so would the body.

He would die.

“Su Lingxi’s… what’s-his-name. I forget,” someone whispered through tears,

“But the moment he arrived, he used his spirit form. He’s brutal—to himself.”

And indeed, only such desperate measures had any use now.

The Gate might show brief pity—only to the innocent.

In midair, the Grand Instructor closed his eyes heavily, then opened them again and ordered:

“Pull him away.”

But few knew Ye Zhuxu well.

They’d only spoken with him because Su Lingxi had introduced him.

He had no parents, no friends.

Before entering the academy, he didn’t even have a teacher.

With a crack, a fracture appeared on his sword—then another.

Soon it spread, a web of lines like a great tree growing in an instant, tinged faintly with blood.

Bloodlines crawled up his pale face, neck, and hands—he looked like a delicate marionette, on the verge of collapse.

Two instructors moved to stop him, shouting if he’d gone mad.

He didn’t respond.

His fingers trembled, barely holding on.

His eyes didn’t focus on anyone—not even the gate—only the sliver of sky beyond it.

He swallowed the taste of blood, calmly saying:

“Just a little longer.”

It was the only thing he seemed to know how to say.

The gate paused for no one.

Pity never lasted.

It began crushing the sword’s light—slowly, deliberately harvesting a stubborn, living soul.

The Grand Instructor’s lips moved:

“Please, be merciful. He’s still just a child.”

So were the Twelve Witches.

So was Su Lingxi.

So was Ye Zhuxu.

To them, these were still children who hadn’t yet grown up.

Thunder rolled like judgment—loud and absolute.

All living beings fell silent.

From standing, to half-squatting, his body torn by the shattering spirit form—

It was like death by a thousand cuts.

Blood spilled from Ye Zhuxu’s eyes and lips, but he never backed down.

And at that final moment—when Yu Lin’an’s hair stood on end—Su Lingxi appeared outside the gate.

There was only a narrow crack left.

Through it, they could glimpse half her face.

Behind her loomed the illusion of a giant incense burner, accompanied by the distant roar of a primordial beast.

It was clear: she had used a rare incense spell to travel so far so quickly.

Yu Lin’an sobbed with joy.

Like many others, he waved frantically and shouted:

“Come in! Hurry!!”

She had finally made it.

It was at that moment that Ye Zhuxu finally let his shattered spiritual form dissipate.

He clenched his fingers tightly and slowly stood up.

His lips moved as he looked at her, but he had exhausted all his strength—his voice was so faint that no one could hear it.

But he knew Su Lingxi understood what he meant.

Yet Su Lingxi did not step inside right away.

Her footsteps halted behind the door—silent, hesitant. As if realizing something, everyone’s smiles vanished.

They stared more intently but still could not see her eyes—only her lips, bitten so hard that deep teeth marks had formed.

She bit down too hard, and the color it forced out was ominous.

Ye Zhuxu reacted faster than anyone else.

Though he was already in that state, no one knew where he got the strength or how he retained such reflexes.

He used his thumb to push his sword from its sheath and slashed swiftly toward the door.

But it was blocked.

The last trace of light outside the door was disappearing.

Ye Zhuxu stared at Su Lingxi without blinking.

His dark lashes trembled despite himself, and he asked,

“…Why?”

Clearly…

Su Lingxi clearly knew everything about him—all the twisted darkness in his heart, every little detail—yet she still chose to be with him, promised never to leave.

She knew what it meant to be removed from Floating Jade.

She would forget everything.

BABA…

They had promised to spend many more days together.

Like the others, he didn’t even know what she had gone out to do, what had happened outside to make her act this way.

At this moment, he couldn’t understand—why hadn’t she come in?

Everyone saw, in that final moment, Su Lingxi turned and ran toward the mortal world without looking back.

The skies above Floating Jade had already turned completely dark, but judging by the light, it was a sunny, scorching noon in the human realm.

Slowly, people began to leave.

Floating Jade remained lit through the night.

Only Ye Zhuxu stood in place, lost in thought. Yu Lin’an, swollen-eyed from crying, stepped forward, only to be stunned by the overwhelming deathly stillness radiating from Ye Zhuxu’s back.

He choked and said, “Let’s go back. We’ll figure something out, see if there’s a way.”

Ye Zhuxu acted as if he hadn’t heard.

After waiting a long while, Yu Lin’an couldn’t help but give him a push.

That push made him stumble and drop to one knee, followed by mouthfuls of blood he couldn’t stop from vomiting—like he was throwing up a heart completely shattered.

Yu Lin’an was terrified and rushed to support him.

But then he froze, seeing Ye Zhuxu’s hand.

His fingers, once elegant and pleasing to the eye—fit for a master swordsman—were now broken and bloodied, with only a few bones intact.

In his palm, he was clutching a small silver orb, gripping it tighter and tighter, until he finally passed out with his eyes shut.

Yu Lin’an took him back.

It was only then that he realized Su Lingxi hadn’t lied—this man truly had no parents, no friends.

Everyone had someone to comfort them at times like this—except him.

After Su Lingxi left, the entire house was filled with an air of illness and death.

Yu Lin’an cared for Ye Zhuxu for over half a month.

Only in the last few days was he able to pry open his hand and see the round, silver bell lying within.

Yu Lin’an naturally assumed that Ye Zhuxu had returned for one reason—he was desperate for an answer.

Why?

Why had Su Lingxi done what she did that day?

He had nearly died just to buy a little more time.

Ye Zhuxu had thrown everything aside, even his life—but Su Lingxi turned and left.

Everyone in this world has obsessions, like a death-row prisoner who still wants to die with clarity.

If Ye Zhuxu admitted it, Yu Lin’an would simply lay out the truth.

After fourteen years, asking questions held no meaning.

No matter how deep the pain, no answers would come.

Everything was destined to be swallowed by the tide of time.

Whatever it was—Su Lingxi had forgotten it all.

Cruel as it was, it had to be said.

Ye Zhuxu was no longer the boy he had been fourteen years ago.

Now, he could crush everyone in this generation, and when he entered the high tower, no one questioned that the title of Chief Leader was his alone.

Such honor—no one else in Floating Jade could match it.

No one could make him look wretched anymore.

If he wanted to fight, it would be total devastation.

At some point, Ye Zhuxu set down the candle holder and casually played with the bell still tied to his waist from earlier that evening.

The thing he once gripped to death now seemed meaningless.

But he didn’t ponder it as long as Yu Lin’an had expected.

Instead, he gave a faint smile, as if mocking how ridiculous the question had been:

“What answer would I want?”

Yu Lin’an didn’t believe him.


Earlier, Sang Chu had left two papers behind.

One was a letter from Floating Jade—Ye Zhuxu had destroyed it without even blinking.

The other was a record of Su Lingxi’s life, lying on the desk.

Ye Zhuxu walked over, picked up the document, and read it line by line under the candlelight.

He even passed it to Yu Lin’an to read.

In the flickering light, his eyelashes cast dark shadows.

His pupils shimmered with changing light and shadow—his silhouette exquisitely beautiful.

His voice was soft, almost content:

“Look. After all these years, Su Lingxi made so, so many new friends.”
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“Convinced him?”

A moment later, Yu Lin’an came out of the small courtyard and met Sang Chu at the corner, who had been quietly waiting.

Frowning, Sang Chu asked, “Did you talk him around?”

“It’s not that easy.”

Yu Lin’an reached up and touched his neck, letting out a sigh.

“What did he say?”

“He asked me if I wanted to die.”

Sang Chu stared at Yu Lin’an in silence.

After a moment, he asked, “And then?”

Yu Lin’an spread his hands honestly and said, “I said I didn’t. So I came out.”

If it hadn’t been for Ye Zhuxu stepping in at the last minute, the commander position this time would’ve likely gone to Sang Chu.

To reach such a position, one must’ve seen and handled all kinds of things—but now, looking at Yu Lin’an’s face and thinking about what Ye Zhuxu did tonight, plus the fact that their team was composed of such elite members—Sang Chu found himself at a loss for words.

Internal strife, external threats.

Everything still felt directionless.

Sang Chu felt like he was commanding a ship full of holes—he wanted to patch things up, but didn’t know where to start.

Try to plug one hole, and when you lift the board, you find the whole deck is rotted through.

“Still, things went better than I expected tonight.”

Yu Lin’an grew serious and said, “It’s just… with Ye Zhuxu overseeing the Tower, and from the looks of things now, no matter the situation… it’s unlikely he and Su Lingxi can work together peacefully.

And there’s no way he’ll follow her orders. So the coordination between our team and the Demon Suppression Bureau… that’s up to you.”

Sang Chu’s expression darkened.

Yu Lin’an looked toward the small courtyard, silent for a while.

Since he didn’t come for answers, and was fated to get none, then why did Ye Zhuxu come?

He thought—maybe to say goodbye.

Fourteen years is a long time.

Exhausting.

Even the most stubborn people eventually want to let go.

He and Su Lingxi were both people who had walked out of the memories from fourteen years ago.

Over the years, Yu Lin’an believed he’d grown a lot.

Before coming, he had mentally prepared himself, telling himself it would be enough if Su Lingxi was still alive, safe, and well.

But the moment he actually saw her—that cold vigilance, the fake official tone laced with guarded indifference—still triggered a sharp, inexplicable ache in him.

That was why he’d been the first to question her motives last night.

And if even those who’d moved on reacted like this—

Then what about the ones who never moved on?

It would take time.

Yu Lin’an told himself.

***

At midnight, Su Lingxi and Xiliu left the Demon Suppression Bureau and detoured into the palace.

Entering the palace at night required an imperial summons. Su Lingxi was an exception.

Xiliu presented the jade token and her waist badge to the palace guards.

The guards wouldn’t dare stop her, though duty demanded they still ask, “Where is the lord going?”

“To the Archive Pavilion,” Xiliu replied calmly.

“To verify some matters concerning demons.”

The guard returned the badge and opened the gate to let them through.

On the way, Su Lingxi kept her lips pressed together, her brows furrowed.

After the initial anger and shock, she quickly calmed herself and began analyzing the current situation one piece at a time.

The moment her eyes met Ye Zhuxu’s, she had sensed something odd—indescribably odd.

Now, thinking back, she understood why.

In his gaze, there was a hidden, distorted hatred—a hatred so intense it seemed he wanted to grind her bones to dust and drink her marrow.

Su Lingxi couldn’t imagine what kind of emotional debt she had left unpaid to provoke such a disaster.

She had made many enemies.

But she had also reconciled with many. If she wanted to, she had countless ways to help others let go of grudges—honest talk, meeting them where they were, even lowering her head if needed.

Whatever it took to achieve her goals—those were minor things to her.

But this time was different.

To her, no matter what happened in the past, no matter who was involved, whether love or hate—it was over.

She thought that before the top-ranking demons resurfaced, the Southern Institute should handle direct contact with Floating Jade’s team.

She had originally planned to extract some information from them through interaction, but now that had to wait.

She had more important things to do in the meantime.


***

The Archive Pavilion was located on the southern side of the palace, holding more than six million books and occupying a large area.

Books, being of the wood element, were prone to fire, so water was used to counterbalance them.

Thus, the walls and eaves of the building were painted black to represent water in the Five Elements.

Aside from the main building, a dozen smaller pavilions extended upward with the terrain.

These remained unoccupied year-round, not even lit at night.

It was said that these were built for mysterious Elders.

Some veteran cultivators, after earning great renown, chose to become royal Elders to protect the emperor and the royal family.

Especially after the chaos of the late emperor’s death fourteen years ago and the regime change three years ago, more elderly cultivators had stepped up to prevent further turmoil.
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Still, the area was mostly deserted.

People didn’t like living in the palace.

The greater the reputation and cultivation, the more they could feel the oppressive force of the Imperial Seal and Dragon Qi.

When Su Lingxi arrived, the pavilion was pitch-black, lights all out, and not a soul in sight.

She asked Xiliu, “Which one had lights on?”

Xiliu pointed to a small two-story building to the right.

“It was lit for a while, then went dark. Our people didn’t dare disturb them.”

Su Lingxi gave a soft acknowledgment and walked straight over.

Upon reaching the building, she climbed the steps and signaled the others to wait below.

The door was ajar and opened with a knock.

The room was small, naturally elegant in decor—not as extravagant as the rest of the palace. Inside was a simple bed mat and no table for tea or chess, only two straw meditation cushions.

Su Lingxi walked over and flipped the cushions, thinking there might be a message.

But there was nothing.

Whoever came had left quietly.

She stood there for a while, then headed downstairs. Xiliu came over and addressed her, “My lady.”

“Get things ready,” Su Lingxi replied.

“I’ll be staying in the palace for the next couple of days.”

Xiliu acknowledged the order and had arrangements made at once.

Su Lingxi wasn’t picky about food or lodging.

Those who had followed her for years knew this well.

Soon, a bed was set up in a side building of the Archive Pavilion, with clean blankets and pillows prepared, and incense lit.

But Su Lingxi didn’t lie down immediately.

She pulled a chair to the square table and sat, pressing her fingers to her forehead.

Xiliu asked, “My lady, are we meeting His Majesty tomorrow?”

“No,” Su Lingxi paused, then asked, “What’s His Majesty been doing these days?”

Xiliu gave a wry smile.

“The Grand Duke of Xuan, the Deputy Minister of Civil Affairs, and other ministers have been submitting petitions nonstop, begging His Majesty to rescind the order and appoint someone else to lead the Demon Suppression Bureau.”

Su Lingxi showed no interest in this and lowered her gaze as if she hadn’t heard.

Compared to that, she cared more about another matter.

“The portraits we had sent over earlier—did His Majesty see them?”

“He did,” Xiliu replied, glancing at Su Lingxi.

“But after looking, he set them aside. His Majesty didn’t seem… particularly interested.”

The current emperor and Prince Yan, Xue Huai, were full siblings—same father, same mother.

Prince Yan was the same age as the Imperial Mentor, while the emperor was three years younger, making him twenty-nine this year.

When he was still a princess, she had a consort—chosen by Prince Yan himself, the most outstanding young man in the world, the third son of the Minister of Rites, handsome and brilliant.

But back then, the princess was timid, and the consort was flirtatious, making quite a few scandalous headlines in Chang’an.

After she ascended the throne, that consort naturally became an embarrassment to imperial dignity.

He, and the reputation he once enjoyed, were quietly erased without a trace.

At the beginning of spring this year, the Imperial Preceptor brought up the topic of a royal selection (of consorts) to His Majesty.

However, due to the sudden upheaval involving the demon cabinets, such a significant matter was no longer appropriate to discuss.

Yet, it seemed the Imperial Preceptor had not given up on the idea.

Not long ago, she had court painters draw portraits of all eligible, unmarried young men from noble families and sent them to the palace.

The court was in turmoil.

Who couldn’t see this as another silent war between the Princess’ faction and Prince Yan’s faction?

Everyone under heaven knew that the Emperor had taken the throne from his elder brother.

Even now, the two factions remained locked in fierce conflict.

If a man were to enter the palace at this time and His Majesty were to leave behind an heir, how would that child be titled?

Could he possibly inherit the throne in the future?

Naturally, Prince Yan’s faction would never agree, yet they could not object outright, so they resorted to covert obstruction.

Still, faced with such a grand opportunity, some families were tempted.

Who wouldn’t want a child from their own household to have a chance at becoming emperor?

Some said the Imperial Preceptor’s move was a bold bid to win over hearts, that she had finally run out of patience with the deadlocked court and the endless backbiting from Prince Yan’s faction.

Xiliu couldn’t guess what the Imperial Preceptor was truly thinking—she only felt that, since the Preceptor always prioritized the bigger picture, if she really had such plans, now might not be the right time.

“Where is Zhang Jin?”

Unexpectedly, the topic shifted drastically—from the emperor straight to a minor official.

Xiliu was momentarily stunned.

She glanced at Su Lingxi, then quickly answered, “Lord Zhang has taken sick leave these past few days and is resting at home.”

Su Lingxi remained silent for a while.

After a long pause, she said to Xiliu, “Go out tomorrow. Bring him into the palace to stay for a while. Try to persuade His Majesty.”

To leave the palace.

At first, Xiliu thought she had misheard, her pupils contracting.

But seeing Su Lingxi’s expression, she asked no further questions and said, “Yes. I will go first thing in the morning.”

Su Lingxi fell quiet again.

Xiliu thought there were no more instructions and was about to withdraw, when she saw Su Lingxi tap her fingers on the edge of the table, then softly ask, “Is he ill again?”

“Yes. The weather in the capital has been stifling and rainy lately. Lord Zhang may have overworked himself and fell ill again earlier this month. But the physician has visited—nothing serious, just that he needs more careful recuperation in the future.”

Su Lingxi’s throat moved slightly, as if she wanted to say something.

In the end, she said nothing, only waving her hand to dismiss Xiliu.

That night passed dreamlessly.

Su Lingxi stayed in a small corner pavilion to the west of the Imperial Library for two days.

While tides surged inside and outside the palace, the pavilion remained quiet and serene.

A pot of tea, a few fragrant incense pills—enough to peacefully while away an entire morning by the window, untouched by the world.

No one knew why she had taken up residence in the palace.

Only Xiliu vaguely sensed: she was waiting for someone.

Su Lingxi was indeed waiting for someone.

Years ago, the Imperial Library had become her second home.

In fact, she spent more time here than in her own residence.

She was eighteen the year she came from Floating Jade (a celestial realm) to the mortal world.

When it came to literature and historical anecdotes, she could speak decently; when forced to discuss lofty principles, she could muddle through.

But on deeper, weightier matters—principles of governance, employing ministers, balance of power, and the fundamentals of the state like finance, taxation, and law—she knew nothing.

She was born in Floating Jade, and her incense arts were unrivaled, but she had never studied warfare, military strategy, or how to pacify rebellions and soothe displaced people.

And yet, whether as Chief Minister or Imperial Preceptor, one could not afford ignorance in these matters.

This was not a place where one could be willful.

She had lost the privilege to escape responsibility.

If she didn’t give her all, she wouldn’t just fail—she would die.

Su Lingxi had no choice but to study—desperately—and even then, she stumbled and suffered countless setbacks.

Only after years had passed, when she could wield power with ease, did she come here less often.

The Imperial Library taught her much.

It was also where she encountered something quite special.

It began six years ago. One idle day, she came to the library to sit in silence.

Suddenly, she heard footsteps by the door.

An elderly man entered—stooped, hands behind his back, but with bright eyes and a kind smile.

He tossed his waist token to the guard, who bowed after reading it and said, “Elder.”

To be called “Elder” meant he was no ordinary person among the human race.

The old man’s surname was Jiang.

He came that day, and again two days later, and continued every other day.

Though aged, he had a youthful spirit and loved to chat—especially with the guards.

Su Lingxi noticed his frequent visits.

Once, before leaving, she asked the guards to prepare two cups of cooled tea for him next time.

That was how they became acquainted.

It was a small gesture that led to the most beneficial connection Su Lingxi had ever made—with someone who understood the world in ways few did.

He would tell her things no ordinary person knew.

Whether by coincidence or not, those things ended up helping her more than once.

She had tried to investigate his identity, but her instincts told her it would be unwise to dig too deeply.

In the end, she let it go.

Sometimes, when she faced a truly unsolvable problem, she would seek his advice.

He enjoyed teaching. When she approached him as a junior, he never answered directly, but his expression would sometimes soften without a word.

He was a wanderer, never staying long in one place.

In the past two years, he had appeared only once.

That was just half a month ago.

Now, he had returned again—and left a lit lantern.

That could only mean one thing:

He had news about that matter.

The following night, under the low-hanging curtain of night and a sky full of stars, Su Lingxi had her attendants set up a table and chairs outside.

She also prepared fresh fruits, clear tea, and soft pastries suited for leisurely chewing.

After waiting half an hour, steady footsteps sounded from behind. Su Lingxi lifted the talisman in her hand and rose to her feet. She nodded to the elderly man and said, “You’ve come.”

Xiliu silently led the servants far away.

The old man’s graying eyebrows lifted slightly. “You guessed I’d come tonight?”

“I guessed,” Su Lingxi replied, pouring him tea with a steady hand despite the steam rising from the cup. Her voice was quiet. “But I wasn’t certain. I just thought the stars and moon are lovely tonight—perfect for tea.”

The old man pulled out a chair to sit, his gaze casually sweeping over her sharp chin. “You seem especially warm to me today.”

“Mm,” Su Lingxi passed him the cup of tea and said earnestly, “Because I have a request.”

Dealing with Su Lingxi was always intriguing—she had a knack for catching people off guard, being forthright in the most unexpected ways.

In such moments, even accepting a cup of tea felt awkward.

“Still about the matter from last time?”

The old man asked, ultimately not taking the tea but settling into the chair.

Su Lingxi nodded.

“Still about that.”

“Last time, you said that if the medicine could be refined, it could cure hidden illnesses, soothe the source, and extend life.

But a crucial component was the bodhi seed produced by the guardian tree of the Floating Blossom Sect.

The tree hasn’t borne fruit in years, and such seeds are now near impossible to find.”

“You gave me an alternative method—you said a demon pearl could achieve the same effect.”

“When I told you that, you didn’t seem inclined to believe me. Looks like you’ve spent this time verifying it,” the old man said, leaning back in his chair with his arms behind his head, eyes lifted to the stars.

“So now that you believe it, you’ve come to ask for the detailed refinement steps?”


“Yes.”

The old man didn’t look at her, shaking his head to himself.

“Everyone says the Imperial Preceptor is cautious and clever—almost like a demon herself.

And now, in a time when demons threaten the realm, you dare use a recipe involving a demon pearl?”

Su Lingxi also looked up at the night sky.

After a long pause, she finally spoke:

“I didn’t want to believe it. But there’s no other way—I can only give it a try.”

The old man stopped rocking his chair and seemed to grow more alert.

He turned to look at her and asked, “Someone close to you is seriously injured?”
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Su Lingxi didn’t speak.

“The useless children told me that you had someone investigate me.”

Seeing her silence, the old man didn’t press the matter.

He sat up straighter, and the sharpness of his youth seemed to momentarily return to his aged frame like a flickering spark.

“I did investigate you,” Su Lingxi replied without pressure, meeting his gaze calmly and stating the facts.

“I don’t believe there are people in this world who help me for no reason and expect nothing in return. If I could accept such kindness from the heavens without suspicion, I wouldn’t have survived until now.”

The old man nodded in agreement.

“That’s a fair point.”

“You stopped halfway through the investigation—did you already guess it?”

Su Lingxi smiled.

“Then,” the old man said, and even the wrinkles on his face seemed to smooth out, “since you want something from me, I assume you’ve also guessed what I want in return?”

Su Lingxi’s eyes curved slightly with a smile.

“You’ve hinted at it with many things over the years, but nothing has ever tempted me as much as this prescription. After all, I asked for it myself.”

“Chang’an is unstable right now, and it’s inconvenient for me to go out. Please offer congratulations to the Sect Master of Liuyun Sect on my behalf. Once this pill formula succeeds, he’ll finally be able to stop calling himself the sinner of Liuyun Sect.”

The old man narrowed his eyes slightly.

Fourteen years ago, the former emperor passed away.

Rebels across the land declared themselves kings and invaded Chang’an.

At the time, most supporters of the new emperor were former officials—full of idealism but utterly powerless.

Expecting them to hold off the invading rebels was a dream.

Everyone knows that the ones who truly resisted the rebellion were the three great sects who pursued the Dao and cared little for worldly affairs.

Among them, Liuyun Sect was the one forced to lead the charge.

Outsiders don’t know what Su Lingxi offered them, but the elders of Liuyun Sect know the truth.

Back then, the sect leader wasn’t the current one but his younger brother—a genius in his youth whose cultivation had stalled after a deviation.

Eighteen-year-old Su Lingxi appeared before him like a celestial being and proposed a deal.

Incense Ignition Technique.

To someone suffering from a deviation, that was like a single beam of light piercing through darkness.

If she had only dealt with the current sect leader, it wouldn’t have been enough to worry even an old wood element cultivator like himself.

Ancient forces all have their own legacies.

Floating Jade has its unique celestial arts;

The Human Emperor holds the Dragon Vein and Imperial Seal;

The Floating Flower Sword Sect has the Bodhi Ancestor Tree;

Tianchan Temple has its treasure vault.

As for Liuyun Sect—their treasure is a stone beast.

The beast has a spirit, formed from the will of the generations of elders who passed before.

Its intelligence only awakened in recent decades and is as tender as a child.

Su Lingxi not only secured the promise of the sect leader but also that of the stone beast.

Even now, the stone beast is still bound by chains.

Because of this bond, Liuyun Sect has openly supported Su Lingxi all this time—even involving themselves in the disgraceful act of deciding an emperor’s fate.

“I’ve provided the prescription. Whether you can gather the ingredients to refine the pill is up to your ability, Imperial Preceptor.”

The old man took out a stone box, gently pushed it open, and revealed a piece of animal hide.

“Have a look?”

Su Lingxi accepted it without ceremony, placed it on her lap, studied it for a while, then closed her eyes while holding the ox hide.

She knew not all demon pearls were useful.

If they were, the ancient texts wouldn’t be so silent about them.

Demon pearls rot easily, and once they stink, the smell is hard to remove—so demon suppression squads usually crush them on the spot and never bring them back.

But she hadn’t expected the requirements to be so strict.

Top twenty ranked demon pearls…

Su Lingxi had recently revised the demon rankings herself—adjusting only those between ranks 30 to 70.

No one dared touch the top twenty.

She had ordered Floating Jade’s elite squad to await instructions at the Demon Suppression Department for exactly this reason.

Two days ago in the department’s dungeon, the Three-Eyed Toad’s expression was proof that something had slipped past the formations and infiltrated Chang’an.

Once these things appear, chaos is inevitable.

Su Lingxi traced the raised symbols on the hide, letting them glide across her fingertips and settle in her mind for repeated confirmation.

The old man didn’t rush her.

He even picked up the cup of tea she had made.

They had known each other for years, and he understood that this clever girl wasn’t easily tempted.

But as she said—since she asked for it, it meant she truly needed it.

She had the courage to take it all on.

After a while, Su Lingxi put away the hide—without handing it back.

She placed it beside her and said, “I don’t want these things appearing anywhere in Dayin.

But if they must, and if I can use their pearls, then so be it.”

The old man exhaled deeply, finally relaxed enough to enjoy his tea.

He also reminded her, “From today on, weigh your actions carefully. Tianchan Temple has cut ties with you. They only acknowledge emperors who bear the Dragon Qi—and as I understand it, half of that Qi is now with Prince Yan?

If Liuyun Sect stops supporting you, only the Floating Flower Sword Sect will remain behind you.”

Thinking of the court’s situation, even he shook his head.

Su Lingxi smiled and nodded.

“I’ll weigh carefully.”

“When the pill is complete, I’ll unbind your sacred beast.”

After over ten years, this debt was finally cleared.

When the old man left the palace, he felt refreshed, as if the wind carried him forward, his back straight and full of life.

Su Lingxi gazed at the teacup in front of her, watching the tea leaves swirl in the night breeze.

Her smiling eyes gradually turned cold, and her gaze sharpened.

Xi Liu approached from a distance, stood by her side, and asked, “My lady?”

Su Lingxi answered softly, refocusing.

She opened the ox hide again for another look.

A demon ranked so highly—if not swiftly dealt with, it would bring a bloody storm and countless casualties.

The best way to handle it fast was to dispatch that elite unit—even have Ye Zhuxu and Sang Chu lead it personally.

Su Lingxi couldn’t join every battle. It was a team effort, after all.

Even if she joined, how would she smuggle the pearl away under everyone’s watch—especially when it seemed useless to most?

Sang Chu had long sought to use her as leverage.

If he learned she needed the pearl, he would definitely demand something in return.

She didn’t trust them, didn’t want to deal with Floating Jade—but she might have to offer bait to secure the pearls first.

There was one particularly troublesome man.

Floating Jade had sixteen squads.

If Ye Zhuxu appeared, they all answered to him.

Two days ago, Su Lingxi still thought of avoiding the Commander for now—he was wild and unpredictable, dangerous and uncontrollable, with unresolved personal enmity toward her.

She had always disliked dealing with such people—nothing but trouble.

Yet now, she had to consider it.

As terrible as he was, Ye Zhuxu hadn’t done anything out of line—proving he understood his role.

Two nights ago, he’d vented his anger and frightened people.

She wondered if he could now sit down calmly to talk.

After all, Su Lingxi needed more than one demon pearl.

Chen Shang, who had been detained at the Demon Suppression Department for three days and nights, only rested at his estate for one night before dragging his aching, exhausted body into a plain gray-topped sedan chair at dawn.

It bypassed the bustling streets and arrived at a manor in the western outskirts of Chang’an, stopping at the side gate.

He had stayed tense every second inside the department, unable to sleep.

Even after applying medicine last night, the pain was unbearable and sleep elusive.

Now, with the carriage jolting, Chen Shang couldn’t help but doze with his eyes half-closed—until the carriage came to a halt and the servant called out:

“Young master, we’ve arrived.”

Chen Shang instantly sobered up.

He straightened his attire and stepped down from the carriage.

A steward from the garden approached, bowed respectfully, and led the way.

Chen Shang glanced around and asked in a low voice, “Did His Highness really say he would meet today?”

“Yes,” the steward replied, leading them toward the front courtyard.

“Several other officials have also arrived.”

In the entire Great Yin dynasty, there was only one prince of royal blood—Prince Yan, Xue Huai, who had abdicated the throne.

His status was exalted, but his situation was awkward.

It was the hottest time of the year; the sun rose the moment daylight broke, blazing down like molten gold.

For the past two months, Prince Yan had been staying in the garden.

As they stepped into the inner courtyard, the first thing they saw was a massive cabinet made of fragrant yellow sandalwood, and the first thing they smelled was the bitter scent of medicinal decoction boiling.

Crown Prince Chen Shang kept his eyes straight ahead, stepped forward, knelt on both knees, and bowed his head.

“Your Highness.”

He vaguely heard a muffled cough, then a servant came forward to help Chen Shang up and brought in a wide armchair.

Inside the room, a few senior officials in plain clothes sat upright and serious.

In front of each of them were a few plates of pastries and a cup of tea, but none had touched them.

It was too early for anyone to be in the mood for tea.

A maid gently lifted two layers of sheer gauze curtains, then drew up a string of beaded drapes.

Prince Yan was not seated on the grand chair adorned with pearls and cast with a golden python’s head.

Instead, he stood by the tightly shut window.

A maid handed him a thick medicinal tonic.

After he drank it, she immediately offered rinse water and a clean cloth.

Once all was done, the attendants silently withdrew.

From behind the curtain, Prince Yan raised his eyes to Chen Shang and asked, “Did the Demon Suppression Bureau torture you?”

Chen Shang’s eyes twitched slightly.

He respectfully replied, “Just some minor injuries, nothing serious. I’ll recover in a few days. Thank you for your concern, Your Highness.”

Prince Yan raised his hand, covering his mouth as he coughed lightly.

After a pause, he said again, “You’ve had a hard time.”

Chen Shang quickly cupped his hands in response.

“I dare not accept such praise.”

This man—once the supreme ruler—had been demoted to prince three years ago at Su Lingxi’s insistence, citing his frail health as unsuitable for governing.

Other than his poor health and lack of heirs, he had no other faults his ministers could criticize.

Before the age of eighteen, the officials viewed Prince Yan Xue Huai favorably.

As a prince, being pampered was expected, but he was known to be modest, diligent, and eager to learn—a boy as pure as snow in Chang’an.

Yet he had never been trained as crown prince, and though he had a kind heart, he lacked decisiveness.

Who would have thought, after two years of exile and wandering, he’d return to stabilize the country and rule steadily for ten years?

Now thirty and no longer naive, he was virtuous and wise, capable of strategic planning, decisive in battle yet knowing when to stop.

It was a time of political stability and clarity across the land—yet he had suddenly, and forcibly, abdicated.

How could anyone not be devastated by that?

Chen Shang lifted his head slightly and met Prince Yan’s long, narrow phoenix eyes.

The Xue family all had eyes like these—when they smiled, it felt like a spring breeze; when they didn’t, their dignity was overwhelming.

Aside from the pale lips, there was nothing flawed about his appearance.

And originally, poor health shouldn’t have been his flaw either.

Back when the late emperor passed away, Prince Yan, the only surviving heir, was poisoned with a deadly toxin.

When he was taken into Fuyu, the poison wasn’t removed in time, and it damaged his lungs.

If not for a fragment of dragon vein protecting his heart and years of nourishing medicine, he wouldn’t have survived until now.


Even so, he had to be extra cautious with everything—he feared cold in winter, needing heated chambers, and feared heat in summer, needing cool halls.

“…It’s just that I’ve come to see Your Highness straight after leaving the Demon Suppression Bureau. I fear they may have sent someone to follow me.”

Chen Shang said.

Prince Yan’s sleeve drooped slightly.

His voice was warm and calm, with a faint smile:

“Wasn’t it her order to release you?”

“Go on then,” he added, walking slowly to Chen Shang’s side.

He personally reached out to lift Chen’s cupped hands and gestured for him to rise.

“What message did she ask you to bring me?”
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Chen Shang began recounting his two days and nights at the Bureau—

Mentioning the three-eyed toad demon, Su Lingxi’s combat skills, and how she didn’t blindly follow the Empress’s commands.

Prince Yan listened attentively, occasionally asking for more specific details.

His hands were tucked into his sleeves, naturally hanging at his sides, but his eyes remained unreadable.

It was the two seated ministers who seemed unable to contain themselves.

Since the message came directly from Su Lingxi, why not try?

Sometimes, a person’s moment of hesitation passes in a flash—and once missed, it may never return.

Especially with someone as strange and unfathomable as Su Lingxi.

Call her a traitor or a schemer, and yet, she had done many things that benefited the nation and its people.

In recent years, whenever a national crisis arose, she was always among those who worked through the night, sleepless and relentless.

Corruption cases, disaster relief, chaotic taxation—many difficult problems she had handled personally.

Even though she changed emperors, she never used the new empress as a puppet, nor did she pull strings behind the throne.

Instead, she taught the empress to dismantle Prince Yan’s laid-out strategies piece by piece, cultivated her own power, and even began gradually relinquishing control in less important areas.

In less than three years, to everyone’s surprise, many now sincerely referred to the once-weak princess as “Her Majesty.”

This wasn’t a good thing for them—but precisely because of that, they wanted even more desperately to win Su Lingxi over.

A powerful official who had no desire to be emperor, no ambition to seize the country, could almost be called a pure subject.

Not for the throne.

Not for power.

Not even for fame—

—Su Lingxi had never cared for such things.

Then why had she done such shocking things?

No one knew.

But then, no one had ever truly understood Su Lingxi.

At a certain point in the conversation, Prince Yan’s lips twitched slightly, and he asked, “Did she ask the Three-Eyed Toad whether a high-ranked demon had infiltrated Chang’an?”

Chen Shang replied, “Yes.”

“What was her last question?”

Chen Shang thought for a moment, then shook his head.

“There was too much commotion at that point—I didn’t hear clearly.”

Prince Yan fell silent. Su Lingxi had always been like this—what she let you see, what she let you hear, was only ever what she allowed.

As for what truly couldn’t be known—no one would ever hear a single word of it.

How could it be indecision?

It was clearly a warning.

Prince Yan looked straight ahead.

His eyes squinted slightly as if dazzled by a blinding light.

For the briefest of moments, he felt as though he were staring at Su Lingxi across space.

He could almost see her lips moving, coldly telling him:

“There’s a great demon lying in wait in Chang’an. If you don’t want to die, don’t stir up trouble right now.”

Or perhaps she was saying:

“The demon cabinets have shattered. Demons roam the world—this better not be your doing.”

The thought rose in Prince Yan’s heart, and another cough threatened to erupt.

He pressed his handkerchief in the air, signaling them to continue.

He was still listening.

When the room quieted again, he finally said, “What do you all think—what kind of gesture should we prepare to show goodwill to Su Lingxi?”

The room grew even quieter.

What could they offer?

Power?

Wealth?

Su Lingxi didn’t even have a single relative or associate—bribery wouldn’t work.

She lacked nothing—and wanted nothing.

Among those present were old ministers and younger men who had followed their fathers into service, roughly Chen Shang’s age.

The young ones had ideas but little worldly experience, and they were the ones eager to offer strategies.

The older men sat still in their chairs, unmoved, saying nothing.

Only now did one of them finally speak, and it was on another matter:

“How has Your Highness’s health been recently? We’ve heard the imperial physician has prescribed a new treatment—has there been any improvement?”

Another elder nodded and continued, “The estate may be cool and comfortable, but demons have begun appearing in Chang’an. This place is ultimately not safe. Returning to the prince’s residence to recover is the best course of action.”

“It’s already being arranged. We’ll return tomorrow,” Prince Yan said.

“We’ve been here for some time. It’s time to go back.”

As for his health—he didn’t answer.

There was no need.

Everyone knew what condition he had been in for years.

What improvement could there be?

Just staying the same and not worsening was already a good outcome.

Someone else exchanged a glance with a colleague and then brought up palace affairs:

“Your Highness, the Imperial Preceptor has had people prepare portraits of various noble sons for His Majesty.”

The implication was clear to everyone.

The old ministers again said nothing.

Prince Yan had already heard of this.

His tone was flat: “His Majesty is of age—naturally he needs companions at his side.”

“Which families’ sons did she choose?”

The speaker thought for a moment, then said, “The second son of the Su family from Gusu, the eldest son of the Shang family from Runan, and the fourth son of the Minister of Rites.”

When the last name was mentioned, Prince Yan paused.

A few older officials exchanged glances.

“The fourth son of the Minister of Rites? As I recall, that’s a concubine-born child.”

“Indeed,” the man replied with a bow to the previous speaker. Then he continued, “And the younger brother of a former… Prince Consort.”

These were the ones Su Lingxi had chosen.

I went to inquire, and they said Su Lingxi didn’t consider family background or academic merit—she just picked the ones who looked good and would please His Majesty.”

Brothers serving the same ruler—it sounded absurd.

But upon hearing it was Su Lingxi’s doing, somehow it made sense.

It was exactly the kind of thing she would do.

The two most senior officials with the most disciples had come today for two reasons: to hear the situation within the Demon Suppression Bureau, and to persuade Prince Yan to return to the palace and recuperate.

Now that both were done, they closed their eyes.

The court was a terrifyingly deep pool of water.

The Princess had already held power for three years.

Her once gentle temperament had grown impressively capable.

The situation was growing increasingly unfavorable for them. Prince Yan’s faction always made noise—loud noise—but never managed to make real waves.

Let alone a coup—they hadn’t even launched a proper political action.

Why?

Because once a tripartite balance was formed, minor scuffles couldn’t shake anything.

Su Lingxi had the backing of the three great sects and the clear-stream scholars she supported.

The Emperor had the State-Sealing Seal, half a dragon vein, and a growing corps of female officials.

Prince Yan had behind him only the old noble clans of Chang’an.

“Do you think Su Lingxi cares about their impeachment?”

Before having absolute certainty, she can only act like a snake, threatening but not reckless, waiting for the right moment to strike and take a piece of her enemy’s flesh, biding her time until the opportunity arises to strike a fatal blow.

Moreover, Your Highness, the bond between His Majesty and Su Lingxi is deeper than the world imagines.

To a certain extent, they understand each other better than anyone else.

Because they understand each other, they will not act rashly.

“One more thing,” Chen Shang said.

“It seems that the person responsible for leading the team from Floating Jade has arrived, and the long-awaited name has finally been revealed.”

The King, holding the bowl, quietly stared at the dark reflection of the medicinal liquid, about to drink his second bowl of medicine for the day.

He had long ago checked the list of those sent from Floating Jade to the mortal realm.

To obtain this list, he had sacrificed quite a few of his undercover agents in the Demon Suppression Bureau.

There were sixteen teams, many unfamiliar names, but only two stood out—one of them being the team leader, named Sang Chu.

Never heard of him.

It seemed that over the past fourteen years, Floating Jade still had many talented individuals, having cultivated many promising young people.

As he thought about it, the King lowered his eyes, listening to Chen Shang.

“His name is Ye Zhuxu.”

The sound of a bowl crashing to the ground echoed in the hall, and many people stood up, calling, “Your Highness.”

The King brushed aside the maidservant and used a handkerchief to wipe the medicine from the back of his hand.

He glanced at Chen Shang and whispered, “What’s his name?”

Chen Shang opened his mouth:

“Ye Zhuxu.”

The King was silent for a while, seemingly lost in thought.

After a moment, he waved his hand and said, “I remember there was a young master who stayed at the household of the Assistant Minister of the Ministry of Revenue. He was strikingly handsome, with an extraordinary appearance, and recently gained fame in Chang’an.”

Everyone present was male, ranging from teenagers to men in their forties, and none of them paid attention to which family had how many young masters.

No one knew why the King was suddenly asking this.

The room fell silent, and after a while, it was Chen Shang, who was most often seen enjoying himself with friends, who spoke up.

“It seems there is such a person, he’s seventeen this year.”

“Seventeen. That’s a good age.”

The King nodded, looking at the pale lines on the back of his hand, and then continued, “Go ask if he and the fourth son of the Minister of Rites would be willing to do me a favor and stay for a while in the vacant residence of the Imperial Preceptor.”

At these words, everyone froze.

“Tell her to keep the visitor, and don’t disappoint him. Also, arrange for someone to deliver a message to Su Lingxi at the Demon Suppression Bureau, telling her this was selected just for her, according to her preferences.”

The senior officials finally realized the inappropriateness of this move.

It would not benefit them, and they would only waste time and effort.

They would also have to discard several of their undercover agents.

Frowning, one of the elders stepped forward and said, “Your Highness…”


The King’s gaze swept over him—not harshly, but it was enough to subdue everyone:

“Go ahead and do it.”

This was the real face of the former monarch.

Stripping away the gentle facade, every word and action carried an unchallengeable authority.

Seeing this, the old officials had no choice but to bow their heads, suppressing their doubts, and said, “Yes.”
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There’s a reason why everyone is shocked.

It’s not that no one has ever sent men to Su Lingxi.

She doesn’t accept them.

If it’s someone she knows sending them, she’ll say that her gate hasn’t even been painted with red lacquer yet, and it’s already hard enough for her to protect herself.

Taking someone in would not only ruin the beauty of it all but could also cost someone’s life—what a pity.

If it’s from outsiders, she’ll openly say she has no interest in accepting inside help, and she likely never will.

At first, people thought she simply hadn’t received the right person, so they put in more effort.

They tried every type, every age, until they slowly gave up.

There were even those who tried sending women.

Back when King Yan was still the emperor, he heard about this secret from his shadow guards.

He either laughed or shook his head.

Neither he nor the current emperor ever sent anyone to Su Lingxi, nor did they offer marriage.

When loyal ministers suggested it in the past, King Yan only said that it was a foolish idea that would make Su Lingxi upset and have the opposite effect.

He decided to wait a few more years.

Now, years have passed, and those who made such suggestions have given up on the idea, but King Yan has brought it up himself.

And no matter how one looks at it, now is clearly not a good time.

Not long after Su Lingxi presented the portrait of the Fourth Young Master of the Minister of Rites’ family to the emperor, King Yan sent this young master to Su Lingxi.

It didn’t seem like an offer of goodwill, but more like a provocation.

This time, even the old ministers couldn’t figure out King Yan’s intentions.

On the 26th of July, when Su Lingxi returned to the Demon Suppression Bureau, it was just as dusk was falling.

The sunset was like blood, and the sun and moon shone together.

The past few days, Yu Lin’an had contacted her with talismans, saying he hadn’t found any records of the two types of demons’ domains but had come across some other things.

When she returned to the Demon Suppression Bureau, he would bring them to her.

Su Lingxi naturally wouldn’t refuse and sent him a message before heading back.

Not long after, Yu Lin’an appeared in the South Courtyard.

He had adapted quickly, in less than a month completely transforming into a true Chang’an local, wearing black leather boots and a waist belt with a curved blade hanging from it.

“The rules of Floating Jade are numerous, guarding these things is like guarding a treasure,” Yu Lin’an said, supporting the railing with one hand and jumping down lightly, “Let’s go, to our place.”

After that night, the North Courtyard underwent daily changes.

Su Lingxi would receive reports from her subordinates, and to her, as long as Floating Jade was doing its best in demon-slaying, how they altered the building’s structure didn’t matter—it was a trivial matter, no concern to her.

But what she saw now was different.

As she stepped into the North Courtyard, her footsteps paused, almost imperceptibly.

Before her stood two giant steel trees intertwined with each other.

They were several dozen meters high, their canopies almost touching the sky.

The trunks were as thick as ten or more people could wrap their arms around.

Like twisted dragons breaking through the earth, their branches stretched out, proud and blooming in the sky.

What was most striking was that every small branch and leaf was pitch black, shimmering with a cold gleam where sunlight and moonlight met.

They were entirely made of steel, stretching freely inside a barrier that obscured the view.

A light breeze couldn’t move them, but during strong winds and rain, the leaves would shake in unison, clashing together with a metallic sound, and then explode into various dazzling patterns, delivering a breathtaking visual shock.

“Puppet art,” Su Lingxi stood under the trees for a moment, her eyes sparkling with a shiny metallic glow, “It’s beautiful.”

Besides being beautiful, there was another secret in these trees.

Just as she spoke, a long iron vine shot out from an unseen corner of the tree trunk.

It whipped through the air like a snapping whip, stirring up a hot wind.

A person descended, holding a spirit ball, landing lightly on the ground.

Without even glancing aside, the person started to leave but turned back upon seeing Yu Lin’an, “Shall we go drink tonight? Are you coming?”

Yu Lin’an didn’t answer, but another person who had been lazily hiding behind the tree pushed aside the black leaves on his face and looked down.

“Let’s go. I’ve heard a lot about the fine wine and dancing girls in Chang’an.”

When he saw Su Lingxi, the person suddenly turned and moved swiftly to cover his face with a branch.

Yu Lin’an couldn’t bear to watch and led Su Lingxi into the main hall.

The place had also been modified. On the desk, there was a stack of bamboo slips piled up like a small mountain.

Su Lingxi walked around, knocking on the walls, which made a hollow sound.

Yu Lin’an explained, “We tore down the wardrobe and screen planters and expanded two interrogation rooms. Don’t worry, we can’t hear anything from inside, and they can’t hear us.”

“Even if they do hear, it’s fine,” Su Lingxi smiled lightly, not bothered.

She didn’t intend to discuss things that couldn’t be talked about with them.

“Those who behave abnormally in front of you often study incense arts. They’re nervous when they see you; it’s nothing to worry about,” Yu Lin’an took a seat at the long desk and opened the top bamboo slip.

This wasn’t the original text but one he had copied after reading it.

Even so, when he handed it to Su Lingxi, they needed a third person to supervise.

“Sang Chu or Bai Xiao will come soon.”

“Will they be nervous seeing me?”

Su Lingxi raised her hand to her cheek and laughed softly, “I don’t think my past would scare them.”

“No, it’s because your incense arts are impressive. When they see a senior who is part of the legends, they’ll naturally be more respectful and want to make a good impression.”

Su Lingxi nodded, easily accepting this explanation.

As she saw Yu Lin’an open the bamboo slips, she absentmindedly reached for the ink brush hanging from the pen rack.

Twirling it in her hand, she asked casually, “Still, am I not a senior who was expelled from Floating Jade?”

Yu Lin’an froze, his voice halting.

He turned his head to look at Su Lingxi with some discomfort.

Su Lingxi’s appearance as a youth didn’t match her personality.

She had a round face, round cheeks, and eyes with a pale hue.

Under the blazing sun, they had a color reminiscent of freshly made sugar syrup.

Her long hair had natural curls at the ends, giving her a look that was obedient and clever.

In reality, she was mischievous and sly—her eyes would flash with cunning, and she could be described as harboring all sorts of tricks.

Now, she had grown thinner, her round face replaced by a sharp chin, her wrists delicate, and her jawline pointed.

Her identity had changed, and so had her aura, so no one would describe her as cute or obedient anymore.

The only thing unchanged was her eyes and their color.

No matter how carefully you looked, all that remained in them now was calmness and nonchalance.

She had calmly accepted being expelled from Floating Jade, thinking there was nothing in life that couldn’t be spoken or gotten over.

For a moment, Yu Lin’an was unsure whether the punishment of the gate was more cruel for her.

Not knowing how to respond, he decided to remain silent, composing himself and pointing to the bamboo slip.

“These records would’ve been found for you even if you hadn’t come. Floating Jade doesn’t record weak demons; those recorded in the top thirty are the main targets of our current demon-clearing mission.

They are tricky because their origins are powerful, and they can transform into human form.”

Su Lingxi’s eyelashes fluttered, “What?”

She subconsciously tightened her fingers around the brush and then said, “I’ve never heard of this.”

“We only just found out.”

Yu Lin’an seemed more concerned that Su Lingxi had completely forgotten about this. It made him feel a little pained, “They’ve been locked in cabinets for over a thousand years, unable to get out, but they’ve been absorbing the changes of heaven and earth to fill their power. Now, they’re stronger than they were before they were sealed.”

These things were unknown to ordinary people.

Only those who had sealed them could sense them.

Su Lingxi quickly confirmed, “Was it the gate who spoke of this?”


“Yes, the message came half an hour ago.”

Su Lingxi pursed her lips and began flipping through the bamboo slips one by one.

Thoughts collided and formed, only to be overturned, and the hall fell silent.

At this moment, Sang Chu and a man walked in one after the other.

Su Lingxi looked up and realized it was the same person who had talked about drinking fine wine and watching dancing girls earlier.

After reading all the bamboo slips, she gently closed the last one and tied it back with the original string, her finger running along the edge of the table.
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It’s common knowledge that demons are rooted in malicious thoughts and take on animal forms as vessels.

Some things of lower rank are not inherently strong.

They love to pile their bodies up so swollen and distorted that they are hard to look at, and this is common.

But when something is inherently strong enough to stir clouds and rain, to overturn the heavens and the earth, how can the fiercest beasts in the world, like wolves and tigers, contain them?

They would never choose such a body for themselves.

What they meticulously shape for themselves are often the bodies of colossal ancient beasts.

As early as a thousand years ago, there were records of monsters in the form of nightmares, nine-headed birds, bixi, and xī monsters sweeping across the heavens and earth, taking countless lives.

Wherever they passed, blood coagulated into dark red in the land, and murderous energy surged like a tangible force, reaching the skies.

Su Lingxi never expected that they could transform into human form.

She organized her thoughts and looked at Sang Chu, speaking in a calm, orderly manner:

“The ability to take human form means that, whenever they want, they can easily blend into human crowds, avoiding the Demon Suppression Bureau’s checks and tracking, and when necessary, they can shed their skin like a golden cicada and hide in the shadows, waiting for the right moment to act.

Our human forces are limited, and we can’t check everyone one by one. But in the dark, they can secretly plot one bloody massacre after another.

These beings’ nature will never change. Wherever they go, disaster will follow.”

Su Lingxi paused, withdrew her hand, and spoke with clear concern:

“I don’t know if they will unite. If they do, the situation will be difficult to control. It would be too passive.”

“Don’t worry.”

Sang Chu nodded and said gently, “Someone can track and lock onto them one by one.”

Su Lingxi’s heart relaxed slightly, but soon she realized something and closed her lips, murmuring a low voice:

“Ye Zhuxu.”

Sang Chu nodded at her.

Before coming here, what she had imagined was one thing, but now the reality was another.

The situation was better than expected, with someone able to track the most troublesome ones.

However, retrieving the demon beads was more difficult than imagined because it meant they had to get them from Ye Zhuxu’s hands.

Su Lingxi couldn’t help but lower her eyes and rubbed the corners of her eyes, as though to laugh at the bitter irony of this inevitable and frustrating coincidence.

After a moment of silence, the man who had been standing behind Sang Chu scratched his hair and rubbed his chin, taking a half step forward, looking like he wanted to speak but hesitated.

Su Lingxi glanced at him, thinking back to what had happened half an hour ago.

She picked up her brush, dipped it in ink, and opened a new bamboo scroll, quietly sitting down at her desk.

Yu Lin’an had no idea what she was writing.

After a while, he saw her hand over the scroll to him, and when he took it and looked at it, he was stunned.

“At the stroke of the Dog Hour in Chang’an, the street drums will be struck, and the curfew will last until dawn.

The East and West markets will be closed, although some alleyways will remain open. The merchants from Hu will have very fine wine in their hands, and the women of Sogdiana will dance in their inns with silver pots, performing Hu style dances. The music from the people of Kucha will sound beautiful and will last all night.”

Su Lingxi pointed to the bamboo scroll and slightly lifted her chin:

“These inns sometimes need a secret code, and I’ve written it down. If there’s anything you don’t understand, ask Xiliu.”

Yu Lin’an’s mouth dropped open. Su Lingxi’s handwriting was still as fluid as ever, but the damned thing was, he could actually understand every word.

Originally, he had wanted to meet the senior, but when Su Lingxi said her second sentence, Tian Jiang had already retracted his foot.

By the time she finished speaking, he was standing back behind Sang Chu.

Sang Chu frowned after listening, then asked:

“Where are you going?”

He looked at Yu Lin’an, who was looking rather fancy, and added, “Don’t bring Xiaoxiao.”

Yu Lin’an quickly rolled up the bamboo scroll and didn’t know whether to hold it or not, so he clenched his fist for a while, then said that he wasn’t going.

Really, he wasn’t going.

Even if he went, he wouldn’t bring Xiaoxiao.

He wasn’t that inconsiderate. In the end, he realized something was off and looked at Su Lingxi, who seemed to know exactly what she was doing:

“Do you now like drinking?”

Su Lingxi gave a half-smile and tilted her head:

“I also like to watch dance, listen to music, and enjoy the performances.”

“My memory’s getting worse. I forgot what leisure activities are popular in Floating Jade.”

She lightly tapped her finger on her brow, not sure if it was intentional:

“But Chang’an is prosperous, famous for its delights, and I’m sure it won’t disappoint, you should try it.”

Sang Chu politely said it was fine, but Yu Lin’an turned his head and didn’t want to say anything.

“The commanding officer will inform me before the big demon takes action. The Demon Suppression Bureau and the Jinwu Guards should try to evacuate the crowd as much as possible, and…”

Su Lingxi’s words were interrupted by an inner servant who came in. It was a hot day, and the servant was sweating from running back and forth from the South Courtyard to the North Courtyard.

The servant stood to the side and, seeing Su Lingxi glance at her, seemed to have been waiting for this moment, gathering the courage to step forward and whisper, “My lord… two young men have been sent again.”

Su Lingxi frowned immediately.

What was Xue Huai up to this time?

The servant dared not speak further and moved closer to Xiliu to deliver the rest of the message.

But everyone in the room had extraordinary cultivation, and if they wanted to listen, even the sound of a mosquito buzzing could be heard clearly.

Let alone this, especially the phrases “The lord especially likes them” and “They’ve already been sent back to the manor,” which echoed in their minds, making it hard to ignore.

Everyone fell silent.

Su Lingxi’s expression remained calm as she said her goodbyes to the two commanders and the Floating Jade team, then left.

As she stepped out the door, Xiliu immediately had the servant dealt with.

Sang Chu wasn’t interested in prying into others’ private affairs and remained silent, maintaining his decorum.

Tian Jiang, who didn’t care for Sang Chu’s seemingly pure persona, exchanged glances with Yu Lin’an, hoping he would understand what he meant.

From what they were hearing, it seemed that Su Lingxi was living quite well—an imperial tutor with great power, enjoying music, performances, and the company of handsome young men.

How could her older sister not be living like this too? Maybe she even had several children by now.

Yu Lin’an didn’t want to speak.

Of course, he couldn’t say anything bad about Su Lingxi.

But had she really forgotten everything?

Wasn’t it her fault?

Just then, as if on cue, a light door creak interrupted his thoughts, and it felt like the sound hit his forehead.

The sound came from behind, from the interrogation room that had been separated just two days ago.

Turning his head, he saw Ye Zhuxu leaning against the doorframe, with an expanse of deep, boundless darkness behind him, the blackness thick and viscous like water, as if strands of hair could be gathered and lifted.

His eyes were also a deep, pitch-black color, and for a moment, they remained still before slowly shifting, scanning the place where Su Lingxi had been, then slowly moving toward the window.

He had been standing there for an unknown amount of time.

Straightening up, he nudged the door completely open and calmly walked out.


For a moment, Yu Lin’an felt a chill down his spine and the hairs on the back of his neck stand up.

He could only frantically touch his neck to ease the suffocating coldness.

He hadn’t heard anything, had he?

When the interrogation room door closed and the formation was set, they could still hear people talking outside, but this wasn’t a joke.

… Was he really that strong?



 
  Chapter 12: Whispers of the Sword and Sea





Nightfall descended, and the lights that lit up one by one in the town looked like slowly rising orange-red tidal waves, emitting a warm, sluggish heat that belonged uniquely to the summer night.

Ye Zhuxu first returned to his own courtyard.

Ever since several people in the team, who practiced puppet arts, worked together to build two towering iron trees, many people had stopped sleeping in their assigned rooms, finding them cramped, stifling, and lacking openness.

They preferred to sleep with their heads resting on the stars, drifting off to dream, experiencing a sense of solidity, as if floating in the sea of jade.

Ye Zhuxu was different.

He always sought the most secluded and coldest places, unable to bear the slightest noise.

The road from outside to inside grew quieter and quieter, and by the time he entered the small courtyard, walking on the cobbled path to the house, the moonlight had already stretched his shadow long behind him, twisting like a terrifying monster raised in black flames, its throat sealed with blood.

The darkness inside the house was even more intense.

Ye Zhuxu closed the door and lit a lamp.

For several days, he had kept the doors and windows closed.

The scent of yellow-flowered wood pear from the table seeped out, mixed with a faint salty sea air and a bloody stench, creating a peculiar spicy scent, much like orange peel.

By the faint candlelight, one could see paper scattered across the Eight Immortals table, the desk behind the screen, the floor, and the bed—some blank, some written on.

Sword cultivators were probably all good at calligraphy.

Especially him, who seemed particularly focused.

His pen moved like a dragon and a snake, each stroke filled with a sense of tension and release, as if drawn from the tip of a sword.

The papers in the room were all stained with varying shades of reddish-brown.

Some were fresh, others had dried.

The sight was heavy and filled with a cold, murderous intent that lingered, sharp and violent, with no place to rest.

Ye Zhuxu silently placed the candlestick on the table.

After an unknown amount of time, the token at his waist floated up, and a soft, pure white light appeared in front of him.

Under the sacred aura of “the door,” the bloodstains were immediately dispelled, and an unspoken, strong will descended in the dead of night.

The door had no physical form and would not appear in the capital without reason.

This was a special connection between Ye Zhuxu and the head of the Tower, the “door.”

“Why is there no action?”

The voice of the door was like a moving algae in water—calm, gentle, purifying the soul.

Ye Zhuxu slightly raised his head, exposing his thin, sharp chin.

His tone was too calm, calm to the point of sounding almost disrespectful:

“Preparing some things in advance. Also, waiting for your instructions.”

“Quickly eliminate the demons.”

“Understood.”

After giving the order, the light dimmed, and before it dissipated entirely, it told Ye Zhuxu:

“In fifteen years, a great calamity will come. Lead the team to the mortal world, and everything here will be your responsibility. Eliminate the vile, cultivate your nature, and pity the common people.”

Ye Zhuxu curled his lips slightly:

“Yes.”

At the same time the light faded, Ye Zhuxu lowered his eyelids slightly and, with no one around, casually pulled out a gem box containing a sacred beast.

This box, used exclusively in the Sea of Jade, could shrink or expand and seal living creatures. Regardless of the outside weather, the temperature inside always remained pleasant.

Some liked to decorate their boxes with unique markings—golden edges, floral carvings, or various small locks to show distinction.

Ye Zhuxu was extremely dull.

The box remained unchanged when it came into his hands.

As for the carving of the sacred beast entwining itself in a spiral, with two gem-like eyes embedded into it, that wasn’t his work.

It was clear time had passed, and the once vivid carving had lost its spiritual aura, the sparkling sapphire now dim and dull.

Ye Zhuxu bent over and opened the box. It was divided into two layers.

The first layer was evenly divided into twelve small compartments, some empty, some holding various things.

He didn’t linger on this and opened the second layer.

The second layer was originally also divided into twelve compartments, but now all were hollowed out, filled with clear, deep blue seawater.

Floating on the surface was a fish the size of a palm.

If this small pond were turned into an ocean, and the fish’s bones expanded, its body stretched infinitely, one could immediately recognize it as not a mere fish but a gigantic whale.

In the legends of the Sea of Jade, young men and women often rode these whales deep into the sea.

The fish, sensing the air moving around Ye Zhuxu, flipped its eyes upward and collapsed on the surface, its body still.

Ye Zhuxu smiled and leisurely asked, “Do you want to die again?”

The small fish had no choice but to open its eyes.

The Sea of Jade’s whales were created by the witch tribe.

Initially, they were just a mass of source energy from within their bodies, infused with a bit of essence blood, and slowly sculpted into shape.

Placed in the deep sea, they would grow, and the whale would be connected to its creator, sharing a spiritual bond.

Su Lingxi’s whale, however, was even more intelligent than the usual ones.

But that was in the past.

After Su Lingxi left the Sea of Jade, the whale distanced itself from its master.

It was never a true physical being; it lived on the source energy its master had initially given.

As the seasons passed, and with no new power being injected, Su Lingxi’s own source began to wither, and the whale’s once massive body began to shrink.

Everyone thought it would quietly dissipate one day, but in reality, it died in a grand, dramatic way.

After Su Lingxi left, Ye Zhuxu had not appeared in the area for a long time.

In the past few years, the whale could sense when he quietly arrived, hiding in the air or standing among the tall reeds at the shore, staring at something, still innocent, like when Su Lingxi was around, nudging his palm with its head, unaware of its fate.

It was a year in spring, the weather clear, the clouds dispersed, the breeze gentle, and many blue whales surfaced, spouting water.

The Sword of Extinction fell suddenly, as if a chain on fire descending from the sky, piercing through the shrinking whale’s chest.

The sea became chaotic, with shouts and discussions not dying down, and those who knew Su Lingxi couldn’t stand it, but no one dared to confront him.

A few days later, Yu Linan and others learned of the incident and rushed to his long-closed door, furious, asking him if he had gone mad.

No one knew.

Su Lingxi’s fish died, yet wasn’t entirely dead.

The Sword of Extinction destroyed its body and trapped the remaining source energy.

Ye Zhuxu cruelly pulled it out and formed a new shell, still in the shape of a whale.

Yet under its smooth skin were countless sword lights, entwining the familiar energy.

The whale, once wandering the sea, had become a sword puppet, a tyrant that dominated battle.

Yet, paradoxically, it retained some of its original nature—the essence of something that had been drawn out from a person and slowly nurtured.

Ye Zhuxu fed it with his own blood.

This also led to a contradiction: this sword puppet both instinctively feared him, yet was compelled to submit to him.

The sword puppet pushed out half of its head and asked him what was wrong.

Ye Zhuxu didn’t answer. He lowered his eyes, crouching down, and picked up a piece of paper from the small table by the window.

Earlier, he had said to the door that he was preparing things in advance.

In truth, this was the only thing he had been doing these days—dipping blood, writing a name on the paper.

It was the name of every man who had interacted with Su Lingxi over the years.

Ye Zhuxu tilted his head, lightly pressing the paper onto the table.

He joined his hands together, pulling out a sword light from his long fingers.

The light emitted a chilling aura.

He infused the sword light into the sword puppet’s body.

This was a sword capable of killing and slicing bones.

After the first light was inserted, he continued without pause, soon pulling out a second one.

The sword cultivator’s fingers were slender and white, and even in casual movement, they showed an unbroken beauty.

Ye Zhuxu wore large robes, but his body was slender and tall.

He was accustomed to being fully wrapped in cloth, only his hands, wrists, and forearms exposed to the candlelight.

His skin was extremely pale, like a thin glaze, freshly pulled from a furnace, slightly flawed.

If one looked closely, they would see delicate cracks running from his wrists to his fingers, like jade that had been shattered and painstakingly pieced back together.

These were the aftereffects of a spiritual injury from fourteen years ago.

The sword cultivator’s hands were the foundation, and the damage to his spirit was most evident in his hands, difficult to heal.

From now on, the beautiful jade has a flaw.

The murderous intent grew stronger with the overlapping sword light, to the point where it seemed to tear the space apart.

This pressure was so overwhelming that even the sword puppet, with no flesh or blood, felt it was almost unbearable.

Jingmie let out a low hum, trying to unsheath itself.

Ye Zhuxu pulled the sword puppet from the water, the wound stained with the salty seawater, immediately cracking open, crimson blood flowing down the skin, flowing faster and more vividly.

He lowered his eyelids slightly, giving a casual flick, indifferent to the situation.

He gently pressed his finger on the sword puppet and asked, “Can you smell it? Su Lingxi’s scent.”

The sword puppet dared neither nod nor shake its head.

Hearing Ye Zhuxu’s icy, jade-like voice, it spoke in an indescribable tone, “You and she came from the same source, you must feel it, right? Over the years, who has Su Lingxi grown close to, held hands with, exchanged necks with—”

At this point, Ye Zhuxu’s voice paused.

He picked up the piece of paper on the desk, his pitch-black eyes scanned the red characters on it, and after a while, he softly spoke:

“Who else has she slept with?”

The room fell into a deathly silence.

He stood up and patted the back of the sword puppet. His throat rolled slightly, and he whispered, “Kill them all.”

The sword puppet wanted to scream loudly, even though it had no body.

It still felt a chill all over.

Jingmie was right beside his hand, full of murderous intent, and although the sword puppet was nourished by him, it belonged to Su Lingxi.

His command undoubtedly forced it to kill the people she cared about, to tear itself apart with her, and this was precisely what he wanted.

He wanted Su Lingxi herself to personally kill those people.

The sword puppet’s heart swelled with struggle.

Just a moment ago, it was told to focus on the bigger picture, to temper its temperament, to pity all living beings.

But the next moment, it was to massacre on Earth.

Ye Zhuxu had gone mad!

Didn’t he fear divine retribution?

Didn’t he fear the Royal Seal?

The sword puppet’s eyes widened, unable to resist, passively feeling the sword lines pressing down on it one after another.

Ye Zhuxu locked eyes with it, as if through it, meeting another person.

“Am I mad?”

He found it quite amusing and repeated the words, shaking his head.

“No, I went mad too late. I’m too foolish.”

It was at this moment that the sword puppet realized the sharp lines were forming shadows under its brow, or perhaps it was the blood-red light filling the room, or the candles burning brightly.

Its eye corners even showed a flash of bright crimson, like the color of a sword pressing against its throat.

He seemed to be drowning in a sea of blood, the oppressive feeling so strong it squeezed his internal organs, like a dangerous evil spirit.

“I…”

Ye Zhuxu’s throat moved, his voice full of mockery.

He examined these years, the fourteen years, and in his mind, he filled in every word and sentence after that incident.

After that event, he actually excused her, waited for years, without knowing cold or warmth, and waited again, and again.

At this moment, Ye Zhuxu drew the last bit of sword light from his hand, precisely landing on the sword puppet’s head, strangely disappearing into its body.

He suddenly stopped moving, lifted his eyelids, not sure who he was asking, “Ten pieces, is it enough?”

“No problem.”

Tonight, he seemed unusually easygoing, very reasonable.

“If it’s not enough, come take more from me.”

As he spoke, it was unclear whether it was because of the injury or the excitement of impending murder, or something else entirely.

His fingers, which were still holding the sword without a single shake even in life-and-death danger, trembled faintly.

Ye Zhuxu lowered his head for a moment, straightening the sword piece by piece.

“Go.”


Ye Zhuxu looked down at the sword puppet, his lips parted, “Leave none alive.”

The sword puppet disappeared into the night.

Moments later, Ye Zhuxu grasped Jingmie and pushed open the door.

The massive steel tree was still rustling in the strong wind, and the people on it had already fallen asleep.





 
  Chapter 13: When the Veil Burns [1/2]





Su Lingxi returned to the Imperial Preceptor’s Residence.

Officials of the Great Yin dynasty placed great importance on the layout of their estates.

They not only emphasized harmony with heaven and earth to show honor and nobility, but also pursued designs that would “gather wind and accumulate energy,” preserving the family’s fortune and ensuring prosperity.

Their inner courtyards were like miniature universes.

Residences were often enclosed with blue brick and white walls, grand gatehouses erected, and massive stone lions stationed out front to signal status.

But not the Imperial Preceptor’s Residence.

Su Lingxi didn’t care for such things, which made her home stand out.

There were no enclosing walls, no name plaque, and not even a pair of traditional stone stools meant to ward off evil.

Push open the gate, and instead of interconnected corridors or lush gardens, the first thing one saw was a long cobblestone path ending at the main hall, where a mercury mirror hung—particularly eerie at night.

Su Lingxi liked this mirror very much. Whether returning home or just about to leave, she would always pause in front of it.

No one knew what she kept looking for so tirelessly.

Xi Liu lowered her gaze briefly and reported honestly, “My lady, there are people along the southern wall and in the rear northern courtyard.”

It wasn’t that Su Lingxi had gained much power from a trip outside; rather, it was that the residence had visibly deteriorated further.

Two years ago, when Xi Liu first took her post, she had observed everything in detail, and the Imperial Preceptor’s Residence had then been far livelier and more majestic.

Not due to an abundance of servants, nor from extravagant construction—but because there had been subtle wonders hidden in its design.

Once, there had been a small pond beneath a winding corridor.

Though not large, the water had surged like ocean waves, especially during rainfall, when splashes soared as if they could swallow a person whole.

Lotus flowers had bloomed in unison by the hundred, and all in just a blink.

The artificial rocks had not been fake at all, and the water cascading from them had resembled a true mountain waterfall.

Su Lingxi was not a cold, detached person.

She had endless curiosity and could be quite playful.

She often leaned on the railing to listen to the rain, casually tossing fish food to the fat koi in the pond.

Xi Liu had once awkwardly tried to flatter her, but only dared to praise the fish.

Su Lingxi had found this amusing, lazily stretching and saying, “This is called good? Some fish don’t even need to be fed—they can fatten themselves a hundredfold…”

She always stopped there.

She would pause for a long while, tilting her head as if trying hard to recall what she had meant to say.

When she couldn’t, her smile would fade a bit, and she’d fall silent, tapping her forehead with a finger, teasing herself:

“What was I about to say again? Forgot. Getting old really does make one forgetful.”

But that wasn’t the truth.

The Imperial Preceptor had an astonishing, nearly terrifying photographic memory.

And she wasn’t old—she was the youngest Imperial Preceptor in history.

Each time she stood calmly amidst a crowd of white-haired elders, debating them eloquently, it always left people dazed, as though she didn’t belong.

But there were certain things destined to be forgotten.

The emperor had said it wasn’t important—only by thoroughly cutting away the rot from a wound could it heal more quickly and fully.

By now, regardless of weather, incense no longer burned by the pond.

The water had slowed, the lotuses ceased blooming, the pond had become an ordinary pond, and the artificial mountains truly fake, now covered in cobwebs.

The marvels that had once inspired awe were fading at a speed visible to the naked eye.

The Imperial Preceptor’s Residence grew quieter and colder.

No one came to repair it.

What remained unchanged seemed only the hostility lying in ambush in all directions.

“Mm.”

Su Lingxi broke a sprig of grass and poked it into a birdcage, teasing two birds with beautiful tail feathers.

The birds, long without their mistress, had dropped their mischief and now nuzzled her fingers.

She, however, was clearly more concerned with another matter:

“What’s going on with Prince Yan? Has it been investigated?”

“We spent great effort placing a spy in the Demon Suppression Bureau, and now we’re just giving it up?”

She patted her fingers, glancing up.

“Why?”

“Just to come tell me that he sent over two young men?”

Certainly, the things Chen Shang had said under arrest were calculated, but Xue Huai’s reaction had been even more surprising.

Complaints about the delivery of those two youths might have made more sense coming from someone in his camp—not by repeating it to her face.

Besides, it had been a foolish move.

“We’re looking into it,” Xi Liu replied after a brief pause.

“According to your instructions, I ordered the two young masters returned to their own households. But the fourth son of the Minister of Rites refused. He said he wants to see you.”

The more colorful pearl bird suddenly pecked Su Lingxi, and she let out a slow “ah.”

“He wants to see me?”

Su Lingxi kept watching the bird.

“Why?”

Xi Liu shook her head.

Su Lingxi glanced at the moonlight, withdrew her hand, and soaked it in a basin of warm water, then wiped it clean with a cloth.

She said, “I remember him—smarter than his older brother.”

That older brother of his—the former imperial son-in-law.

“Let’s go. As it happens, I’m free tonight. I’ll see him.”

While Xi Liu ordered the servants to prepare the horses, she caught up again and added, “My lady, in the last case at Chongque Tower, Jinwu Guard Captain Jian Su performed quite well. I looked into him—no background, no ties to high officials. Should we consider recruiting him?”

Su Lingxi glanced at her.

“Let your people test him first. Don’t assign important tasks.”

“Understood.”

The Imperial Preceptor’s servants were few but well-trained.

By the time Su Lingxi and Xi Liu stepped outside, two steeds were already waiting, reins in hand.

Su Lingxi mounted her horse with ease and took off into the night wind. Xi Liu followed closely behind.

Hooves echoed through the quiet streets.

Jinwu patrol guards approached and prepared to bark warnings, but quieted immediately at the sight of the token pressed in Xi Liu’s palm.

The road was smooth and unimpeded.

Su Lingxi cared little for possessions.

She seldom returned even to the Imperial Preceptor’s Residence, let alone other properties.

This courtyard, one of her few private holdings, sat just a few streets away—not in the best location, but secluded.

It had been a gift from the emperor years ago.

The palace had sent people to renovate it, but after much review, Su Lingxi had drawn up her own plans and hired her own craftsmen for gradual remodeling.

She didn’t visit often.

This had once been Zhang Jin’s residence.

It had stood vacant for two years now.

Knowing that no one could infiltrate the Imperial Preceptor’s home, Prince Yan had planted someone here instead.

Su Lingxi reined in her horse and dismounted, looking up at the sign above the door with a snort of laughter.

She weighed the whip in her hand.

“I really don’t understand him anymore.”

Xi Liu said nothing.

The courtyard was dark, but in the shadows, a small glowing orb swung from the lantern held by the young noble.

He insisted on standing by the door.

At the first sound of movement, he looked up, his eyes lighting up at the sight of Su Lingxi.

He cupped his hands in salute, and his voice, once tense, suddenly relaxed:

“Commoner Wei Shixian greets the Imperial Preceptor.”

Su Lingxi turned at the note of relief in his voice.

As the hall lights were lit and the courtyard grew slightly more lively, she stepped inside.

As she passed him, she said, “Come in.”

Wei Shixian followed obediently.

Raised in a prominent household, he was well-mannered, understood propriety and virtue, well-read, and full of ambition.

Seventeen—a particularly sensitive age.

No matter how composed he tried to appear, there was still unconscious nervousness in him.

His eyes flickered when meeting hers, youthful in a way he didn’t yet recognize.

Su Lingxi sat at the head seat and looked at him, her voice calm: “Speak.”

Wei Shixian had grown up hearing tales of Su Lingxi.

As had all his peers.

Even though she didn’t raise her voice or throw her weight around, the pressure crept up his spine and settled on his shoulders.

He dared not flatter, dared not pretend.

He held his breath and lightly clenched his fists.

“…Today’s events were on the orders of Prince Yan.”

“I know,” Su Lingxi said.

“Go home now. The Imperial Preceptor’s Residence won’t make things difficult for you.”

Wei Shixian fell silent and couldn’t help but glance at Su Lingxi.

The Imperial Preceptor was thirty-two this year.

Her beauty had long settled into something that was the least remarkable about her.

When one looked at her, the instinct wasn’t admiration—but avoidance.

No one dared meet her gaze.

“I am willing to serve the Imperial Preceptor,” he heard himself say.

The room fell silent for a moment.

Su Lingxi stood up and walked to his side.

The hem of her dress brushed into his peripheral vision—a steady, deep indigo.

Her voice didn’t change, as if she shook her head slightly:

“Before coming, I said you were a clever one. If this is what you wanted to say to me, it’s rather disappointing.”

Wei Shixian revealed everything he had prepared in his heart:

…“Both His Majesty and the Prince value the Imperial Preceptor greatly. What happened today, the Prince made the first move—if it fails once, it might happen again. You are burdened with endless state affairs. If you don’t wish to be bothered by such matters, why not find someone and use it as a pretext?”

“Last year, the article I wrote was read by you. I know what I can do, when I should do it. I never covet what I shouldn’t, and I never pursue what I shouldn’t.”

So young. And indeed, still naive.

Su Lingxi said, “Look up.”

Obediently, Wei Shixian raised his face.

If a painted portrait of him could be chosen and given to Emperor Xue Hui by Su Lingxi herself, then in person, he could only exceed expectations.

But in fact, Su Lingxi only looked into his eyes—at the reflection of herself within—and softly asked, “Are you afraid of death?”

A tremor ran through Wei Shixian’s heart, and his face turned ashen.

“You’re afraid of death, yet you dare offer yourself as a bed servant?”

Su Lingxi waited patiently for a while and then said again, “Speak.”

Wei Shixian clenched his fists tightly at his sides, took a deep breath, and forced out his words:

“It’s… originally a family shame best kept hidden. But recently, strange things have been happening at home, truly hard to explain.”

Su Lingxi paused in her steps and after a moment, returned to her seat.

Two cups of hot tea were brought in, along with a plantain-leaf fan to cool the air.

“Seven years ago, when the emperor selected a consort… you know our family’s circumstances.”

Wei Shixian said, “The Minister’s residence had many siblings, but aside from a few visiting cousins and older brothers preparing for exams in the capital, in our generation, there are only five siblings.

I am the fourth, with two elder sisters and one elder brother above me. The sisters married long ago. My elder brother is eight years my senior and was once betrothed to a princess. But he was debauched and ungrateful. What happened to him was well-deserved.”

He glanced at Su Lingxi but couldn’t read her expression, and continued with difficulty:

“After His Majesty ascended the throne, there were many rumors outside. Some said my brother was ill and sent to convalesce in a manor.

Others said His Majesty couldn’t bear to see him and had him exiled. In truth, before my brother died, he came home to bid our father farewell. By then, he had already taken the poison. A eunuch from the palace stood guard outside.”

He took a deep breath and let out a bitter laugh:

“But recently… he came back.”

Xiliu whipped her head around to look at him, examining him from head to toe as if trying to determine whether he was out of his mind.

“I know times are unstable these days, but this isn’t a demon—it’s a ghost.”

Wei Shixian gave a wry smile:

“And the one who came back… is none other than the emperor’s consort.”

To put it bluntly, even if it were a demon, given the troublesome identity involved, the Demon Suppression Bureau would be reluctant to take the case.

Su Lingxi tapped her fingers on the table: “What do you mean by ‘came back’? And when did you first find it strange? Speak clearly.”

“It started at the beginning of the year, just before the New Year.”

Wei Shixian recalled the events, his face pale as he spoke:

“My brother’s existence and his death became taboo in our family. No one dared speak of him, afraid to offend His Majesty. My father has served in court for many years, always straightforward and sincere.

Even after the scandal, many distanced themselves from us for fear of being implicated. We became even more cautious. But that day, my younger brother and I were in the study, being tested on our lessons.

Perhaps my brother was being too unruly and angered our father. My father slammed the table and sighed, saying, ‘If only your brother were still here.’”

“I was shocked.”

“I thought it was just something said in anger,” Wei Shixian murmured.

“But two months later, at the beginning of spring, my father suddenly told me that my brother had passed away in the spring, three years ago.”

His Majesty had been on the throne for three years.

His brother, Wei Shiming, had indeed died three years ago.

Wei Shixian felt his father was becoming… not right.

A seasoned court official, after everything he had endured—how could he lose his sense of discretion?

This was not something to talk about.

His Majesty had already been merciful enough—despite the scandal, our family was allowed to continue as normal, and my father remained in office.

“Another month passed. My father began mentioning my brother more and more. I grew uneasy, afraid a careless word would bring disaster.

So I found a moment to remind him. But instead, he scolded me and told me never to speak that way again—otherwise, my brother would be unhappy when he came back.”

No matter how composed and well-mannered he was, Wei Shixian was only seventeen.

Youth comes with passion—and sometimes, that passion dares anything; sometimes, it leaves your knees weak.

It wouldn’t be an exaggeration to say that just thinking about it now, cold sweat trickled down his temples.

Even Xiliu fell silent.

“I considered many possibilities.

I thought my father might be stressed or delusional. I even sought out physicians to check his pulse—but it wasn’t that.

By May, one night, my father summoned me and asked if I had prepared a gift for my brother’s return in two months.”

“A few days later, my younger brother came to me with his homework and asked the same thing. He said, ‘Fourth brother, what have you prepared for third brother?’”

“On May 25th, my father’s birthday, my second sister returned to the house for the celebration. Before she left, she pulled me aside and asked if something had happened at home—why the atmosphere felt so deathly still. She was born at noon, and from a young age had a sensitivity to such things.”

That was the moment Wei Shixian nearly jumped out the window.

“On June 26th… I saw the silhouette of a stranger for the first time at home. White boots, white robe, white jade crown—exactly like the day my brother died.”

By this point, even a wry smile couldn’t stretch across Wei Shixian’s face.

“Since then, I haven’t dared stay in the Minister’s residence. I stayed at friends’ houses, making up excuses. Because of what happened to my brother, I didn’t dare visit brothels or flirt.

Especially once I heard the Imperial Preceptor might recommend me to serve His Majesty—I wouldn’t even drink tea outside without sniffing it first, afraid of being poisoned.”

Once is a personal failing.

Twice, it looks like rebellion.


He couldn’t speak of this to anyone.

He just held it in—and the more he did, the more terrified he became.

Now, back in the Minister’s residence, if someone so much as whispered near his ear, he’d break out in goosebumps and lie awake all night.

He hadn’t expected a palace summons.

Instead, he got a message from Prince Yan, demanding he come serve the Imperial Preceptor.He had no home to return to. His connection to his brother made serving the emperor a minefield.

In the end, Su Lingxi—despite the rumors, the criticisms—seemed the safest choice.

Whatever people said about her being arrogant or mad, she acted openly. 



 
  Chapter 13: When the Veil Burns [2/2]






Many young men secretly admired her—they just didn’t dare admit it.

And at least… no one had ever lost their head because of her.

Su Lingxi frowned. She didn’t like looking at the faces of the Ministers in court, but even if she didn’t try, she could recall them. Nothing about the Wei family seemed amiss.

She glanced at Xiliu, who shook her head.

Mountain spirits and river ghosts usually dwell far from human settlements.

Their essence is fragile, easy to destroy. Here in the capital, under the emperor’s feet, if they came, they’d vanish.

Even with special circumstances, once the city’s protective arrays were activated, they’d be obliterated instantly.

A demon?

It was still unclear whether it was something unclean… or someone unclean.

Su Lingxi rested her elbow on the armrest…

Su Lingxi glanced at him, rose from her chair, and brushed past him like a drifting cloud.

The next moment, Wei Shixian felt slender yet powerful fingers touch his shoulders and upper back—just a brief, dragonfly-like contact that vanished immediately.

Seeing he had no idea what to do, Su Lingxi made the decision for him:

“These are demon-suppressing talismans from the Bureau. I’ve made some modifications—they’re enough to handle ordinary evil entities.”

“Let’s go.”

She walked ahead and said, “I’ll give you a ride back. I also want to take a look at the Minister’s residence.”

Wei Shixian let out a long breath, as if he’d found an anchor, and followed her outside.

The Minister’s residence wasn’t far from the Imperial Preceptor’s manor, nor from the Demon Suppression Bureau.

Each was separated by about three streets.

At the third watch of the night, silence hung heavy.

Dim light flickered, shadows stretched thin and long.

In the northern courtyard of the Bureau, two intertwined steel trees silently grew taller and longer—like bamboo shoots beneath layers of thick earth, ready to burst forth after a few spring thunders and rains, having drawn in some mysterious force, surging wildly with unrestrained growth.

Encased in a barrier, they were invisible to the ordinary eye.

Their branches spread outward as their trunks rose like coiled dragons, writhing and surging.

Leaves continuously sprouted, brushing against newly formed branches, making a cold metallic sound.

Amid these sounds, more than a dozen silver sword shields formed of sword light descended rather roughly over the people lying sprawled across the trees.

Several pairs of eyes snapped open alertly; others, still unaware, simply rolled over in their sleep.

Ye Zhuxu stepped up one steel branch after another, climbing higher, until the entire Imperial City lay beneath his feet.

When golden light began to glimmer and pulse from the palace—bristling with discontent and rejection, a subtle warning against his presence—he remained still.

Throughout, his hands hung quietly at his sides.

Jingmie, his sword, hovered nearby, while the wind blew freely at his robes, outlining a lean, upright figure.

There were too many people in Chang’an—too mixed, too noisy, too many different energies.

Unlike before, he couldn’t pinpoint Su Lingxi’s location immediately.

He had to search patiently, from noble residences to marketplaces, from music-filled pleasure districts to the silent outskirts of the capital.

Not long after—

Ye Zhuxu opened his eyes, his gaze slowly shifting to a part of the city. Su Lingxi had dismounted, speaking with a refined, ethereal man beneath a swaying red lantern.

Her posture was casual, dressed in loose, comfortable riding clothes, making no attempt to hide from spying eyes. She pointed toward a residence, and the man followed her gesture.

Then, watching her, his lips pressed together, face flushing and paling by turns. Su Lingxi seemed amused by the reaction and smiled.

Whether out of genuine amusement or to comfort the young man, it was hard to say.

Ye Zhuxu’s eyes lingered on her face for a long time.

She had lost weight.

And changed a lot.

In his dreams, her face had never been so clear—never so vivid or soft.

He could never quite see her features, only the lips bitten with tooth marks, the resolute turn of her back, and that fleeting corner of deep-blue fabric that always slipped away.

Now, he sensed her presence—on that young man, around the shoulders and spine.

Her spells and aura were unmistakable.

They smelled sweet, like rich gardenia.

Fourteen years ago, she wasn’t like this.

She had known his nature, known what he cared about.

She loved to play, but she also knew how to keep her distance from others.

No matter how wild things got, whenever he caught her, she was always spotless and whole.

Ye Zhuxu’s dark lashes lowered.

He forced his eyes closed for a moment, then reached out to grasp the hilt of Jingmie.

A gentle hum of sword energy rippled beside his ear.

And then, his first strike fell—right over Chang’an.

Thunder tore the sky apart.

In a blink, storm clouds surged and swallowed stars and moon.

A violent gale rose from the ground, sending dust and debris shrieking through the air.

This beam of sword light targeted every direction in the city.

Yet Ye Zhuxu’s eyes never strayed from one place.

As he gathered force to strike, he spoke one word:

“Seal.”

Countless streaks of sword light followed a strange ripple outward.

As the word fell, sword-light cages formed—cutting into the night like skin being peeled from something hidden.

Harsh, venomous screeches echoed from several directions.

Even before Ye Zhuxu unsheathed his sword, Su Lingxi had already sensed the boiling, barely restrained killing intent.

She turned her head immediately—and saw the man standing above, watching from the shadows.

Her “great calamity.”

But that strike had come too fast.

Floating Jade’s sword technique was nothing like her sect’s.

As the strike landed, her mind buzzed with the aftershock.

She had hoped he would suppress demons, hoped he would act.

But she never expected it to happen so suddenly, so violently—as if, after dinner and washing up, he had nothing better to do and casually decided to stir up trouble.

No reason.

Just acted.

None of the scenarios she had imagined—evacuating civilians, reporting to the Emperor, Gold Guards and Imperial troops sealing off the area, execution squads standing by—none of them happened.

Hearing the demon’s shrieks, Su Lingxi’s expression turned cold.

She flicked three golden threads from her sleeve—they scattered with the sword light and vanished into the air.

Wei Shixian was dumbstruck.

He had just worked up the courage to step into the Minister’s residence when the skies suddenly churned black, demonic screeches filled the air, and blinding lights flashed one after another.

His feet froze like they’d been nailed to the ground.

His body stiffened like a pole—completely out of his control.

Meanwhile, everyone on the steel tree had fully awakened.

Sang Chu sat up first, finding himself surrounded by sword light, the cold gleam pulsing like breath.

Seeing Ye Zhuxu’s disregard, as if he would tear Chang’an apart single-handedly, his temples throbbed with pain.

“What the hell is going on!”

A drowsy voice came from between two branches nearby:

“Did something just… break out in the middle of the night? Why the hell didn’t anyone tell us?”

Lin’an Yu silently held his head and howled in collapse toward the side:

“Don’t just stand there watching! Where are the puppet art practitioners? Hurry up and tear the tree open! It’s still attacking! The State-Suppressing Seal is about to suppress us into the tree!!”

In the darkness, someone urgently responded in a muddled and panicked voice:

“I’m working on it, working on it, it’s being solved!”

More people were muttering curses.

Damn it.

What the hell is going on?

At this moment, Ye Zhuxu struck with his second sword.

He said:

“Lock.”

As the word fell, it was as if something relatively weak had been forcibly anchored in place.

That thing was clever—it quickly reacted and hid in the bright lights of the surrounding houses.

Su Lingxi looked behind her. She slowly put back a stick of incense she had drawn from her sleeve, her expression grave.

Because behind her, countless golden beast-like eyes lit up in the darkness.

Even Xi Liu and Wei Shixian stood along the same line, one in front, one behind, both struggling in expression.

A strange golden shimmer flowed in their eyes, eerie and unnatural.

That thing had activated a domain.

Everyone within the domain was under its control.

Once a domain was activated, it could only be forcibly broken.

But the current situation wasn’t like when they dealt with the ghost-faced skull—back then, the real body was in her hands, and killing it was straightforward.

But now, in the dark, they didn’t even know what this thing was or where its true body was.

If they forced a kill, the four neighborhood blocks and two streets behind them—at least tens of thousands of people—would be buried along with it.

That loss would be too great, no one could bear it.

Su Lingxi looked toward the imperial palace.

There, a golden beam of light hung in the air, aimed at Ye Zhuxu and the two steel giant trees.

She knew all too well what that was.

The State-Suppressing Seal.

All things in the world are governed by mutual restraint.

Floating Jade Sect is bound by responsibility to assist the royal family, but to prevent the mortal realm from becoming its puppet, the State-Suppressing Seal also carries karmic weight, serving to suppress those from Floating Jade.

That’s what people like Sang Chu feared most.

If those tens of thousands died—no matter the reason—the relationship between the mortal realm and Floating Jade would be completely severed.

And just then, Ye Zhuxu was also looking at her.

He looked much like when they had first met a few days ago—lightly smiling, the corners of his eyes curving.

Beautiful to the extreme, but also wicked to the core.

With a gentle slash, Jingmie (Extinction) trembled in dozens of stunned pupils, carrying a tangible murderous aura that instantly tore through everything.

It surged in waves, locking onto what seemed to be the entire area behind them.

He truly didn’t care—once he locked on, he meant to destroy completely.

Ye Zhuxu brought his sword down and said another word:

“Kill.”

Su Lingxi hadn’t gone all out in a very long time—after all, she had little power left.

Yet at that moment, driven by some kind of instinct, her face turned cold as she hurled Wei Shixian aside by the shoulder with unimaginable force.

The well-mannered young noble, having lived by the rules for seventeen years, was flung dozens of meters away, landing across the street with his nose and eyes just a finger’s width from the wooden storefront of a shop.

But that wasn’t the end.

The snow-white sword light descended in that instant, originally about to pierce through flesh and bone in a deadly strike—but thanks to Su Lingxi’s perfectly-timed throw, it shifted in trajectory, sweeping through the side of Wei Shixian’s robe, looping around, and expertly knocking off the three talismans Su Lingxi had placed on him.

They clanged into the side of the doorframe, nailed in tightly.

After flinging him away, Su Lingxi no longer paid attention to Wei Shixian.

Her movement technique was incredibly fast. She leapt onto the steel tree from the rooftop, then stepped along the branches like a silk ribbon in the wind, whirling upward.

She brushed past that man who stood as if above the clouds, above the wind, gazing down on all beings with cold amusement.

Ye Zhuxu merely watched.

He didn’t dodge.

His pitch-black pupils followed her movements slowly, unreadable in expression.

Amid sword light and rushing wind, Su Lingxi firmly grabbed the hand holding Jingmie.

It was effortless, like grasping the wrist of a doll.

Then, like arm-wrestling, she twisted it aside—diverting the blow that might’ve otherwise unleashed a destructive force.

And then she froze.

There was no strength in Ye Zhuxu’s hand.

Despite the killing intent that filled the moment, Jingmie had no force behind it.

There was no next strike.

He knew he couldn’t unleash it—and he had never intended to.

His earlier sword strike seemed only to scare people.

Or rather, the malice itself had been aimed solely at her.

Su Lingxi’s expression darkened.

By logic, she knew he wouldn’t truly unleash a massacre in Chang’an.

Yet she had rushed here anyway—because she couldn’t trust that a madman, however playful, would stay rational when it mattered.

The tearing feeling between reason and instinct was deeply unsettling.

Sang Chu and the others had come out as well.

Lin’an Yu rushed over, panting heavily, repeating at Ye Zhuxu’s side:

“Don’t do this, don’t do this—calm down, calm down, don’t be reckless.”

In full view of everyone, Su Lingxi slowly let go of Ye Zhuxu’s hand.

Reason returned.

She could see clearly that tonight, Ye Zhuxu had drawn his sword three times, and each time had forced out a hidden demon—creatures that the demon-slaying patrols had missed.

This was crucial to purging Chang’an.

Even if the strikes had come suddenly and alarmed everyone, leaving hearts pounding, the results were undeniable.

Could she really expect perfection in everything?

Sang Chu looked just as grim-faced as Su Lingxi.

He suppressed his anger and said:

“Commander, can you please consult with us next time before you act? We’re a team. If something happens, it’s not just your responsibility.”

Ye Zhuxu didn’t look at him.

His voice was slightly low:

“Order from the Gate.”

Sang Chu fell silent instantly.

Su Lingxi adjusted her emotions, lowered her gaze to look at her hand, then turned slightly to look at Ye Zhuxu.

When she had grabbed that hand, her thoughts were simple: control Jingmie.

But once she realized it hadn’t been charged with power, other sensations emerged.

It was cold.

Shockingly cold.

Every finger bone seemed carved of ice, frozen for years.

It was hard to imagine that such explosive, terrifying destructive power could come from this hand—because in her grasp, it had felt obedient.

Ye Zhuxu had not sheathed his sword.

His wide sleeve couldn’t hide much now.

The jutting wrist bone, the long fingers resting casually on the hilt—each line brimming with force.

Yet, due to long absence from sunlight, his skin was pale.

On closer inspection, it bore fine, intricate cracks—like a shattered but not fully broken porcelain cup, held together by flesh and sinew.

The sight was eerie.

Nothing covered it—everything was exposed.


Noticing the subtle change in Su Lingxi’s gaze, Ye Zhuxu looked at his own hand too.

His index and middle fingers curled slightly, then slowly returned to place.

His eyes were as if soaked in ink, the dark pupils making his dazzling features even more striking.

He curled his lips as if he wanted to smile:

“Ugly, isn’t it?”

As his words fell—

Su Lingxi saw Lin’an Yu behind him shaking his head frantically, each eye rolling in a different direction, practically drawing her an outline of disapproval.

That other one who’d wanted to see exotic dancers—Tian Jiang—said nothing, merely coughed against his lips like his lungs were tearing apart.



 
  Chapter 14: Threading the Past





Su Lingxi had no habit of judging people by their appearance, nor did she intend to probe into others’ secrets.

She just hadn’t expected him to suddenly ask such a question.

After glancing briefly, she withdrew her gaze and replied, “Not ugly.”

Ye Zhuxu heard her short reply.

Whether satisfied or not, he straightened up, pulled away, and sheathed Jingmie.

His sleeves billowed like clouds, gently covering his hands.

After this incident, the ironwood tree was forcibly reduced in size by several puppet cultivators and now hung awkwardly in the barrier.

Su Lingxi was the first to leap down from its branches, landing lightly on the street after a few quick jumps.

By this time, many people in the district behind them had been awakened by the thunder and gale, lighting their lamps.

Baixiao stared solemnly at Su Lingxi’s figure for a long moment and finally said, “This isn’t our spell—it’s a technique from the mortal world.

People of Fuyu disdain the so-called Great Dao of the mortal realm.

They focus on themselves and their origin, able to unleash countless divine powers with a single thought, unpredictable and ever-changing.

The Three Great Sects lack origin power, so they emphasize body refinement, seeking breakthroughs by observing the terrain and celestial phenomena.

In combat, they rely more on weapons and techniques.

Though they also use swords, their swords cannot tear clouds or summon thunder, nor can they directly strike at a demon’s vital core.

But when it comes to bragging, they’re not lacking.

Fuyu ends up being used as a comparison each time.

With each comparison, bias and resentment naturally arise.

It wouldn’t matter if it were someone else—but Su Lingxi is the most gifted genius in incense arts.

Even now, she is a renowned senior at the academy—the only one who, despite her age, has completed all twelve paths and is a confirmed future Twelve Witch.

And this person… learned techniques from the Three Great Sects.

The art of incense is so divine that it can be called a true miracle.

When the incense burner appears, all laws bow to it.

Standing above the clouds, one truly looks down on the world like an immortal.

No matter how you try to justify it, it’s hard to imagine her wielding swords and spears boldly, even going one-on-one with the burly fools of the Three Great Sects on the arena stage.

Just imagining it is hard to accept.

Especially among those who also practice incense arts—blank and pained disbelief already marked their faces.

Su Lingxi was unaware of the mental turmoil in their hearts, and even if she knew, she wouldn’t care.

First, she reached out to pull Wei Shixian—still frozen, leaning on the doorframe—out of his stupor, then softly instructed the arriving Jinwu Guards to clear several nearby streets.

Once done, she turned to the Fuyu Thousand, who had also returned to the street, especially the one at their head.

Her tone calm:

“Commander, how many demons did we detect just now?”

Ye Zhuxu didn’t look at her.

After reveling in the pleasure of sword intent and toying with others, a listless dead calm enveloped him again.

He was slightly distracted and answered a beat late:

“Three.”

Su Lingxi was quiet for a moment, then asked, “What level of strength?”

“Uncertain.”

“Three—are they all the demons in Chang’an right now?”

“…Hm?”

He seemed lost in thought, and her naive question pulled him back.

He replied, “You must be joking.”

It had been who knows how long since anyone had spoken to Su Lingxi like this.

They had only met twice, spoken very few words, but she had already memorized this voice—lazy, indifferent, probably unwilling to engage, always replying a beat late, often laced with sarcasm and mockery.

Su Lingxi had certainly noticed him—in fact, few people didn’t.

He was exceptionally beautiful.

But her attention wasn’t on his face.

She noticed that tonight, his bell was silent, and when she glanced casually, she found his waist empty—he had removed the silver bell.

Su Lingxi quietly let out a breath.

Fourteen years was not a number one could say lightly.

She had a good memory, but even she, when trying to recall those who once stood across from her atop the high city walls, in the magnificent golden palace—once mortal enemies—realized that some were now old, others had long turned to dust beneath overgrown grass.

Sometimes, she herself didn’t even know what she was doing.

She only knew that she used to be a Chancellor and was now the Emperor’s mentor.

She must restrain the royal clan, assist the Emperor, and protect the peace of the realm.

If demons come, she slays them; if monsters arise, she eliminates them.

Year after year, she repeated the same tasks, pushed along this path, sometimes unwilling, feeling like she was waiting for something.

But what?

She had forgotten even what she was waiting for.

This Commander couldn’t let go.

She truly didn’t know how to work with someone like him.

She didn’t think of herself as fickle in love, yet the looks from those who knew the truth seemed to say otherwise.

She had owed many things in her life, played many roles—but love debt?

Never.

A heartbreaker?

Not once.

If Ye Zhuxu was willing to let go and get down to business, that would be for the best.

Mad in action, sharp in words—compared to those, it wasn’t much.

Su Lingxi could easily laugh it off.

Wei Shixian was the son of the Minister of Rites.

In Chang’an, he was highly praised by young ladies.

The most dramatic event in his life had been the suicide of his older brother Wei Shiming.

His usual troubles were limited to his father’s scoldings.

Now, with sword light brushing his body, he remained dazed, still feeling phantom pressure on the pulse at his neck—the threat of death more terrifying than a viper’s fangs.

He subconsciously drew closer to Su Lingxi, trailing half a step behind her, almost shoulder to shoulder.

Su Lingxi didn’t notice.

She was pulling out long threads from her sleeve, loose and tangled, occasionally flashing with golden light.

Baixiao saw her bending to weave and tie them, and couldn’t help asking, “What are you doing?”

“That demon opened a domain tonight—it won’t be able to open another for at least five days. When your commander used his sword light to lock it down, I cast some tracking threads. I can trace its location.”

As she spoke, Su Lingxi swiftly broke one of the threads.

Sparks flared from both ends. Casually, she tossed it and it hooked onto a broken branch of the ironwood tree.

“Since we’re already here, let’s start by killing this one.”

Baixiao paused, then asked, “Is this called… passing the thread?”

Su Lingxi stepped back, calculating time.

The thread needed at least half an hour to activate.

Since the demon had used a domain tonight, wounded or not, it was best to act before dawn—delays might cause changes.

As she thought this, her elbow bumped into something.

She turned and found it was Wei Shixian.

Wei Shixian called to her, “My lady.”

Su Lingxi responded, motioned for Xiliu to come over, and whispered to her to dispatch two demon-slaying squads to stand by.

By now, the Jinwu Guards had sealed off the street, and the red glow of torches reflected off armor, creating an atmosphere of grim urgency.

Once that was done, she finally looked at Wei Shixian.

Tonight, the young noble was well-prepared, dressed formally.

Despite the summer heat, he wore a long dark robe and a small silver crown with inlaid jade.

His youth showed in his features—brows like distant peaks, lips like coral.

Due to tension and the aftershock of that sword light, tiny droplets of sweat clung to his brow and nose.

When he met Su Lingxi’s gaze, it would not be an exaggeration to call it a moment of unspoken feeling.

Ye Zhuxu, at some point, had lifted his eyes to watch.

His pupils were a deep color, like two glass beads soaked in chill.

They gave off an air of meticulous focus.

He watched Wei Shixian edge closer to Su Lingxi and also watched every expression on Su Lingxi’s face—trying even to capture some hint of surprise or emotional wavering in her eyes.

It was strange.

He had truly, utterly given up on this woman.

He didn’t want to pursue the reason, nor resolve any misunderstandings.

His life had long turned into a pool of lifeless still water.

The only reason he held on until now was because, even in death, he felt he must be with Su Lingxi—otherwise, how could he rest in peace?

How could he be reconciled?

Now he forced himself to hold on to a sliver of reason, to lead the team and slay the demon, because he felt—it couldn’t end like this.

For things to end so miserably, so painfully—how could that be the end?

Something had to pay the price.

And yet, even with such extreme thoughts suppressing him, it still hurt so much.

Watching Su Lingxi blend into the mortal world, accept a new identity, practice new arts, and even have a new man by her side.

Watching her accept all this so easily, integrate herself as if it were natural, watching her ruthlessly discard all that once was.

He was astonished that this heart of his still had the strength to stir up so much hatred, to breed such twisted, tangled jealousy.

He thought it had already withered into a cracked shell, yet it still had blood left to be squeezed out.

Ye Zhuxu felt a strange urge to laugh at this discovery.

He lightly curled his lips.

Truly… what a deep, bitter hate.

Yu Lin’an sensed something was off.

He stepped forward and patted the young lord’s shoulder, pulling him away from Su Lingxi.

“Brother, if you have something to say, say it to me.”

Wei Shixian saw him suddenly appear—an unfamiliar face—and gave a respectful bow out of courtesy.

“My lord.”

His eyes still lingered on Su Lingxi.

She gave off a sense of calm and security, like an anchor in a storm.

After hesitating a moment, Wei Shixian struggled to speak.

“Would it be… possible not to return home just yet?”

Wei Shixian wasn’t without courage.

If someone gave him a horse and a spear and said the border was in danger, he would ride out without hesitation.

But having just encountered a demon and then going home where ghosts might await—that was something else entirely.

The shock of it was too great for reason alone to overcome.

Su Lingxi was silent for a moment.

Now that the Jinwu Guard had arrived, and the people from Fuyu were also here, the demon-slaying teams would soon gather.

If this young lord didn’t want to return to the Ministry of Rites estate, there were plenty of other places to stay.

Since he made the request, it was likely out of fear of being harmed again while alone, but she couldn’t very well house him in the Imperial Mentor’s residence.

“Xiliu,” Su Lingxi furrowed her brow slightly, “have someone take Fourth Young Master to the Demon Subjugation Office. Prepare a duty room, just…”

“Let him come to the North Wing. There are plenty of empty rooms—most of us sleep in trees anyway,” Yu Lin’an interrupted.

Having been attacked in the South Wing, with Ye Zhuxu possibly targeting government officials, this kid would be safer under some cold stares than dead.

Su Lingxi gave him a glance and signaled Xiliu to carry out the arrangement.

Before long, two demon-slaying squads arrived.

Normally, with Fuyu present, they wouldn’t be needed.

The issue was that, though strong, this team lacked cohesion and discipline.

In critical moments, everyone acted on their own, each with their own ideas.

When it came to slaying demons, they focused only on the kill.

But the essence of demon-slaying was to protect the people.

Su Lingxi worried they might go too far and harm innocents, so she intended to both show and tell them how they should operate from now on.

No one else could do it—it had to be her.

The officials from the South Wing didn’t even spare her a glance.

After a while, Su Lingxi pulled down the guiding thread to check it.

Seeing no activity, she let it go again.

Eventually, she leaned against a branch of the iron tree.

In her pale, slender fingers, she occasionally flicked out talismans that flashed with light—simple mortal-world message charms, clumsy-looking when used.

Xiliu stayed beside her.

Sang Chu and the others were talking on the other side.

To avoid being overheard, Yu Lin’an even put up a barrier. Su Lingxi sensed the fluctuation and looked back briefly, but just then a Jinwu Guard came running up to report something.

She lost interest and turned her head away again.

It was very clear—two groups, two centers of gravity.

Neither could merge with the other.

Not long after, the threads began to form patterns.

Su Lingxi pulled them down for a closer look.

Seeing the signs, she instinctively reached out and knocked on the barrier:

“We have a lead.”


Ye Zhuxu slowly lifted his eyes. He was the last to react.

For some reason, Su Lingxi, who had been focused on the thread and hadn’t moved, looked up at that very moment to meet his gaze.

His steps faltered slightly.

His thumb pressed hard against the hilt of his sword, heavily rubbing the engraved sheath.

For a brief instant, he felt like he had fallen into a dream again.

Ye Zhuxu often had the same dream—

The day he first met Su Lingxi.
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Let Go.

The year Su Lingxi met Ye Zhuxu, he was seventeen and she was fifteen.

That year, the excitement of New Year’s Eve hadn’t yet faded from the myriad households of Fuyu when an even grander spring event arrived.

The four great academies joined forces to open the mirrored realm of Cangwu, with Wushao City at the center, opening it to the seventeen major cities and countless Witches and Spirits.

Cangwu was the largest water mirror in Fuyu, and it opened only once every century.

Each opening meant one thing—Fuyu was about to choose its new generation of the Twelve Witches.

If it weren’t for such a monumental occasion, Cangwu would never be opened.

It was vast and exceedingly complex, something the headmasters alone couldn’t activate.

It always required the intervention of the Gate.

Though said to be a selection of the Twelve Witches, those capable of completing all twelve paths were already well-known—rising stars with widespread fame.

Still, there was another purpose: the academies would select promising candidates to nurture.

Thus, every time Cangwu opened, two key spectacles drew attention.

Whether it was the powerful at the front or the less renowned ones at the back, everyone fought fiercely to rise above the rest.

Entrants entered Cangwu with only their essence or spirit bodies.

They wouldn’t die from injuries, but serious harm was common.

Normally, academies enforced strict discipline—no fighting among peers—but Cangwu was regarded by young people as the perfect chance to settle scores.

With spring as its overture and life in chorus, Cangwu was also in its early spring.

Ye Zhuxu had no interest in vying for a position among the Twelve Witches, nor in joining any of the four great academies.

At that time, he went wherever life took him, terribly bored—dragged into the event only by a friend.

The twelve paths didn’t appear outright.

One had to first enter, explore the terrain, exchange information, map out Cangwu, and gradually identify twelve paths.

Some of the stronger contenders were already forging ahead, but many others, unaware, just rushed blindly in.

The weak would be trapped in trial after trial, while the strong would eventually collide with other strong contenders—king meets king, and fierce battles broke out.

To become one of the Twelve Witches required not only strength, but also intelligence, temperament, foresight—and luck.

The Twelve Witches, once appointed, represented the entire realm of Fuyu for a hundred years.

They governed the cities, established academies, oversaw the Emperor, and forged paths for the world.

With supreme honor came immense responsibility.

Of course, none of that mattered to teenagers of sixteen or seventeen.

Most of them were just caught in factional fighting within Cangwu, with the academy students in particular trying to prove their mastery of various disciplines.

Ye Zhuxu had no interest in any of this, but his friend dragged him toward their destination.

That friend was his only friend—perhaps his last.

And on the very first day, they encountered faction warfare.

In Fuyu, cultivators were either Witches or Spirits.

The Witch Clan practiced diverse arts—puppet arts, curses, divination, soul control, incense arts—while the Spirit Clan focused on direct combat through sword, blade, and ambush techniques.

Hence the saying in Fuyu:

Witches deceive, Spirits attack.

There was always rivalry between the two clans.

However, the first time Ye Zhuxu saw Su Lingxi, it wasn’t because of Witch-Spirit conflict—it was an internal dispute among the Witch Clan.

Incense arts were considered the most profound among the Witch arts, but had long lacked a true prodigy.

Teenagers, no matter their discipline, were still immature—no one could truly impress or intimidate anyone else.

Early spring adorned the riverside path with budding greens and soft yellows.

It would’ve been a beautiful scene, had it not been spoiled by the two sides of dozens drawing weapons.

The two factions—puppet and incense practitioners—were already brawling when Ye Zhuxu and his friend arrived.

He found it amusing, but his friend wanted no part of it and dragged him beneath a mountain ridge, setting up a barrier to hide them.

Leaning against a rock, Ye Zhuxu watched lazily and eventually chuckled.

His friend asked why.

Ye Zhuxu pointed with his chin, his voice amused, and said he was watching the incense users embarrass themselves.

Indeed, the incense users couldn’t even control their incense burners properly.

They fought fiercely, but the incense would suddenly snuff out mid-battle, smoke dissipating and burners vanishing.

His friend muttered, “Don’t underestimate them. I hear there’s a prodigy in incense arts back at the academy.”

From Ye Zhuxu’s angle, he couldn’t see much—until he happened to glance up and saw a girl sitting on a slanted tree.

He couldn’t see her full face, only a soft, round cheek—fair and tinged with pink.

Her skirt draped elegantly down to her ankles.

Even without seeing her fully, she exuded the gentleness of a well-raised academy girl.

Ye Zhuxu’s gaze fell on her right hand.

Still slightly plump with youth, she held a burning incense stick between two fingers, spinning it deftly.

Though constantly twirling, the flame never went out.

When the ash built up, she lightly tapped it against the tree, letting it fall like snow.

At one point, she stretched and her hair swayed gently.

Then her lips moved—unclear what she said—but likely something threatening, because the next moment she flung the incense stick like a dart.

Then she jumped down, the hem of her dress fluttering past the edge of Ye Zhuxu’s vision.

The battle ended swiftly.

“I saw her,” Ye Zhuxu said after a moment.

Fascinating.

He’d seen many reverent incense practitioners, but never someone who played with burning incense like darts.

It was irreverent—absurd even.

His friend was amazed, remarking how, for once, Ye Zhuxu wasn’t being his usual biting self.

Even more surprising, the girl didn’t leave right away.

She crossed the stream to wash her hands, then waited for the wind to dry them before walking off. Halfway through, she turned around and stood before the rock concealing them.

Ye Zhuxu didn’t move, but looked at her with interest through the barrier.

She politely tapped on it with a finger, the sound like glass chimes.

“Brother,” she said, her eyes clear and bright, “You watched and listened. So why say someone made a fool of themselves?”

She didn’t wait for a reply, nor seemed to care.

She turned and walked away.

Their second meeting was a month later.

This time, Ye Zhuxu and his friend were the ones fighting, and the girl quietly watched.

She focused on Ye Zhuxu—instantly seeing that his moves weren’t from any proper academy, but dark, vicious, and life-threatening.

She’d been educated in a proper school and wasn’t familiar with such “crooked” techniques.

He was only slightly older than her, yet carried such deadly, heavy energy.

Like someone who’d already lived enough.

After the fight, Ye Zhuxu walked over and asked if she’d seen enough.

She curled her lip and said, “Let’s call it even.”

That time, Ye Zhuxu learned her name.

She really was a good student—personal disciple of a grand master—but her wild nature clashed with her obedient appearance.

Because she refused to be taken advantage of and often played mischievous tricks, others in the academy secretly called her little devil.

Su Lingxi watched Ye Zhuxu fight without hesitation for the sake of that friend.

Out of kindness, she warned him:

“Brother, people are unpredictable. Don’t place too much trust in others, or you might get bitten.”

Ye Zhuxu smiled politely and thanked her, but in the end, he was betrayed.

Badly.

Nearly died.

He found a quiet place, resigned to fate.

Two days later, he smelled blood on a gardenia tree outside his barrier.

When he looked, he saw that the very girl who had warned him had also been betrayed.

Su Lingxi’s hair was disheveled, her aura weak, a bloody gash on her face that wouldn’t stop bleeding.

She frowned, lips tight, and endured in silence for two days.

On the third, she tapped on his barrier and said:

“Brother, want to get stronger? Shall we team up?”

In Cangwu, teaming up was allowed.

Su Lingxi had started with many allies, but as challenges intensified, more people became liabilities.

Fewer people meant greater need for trust and cooperation—and more disputes over spoils.

Some trials offered only a single slot, impossible to share.

So betrayal, abandonment, even killing for loot—these were common.

Su Lingxi just never thought it would happen to her.

She thought that someone like Ye Zhuxu, who had also just experienced betrayal, would give it some serious thought.

Unexpectedly, he smiled and agreed easily, his voice pleasant as he said, “Sure.”

She took out the map and spent an entire night planning their next steps.

Ye Zhuxu listened with a faint smile, occasionally responding with a few words—agreeing to everything, as if he really was someone with no temper and extremely easygoing.

Soon, Su Lingxi realized why he always said “okay” to everything.

He didn’t care for healing at all.

When he was in a good mood, he’d just stare blankly at the stream, lean on his wrist to sunbathe in a cave, watch the moon.

On misty mountain mornings, he’d brew himself a pot of tea.

It was, indeed, a pleasing sight—his silhouette vague amid the sea of clouds, like shrouded in mist, like a jewel cloaked in fog.

You could call it free-spirited—or say he was completely unmotivated.

Soon, Su Lingxi found that Ye Zhuxu was very strange—so strange that no one could understand how his mind worked.

He was extremely smart.

It wasn’t that he didn’t know that his so-called “friend” had been using him since dragging him into Cangwu—or even before that.

But he still went along.

Even when he sensed something was off before the betrayal, he didn’t guard against it.

He just watched it happen.

He only struck back—one fatal blow—when he was nearly dead, full of regret.

Su Lingxi asked why. He said, “That was my only friend.”

She was baffled. “Why would you choose someone like that as your friend? He clearly wasn’t sincere.”

Ye Zhuxu tilted his head and smiled, “Where in this world is there such a thing as sincerity? Your friends—are they much better?”

But how could knowing and not knowing be the same?

Being deceived because you didn’t know someone’s true nature only meant poor judgment.

But knowing someone meant harm and still befriending them, constantly accommodating them—that’s just insanity.

Ye Zhuxu didn’t tend to his injuries, didn’t care about treasures or opportunities, but also didn’t want to be killed and kicked out of Cangwu.

He agreed to travel together, but never truly opened up—cunning like a hedgehog, always keeping to himself, flamboyant and rebellious, loved mocking “true feelings,” sneering at the mortal world, thriving on brushes with death.

He had many secrets and a dangerously difficult personality.

He absolutely hated being touched—one touch, and he’d instantly flip out.

He loved testing people, sometimes crossing the line.

When half-dead, his eyes would gleam as he used himself as bait to see if Su Lingxi would betray him.

When slightly injured, he’d never bandage it—he’d walk around the house with blood all over, like some beautiful male ghost.

Su Lingxi had never met anyone else like Ye Zhuxu.

Cangwu stayed open for one year and eight months.

Su Lingxi spent one year and six months sparring, scheming, and bickering with Ye Zhuxu.

They fought countless times—sometimes playfully, sometimes seriously.

When Su Lingxi thought they had been through enough to call each other comrades, even life-and-death companions, she introduced Ye Zhuxu to her former friends and said, “This is my friend, a new one.”

Ye Zhuxu smiled with curved eyes, then slowly said, “Not a friend.”

Su Lingxi thought he’d say something serious—but all he said was, “I’ve only ever had one friend. He’s already dead.”

That night, Su Lingxi fought him.

She seized the moment, jumped on his back, locked his arms, wrapped her legs around his waist.

Her long hair fell into the hollow of his pale neck, slipping inside his collar.

She laughed coldly at his ear, “Ye Zhuxu, you’re really something. I’m not even as good as a fake friend to you? What an insult. Forget teaming up—let’s just split. I’d rather get kicked out of Cangwu with Yu Lin’an than put up with this humiliation.”

Ye Zhuxu peeled her off his back, brought her to the front, set her down, and carefully untangled her hair.

With genuine confusion, he asked, “Is being my friend really such a good thing?”


Su Lingxi really did cut ties with him for a few days.

She teamed up with Yu Lin’an instead.

At that point, Yu Lin’an had used up all the items in his treasure box.

Afraid of his parents scolding him if he gave up, he was about to ask someone strong to gently kill him so he could get out.

Now, he had no choice but to stick around and endure dangerous days with Su Lingxi.“You have so many friends—what’s one more?”

He asked.

Speaking of that, Yu Lin’an perked up.
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He’d long felt that his place in Su Lingxi’s heart was at risk.

Now was the perfect time to badmouth.

“You guys have traveled together so long… but people are saying, he uses all kinds of dark arts. They hurt others without helping himself. He also doesn’t get along with people from the academy.”

By the campfire, Su Lingxi kicked him and said, annoyed, “Don’t repeat what others say.”

“I’m just being honest.”

Yu Lin’an shrank his leg back pitifully.

“Anyway, Cangwu’s closing soon.”

Two days later, Ye Zhuxu appeared at the end of a narrow path.

He seemed to have waited a while.

When he saw Su Lingxi’s eyes flicker slightly, he pointed to the other side of the road, farther ahead, and asked, “Still want to fight?”

Well, since they were here, of course they’d fight.

A step down offered—might as well take it.

Su Lingxi ditched Yu Lin’an and told him, “If you want someone to kill you, go find Tian Shuang or Yuan Yin. Don’t go to Zhang Jin. Even if you do, it’s useless—he won’t help you.”

She herself didn’t go to Zhang Jin either.

She marked her map, choosing a longer route instead.

Ye Zhuxu glanced at it and asked the question Yu Lin’an didn’t finish:

“Why not go to him?”

His finger traced lightly over the map.

“Soul-capturing magic—it’s easier to handle.”

“Let it go,” Su Lingxi said.

That’s how it had always been.

Whether they argued or fought, no matter who was right or wrong, things would just be left unresolved.

Otherwise, their already fragile relationship couldn’t last.

She added, “He’s claiming the title of ‘Twelve Sorcerers’ to celebrate his wedding. Don’t underestimate the power of a hundred-year-old tree blooming for love.”

Only in the last two months did Su Lingxi begin to learn a few things.

It was nearly impossible to get Ye Zhuxu to talk about his past.

In over a year, he’d never once mentioned where he came from, what academy he studied at, who taught him all his bizarre techniques.

She guessed why he only acknowledged one mentor, and had only one friend.

Everyone has family, mentors, and friends.

People seek warmth.

But not everyone is lucky enough to have a place to return to.

Some are wounded by those they loved, left near death, never able to trust again.

But… sometimes life is too dull, too meaningless. So one might say to themselves—make a friend, spend some time, give some effort.

Get a predictable ending.

Then scoff and say, “See? They’re all the same.”

Still, Ye Zhuxu only had the patience to play that kind of game once.

Because the process disgusted him.

After all that time, Su Lingxi still didn’t know where in Fuyu he lived—sea, island, or city?

Which sea? Which city?

Sometimes, she thought he was actually very cautious, had strong instincts, knew how to protect himself.

He fought fiercely, yet trusted the obviously malicious.

But he wouldn’t tell her anything concrete—wouldn’t dare to be her friend.

He dared approach the fake—but fled from those with real kindness.

He could tell the difference!

Coward.

A stubborn, heart-wrenching coward.

In the blink of an eye, half a year had passed since they left Cangwu.

No matter how great their achievements had been inside, they were slowly fading.

People returned to their regular lives.

But Su Lingxi’s determination had been ignited.

Every night she stared at her incense, thinking hard.

She had an innate talent for incense arts, unmatched by anyone.

But finding someone in a sea of people with no token left behind—that was still too hard.

She kept thinking—if she did find him, she would secretly set a strong tracking spell, so no matter where or when, she could find him again.

Late one night, she finally caught him.

To find him, she even brought out an incense burner—something she never used.

The fragrant smoke filled the air. She used a great deal of power, crossed thousands of miles, and appeared in a quiet room.

At that moment, Ye Zhuxu was sitting by the window, listening to the rain, dozing with a book in his hands.

His long lashes drooped gently, casting a shadow in his eye sockets.

His breathing was soft.

He looked cold and withdrawn, but so beautiful—more than ever before.

And far more guarded.

Su Lingxi had never seen anyone be lazy by the window at home and still set up a barrier.

Almost the moment she arrived, he opened his eyes, and a dangerous aura instantly filled the room.

He looked over coldly.

When he saw it was her, Ye Zhuxu’s eyes showed unmistakable surprise, and he slowly closed them again.

Su Lingxi blinked at him, walked over, politely knocked with her knuckles, her eyes curving into a smile as she spoke openly and cheerfully:

“Brother, it wasn’t easy finding you. This place is way too far. Come back to Wushao City with me. I mean it.”

As naturally as saying, “The weather is great today,” without the slightest hesitation.

Ye Zhuxu looked at her deeply.

Su Lingxi didn’t blink.

Her eyes were round, and when she stayed still, her pupils held a reflection—you could see yourself in them, filled with an intense seriousness.

Ye Zhuxu didn’t know how long he had stood there, or how long his fingers had stubbornly pressed against the spine of the book, or how much force he used.

He only remembered that, in the end, he dismissed the barrier, pursed his lips, tossed the book aside, and followed her back to her home.

Being with Su Lingxi was so sweet, so beautiful—he realized that love could heal all wounds and pain.

It could make you forget the taste of blood and killing, soften all the thorns on your body, and remove all the bad parts of your nature.

It was clear that Wushao City was truly Su Lingxi’s domain.

The neighbors were plenty, and not a single one had anything bad to say about him.

People were surprised that Su Lingxi brought a young man home so early, but she was undeniably impressive—set in stone to become the next of the Twelve Sorcerers, and already studying more advanced arts under the High Priest.

When others asked, she never hid anything.

She nodded and said, “Yes, yes, I worked really hard to bring him back. Spent half a year finding him—it wasn’t easy at all. But when it’s love at first sight, things move fast.”

This left Zhang Jin, who had come to check on her, rolling his eyes and backing out of the door in exasperation.

She had a lot of friends, and word spread quickly—soon, everyone in Fuyu knew.

Maybe she felt it wasn’t right to be so undefined—one evening, fresh from bathing, her hair still wet, Su Lingxi rushed into Ye Zhuxu’s room.

She leaned on his desk, eyes blinking up at him.

He smiled, cupping her flushed cheeks, asking what was wrong.

Her long hair dried slowly in his palms.

By then, Ye Zhuxu hadn’t used a barrier at home in a long, long time.

Still, Su Lingxi knocked on the nonexistent barrier like she was tapping on the last fragile shell around him.

This time, she didn’t call him “brother.”

Wearing her cutest, sweetest expression, she said to him:

“Beautiful one, be with me.”

She knew the key to getting past his defenses:

“No matter what happens, I’ll never fall for someone else, I’ll never leave you.”

She moved closer, looking into his beautiful eyes:

“I mean it.”

***

Later.

After Su Lingxi left, for a long, long time, Ye Zhuxu would dream of that scene.

She would knock twice through the barrier—so straightforward, bold, and warm.

Even snowmen would melt under such a sun.

She would smile and reach out to him, saying:

“Brother, it wasn’t easy finding you… Come back to Wushao City with me.”

She would say: “I mean it.”

She would say: “No matter what happens, I’ll never fall for someone else. I’ll never leave you.”

At first, Ye Zhuxu would always look deeply at her, then part the barrier, reach out his hand, trying to hold her tightly and feel her warmth.

But every time, she would disappear.

All that remained was a broken barrier, a house he couldn’t escape, and the rotting scent of old wood that smelled like blood.

Again and again, he offered her his hand.

And again and again, he was thrown back into false, cruel dreams.

***

In the third year after Su Lingxi left, many things happened in Fuyu.

She even came back seeking medicine for the young emperor.

That year, Ye Zhuxu no longer immediately offered her his hand.

He listened to her words, then asked:

“Really?”

Su Lingxi smiled and nodded.

***

By the eighth year, Ye Zhuxu had changed—more extreme than ever.

The house was now cold and empty, with only him.

The scent of gardenias had long been scrubbed clean by time.

When he dreamed again, he no longer foolishly opened the barrier.

He just leaned silently to the side, waited for her to finish all her sweet, coaxing lies, and then looked up, replying one word at a time:

“Liar.”

***

By the twelfth year, Ye Zhuxu rarely dreamed of her.

Even if he did, her features were no longer clear—just a vague outline from the past.

That year, when she called him “Beautiful one,” he lost control.

He shattered the barrier with his bare hands.

The fragments sliced deep into his flesh like glass.

He gripped her chin tightly, forcing those innocent eyes to look straight at the ugly cracks in his hands, at the madness in his pupils.

He sneered coldly:

“Still think I’m beautiful?”

“Do any of your men have hands like these?”

“Have any of them been tortured by you like this—so much they’d rather die than live?”

***

By the thirteenth year after she left, Ye Zhuxu finally understood:

Love doesn’t ease pain. Love is far more painful than death.

This game called “love,” for him, had only one round—and it was long over.

In this dream, Ye Zhuxu’s eyes were hollow. He didn’t even call her a liar anymore.

Every time she finished speaking, he’d take a step back, hide his gloved hands in the dark, and reject her over and over again, his words cold and full of thorns:

“No.”

No.


He would never—never—believe that liar again.

***

Late at night in Chang’an, all teams were in formation and ready.

Su Lingxi was still working on her threadwork.

There was no more flesh on her fingers—just slender, clean bones, lined with sharp, clean edges.

Ye Zhuxu’s hand, hanging at his side, clenched slowly, very slowly.
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The Inch Thread was something Su Lingxi had developed herself.

Bai Xiao glanced at it a few times, then walked over to Tian Jiang, who also came closer for a look.

Turning back, she met Su Lingxi’s gaze—her expression was one of complicated understanding that only those truly close could comprehend.

Su Lingxi’s Incense Ignition Technique was probably no longer functional. I

f it still worked, who would use such a crude method to track and lock onto enemies?

The Incense Ignition Technique was known as the ancestor of all arts.

Its exalted status came from the fact that once cultivated to a certain level, it could encompass the strengths of countless disciplines.

When the incense burner appeared, and one silently chanted their desires in the curling smoke, nearly anything could come true: paper animals would leap about like real ones, tiny ponds could surge into towering waves, and skyscrapers could rise from flat ground…

It allowed for tracking across a thousand miles, killing with a single thought, and even escaping danger through illusions and decoys.

Within one’s capabilities, most dilemmas could be resolved with ease.

The Grand Preceptor had once said that only at the most advanced levels would the true mysteries of the Incense Ignition Technique be revealed.

From the realm of “absolutely impossible” to “perhaps possible,” incense was the only and indispensable medium.

But students at the Academy often only heard half the lesson.

To most of them, the Incense Ignition Technique had another name: wishcraft.

More bluntly, it was the “daydream technique.”

Every so often, someone would persuade their friend who practiced the technique to light incense.

Back then, Yu Lin’an often did this sort of thing—Su Lingxi would lazily hold the incense while he would bathe, burn offerings, and sincerely pray.

As soon as he opened his mouth, he would plead, “Let this humble believer Yu Lin’an immediately master the Planchette Divination Technique.”

Su Lingxi would look at him like he was a fool.

Her incense rarely extinguished, but that time, it went out instantly with just a puff of smoke—likely because even the smoke had nothing to say.

After a moment, she asked:

“Are you praying to a Bodhisattva?”

Yu Lin’an responded with a disappointed “Ah…”

“Hope,” he said.

Truthfully, this happened a lot.

What began as grand dreams—“I hope to stay youthful forever,” “I hope to be invincible,” “I hope to painlessly become one of the Twelve Witches next year”—gradually turned into humbler wishes like

“I hope the Grand Preceptor doesn’t teach tomorrow,”

“I hope he doesn’t check our homework,”

“I hope he doesn’t kick us into the Water Mirror again, because we really can’t climb back out.”

Of course, none of them came true.

Instead, because the technique was overused and had a high failure rate, those students were punished and no longer dared to light incense at others’ requests.

But no matter what, using the Incense Ignition Technique to track a demon should never have been a problem.

After all, this was Su Lingxi.

She was the only one who could use the technique without even needing an incense burner.

In the tense atmosphere, Su Lingxi said to both demon-hunting teams, “If they make a move, be ready to assist.”

Dozens of people nodded in agreement.

The Inch Thread showed the demon had appeared on the outskirts of the capital.

Su Lingxi quickened her pace.

A wounded demon fleeing Chang’an to hide in another city could bring endless trouble.

The capital’s nobles liked to buy villas in the suburbs, and the thread finally pointed to one such estate.

It covered a large area and had been abandoned for years.

The wooden signboard at the entrance was damp and rotten, sunken into the wet mud.

In summer, when plants grew rampant, a few rains had made the grass taller than a person—perfect for concealing the sign.

The Jinwu Guards and demon-hunting teams quickly surrounded the place, flames lighting up the sky.

Sang Chu and the others hovered in midair, overlooking the estate.

He nocked an arrow, its black shaft gleaming coldly. Bai Xiao pulled out a stick of incense.

Yu Lin’an performed a divination on the spot, spinning the divination stone in his hand again and again, along with his eyes.

Tian Jiang nudged him and asked, “What’s going on with you?”

Yu Lin’an replied with a helpless look and uncertain words:

“Great fortune.”

???

What did “great fortune” mean in planchette divination?

It meant absolutely no trouble, no accidents, and not a single injury.

Even if you divined before going to the Academy and stubbed your toe on a rock, it wouldn’t count as “great fortune.”

Bai Xiao glanced at the divination stone a few times, then silently put her incense back.

“Maybe it’s because…”

Yu Lin’an found an explanation for himself.

He looked at Ye Zhuxu, standing alone by the ruined bridge, then at the divine weapon Jingmie in his hand, and said, “Even misfortune becomes fortune, right?”

“You’re overthinking it,” Lin Yu said bluntly.

“You think he’ll act against a regular demon? Even if it’s not a regular one, unless it offends him directly, even if you were on your knees begging, he might not even glance at you.”

In fact, ever since the ironwood tree began growing in the Northern Yard, Lin Yu’s dark circles had visibly faded.

Still… Yu Lin’an wondered, how had her temper only gotten worse?

Su Lingxi raised her hand, and one team of demon hunters silently ducked and infiltrated the estate from all sides.

Summer cicadas were startled, screaming hoarsely.

Transmission talismans lit up one after another before her eyes.

She scanned them intermittently until she noticed something, doubled back, and pushed through the underbrush to retrieve the sunken signboard.

Who knew how long it had been buried—reeking and rotting, the wood had softened and grown moss.

The writing on it was hard to make out.

Su Lingxi crouched and ran her fingers across the warped carvings, frowning as she read.

Her movements were swift and calm, and even as rot clung to her fingers, her expression never changed.

Yu Lin’an stared in disbelief.

Even though he kept trying to convince himself, it was hard to reconcile this with the Su Lingxi he once knew.

It really was…like she had become a different person.

The plaque bore a common blessing: “Leave Room for More”, a wish for family prosperity and promising descendants.

Her fingers finally traced a small word in the lower-right corner—Wei.

There were many officials named Wei in the current dynasty, even more wealthy merchants.

But given the situation today, only one name came to Su Lingxi’s mind.

The Minister’s Residence—Wei Residence.

Wasn’t this a bit too coincidental?

Su Lingxi stood up and said to Xi Liu, “Look into this.”

Xi Liu responded immediately and opened a talisman scroll.

Su Lingxi turned back to the desolate courtyard and slowly wiped her hands with a handkerchief.

No one liked sticky, stinking filth—but in moments like this, there was no time to care.

You get used to it if you just keep bearing it.

She noticed that Ye Zhuxu still hadn’t joined the people from Floating Jade.

Tilting her head, she saw him standing silently in the night, far from everyone—as if merely observing a huge farce that had nothing to do with him.

He was so still, it was hard to even see him breathing. Detached, lonely, and strange.

A flicker of unease passed through her heart, but before she could grasp the feeling, a loud grinding noise erupted in the distance.

The dozen transmission talismans around her all lit up at once with red flame.

She turned sharply toward the sound.

Unlike the tightly packed inner city, the countryside had more space—there were gardens, groves, even a small canal.

The grating sound came from the canal—so harsh it made one’s teeth ache.

The sound echoed like a divine chorus, growing louder and clearer.

It was like hearing, magnified a hundredfold, the cracking of a giant snake shedding its skin.

Something gripped the edge of the canal and slowly hoisted its upper body out.

Su Lingxi saw eyes as large as lanterns, pupils glowing like wildcats in the night, filled with deep hatred.

Then came a writhing waist and multiple tails branching from its spine—by the time it fully emerged, it was as tall as a three- or four-story building.

It was the first demon Su Lingxi had seen that didn’t take the form of an ordinary beast.

Not a skull-faced skeleton, not a fox, not a toad—this was a true primordial monster, something unseen since the mythical ages.

Any creature of this form ranked high among demons—at least in the top twenty.

It was just like they’d said: speak of the devil, and he shall appear.

Su Lingxi’s eyes narrowed instinctively.

Her face turned grave as she gestured and ordered: “Form ranks.”

The demon-hunting teams quickly formed an airborne square formation.

As ripples expanded outward, Yu Lin’an descended from above, even more bewildered—this was a containment formation to prevent collateral damage.

Su Lingxi’s first thought when battle broke out was—

“I can’t let civilians get hurt.”

Even though… the nearest neighborhood was still far away.

Can the responsibility of the Imperial Preceptor really transform a person?

Su Lingxi pressed her hand down again, her voice calm:

“Take it down.”

Another demon-slaying team, under her command, bravely attacked the demon.

The sword lights, blade lights, and talismans formed a massive net that enveloped the demon.

This was quite a stunning sight, at least temporarily changing the impression Floating Jade had of the three major sects.

In terms of attack power and elegance of posture, they were naturally inferior, but the two teams had an extremely strong tacit understanding and high coordination.

Their powerful and agile bodies were remarkably flexible.

Su Lingxi hesitated, her gaze flickering.

When a demon ranks in the top thirty, each position is a huge leap in combat power.

By the time it reaches the top twenty, a single demon-slaying team would be insufficient.

She had originally wanted Floating Jade’s people to act, but seeing the demon appear frightening yet not showing much impressive offensive power—only rolling and twisting while emitting a thunderous hiss—she temporarily decided to stay put and observe further.

After a brief pause, Yu Lin’an wasn’t anxious and came over to chat with Su Lingxi:

“Didn’t I hear that the three major sects don’t get along well and have grudges against each other? They seem pretty harmonious now.”

“Trained them for a while,” Su Lingxi replied, carefully observing the demon that had crawled out.

She mentally compared it to the demons in the top ranks, running through possibilities in her mind, while casually responding to Yu Lin’an’s words:

“When I first joined the Demon Suppression Bureau, they didn’t get along, it was quite chaotic.”

Yu Lin’an went silent for a moment:

“Did you personally train them?”

“Of course,” Su Lingxi replied.

“What for?”

Su Lingxi glanced at him, her tone seemingly casual:

“Can’t just wait for Floating Jade to save us. What if you all don’t come?”

At this, she paused and turned her attention to the demon, which had raised its long neck.

She muttered in confusion:

“The legend says the pigeon demon has three heads and six tails. Why does this one only have one?”

Ye Zhuxu didn’t respond. He barely glanced at the demon in the sky, occasionally casting a fleeting glance.

Once the fierce killing intent faded from his sword strikes, a chilling silence swept over the scene, like an overwhelming nightmare draining every emotion.

The familiar pain quickly climbed from his forehead to his brow.

Since emerging from secluded meditation in Zhongnan and coming to Chang’an, Ye Zhuxu had hardly rested.

Upon arrival, even less so.

He rubbed his left wrist bone in a circle.

The sharp pain he caused himself served to suppress everything else, as was his usual method.

Su Lingxi stepped back a few paces, intending to change her angle of view on the enormous demon.

These steps happened to bring her close to Ye Zhuxu, with a dried-up riverbed separating them.

She observed for a moment, confirming it was the pigeon demon, though she wasn’t completely sure.

She voiced her doubts:

“The legend says the pigeon demon has three heads and six tails. This demon only has one head. Could it be…?”

Ye Zhuxu remained silent, offering no answer, and didn’t seem to pay much attention to the demon in the sky.

Occasionally, he glanced at it, but quickly withdrew his gaze.

After his intense killing intent subsided, the eerie silence came back, bringing memories of a past he couldn’t shake, like an inescapable nightmare, draining all his emotions.

This place, so loud and chaotic, only made the familiar pain more intense.


After leaving his secluded training at Zhongnan, Ye Zhuxu had not rested.

Since arriving in Chang’an, the same.

He rubbed his left wrist bone, the sharp pain in it helping him suppress everything.Su Lingxi observed carefully.

The pigeon demon had only one head, unlike the rumored three.

She had to revise her understanding of it again. 
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However, the demon’s behavior confirmed something: it seemed to be after something specific in the courtyard.

The battle continued, with Su Lingxi commanding the strike.

Eventually, they discovered that the demon had found what it was looking for—a bone-like object it consumed.

Its voice rang out loudly in the chaos, claiming:

“Tonight, I won’t hold it against you. Next time we meet, the injuries to my body will be paid for.”

The demon locked its gaze on Su Lingxi, its enormous eyes brimming with malevolent energy as it spoke with chilling clarity:

“From tonight onwards, your advantage ends.”

Su Lingxi wasn’t sure what advantage she had, but she was certain of the tone it used.

This pigeon demon knew much more than it let on.

And indeed, it had three heads.

Ignoring the relentless attacks on its body, the demon rapidly closed the distance between itself and Su Lingxi.

As it did, the demon was struck by arrows and talismans, but it didn’t retreat.

Just as it was about to lunge, Ye Zhuxu intervened with a sword strike, followed by Su Lingxi’s swift actions.

The two of them worked in tandem, cutting down the demon in a flurry of blows.

Blood splattered as the demon collapsed, breaking trees in its fall.

Su Lingxi patted the Demon Slaying Team leader on the shoulder, whispering, “Well done. Go ahead.”

The team began to clean up the aftermath.

Floating Jade’s people approached, and Su Lingxi thanked Ye Zhuxu, smiling at the others:

“Thanks for your hard work.”

The pigeon died, but no one showed any sign of joy.

It was clear to everyone that this rumored monster hadn’t even put up a fight.

It had revealed itself voluntarily, allowed the demon-hunting team to strike, and didn’t even attempt a last-ditch struggle, leaving behind a few cryptic, seemingly malicious words.

It even spoke politely.

Everything about it felt strange.

As the saying goes, when something unusual happens, it must be due to a demon.

Even someone as unconcerned as Yu Lin’an paused, gazing at the fallen pigeon, and muttered, “This thing… it’s not quite what I expected.”

Bai Xiao’s eyes shifted with the demon-hunting team.

After a moment, she pointed to them and asked Su Lingxi, “Every time you eliminate a demon, do you have to handle the aftermath?”

“Depends on the situation, but usually yes,” Su Lingxi replied.

“Before we engage, we put up a barrier to avoid harming ordinary people. Afterward, we clean up the battlefield. Chang’an is crowded, and if the demon’s body isn’t disposed of properly, it could cause panic. This is the center of the human world, so things can’t be left in chaos.”

“If the battle exhausts us, we immediately contact the Demon Suppression Department, and they will handle the aftermath,” she added.

As she spoke, Su Lingxi glanced at Ye Zhuxu, pausing for a moment before continuing,

“No matter how rampant a demon may be, even if it’s on the verge of being slain, we must prioritize the lives of the citizens of Chang’an. We must be patient, hold back, and wait for another opportunity.”

Yu Lin’an, unable to keep his thoughts in, finally spoke up:

“I can’t believe you’re the one saying this.”

“Why?”

Su Lingxi asked.

“You used to be obsessed with combat.

The most frequent thing you said was ‘Let’s fight!’” he responded.

Su Lingxi, distracted, was waiting for Xiliu’s findings.

Her eyes occasionally flicked toward where the pigeon had fallen.

The demon had died, but the demon pearl hadn’t emerged yet.

She couldn’t tell if the demon’s pearl would appear in three stages or if it would emerge all at once after the last head was killed.

“Some people said the same thing about me years ago,” Su Lingxi smiled faintly, shaking her head calmly.

“It’s been a long time since I was like that. There’s much more to consider now, and I’m too lazy to fight anymore.”

She twisted her wrist and laughed softly.

“I can’t even fight anymore.”

Some people are strange; even though they know the past is gone, they still bring it up, hoping that by mentioning it, they can remind themselves that Su Lingxi is still the same person from before, their old friend.

But what’s the point?

The first eighteen years of her life shaped the eighteen-year-old Su Lingxi, while the fourteen years since, with their blank slate, had formed someone entirely different.

They weren’t the same person; in fact, they weren’t even close.

No matter how much was said, the current Su Lingxi could never be friends with Yu Lin’an.

Yu Lin’an didn’t want to hear any more of this, realizing the ominous undercurrent growing between them.

He quickly gestured at her, signaling for her to stop.

“Alright, I know. I know.”

At that moment, Xiliu approached, nodding to Su Lingxi.

Noticing she didn’t seem to mind, she whispered, “Milady, I’ve checked. This place used to be the residence of the Wei family.”

“Minister of Rites,” Su Lingxi squinted, naming a person.

“Wei Xiao.”

“No,” Xiliu clenched her teeth, revealing a shocking scandal.

“It’s… the Prince Consort.”

Su Lingxi was stunned but quickly realized something.

She glanced again at the fallen pigeon’s position, seeing that the demon pearl hadn’t emerged yet, and then turned away.

She nodded toward Sang Chu and the others and motioned to Xiliu.

“Come with me.”

They walked to a secluded spot.

Su Lingxi asked, “Was this where Wei Shiming raised the people?”

Xiliu nodded, wincing as she thought about it.

On the day the princess ascended the throne, her position was vastly different, and though she had ascended despite immense opposition, it wasn’t wise to delve too deeply into scandals.

The Minister of Rites had been in office for many years. It wasn’t about how he raised his children, but he was a good official, and out of respect for him, they didn’t execute the Prince Consort for his infidelity.

However, it was at that time that the Prince Consort became embroiled in a huge scandal.

He had a mistress and fathered two children with her.

“Was the head… the adult’s or the child’s?”

Su Lingxi asked herself.

After a long pause, she pointed at the ground.

“Circle this area, dig.”

With a single command, the Jinwu Guards immediately sprang into action.

Su Lingxi returned to the group, approaching Ye Zhuxu.

He was wearing a snow-white long robe today, the sleeves billowing like clouds, hanging eerily by his side.

She paused three steps away, maintaining a friendly conversational distance.

“Commander.”

Many people had called Ye Zhuxu that, but when her voice said it, it felt like a mockery.

He suppressed the rising aggression within him, snapping back to attention, his tone gentle yet tinged with a mocking edge. “Hm?”

Su Lingxi had argued with the emperor before, but even the emperor never managed to speak to her with such a dismissive tone, like she was insignificant.

“It’s like this,” she said, her face calm as she continued.

“I feel like I’m being led around by the nose. This demon is probably coming for me.”

Wei Shixian, the fourth son of the Wei family, the former prince consort Wei Shiming, and Minister of Rites Wei Xiao.

The demon had hidden in the estate where the Wei family once raised their kin, willing to sacrifice itself to take one life here.

This felt like someone was teasing a dog with a bone, leading it along.

Su Lingxi was worse than the dog.

The dog could turn and run when it sensed something was wrong; she couldn’t.

And demons always broke her understanding a little each time they appeared.

For instance, this time, she still couldn’t understand why the demon seemed fixated on the dead.

She didn’t know enough about them.

“The demon may have connections with court officials,” Su Lingxi said.

She then turned to Ye Zhuxu and asked, “Can the sword technique that forces a demon to appear be released in a short time?”

“I don’t know,” Ye Zhuxu replied.

“I’m not a thousand-year-old monster. How would I know how to track demons?”

Well, there were monsters who had lived for a thousand years and had dealt with demons.

What the gate provides is the key to tracking the demon’s true form.

He casually glanced at Su Lingxi, and she was about to speak when she froze.

Ye Zhuxu’s complexion was already pale, but now it was even more so.

When they first met, his lips had some color to them, giving him a faint human appearance, but now, that color had vanished, and he looked like he was on the brink of death.

“We still need some time on our side,” she said.

“Commander, lead your team out first. You don’t seem well.”

“Mm.”

Ye Zhuxu admitted it with a grim smile, lifting his spine straight from the bamboo staff he’d been leaning on.

“I have a heavy heart.”

Nights were the worst.

He couldn’t sleep, his head pounding with agony.

Too angry.

Too unwilling to accept it.

There were too many “whys” and “how comes.”

Why could she still think clearly, know what she had to do now and in the future, understand her identity and responsibility, and know where she was supposed to go?

He often smiled, but never truly.

That small curve of his lips was more like a knife, sharp and deadly.

Watching others suffer was his true joy.

Su Lingxi fell silent.

She should care, but her instinct told her that continuing to ask would only lead her into unjust territory.

She remained quiet.

At that moment, Ye Zhuxu tapped the bamboo staff, tilted his head, and looked toward the fallen pigeon’s body not far away.

His eyes were cold, like he was quietly reminding her, “Su Lingxi, look. Is that what you were waiting for?”

Su Lingxi turned, raising her eyes to see a demon pearl slowly rising.

It resembled a pulsating white heart.

She quickly realized that he had been carefully observing her, never missing a single expression.

She had controlled her emotions well, but even her closest companion, Xiliu, hadn’t noticed. Yet, Ye Zhuxu had pieced together her intentions.

Su Lingxi met his gaze, like a confrontation in the middle of a storm.

She tugged at the string in her hand, but before she could move, his sleeve brushed across her vision, blocking her view.

Instinctively, she wanted to push him away and seize the demon pearl, but she caught a sweet, heavy fragrance from his body.

Somehow, her hand only twitched slightly.

A wave of sword energy hummed softly in her ear, and when she backed away, the demon pearl had already appeared in Ye Zhuxu’s palm.

Su Lingxi stared at him, her voice serious.

“Commander.”

Her eyes were clear as she confessed, “I really need the demon pearl.”

Ye Zhuxu asked, “Why?”

Su Lingxi bit her lip, taking a moment.

“Is it that important to you?”

Ye Zhuxu asked, his tone quiet, observing her closely.

His relaxed demeanor seemed to imply a casual chat about something that piqued his interest.

But beneath his lowered lashes, his eyes were ice-cold, suppressing something deeper.

Su Lingxi remained silent for a while, then nodded.

“Very important.”

Ye Zhuxu tilted his head, then, with a soft “huh,” his breath sounded harsh, lacking any discernible meaning.


He straightened his posture, and with a flick of his pale fingers, like she once did to some fragile barrier, he shattered the demon pearl, dispersing it into the air.

Su Lingxi clenched her fist, forcing herself to close her eyes in anger, and called his name.

“Ye Zhuxu.”

Ye Zhuxu finally smiled.

His eyes and lips curved into a larger grin than before, the corners of his eyes and brows lifting with the satisfaction of vengeance.

His pale lips, now lifted in a smile, appeared almost red, bringing life to his face.

He responded to her as he always had in the past, staring at her intensely.

“Hm?”
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The imminent outbreak of conflict was forcibly extinguished by Yu Lin’an and the others, who sensed something was wrong midway and jumped in with jokes and banter.

The Floating Jade team left the manor.

Watching that group walk off without looking back, Su Lingxi’s face turned cold as if forged from ice.

After a long moment, she exhaled deeply and said to Xi Liu, “Send word—I will enter the palace shortly to see His Majesty.”

After a pause, she added, “Arrange a meeting between me and Zhang Jin Zhi.”

Xi Liu immediately carried out the instructions.

Back at the North Courtyard, the people of Floating Jade were completely sleepless after that night.

Several cups of hot tea were set on the table in the hall, and someone had already grabbed a cup to stay alert.

Seeing Ye Zhuxu sitting with eyes closed, showing no intention of speaking, Sang Chu dutifully brought up business:

“The Commander’s sword technique was enough to cut through the demonic seal—it’s only a matter of time before the monster is found and destroyed. But even now, the other matter remains unresolved.”

He dipped his finger in tea and wrote two characters beside him: Lian Xing (Linked Stars).

The Twelve Witches.

The Lian Xing Formation. Not even a clue yet.

“It’s not like we haven’t searched—we just really haven’t found anything,” Tian Jiang gestured toward herself and Yu Lin’an.

“The very first day Yu Lin’an and I arrived, we suspected that little girl by Su Lingxi’s side. Her age just doesn’t add up.”

Yu Lin’an continued, “Su Lingxi left Floating Jade when she was around eighteen or nineteen. She’s the only one who replaced Qiao An. The other eleven? Not a single one is under a hundred years old.”

At this, Tian Jiang looked a little dissatisfied.

Yu Lin’an, noticing he was about to speak, raised a hand to calm him down.

“Alright, I know. Tian Shuang was also under a hundred when she left—very young. And we all know how powerful the Twelve Witches were. One of them could take on a hundred of me. But everyone knows the price of being expelled from the Sect.

They wouldn’t still be stubbornly going on in their old age. Still, after all this time, just maintaining their youthful appearance must take all their strength.”

At Floating Jade, being a hundred years old is the prime of life, full of ambition and potential. In the human world, that’s already a pile of bones buried in the earth.

He added, “Who would waste their power on such a thing?”

“To preserve their strength, some didn’t even keep their youthful looks.”

“That female official named Xi Liu? Looks no older than a teenager.”

Lin Yu pressed her eyes in frustration and spoke the bitter truth:

“Even if we find them, what good does it do? Either their memories are completely gone, or they’re like Su Lingxi—totally uncooperative despite memory loss. What can we do with them?”

“That’s why,” said Sang Chu, “we have to find the one most likely to still remember something.”

Several people’s eyes flickered.

Sang Chu had previously said their team was like a pile of scrap metal—not because they lacked ability, but because their hearts were not united.

Over the past fourteen years, the people of Floating Jade had barely gone out.

Those with any ties to the Twelve Witches were heavily guarded, with no way to act.

Now that demon-hunting was back on the agenda and the Sect’s restrictions were lifted, their team—at least half of whom were related to the Twelve Witches—each had their own thoughts.

Since they were out in the world now, naturally, they wanted to see how the ones they missed had fared. Were they living well?

Happy?

Beyond that, there was little they could do.

The exiled could never go home.

That was Heaven’s decree—no one could defy it.

They longed to meet, but didn’t dare to.

The Twelve Witches were exiled for a great crime.

Though it had been years, the past wasn’t so easily buried.

Now that the matter resurfaced, no one could be at ease.

After all, who knew what would happen once the Twelve Witches and the Lian Xing Formation were found?

Ultimately, those people were not like Su Lingxi.

Su Lingxi was the Imperial Preceptor.

This was Chang’an.

The Emperor was protecting her.

Outside, the night wind still blew.

The windows were shut, making the room feel stifling and airless.

After a long while, Bai Xiao rubbed at the frost-like markings at the corners of his eyes and whispered, “If there’s anyone left who might still remember the past…”

The names of the Twelve Witches flew through everyone’s minds, then paused, zoomed in.

Sang Chu narrowed his eyes, listening to someone pronounce a name, word by word:

“Zhang Jin Zhi.”

“Yes,” he said.

“Zhang Jin Zhi practiced Soul Control. Extracting memories was his specialty.”

Yu Lin’an hadn’t responded yet, when someone nearby, completely lacking tact, suddenly chimed in, “What a pity. I feel like Su Lingxi actually knows the truth. If she had a better grasp of basic arts, she might have learned a bit of Soul Capture too.”

Floating Jade’s spell disciplines were many and highly specialized.

No one practiced dual arts—not because they didn’t want to, but because they couldn’t.

But Incense Art was the origin of all spells.

With it as a foundation, in theory, it was possible.

That theory was proposed by the Grand Archmage, but it had failed utterly.

Her prized pupil Su Lingxi had seemingly poured all her talent and will into Incense Art and couldn’t even master the basics.

The teaching sessions were so disastrous it was enough to break anyone’s spirit.

Even the Third Master, who never pushed anyone and just wanted to nap, was left stressed out when she took over.

Without a grasp of basics, how could she ever touch another branch of magic?

Yu Lin’an shot a glare across the room. Of all things to bring up now—why mention Su Lingxi in front of Ye Zhuxu?

Did he think the two of them hadn’t fought enough yet?

Ye Zhuxu made no other move.

He leaned against the window, gazing outside at the broken, rusty iron trees.

He was recalling Su Lingxi’s earlier expression.

Once the mask of civility forced by necessity was torn away, there was only true rage, coldness, and aggression beneath.

Her eyes hadn’t changed—but the fury in her pupils burned like twin blazing fires, warping even his snow-white reflection.

It seemed he had really destroyed something she deeply cared about.

But it wasn’t enough.

Not nearly enough.

The fury in her eyes should blaze like wildfire, turning into intense hatred—so much so that she would abandon all reason to fight him with everything she had, leave behind everything she now cared about, and go down in flames with him.

That was what he wanted to see.

What he longed for.

So what now, since it’s come to this?

If they were doomed to die together anyway, he didn’t want to be the only one haunted by malice and choked by memories, while Su Lingxi lived on, pure and unburdened.

If they couldn’t love each other, then let hate bind them until death.

In a few days, there would be results from the sword puppets as well.

He really wondered—when the illustrious Imperial Preceptor saw her manor filled with the bloodied corpses of her beloved boys, what expression would she wear?

Would she be angry?

Would she… feel pain?

Ye Zhuxu lowered his gaze for a long while, then quietly rose and walked out.

The tea beside him still swirled gently with its unfurled leaves—untouched.

Sang Chu couldn’t hold it in and called out: “Commander!”

“We’re discussing serious matters.”

“I’m tired,” Ye Zhuxu said calmly, without stopping.

“Tell me tomorrow what you’ve decided.”

Sang Chu inhaled deeply and asked Yu Lin’an, “Was he always like this?”

Yu Lin’an thought for a moment, then said, “This isn’t too bad—he didn’t even tell you to get lost.”

A sense of helplessness welled up in Sang Chu’s heart.

Forcing himself to stay calm, he returned to the earlier point.

“If Su Lingxi had truly cut ties with the Twelve Witches, we can reconsider the Zhang Jin Zhi plan. But if she’s still in contact and knows he may still remember their secrets, then where would she most likely hide him?”

Sang Chu’s trusted subordinate Hua Zhi spoke up:

“Right under her own nose—the safest place.”

And in Chang’an, what’s the most impregnable place of all?

The place guarded by the Dragon Vein and the Imperial Seal.

The Imperial Palace.

Clouds rolled and dispersed, moonlight flowed like water.

Officials of the Great Yin Dynasty would attend court around the fifth watch, before dawn.

It was now the fourth watch, the emperor had just awoken and was washing up.

Su Lingxi paused in her steps, and under the guidance of a maid carrying a lantern, entered a side hall.

Because she had sent word ahead, the side hall was already lit.

Between the beams and eaves, the dougong (interlocking wooden brackets) curved upward like the wings of a giant bird.

There was a plaque with characters, written personally by the emperor: “Jinyu” (Gold and Jade).

Gold and jade symbolize noble quality and virtuous character.

All those serving inside were young male attendants.

One had been waiting outside for a while and quickly stepped forward to bow when he saw Su Lingxi.

“Imperial Preceptor, my lord is expecting you.”

Su Lingxi acknowledged him with a hum, glanced around, and before stepping over the threshold, instructed:

“Everyone out.”

Ordinarily, since this was the inner palace, and Su Lingxi was an external official, they shouldn’t meet in private.

But due to the unusual nature of the relationship between this monarch and her Imperial Preceptor, formalities were often set aside.
Moreover, the emperor had already issued prior orders, so the attendants withdrew swiftly without hesitation.

Despite the intense summer heat, there was no ice basin in the hall, and no one fanned the air.

The bead curtain was half-open, the drapes half-lowered, and a screen embroidered with pines and cranes stood behind.

Two tall bronze lamps, nearly as tall as a person, stood beside the connected cabinets flanking the desk.

As over a dozen flames flickered, the air in the room grew stifling. Yet thick cushions remained on every chair.

Prince Yan, Xue Huai, feared the cold in winter and the heat in summer—he was always sensitive to temperature.

Beneath the lamp’s glow, someone was leaning over a table, meticulously sketching the final details of a city defense plan.

Even when he heard someone enter, his hand remained steady, his eyes never lifting.

He spoke gently:

“Wait a moment. Just a few more strokes.”

Su Lingxi bent one leg and leaned against a bookcase for a while before moving to the window.

“Can I crack the window open a bit?”


“If you want to, go ahead.”

Zhang Jinzhī still didn’t look up, but chuckled at her words.

“I’m not that weak yet.”

“Not yet,” Su Lingxi said with no expression.

“But I heard you were bedridden again recently.”

“Forget it. Don’t open it.” She said, “I’ll be leaving soon anyway.”Zhang Jinzhī put down his brush, set the drawing aside to dry, and walked around the table.

He bent down to retrieve a sachet of incense powder and a small censer from a drawer under the bookcase.
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As he lit the incense, he said:

“It always happens between spring and summer—an old ailment. You know that.”

A pleasant fragrance wafted through the air.

Su Lingxi’s spirit lifted.

Her body, as if guided by instinct, relaxed into a more comfortable posture.

Her shoulders loosened slightly, the tight lines of her frame slackened, and her guarded demeanor eased.

“You came into the palace this late, and even came here—something happen?”

Zhang Jinzhī looked up as he lit the last stick of incense.

The flickering firelight cast a warm orange glow in the inner hall, illuminating Zhang Jinzhī’s face.

He was not weak in build and had a dignified presence, dressed with elegance.

Because the root of his illness wasn’t in his appearance, he didn’t look frail.

His features were steady and reliable, and when he looked at Su Lingxi, it was with a tolerant fondness, like one might show a child.

“It’s not a matter. Just a person.”

Su Lingxi looked down and fiddled with the silver bell at her waist.

The bell was silent no matter how she turned it, as if it had lost its voice.

Only the tassels swayed, giving it some dignity.

“The bell rang.”

Zhang Jinzhī thought for a long while before speaking a name:

“Ye Zhuxu?”

The time had passed so long ago he wasn’t sure, and so his voice carried a note of questioning.

Su Lingxi reluctantly responded with a hum.

She opened her mouth, thought of Ye Zhuxu—his gloomy temperament—and was both stifled and incredulous.

“I don’t think I should like him. He’s not my type.”

Zhang Jinzhī smiled, “Then what is your type?”

“Obedient, sensible, smart, gentle temperament, doesn’t drag me down.”

Su Lingxi rubbed her nose and added without hesitation, “Good-looking.”

Except for the last point, Ye Zhuxu didn’t match a single one.

“The young men the ministers keep sending your way are all like that,” Zhang Jinzhī said gently.

“Still young.”

“Why don’t you like any of them?”

Su Lingxi pressed her lips together and lowered her eyes in annoyance.

Even Zhang Jinzhī hadn’t seen her this conflicted in a long time.

One cannot rise through the ranks by stepping over the doubts of the ministers without true capability.

And once on that path, the rash, imperfect, and immature parts of one’s character are smoothed away by the torrent of responsibility.

This was unavoidable—and a good thing for Su Lingxi.

She put the bell away, letting the decorations at her waist naturally cover the small sphere.

“I just wanted to ask… did I really like him back then?”

Zhang Jinzhī replied, “Of course.”

He paused, looked at her, and asked,

“You suddenly asking this—are you planning to make a move on him?”

“Mm.”

Hearing this, Su Lingxi subconsciously pinched her fingers.

She then calmly stared at the table, not asking what had happened between them, nor why it had come to this.

First, Zhang Jinzhī wouldn’t remember.

His head was filled with thoughts of his wife, Yu Chu, whom he married fifteen years ago.

Second, there was no need. Knowing too much would become a burden.

And she could not resolve the knot between her and Ye Zhuxu under her current identity.

“I wanted to talk to him properly.”

Su Lingxi corrected herself,

“I did talk to him properly. But he’s too arrogant and overbearing.”

“If the soft approach doesn’t work, we’ll try going head-to-head.”

At this, Zhang Jinzhī chuckled and said nothing further.

Once Su Lingxi made a decision, no one could dissuade her.

“There’s one more thing.”

Su Lingxi lifted her chin slightly, looking at the flickering candlewick.

“These days, Floating Jade is likely to start watching you.”

“I guessed as much the moment your messenger arrived.”

He hadn’t expected her to ask about someone else first.

Zhang Jinzhī furrowed his brows slightly, a flood of memories flickering across his mind.

After a while, he exhaled slowly and asked softly,

“So soon?”

“How is that soon?”

Su Lingxi rolled her eyes, took a whiff of the incense, and spoke lazily:

“They should’ve thought of you the first day they hit a wall with me. But instead, they’ve been circling around Xiliu and Danyuan for days. Really, not the brightest bunch.”

Zhang Jinzhī only smiled and didn’t respond.

“You know what to do.”

Seeing the time, Su Lingxi braced an elbow on the table and stood up, seemingly ready to leave.

Before she left, she reminded him:

“They’ll try to play the emotional card. Don’t fall for it.”

Zhang Jinzhī walked a few steps and called after her:

“You came all this way—leaving already? Want to stay for a cup of tea?”

“No. Too many variables on me lately—I’d ruin things.”

Su Lingxi started to leave, then paused, lifted the curtain again, and walked back to him.

Frowning slightly, she said in a low voice:

“I won’t be available for a while. Spend more effort teaching Her Majesty. She’s soft-hearted, easily swayed by nonsense. The world is in chaos from demonic disturbances. We can’t afford more drama in the palace.”

“Alright.”

“And that matter about choosing suitable young men to accompany Her Majesty—bring it up with her too.”

Zhang Jinzhī thought for a while, glanced at her expression, and chose his words carefully.

He casually picked up a scroll nearby and said gently:

“Her Majesty isn’t in a hurry. She says state affairs come first. Besides, she’s still young. I don’t think there’s any rush.”

He added, “A woman choosing a husband—no matter the number—requires careful thought.
Just look at the last one. How troublesome that turned out.”

“Young? Her Majesty is twenty-nine this year. Do you want her to be like you—waiting till a hundred before considering it?”

Su Lingxi snorted, mercilessly poking at his sore spot.

Zhang Jinzhī gave up, spreading his hands to reason with her:

“Such matters—how could I, an outside official, bring them up with Her Majesty? And you, what age are you now? How long have you been alone? Aren’t you worried at all…?If Her Majesty brings you up as an example, what should I say?”

Su Lingxi’s expression darkened.

She thought she had already been punished by having her past memories wiped clean—but Xue Huai…

Su Lingxi looked at her palm; there still seemed to be a trace of coldness lingering there.

She spoke slowly, “I know. You’ve said it many times.”

She wanted to say, but it really has been a long time.

He remembered, but perhaps the one who married him had already forgotten.

In the end, she didn’t say it. Anyone could say such things—but not her.

She was the one who had forgotten.

Zhang Jinzhi couldn’t help but say softly, “And in the end, we will all—”

“Enough, Zhang Jinzhi.”

Su Lingxi cut him off directly.

Her voice was cold, and her expression colder still. Her eyes looked like they were frozen.

“I’ve already tried very hard. There’s really no point in you saying such things again.”

She turned to leave.

Zhang Jinzhi gave a helpless hey and followed her a few steps.

His voice drifted into Su Lingxi’s ears along with the sound of the door closing: “Lingxi… even if someone forgets and hurts the person they love, they’ll still feel pain themselves.”

Before the night wind could blow in, the palace doors were tightly shut by the swift and skilled attendants.

Seeing Su Lingxi emerge from the hall, Xiliu hurried over to greet her.

She called out “My lady,” and got a distracted “Mm” in return.

Sensing that her mistress was likely in a foul mood, she sighed inwardly, wondering if she’d had another fierce argument with Lord Zhang.

Lights were already lit all across the palace. Su Lingxi walked along a narrow path by the palace walls, then ascended to a tall pavilion.

From there, one could overlook most of the ward market and the Imperial City.

The sky was a grim, menacing shade of dark blue—neither fully night nor fully light.

After a moment, Su Lingxi removed the token from her waist and tossed it to Xiliu, coldly giving the order:

“Have them prepare in advance. Open the Forbidden Temple and clear it out.”

Xiliu was briefly stunned.

The Forbidden Temple had been arranged personally by her mistress after leaving Floating Jade.

It was specifically meant to deal with those from Floating Jade.

After this recent period of cooperation with the Northern Court, Xiliu had thought it would never need to be used again.

Xiliu lowered her voice and asked cautiously, “My lady… are we really going to use the Forbidden Temple?”

Su Lingxi replied indifferently, “It was prepared for a reason. There’s no point in keeping it if we don’t use it.”

She didn’t explain more, nor did she seem to be in the mood.

Her figure, wrapped in palace robes, quickly disappeared into the dim corridor of the pavilion.


Xiliu stood there holding the waist token, her fingers tightening around it slightly.

She looked toward the direction Su Lingxi had gone, worry evident in her eyes.

The Forbidden Temple.

Back then, when Su Lingxi returned alone from Floating Jade and entered the imperial court, she had secretly established it on the outskirts of the palace.

No one had dared question it.

Only Xiliu, as her most trusted attendant, knew what was inside—that cold and desolate place sealed with talismans and bound by spiritual formations, constructed from fear, foresight, and deep-seated pain.

If Su Lingxi was reopening it now…

What was she planning?
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After explaining everything that needed to be explained, Su Lingxi ultimately did not go to Qinzhen Hall to see the Emperor.

She took a leave of absence for a few days and wouldn’t attend court unless something major happened.

Everyone knew what the Demon Suppression Bureau was up to, and no one impeached her.

After returning home, she washed up and collapsed into a deep sleep.

When she woke up, she dragged a chair into the courtyard and sat down with pen and paper, sorting through recent events one by one.

The birdcage was open.

Two brightly colored pearl birds stood on her shoulders, one on the left and one on the right.

Their tiny claws stretched and retracted, and they occasionally tucked their heads into their chests, looking like chubby quails.

Su Lingxi hid in the shade of a tree.

Because she wasn’t exerting much strength in her wrist, the strokes of her brush were thin and uneven.

She was still pondering one question: Why do demons gather around the dead? One incident might not mean much, but thinking back, she had encountered at least two such cases recently.

Chen Shang, the young heir of Duke Xuan, had tried a so-called spirit-summoning ritual out of grief for his deceased grandmother, misled by a sorcerer from the Liuyun Sect at Chongque Tower.

This had attracted a Ghost-Faced Skull demon.

Meanwhile, Wei Shixian, the fourth son of the Minister of Rites, claimed his home was haunted, that his entire family had become mentally unstable, and that the deceased imperial son-in-law had returned.

Around that time, Ye Zhuxu suddenly struck and forced three demons out of hiding in the capital.

One of them, ranked in the top twenty—the Dove-Hawk—appeared immediately in Wei Shixian’s former estate and devoured a skull.

Duke Xuan belonged to Prince Yan’s faction; the Minister of Rites was a clean official, a loyalist. The two political parties had no overlap.

Su Lingxi contemplated the demons’ origins.

Demons were formed from the filth of heaven and earth, inherently combative and bloodthirsty.

Logically, they should run amok the moment they were released.

But that was typical of lesser demons—the stronger ones were the ones who hid more thoroughly.

They wouldn’t stay still for no reason.

Nor could they be easily restrained.

If they lay low, it could only mean they were preparing—for one of two things: to grow stronger or to heal themselves.

Since they were born from malicious thoughts, might they also feed on them?

Strong, thick malice.

Ka…

At this thought, Su Lingxi waved to Xiuliu and said, “Have someone investigate the cause and background of the old duchess’s death.”

“Understood.”

“And do it discreetly. Try not to alert anyone.”

She glanced at the ink-stained paper, slowly crumpled it into a ball, and added, “Also, find someone who can clarify the incident with the imperial son-in-law back then. Report it to me.”

Xiuliu tore open two talismans at once and calmly relayed her orders.

After official matters were settled, Su Lingxi played with the two chubby birds on the table.

She leaned forward and tripped one with a finger as it walked past, then casually withdrew her hand, waiting to pluck a tail feather from the other.

Only when both birds retaliated—fluttering their wings and pecking at her—did she stop, rubbing their heads one by one.

As she looked at the sunset sinking in the west, she softly said:

“There’ll be work to do soon.”



Three-quarters past the Hour of the Dog (around 8:45 PM):

Another close female aide, Danyuan, vaulted over the outer wall into the Imperial Mentor’s residence and respectfully reported, “My lord, everything is ready.”

“Good.” Su Lingxi held the veil crown adorned with colorful tassels, looked in the direction of the Demon Suppression Bureau, and said, “Let’s go.”



In the northern courtyard of the Demon Suppression Bureau, quite a few people had followed the scent and wandered in.

Some had detoured to the east and west markets, returning with all sorts of items—jade dew cakes, sheepskin flower pastries, sesame cakes wrapped in bamboo leaves and reed—steaming hot and filled with the fresh scent of plants.

But because of the summer heat, the most popular treat was something called “Su Shan”: shaved ice drizzled with syrup and garnished with herbs and flowers.

Tian Jiangxin finally got the wine he had been craving.

He took a sip, squinted his eyes, and said to Yu Lin’an, “Life in the mortal world isn’t bad at all. It’s quite comfortable.”

Of course.

Tian Shuang could never return.

What else could they say except that it wasn’t bad?

As the sun set like blood, Ye Zhuxu unexpectedly stepped out of his private courtyard.

No one knew where he came from or when he arrived.

Someone’s gaze casually swept over him, then froze and widened in shock.

They set down the sesame cake in their hand, stood up straight, and shouted, “Commander!”

“Mm.”

Ye Zhuxu was waiting for his sword puppet, hands folded calmly in front of him, infinitely patient.

Moments later, a dazzling blade flash suddenly flared in the southern courtyard of the Bureau.

Tian Jiang glanced around and asked, “Another demon?”

Trying to get closer to Su Lingxi, Yu Lin’an had spent time studying the southern courtyard’s rotations and operations, and replied:

“No. Around this time every day, the southern courtyard sends out a demon-hunting team to patrol the city. At night, the Jinwu Guards take over.”

As he finished speaking, Tian Jiang, who had just responded with an “Oh,” suddenly stopped chewing and muttered unclearly, “Something’s off…”

“What is it?”

“I think… someone used a scent-summoning spell?”

As he turned halfway to look outside the courtyard, Bai Xiao was talking to Sang Chu.

At that moment, he too looked up abruptly, didn’t take another sesame cake, scratched his head, and whispered, “Su Lingxi…? Who else could it be?”

Yu Lin’an raised an eyebrow. “You serious?”

“Why would I lie?”

Not far off, Ye Zhuxu’s long-lowered lashes lifted.

He stood silently for two more seconds, until the last light of sunset touched his eyelids.

As if the warmth and flicker startled him, he lifted his sleeve slightly and left—just as silently as he had come.

Yu Lin’an couldn’t help covering his face and rubbing it.

He truly didn’t understand Ye Zhuxu’s fickle emotions, but he could guess the reason he left suddenly—it was concern that Su Lingxi might get hurt.

After all, in her current state, she really shouldn’t be going head-to-head with ferocious demons.

Caring meant he couldn’t let go.

He clearly came to say goodbye, to move on—but the longer this dragged on, the harder it would be when the time truly came.

Thinking about it now, Yu Lin’an’s chest tightened.

“You eat. I’m going to check things out.” Muttering to himself, Yu Lin’an patted Tian Jiang on the shoulder and swiftly vaulted over the wall.



The Forbidden Temple was a dilapidated shrine about twenty li from the National Guardian Temple.

Bamboo forest, Buddha hall, ruined altars, and peeling golden statues of deities came into view in turn.

The air still held a faint scent of past incense, not entirely reeking of rot.

Su Lingxi stood beside a stone in the bamboo grove, holding a lit incense stick.

As Ye Zhuxu stepped in, she was bending down to casually stick it into the soil, letting it quietly burn out.

The incense obviously held no power—or rather, was just a vessel for releasing a trace of aura, meant to attract someone.

Su Lingxi hadn’t meant to attract this particular person.

Using the scent-summoning technique meant she was confronting something.

And since she was in the imperial city, it could only be a demon.

If it were a particularly dangerous demon, she would’ve informed Floating Jade.

Since she hadn’t, it meant she could handle it alone.

If Ye Zhuxu still showed up, it meant he was determined to oppose her—to destroy every demon pearl.

Just a moment ago, she’d been thinking: If he didn’t come, maybe they could still negotiate.

“Commander,” Su Lingxi clapped the dust from her hands, her voice cold and clear, “You still came. How disappointing.”

After finishing what needed to be explained, Su Lingxi ultimately did not go to Qinzhen Hall to meet the Emperor.

She took a few days off and wouldn’t attend court unless something major came up.

Everyone knew what the Demon Suppression Bureau was currently working on, so no one reported her for absence.

After returning to her residence and freshening up, she pulled the covers over her head and slept deeply.

When she woke up, she dragged a chair into the courtyard, sat down with paper and brush in hand, and began to methodically sort through the recent events.

The birdcage had been opened, and two brightly colored pearl birds perched on her shoulders, left and right.

Their tiny claws stretched and curled, and from time to time they tucked their heads into their chests like round little quails.

Su Lingxi sat under the shade of a tree.

Since her wrist lacked strength, the words she wrote with her brush were fine and uneven, not flowing smoothly.

She was still pondering one thing: Why did monsters always gather around the dead? One incident might not mean anything, but thinking carefully, there had already been two such cases she had recently handled.

The young heir of the Duke of Xuan, Chen Shang, had missed his late grandmother and, misled by a sorcerer from the Liuyun Sect, performed a so-called soul-summoning ritual at Chongque Tower.

As a result, he attracted the Ghost-Faced Skull demon.

Then there was the Fourth Young Master Wei Shixian of the Minister of Rites’ household, who claimed the manor was haunted, the whole family mentally disturbed, and that the deceased prince consort had returned home.

Coincidentally, Ye Zhuxu suddenly took action at that time, forcing out three demons hiding in the capital.

One of the top twenty ranked monsters, the Dove-Hawk, upon sensing danger, immediately appeared at the Wei family’s old estate and devoured a skull.

The Duke of Xuan belonged to Prince Yan’s faction; the Minister of Rites was part of the court’s purist officials — two camps with no overlap.

Su Lingxi contemplated the nature of monsters.

Monsters were beings formed from the filth of heaven and earth, naturally violent and bloodthirsty.

They should, by nature, unleash chaos the moment they were released.

But that was the behavior of lesser demons; the stronger a monster was, the more hidden it tended to be.

They wouldn’t remain quiet for no reason, nor could they be truly tamed.

If they were lying low, it could only mean they were preparing for something — either to become stronger or to heal themselves.

Since they were born from wicked thoughts, could it be they also fed on such thoughts?

Powerful, concentrated wicked thoughts.

Ka…

Thinking of this, Su Lingxi waved at Xiuliu.

“Have someone investigate the cause and background of the Duke of Xuan’s old madam’s death.”

“Yes.”

“Be discreet. Try not to alert anyone.”

She glanced at the ink-stained paper, slowly crumpled it into a ball, and added, “Also, have someone find out the full story behind the prince consort’s death and report back to me.”

Xiuliu activated two talismans at once and calmly issued her orders.

After handling business, Su Lingxi leaned over the table to play with the two fat birds.

When one walked past, she solemnly stretched out a finger to trip it, then casually withdrew her hand, waiting for a chance to pluck one of their tail feathers.

Only when both birds began pecking at her in protest did she ease up, ruffling each of their heads.

Watching the sunset glow sinking westward, she softly murmured, “There’ll be work soon.”

Third quarter of the Hour of the Dog.

Another close maid, Danyuan, scaled the outer wall into the Imperial Preceptor’s estate and respectfully said, “My lady, everything is ready.”

“Good.” Su Lingxi picked up her veiled hat with rainbow-colored tassels, looked toward the Demon Suppression Bureau, and said, “Let’s go.”

In the northern courtyard of the bureau, many had come out, drawn by the scent in the air.

Some wandered to the east and west markets, returning with all sorts of items — jade dew balls, lamb-skin flower pastries, and glutinous cakes on bamboo leaves and plantain — all steaming hot, but due to the heat, the most popular treat was something called “crushed frost,” finely shaved ice topped with sweet syrup and flower petals.

Tian Jiangxin finally got the wine he had been craving.

He took a sip, squinting contentedly, and remarked to Yu Lin’an, “Honestly, living in the mortal world isn’t so bad — it’s quite pleasant.”

Of course it was.

Tian Shuang could never go back.

What else could he say besides “not bad”?

As the sun set like blood, Ye Zhuxu, in a rare move, stepped out of his small courtyard.

No one knew where he came from or when he arrived.

Someone only noticed him because their gaze brushed past and then jerked back in surprise, putting down their sesame cake, standing straight, and shouting, “Commander.”

“Mm.”

Ye Zhuxu was waiting for a sword puppet, hands calmly folded before him, waiting with remarkable patience.

A moment later, a mighty flash of blade light came from the southern courtyard of the bureau.

Tian Jiang glanced around.

“Another demon attack?”

Because he wanted to get close to Su Lingxi, Yu Lin’an had memorized the southern bureau’s patrol schedules and replied, “No. Around this time each day, a demon-hunting squad is dispatched to patrol the city. The Jinwu Guards take over at night.”

Just as he spoke, Tian Jiang, who had just replied with an “Oh,” suddenly froze mid-bite and mumbled, “That’s not right…”

“What is it?”

“I think I sensed… incense magic?”

Turning halfway to look out of the courtyard, Bai Xiao — who had been talking to Sang Chu — suddenly looked up too.

He didn’t take another piece of cake.

Scratching his head, he lowered his voice and said, “Su Lingxi… who else could it be?”

Yu Lin’an raised an eyebrow.

“You serious?”

“Why would I lie?”

Not far off, Ye Zhuxu’s usually lowered lashes lifted slightly.

He stood silently for two more breaths, until the final ray of sunset brushed his eyelids.

As if disturbed by its warmth and specks of light, he raised his sleeve slightly, then quietly left — just as silently as he had come.

Yu Lin’an rubbed his face and sighed.

He didn’t fully understand Ye Zhuxu’s contradictory emotions, but he could guess why he had left — he was worried Su Lingxi might get hurt.

After all, in her current state, she really shouldn’t be fighting vicious monsters anymore.

Caring means you haven’t let go.

He had clearly come to say goodbye, to let go — and the longer this dragged on, the harder the final parting would be.

Thinking about it now, Yu Lin’an’s chest felt tight.

“You go ahead and eat. I’ll check it out.” Muttering under his breath, Yu Lin’an patted Tian Jiang’s shoulder and swiftly vaulted over the wall.

The Forbidden Temple was a dilapidated little shrine twenty miles from the Guardian Temple.

Bamboo groves, crumbling Buddha statues, fading altars, and flaking golden paint on the deities — all appeared in turn.

The air still held a faint scent of old incense ashes, masking the rot.

Su Lingxi stood beside a stone slab in the bamboo grove, lighting a stick of incense.

When Ye Zhuxu stepped into the area, she was just bending down to stick it into the soil.

The incense was clearly powerless — just a hollow shell to release her aura and draw someone here.

Su Lingxi didn’t want him to come.


Using incense magic meant she was fighting something.

Since it was within the imperial city, everyone knew it had to be a demon.

If it was a tough one, she would have informed Floating Jade.

Since she didn’t, it meant she believed she could handle it.

If Ye Zhuxu still came, it could only mean he truly intended to oppose her — to destroy all the demon orbs.

Just a moment ago, she had still been thinking — if he didn’t show up, maybe they could negotiate.

“Commander.”

Su Lingxi clapped the dust off her hands, her voice cool and detached.

“You still came. What a disappointment.”

The bamboo path was covered in fallen leaves.

Bamboo leaves turn yellow in a day and brittle in two; once stuck together on the ground, stepping on them made a sound like cracking ice.



 
  Chapter 19: The Forbidden Seal





Over the course of fourteen years, Su Lingxi returned to Fuyu three times as an envoy of the Human Emperor.

The first return was in the third year after she had left.

Very few people knew about it.

To avoid suspicion, even the Grand Hierarch did not meet her in person.

It wasn’t until news from the mortal world reached Fuyu and was confirmed that people realized it was true.

Su Lingxi had returned to seek medicine for the young emperor Xue Huai, who was on the throne at the time.

This caused a great uproar in Fuyu.

Many knew of Xue Huai and Xue Hui.

A few years prior, the old emperor had died, and three royal princes died mysteriously one after another.

After the turmoil, only this pair of siblings remained of the imperial bloodline.

In principle, Fuyu was not supposed to interfere in mortal affairs, but because of its duty to support the royal family, and after much deliberation, the elders followed a certain command and took in the two siblings to shield them from their enemies.

After all, the Dragon Vein and the Imperial Seal would not recognize anyone else.

If a new emperor seized the throne, it would take at least six or seven years to gain their acknowledgment.

But the mortal world was in chaos, with all factions vying for power and the land fragmented.

There was no one who could stabilize the situation for so long.

As the wars intensified, the killing grew fiercer.

Things were so chaotic that Fuyu had to step in to protect the last two heirs of the royal bloodline.

They were of legitimate descent, recognized by many loyal ministers and generals, and accepted by the Dragon Vein and the Imperial Seal.

They were the ones who could most quickly take control and end the turmoil.

No one expected that, after bringing them in, rumors would spread that “Heaven’s Punishment” had descended.

From Chang’an in the mortal world to Wusha in Fuyu, everyone knew about it.

For various reasons, the siblings stayed in Fuyu for over half a year.

Su Lingxi, as a future member of the Twelve Witches, had already been named and began taking on related responsibilities early.

With a high status and bold nature, she loved making friends.

At that time, she was responsible for taking care of the prince and princess.

Ye Zhuxu often heard stories about them—how the prince was poisoned and in poor health, how the princess was timid and always cried at trouble.

Along with these, Su Lingxi would also chatter about various curiosities from the mortal world—rebellious generals, hot-tempered ministers, alchemy-obsessed emperors, and the three major sects constantly compared with Fuyu.

Every day when she returned, it was as if there was a line written above her head: “Today, I learned so many new things.”

When she mentioned other men too often, Ye Zhuxu would turn her face back toward him and ask, “Does the prince know about us?”

She never hesitated: “Of course.”

Then she’d laugh.

Every time she talked about this, she couldn’t help but smile.

For her, bringing back a thorny and difficult beauty was somehow more satisfying than earning the title of a Twelve Witch early.

Su Lingxi had always been a standout at the academy, and after leaving Cangwu, she became the center of attention in all of Fuyu.

Ye Zhuxu became the dangerous yet charming beauty standing behind her.

Both were very content with their roles.

After learning why she had returned, Ye Zhuxu thought about it countless times.

Even those sweet memories from the past were reexamined with suspicion—like her unhidden curiosity about the mortal world, or her tone when speaking about the poisoned prince.

Did it contain a trace of pity?

A flicker of affection?

He became so pitiful that he turned into a paranoid madman haunted by memories.

The Imperial Seal symbolizes the sovereign status of the Human Emperor.

Anyone without imperial blood must earn its recognition slowly over six or seven years.

Therefore, the person who shared this half of the seal couldn’t be Xue Hui.

The answer was obvious.

In the Forbidden Temple, the hem of Su Lingxi’s sleeve fluttered as if stirred by an invisible wind.

The half of the Imperial Seal she held had been one of the conditions for supporting Xue Huai’s ascension.

As her incense magic waned, it gradually became her real trump card.

With Zhang Jinzhi beginning to move, this card would inevitably be revealed to Fuyu.

But to reveal it so soon, and to this person—her mood soured.

After hearing those words, she paused.

After a moment, Su Lingxi couldn’t help but move her lips: “Even the ministers in the Taiji Hall obsessed with impeaching me don’t have such an imagination.”

If she and Xue Huai had kindled some forbidden bond, what role would Xue Hui even play?

The worst people could say was that she betrayed Xue Huai’s trust and grace.

But to accuse her of anything else—this was a first.

Ye Zhuxu’s steps briefly paused.

Amid the flowing symbols, he focused solely on reading her expression.

After a while, he lifted his lashes.

“Is that so?”

Unclear whether he believed it or not.

Or perhaps, he was telling himself that whether it was true or not had long ceased to matter.

He asked Su Lingxi, who had always stood on the opposite side: “What do you think I should choose?”

“I’ve gone to such lengths to sincerely invite the Commander to settle things. My intentions should be clear.”

Su Lingxi offered him this way out and added, “Smart people don’t need others to give advice, nor do they do things that harm themselves.”

To give choices and throw harsh words at the same time—this was a first for her.

“What if I don’t?”

Su Lingxi didn’t say more: “Then we fight.”

As her words fell, the atmosphere in the Forbidden Temple grew incredibly tense.

The surrounding runes flickered dim and bright like someone breathing.

Ye Zhuxu’s fingers brushed past green bamboo and the grass by the embankment—like strokes of still-wet ink, easily smudged into vague outlines.

He crouched, the black satin of his robe folding gently on the ground, and with his fingertip, extinguished Su Lingxi’s still-burning incense stick.

“Alright.” Ye Zhuxu nodded, his voice calm, accepting her proposal: “Then we fight.”

The next moment, a tremendous sword aura burst from him, instantly tearing apart the gentle facade he wore—the illusion of being sickly and easygoing.

He stepped forward into the formation, now facing an all-out assault.

The suppression the Imperial Seal imposed on Fuyu’s spells was no joke.

Even going all out, one would lose half their strength.

No one wanted to experience that frustration.

As a clear, resonant cry rang out, his sword Jingmie was drawn.

Ye Zhuxu grasped it, the cold sword energy splitting through incoming runes.

Almost without thinking, he picked a path to break through.

At the end of the path stood Su Lingxi.

She stood at the top of the tower, watching everything below. In a certain moment, she concealed all emotion and gracefully descended toward the center of Ye Zhuxu’s sword light.

With her move, the sun and moon appeared together in the Forbidden Temple.

The blazing summer sun hung in the sky, scorching everything.

The air turned into heatwaves, then molten lava, surging to engulf the sword light.

Jingmie had endless transformations—Su Lingxi had experienced it the first night she met him, but this time, she felt it more clearly.

The towering ancient temple shimmered in the sword light.

Twelve sword puppets, wrapped in chains, roared through the runes.

Only Su Lingxi was allowed into the defense circle.

This was her domain, where she was the strongest.

She slipped in like a fish, confronting Ye Zhuxu face-to-face, relentlessly dismantling his attacks, clearly aiming to kill.

“I’ve always hated stubborn people.”

She struck him with a palm and added, “Now I hate them even more.”

“What then?”

Ye Zhuxu’s palm throbbed with pain.

His sword and palm strike were suppressed, yet he didn’t care.

He shifted his blade an inch and pushed forward.

As the brilliant sword light rang out, he said in a low, steady tone, its meaning unclear: “I was born stubborn.”

Always too stubborn to change.

Always unwilling to let go, even if it means being shattered.

Su Lingxi said nothing.

She crushed a sword aura, grabbed a sword puppet charging at her, and wrapped it with its own chains.

As it shattered and returned to the temple to regenerate, she praised: “Nice sword.”

Ye Zhuxu’s fingertip bled bright red.

He carelessly flicked the blood away and, hearing her words, couldn’t help but smile, recalling a very interesting moment:

“Do you know why I tamed it?”

It was the fourth year after Su Lingxi left.

Ye Zhuxu had been trapped in the matter of Su Lingxi returning to Fuyu to seek medicine for Xue Huai for an entire year.

He had no sense of security, his personality obsessive and repressed.

When Su Lingxi was around, everyone in Fuyu knew about their relationship.

Even then, he couldn’t help repeatedly confirming her love for him.

After she left, the darkness inside him fully erupted—any small rumor about her would hit him so hard it felt like his scalp was bleeding.

Retrieving Jingmie was indeed risky, but he couldn’t afford to wait year after year anymore.

At that time, Ye Zhuxu and Jingmie were not a good match.

His spiritual body had flaws, and during the time Su Lingxi was gone, he had completely purged himself of years of study and practice in dark arts, making his soul clean and pure, without a trace of filth—wanting to become someone worthy of standing beside a future Twelve Witch.

The murderous aura of Jingmie didn’t take kindly to him.

So, he decided not to return.

That’s what he told Yu Lin’an, and it was what he told himself.

Even on the brink of death, he couldn’t let go.

The one person he couldn’t bear to lose—where was she now?

Had she already let go of this relationship as a matter of course?

Jingmie was forcibly taken by Ye Zhuxu, and for that, he nearly died.

During another clash, Ye Zhuxu lightly traced his bleeding fingers across Su Lingxi’s palm—a motion full of killing intent.

And he indeed said:

“To kill you.”

Su Lingxi had heard enough of these mocking, heavily provocative words.

After exchanging a few blows, she stood still and upright, reining in the frustration in her chest, lifted her eyes and, with a flick of her long fingers, severed the bell from her waist.

She held the bell in her hand—trembling from the powerful force she’d endured—and fiddled with it a few times, returning his words with an even harsher, more excessive tone:

“You hate me this much, yet you were with me back then?”

“What’s past is past. Why do you care who I’m with now?”

Then she asked:

“Commander, what exactly are you thinking?”

By then, the Forbidden Temple had reached its maximum charge.

The setting sun melted across the sky, moonlight surged like a divine tide.

All the runes gathered around Su Lingxi formed a massive, awe-inspiring pattern—an imperial seal.

Its crimson lines were drawn with blood and could easily determine life or death.

But this Su Lingxi wasn’t the real one—she was also an energy projection, her robes and sleeves heavy with dense power dragging downward.

Ye Zhuxu’s gaze shed all disguise, his expression truly dark and filled with killing intent.

He stared at the silver bell in her hand and listened to her triple questioning.

The knuckles on the hand gripping Jingmie turned pale from tension.

He looked around at the sealed paths behind him, then back at Su Lingxi’s cold and silent threat—as if to say: the offer to leave still stands, the past can be let go, and there’s no need to entangle further.

“Then—”

Ye Zhuxu let out a dry, sarcastic laugh, his Adam’s apple bobbing:

“All swords—strike at once.”

With those words, everything inside Jingmie shattered: temples, steps, sword puppets, and chains—all broke apart. Inside the Forbidden Temple, the sky and earth vanished.

There was no sun, no moon, only a massive imperial seal emanating dangerous energy and countless long swords soaked in blood, now seemingly alive.

As this change occurred, blood began to seep from Ye Zhuxu’s exposed skin.

A thousand swords launched simultaneously—as if they had pierced through his own body before being released.

His bones, under immense pressure, now bore the brunt of an overwhelming attack, and inevitably, he was injured.

He swallowed the metallic taste in his throat.

The two attacks collided violently.

At the heart of the impact, Ye Zhuxu neither dodged nor avoided.

He reached out and grabbed Su Lingxi, with such force that the veins bulged at his knuckles.

This Su Lingxi was the strongest offensive rune in the Forbidden Temple.

Her lower body had already merged with the imperial seal, leaving only her vivid features still visible.

He placed his hand on the back of her head, forcefully pulling her closer.

It was an incredibly intimate pose—eyes locked, noses touching, breaths brushing against each other, the faint scent of blood lingering between them.

For some reason, Su Lingxi didn’t dodge.

She used the moment to take a deep look at him.

Explosions from the impact burst around them in waves.

Ye Zhuxu remained still.

He reached out a hand; his sleeve was damp with blood and darkened.

His cold fingers pressed against the corner of her eye.

Even if this wasn’t her true form, the muscle at the edge of her eye still trembled uncontrollably—slightly, but unmistakably.

Her eyes were stained red by his touch—slowly, one stroke at a time—as if they, too, were sharing in the pain he had endured for all these years.

But it wasn’t the same.

Ye Zhuxu knew the expression of someone driven to the edge by pain.

He exhaled a hot breath and said:

“Su Lingxi, you’ve underestimated the hatred between us. To me—it’s unsolvable.”

Ye Zhuxu withdrew his hand, pointing at his own chest, helpfully indicating the target for her:

“Come on. This is your last chance.”

Give him a true, fatal blow.

Make him remember the lesson once more.

Let this heart, pierced by her blade, never forget—forever.

Thinking this, Ye Zhuxu unexpectedly felt a strange anticipation—one twisted and intertwined with pain.

“Lingxi,” he leaned close, his bleeding lips brushing her ear, calling her as sweetly as he once did:

“After today, show me what you’re truly capable of. Right now, I really, really want to die with you.”

Outside the Forbidden Temple, Su Lingxi stood on the high observation platform.

She closed her eyes, and across the rising flames, across a dozen miles, she could feel the overwhelming pressure crawling across her skin.



When Yu Lin’an finally arrived, he was greeted by the apocalyptic battle inside the Forbidden Temple.

He turned and saw Su Lingxi, lips pressed coldly together, clenching her fists—clearly enraged.

He gasped and stumbled over in panic, crying out:

“What’s going on? What’s going on… Su Lingxi, don’t—he came because he was afraid you’d be hurt. He came straight out of seclusion, his spirit barely stable!”

She had once treated Ye Zhuxu like a carefully tended flower—not even saying a bad word about him, let alone laying a hand on him.

Now she was ready to fight and kill at the slightest provocation.

How could she be so ruthless?


Su Lingxi harshly pushed him aside, her tone sharp with fury:

“Get out of my way.”

Yu Lin’an’s mind went blank for a second.

Inside the Forbidden Temple, the rune form of Su Lingxi altered the course of the final strike at the last second—missing Ye Zhuxu’s heart by inches, plunging instead deep into his right shoulder.
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Dan Yuan and Xi Liu stood closely on either side of the watchtower, not leaving even a step of distance.

Seeing the situation unfold, they both stepped forward—one subtly blocking the way, the other softly and gently asking a question—to separate Yu Lin’an from Su Lingxi.

The wind at this time of year, whether in the early morning or deep night, still carried the heat of summer.

Just a touch on the eyelids could easily bring out a thin layer of sweat, mixed with a stinging burn.

Su Lingxi expressionlessly raised her hand to wipe the skin below the brow bone at the corner of her eye, trying to erase the lingering sensation from where another person’s fingers had pressed earlier.

Her gaze pierced straight through the ruins of the Forbidden Temple, now collapsed under swordlight.

She caught sight of a rune passing through Ye Zhuxu’s shoulder, embedding into his flesh and bones.

A brilliant red bloomed and soaked into the black sleeve, then quickly flowed down his wrist like a small stream, dripping.

He pressed the wound and met her gaze.

His eyes lifted slightly, pain mixed with a hint of surprise, and a smirk that seemed both mocking and amused—as if to say, “I gave you a chance. Why here?”

A miss.

Indeed, it shouldn’t have been just there.

Seeing the unreadable expression on her face and her silence, Xi Liu didn’t dare interrupt.

But the matter was urgent, so she leaned in and whispered, “My lady, His Majesty summons you to the palace.”

Su Lingxi forced down a surge of burning emotions, closed her eyes briefly, and when she spoke, her voice was slightly hoarse. “Understood.”

Things had escalated to this degree—something she hadn’t foreseen.

But there was no need to say more now.

She bypassed Yu Lin’an and descended the watchtower.

Seeing this, Yu Lin’an’s mind swirled with question marks.

Heaven knows, he really just came to watch the commotion.

In his head, the worst-case scenario was Su Lingxi fighting some monster—he never imagined he’d stumble into something this absurd.

If he had known, he definitely wouldn’t have come alone.

He should’ve dragged Sang Chu along at the very least.

Yu Lin’an sighed to the heavens and resignedly ran down the watchtower, straight into the shattered ruins of the Forbidden Temple.

At the fourth quarter of the Xu hour (around 9:45 PM), Su Lingxi entered the palace.

A palace maid approached to light her way, the glazed lantern casting a clear, steady glow that paused at the doors of Mingzhang Hall.

No one spoke.

Unusually, even this woman—who hadn’t inquired about the Emperor’s health or whereabouts lately—carried an unusually heavy air.

The long-serving maid who usually attended to Xue Hui couldn’t help glancing at Xi Liu, who pursed her lips in a silent warning: Don’t speak.

“My lady,” the maid said softly at the hall’s threshold, lowering her eyes.

“His Majesty is waiting for you.”

Su Lingxi stepped into Mingzhang Hall.

Mingzhang was the Emperor’s bedchamber, with five sections symbolizing imperial supremacy.

The eaves and ornate brackets were lined with beast figures on the roof ridge, and beneath them hung wind chimes shaped like startled birds.

Inside, the hall’s beams were made of nanmu wood, the floor paved with golden bricks—majestic and austere.

A cool curtain of pearl beads was lifted ahead of her by the maid, leading all the way to the imperial study and the Emperor’s desk.

The desk was neatly stacked with memorials and bamboo scrolls.

Inkstones, rice paper, and calligraphy samples were placed to the side.

A figure hunched over the desk, writing in silence.

The hall was so still, not even a sound could be heard.

Su Lingxi lowered her gaze, bowed with hands clasped.

“Greetings, Your Majesty.”

Xue Hui put down the brush.

Immediately, a maid stepped forward to support her arm and brought a wide chair.

She said, “Teacher.”

Xue Hui had been on the throne for over three years.

Her demeanor, voice, appearance, and even clothing preferences had all shifted dramatically from her time as a princess.

She now wore a bright yellow upper robe with clearly embroidered coiling dragons along the collar, and a dark red gauze skirt with dense script stitched into the fabric.

In the first two years, she would purse her lips unconsciously to appear more dignified, fearing she wouldn’t command enough authority.

But now, her expressions had hardened by habit.

Though her features were delicate, a single glance carried natural authority.

This “Teacher” was no longer spoken with hesitation.

“Your Majesty summoned me so late—what is the matter?”

Su Lingxi sat in the Grand Tutor’s chair.

Though she hadn’t entered the Forbidden Temple, she felt as if her palms and fingers were soaked in warm, sticky blood.

She couldn’t stop herself from frowning.

“There is no urgent matter in the palace. Please be at ease, Teacher.”

Xue Hui and her brother Xue Huai resembled their mother more—gentle and beautiful features—but once on the throne, that softness was completely overshadowed by the emperor’s crown and dragon robes.

She looked at Su Lingxi and said, “I sensed the movement of the State-Stabilizing Seal.”

“It’s been a long time since you last fought someone, Teacher.”

They sat across from each other at the imperial desk, both with poised, upright posture.

Their presence was equally composed.

This was the student Su Lingxi had personally trained—teaching her how to suppress tears and fear, how to walk calmly from the princess’s residence to the imperial court.

So, when Su Lingxi saw inquiry in those eyes, her first reaction wasn’t wariness—but pride.

“There was some friction with that side,” Su Lingxi said. “It won’t affect relations between Floating Jade and the mortal world. Your Majesty needn’t worry.”

When Su Lingxi acted, Xue Hui had no doubt in her.

Since the demon broke through the Heavenly Pillar, her Imperial Mentor had rarely attended morning court.

Their meetings had grown less frequent, and minor matters had been transferred from the Tutor’s desk to the imperial one.

This was a sign of relinquishing power.

She had no interest in it anyway.

But Xue Hui was more concerned about other matters.

After a moment of thought, she asked gently, “Earlier today, palace servants reported that preparations were being made for Zhang Jin to leave the palace. Does Teacher intend for him to depart soon?”

“Yes.”

Su Lingxi raised her brows slightly, already knowing what Xue Hui truly wanted to ask tonight, using the seal’s disturbance as a pretense.

“Bringing him here wouldn’t change your mind. He couldn’t persuade you—if anything, you’d use me to shut him up. Useless like this, what’s the point of keeping him here as some sort of temple idol?”

Her sarcastic tone eased the previously tense atmosphere.

Xue Hui’s eyes curved slightly in amusement.

“By next spring, there’ll be no need for Teacher to speak. I will naturally issue the decree for a grand selection. But now—monsters roam freely, the whole country is on edge—it’s not the right time.”

“A ruler who places the state above all else—that’s a good thing.”

Su Lingxi offered rare praise.

Xue Hui’s gaze softened.

She was twenty-nine now.

Her life had been almost equally split into two halves.

The first fourteen years were spent as a carefree princess, the apple of the royal eye.

Then, at fourteen, her father died, the royal family collapsed, and chaos engulfed the land.

She and her brother went into exile, hunted by rebels, poisoned by servants, with daily bloodshed and screams.

Until they were brought to Floating Jade.

There, she met Su Lingxi.

Back then, she wasn’t emperor, and Su Lingxi wasn’t her teacher.

They were friends.

Su Lingxi had many strange friends—some flew in from the sky, others surfaced from underground, and some even rode in on fish.

They’d wave to her from outside the courtyard pool, calling her name with cupped hands.

Su Lingxi would pluck fruit from the tree and toss it without looking.

A moment later, a surprised yelp would always follow.

Once the guests were gone, Su Lingxi would climb back onto the tree in the courtyard.

She liked resting or chatting with her head against the trunk.

But resting that way, she couldn’t see their faces—so she’d lie flat on the branch and talk.

If Xue Hui timidly looked up, Su Lingxi would hop down and ask, “Wanna go up?”

Xue Hui, pampered for years, had ridden palanquins and carriages—but never climbed a tree.

She froze, didn’t refuse, and instinctively asked, “How?”

Su Lingxi glanced at her and said naturally, “I’ll carry you.”

Fifteen-year-old Xue Hui gaped, eyes wide.

She didn’t quite understand what “I’ll carry you up” meant.

But in the next moment, Su Lingxi supported her back with one hand, slid the other under her knees, and lifted her in one swift motion.

Before she could react, her body felt light—she was already up in the tree.

She quickly grabbed the nearest branch.

Su Lingxi stood one-legged on a slim branch like it was nothing, leaned over, and unhooked the ornament on Xue Hui’s hairpin.

Then she smoothed out Xue Hui’s beautiful gauze skirt like flower petals, letting it drape down to her ankles…

Xue Huai didn’t join their conversations, but he often came out to drink his medicine.

He was heavily poisoned.

When the poison flared up, he would vomit, convulse, twitch, and faint.

He lacked energy all year round, with ashen lips and hollowed eyes.

Back then, they were all still young.

Drinking so much medicine was bound to be bitter, and long silences inevitably bred loneliness.

As time went on, Xue Huai began spending more and more time in the courtyard.

Su Lingxi usually came during the day and left at night.

After they became familiar, seeing Xue Huai suffering in the wind, she would sometimes ask if he wanted to join her up in the tree to listen.

Xue Hui was startled, unable to imagine her imperial brother being carried up a tree by Su Lingxi.

But before she could object in panic, Su Lingxi herself said:

“But I can only lift you up. My beloved has a sharp nose—if he smells the medicine, he’ll ask me about it and get sulky.”

In the end, Xue Huai still went up the tree—carried by his shoulders by Su Lingxi.

They all knew who the “beloved” Su Lingxi referred to was.

She was young, but knew deeply how to love.

Everyone in the world, regardless of gender, knew who held the place by her side.

They had also seen Ye Zhuxu before.

He would sometimes appear, quietly standing outside the pond, without giving any signal or saying a word, yet Su Lingxi would always sense his arrival immediately.

One time, she had leaves covering her face as she napped, but suddenly sat up, still dazed, and instinctively stepped on a certain point on the treetop and floated off.

Xue Huai and Xue Hui hid in the tree, secretly watching her “beloved.”


Yu Lin’an often complained outside that her “beloved” was thorny and violent, hitting people in the water mirror without care, sometimes nearly killing them.

But the first time the siblings met Ye Zhuxu, they thought he was extremely gentle.

Perhaps it was only in front of Su Lingxi.

He wore a pure black long silk robe that trailed on the ground.

When Su Lingxi burrowed into his arms, he would cover her entirely with his sleeves, revealing only her round, smiling face.

Later, Xue Hui understood that this was the posture of someone treasuring his most precious possession, filled with possessiveness.

But at the time, all she noticed were his sharp eyes, and how breathtaking he looked when he lightly shrugged his shoulders and smiled.
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No wonder Su Lingxi always called him “my beauty.”

Later, to make it easier to climb trees, Xue Hui took off her elaborate hair ornaments and changed her dress for a loose, dashing night outfit.

Later still, when Xue Huai fell seriously ill and Fuyu refused to give the antidote, Su Lingxi didn’t say anything out loud, but quietly pulled her beloved to enter the Fuyu water mirror in search.

Then came the rumors of “Heaven’s Punishment” (Tianzhu).

The world was in panic.

Xue Huai’s body could no longer endure it.

Xue Hui cried and begged Su Lingxi to open a door for them, so they could meet the divine doctor the old imperial faction had found—just long enough to cure Xue Huai and return.

Fearing her hesitation, Xue Huai said the divine doctor could also cure Su Lingxi’s mother’s illness.

Su Lingxi went to seek the Twelve Witches.

They gave her a token allowing access.

The emperor’s old faction waited at the boundary between the human realm and Fuyu.

They brought out the National Seal, knocked the siblings unconscious, and took them back to Chang’an.

The siblings broke their promise to Su Lingxi.

They didn’t know if she would be punished for it.

And just like that, they left Fuyu—and finally escaped it.

Later, Su Lingxi followed the Twelve Witches to the human realm to handle some assigned tasks.

But a major incident occurred—many of the twelve died or were gravely wounded, and none could return.

Su Lingxi remained in the mortal world.

When she appeared before Xue Huai and Xue Hui again, they didn’t reminisce—only negotiated.

She said she wanted half of the National Seal, the best divine doctor in Chang’an, and the most expensive medicinal ingredients from the royal treasury. 

In exchange, she would remain in court, help Xue Huai secure control of the Dragon Vein and the National Seal, and eliminate all obstacles for him.

The term was fifteen years.

She solidified the kingdom for Xue Huai, quelled rebellions, and even returned to Fuyu to obtain dragon breath to stabilize his foundation.

Later, Xue Huai blinked—and ten years had passed since his ascension, ruling over all lands. Su Lingxi began to forget some things.

She never mentioned wanting to return to Fuyu, never brought up what she’d do after the fifteen years, and gradually took the role of Chief Minister as her true duty.

Aside from governing, her greatest worry was the crystal coffins resting in the three great sects.

The people inside had not awakened for years, barely alive.

Su Lingxi went to great lengths to keep them breathing.

Only a few people knew this.

It was this very year, when Su Lingxi was on the verge of forgetting, that Xue Huai’s old lie was exposed.

The divine doctor could not cure Su Lingxi’s mother.

Before they even left Fuyu, Xue Huai had already asked through talismans.

But he still told Su Lingxi otherwise.

It was Xue Huai who ordered the National Seal to be sent, and it was by his command that the siblings were knocked out and taken.

He had plotted against Su Lingxi.

Perhaps the tragedy that befell the Twelve Witches was also tied to their escape.

Thus began an unprecedented, irreconcilable conflict between sovereign and subject.

Su Lingxi deposed the emperor and placed Xue Hui on the throne.

Later… up to now, Xue Hui once again heard Ye Zhuxu’s name—from an incident where Xue Huai, strangely, sent a youth to Su Lingxi.

It was also tonight—when Su Lingxi used the National Seal against her beloved.

Old lovers reunited—it had become such a heartbreaking affair.

Xue Hui fell silent for a long time, until the light of the Nine-Dragon Glazed Gold Lantern flickered in her eyes, and she finally spoke again:

“Teacher intends to send Zhang Jin Zhi into the Demon Suppression Division, to interact with people from Fuyu?”

Su Lingxi didn’t answer.

No answer meant yes.

“You’re going to re-investigate what happened fourteen years ago?” Xue Hui rose, frowning. The golden dragon embroidered on her sleeve seemed to come alive, fierce and awe-inspiring. “The matter of ‘Heaven’s Punishment’?”

“Your Majesty, some things must be done.”

The emperor stood.

Su Lingxi also stood smoothly, stepping aside and speaking with a clear voice:

“Fourteen years ago, the prophecy of ‘Heaven’s Punishment’ spread across the land. It foretold a great calamity starting in the human realm fifteen years later—caused by ‘Heaven’s Punishment,’ leaving corpses across the world.”

“And this year, the Heavenly Pillar collapsed, demons appeared, unrest spreads across the land, and even the royal city is unsteady.”

These events keep happening, with no end.

The demon-slaying teams can only react passively, bound to reach their limits.

From any perspective, finding the root cause is crucial.

Fuyu likely thinks the same.

Xue Hui asked: “Everything began with ‘Heaven’s Punishment’?”

“That’s what Heaven says.”

“But back then, even the Twelve Witches failed…” Xue Hui trailed off.

Right.

Su Lingxi had also promised them fifteen years.

What the Twelve Witches failed to accomplish—if they now achieved it through the powers of Fuyu and the imperial court—perhaps it could redeem them.

Even if they could never return to Fuyu, maybe they could one day leave those crystal coffins, whole and alive, and live a long life again.

Maybe this had always been what Su Lingxi was waiting for.

Xue Hui finally gave in.

She looked at Su Lingxi and said:

“The palace and Fuyu can support each other at critical moments. But otherwise, I hope we keep to our own boundaries, like well water not disturbing river water.”

Fuyu taking in the royal siblings under the guise of “care,” when it was actually imprisonment—this remained a thorn in the hearts of both human emperors.

Su Lingxi nodded. “As Your Majesty commands.”

After a pause, she added, “The Ministry of Personnel may be involved with demons. It may also connect to the former prince consort’s case. I wish to request a verbal warrant to investigate in advance.”

“Approved.”

The ruins of the collapsed forbidden temple gradually faded into shadow as night fell, dissolving into nothing.

The summer breeze blew, leaving no trace of the fierce battle that had taken place here.

Only Ye Zhuxu’s blood and injuries remained real.

Yu Lin’an, flustered, fumbled for medicine.

He often did this for his friends at the academy, but it had been a long time since he had done it for Ye Zhuxu.

Even in Fuyu, few could hurt him—barely five people—and they were all so old they were half in the grave, probably ready to lie in a coffin after one fight.

“So heavy-handed with the suppression?” he muttered while—

“Why are you and that ancestor fighting again? Weren’t you getting along just fine a few days ago?”

The next words stuck in Yu Lin’an’s throat as he swallowed them back.

“That wound is really deep. Su Lingxi, she—”

—She really was ruthless. But Yu Lin’an didn’t say it out loud.

Ye Zhuxu didn’t take any medicine from Yu Lin’an.

He simply looked deeply in the direction of the imperial palace, and in the next moment, vanished from sight together with Jingmie.



In the stillness of night, as stars wheeled across the sky—

At the very edge of the Northern Courtyard of the Demon Suppression Bureau, in a secluded small courtyard, Ye Zhuxu slowly pushed open the door and stepped inside.

Blood was flowing from multiple places on his body.

Because he wore black, the color was obscured, but the fabric had soaked up so much blood that it had become heavy, exuding a sweet, cloying metallic stench.

He seemed not to notice.

He went to the courtyard, drew clean well water, tossed a silk cloth into a copper basin, took off his clothes, and began wiping off the blood.

The wound on his right shoulder was the most serious, yet he didn’t rush to tend to it.

He allowed the wound to tear open further with his movements, letting the intense pain return again and again, each time more violently, pressing endlessly on his nerves.

He reached out with his left hand and slowly felt toward his shoulder blade.

There, a deep, penetrating wound.

His fingertips were soon coated in blood.

But he didn’t care.

He continued probing, inch by inch into the mangled flesh, until he touched the rune embedded in his bone—and pulled it out.

Throughout the process, he only furrowed his brows once.

Warm blood gushed from the wound like lava from a small volcano, but Ye Zhuxu ignored it.

His full attention was on the rune in his palm.

The rune was smooth and rounded, without any sharp or jagged edges.

It gave off a faint glow, like a stroke or curve from a calligraphy painting—not something that looked capable of causing such harm.

Yet Ye Zhuxu closed his eyes and weighed the rune in his hand again and again.

Slowly, he moved it from its original position in the shoulder blade down… finally stopping beneath one of his ribs—right over his beating heart.

He pictured Su Lingxi’s face.

Imagined that this rune had been meant to be nailed there, deep into his chest.

Deeper.

Heavier.

More painful.

So that perhaps…

For a long while, he would stop degrading himself, stop clinging to those false, fragmented memories.

So that even when he saw her face again, he could remain cold and untouched, unmoved to the end.

Ye Zhuxu frowned slightly, suddenly sensing a presence rapidly approaching.

Blood.

It was the sword puppet.

He pushed open the window lattice, finally pressing a clean cloth to his shoulder.

Because of the blood loss, his lips had gone pale, and his long, slender fingers were nearly colorless.

Standing in the moonlight, his eyes gradually darkened like deep ink.

He stood perfectly straight, silently waiting—for a blow that could finally shatter his heart.

To die tonight, without even a place to be buried.

A small fish appeared at the window.

Smelling the blood, it hesitated, locking eyes with Ye Zhuxu, uncertain whether it should enter.

Ye Zhuxu’s gaze fell on the sword threads atop its head—the ones he had given it.

He seemed like he wanted to smile, but in the end only tugged at the corner of his lips.

His voice was soft.

The first thing he asked wasn’t:

“Did you kill them?”

He asked:

“…How many?”

The sword puppet, inhabiting the chubby body of a fish, having narrowly survived, was overwhelmed with emotion.

It danced around, holding the white sword threads as it cried out:


“Just one! Only you!”

Ye Zhuxu suddenly lifted his eyes.

The fingers pressing against his shoulder wound tensed like they’d been burned, then slowly curled inward.

As if he hadn’t heard clearly, he stepped closer, slowly asking:

“What?”



 
  Chapter 21: A Thread Between Stars





A sliver of moonlight hung tenderly from the night sky.

The room was momentarily silent—so quiet that the only sound was the soft thud-thud of the sword puppet’s body knocking against the wooden window frame, like the flutter of a sparrow struggling in the palm of a hand.

Ye Zhuxu loosened the hand pressing on his right shoulder and tossed the blood-stained handkerchief into a bronze basin, walking directly toward the sword puppet. 

They were close, both by the window, only three to five steps apart. 

Now, even that distance disappeared as the sword puppet’s comical eyeballs, pulled taut by control threads, stared straight into his downward, sweeping gaze.

He said, “Say it again.”

The sword puppet dared not act out again. 

It obediently straightened up and explained with both speech and gestures:


“I checked each one. We of the Wu clan are most sensitive to our master’s aura. If they were by your side, we couldn’t possibly be wrong. There’s only one. Truly.”

After speaking, the sword puppet quickly covered its mouth.

Wu Whale had been personally crafted by Su Lingxi and had inherited some of her habits. 

Back when it played among the fish with its companions, it often said “truly” or “I mean it.” 

But ever since it became a sword puppet and followed Ye Zhuxu, these phrases were a death sentence.

Say it once, die once.

It had mostly broken the habit, but during rare moments of lowered guard, it still blurted them out unconsciously.

The sword puppet pressed the one reddened sword thread atop its head toward Ye Zhuxu’s hand, swallowing exaggeratedly like a human:

“Just this one—it carries your spiritual aura.”

Afraid Ye Zhuxu might suspect it of foul play, it added in a pitiful tone, testing the waters:


“Do you want to check in the Puppet Sea?”

The sword puppet’s body was shaped by its sword master. 

Even if it retained some remnants of its former self, once the master gave a command, there was no way it could defy it. 

Especially when the master was a sword cultivator of Ye Zhuxu’s level.

Ye Zhuxu moved his fingers slightly, then finally reached out, placing his hand over the puppet’s head and carefully examined its memories one by one.

These past few days, the little fish (the sword puppet) had endured hellish torment. 

Even though it wanted to resist, it lacked the strength and had to rely on its poor senses—sniffing, using that feeble spiritual core to perceive. 

No matter how it sniffed or sensed—whether it was someone it had held, kissed, or slept beside—there was only this one.

Thank goodness there was only one!

Ye Zhuxu remained silent for a long time, then reached out to retrieve the sword thread the little fish had brought back. 

Among the ten threads, only this one had turned crimson—an omen of death. 

The spiritual aura attached to it required no confirmation. It was his.

But it was different from now. 

It lacked the heavy killing intent, the stench of death. 

Its aggression was faint, almost non-existent. 

Like branches bathed in warm sunlight, like a school of fish drifting leisurely in the deep sea—relaxed, loose, and very… clingy.

He stood by the wall holding the thread for a long while. 

The sword puppet, seeing no end to his contemplative silence, quietly retreated into a jewelry box and buried its head in a half-basin of water.

Ye Zhuxu didn’t stop it.

The sword thread softened, like a strand of hair, nestling tenderly into his palm. 

It carried no weight but was impossible to ignore.

Ye Zhuxu swept aside the books and papers on the table by the window and laid the sword thread on it. 

Under the moonlight, its color appeared even more vivid than the blood he had just spilled.

He hadn’t not tried to find excuses for Su Lingxi. 

He had—every kind imaginable. 

That she was forced to flee, that she had no choice but to abandon him—all to comfort himself. 

But what did he get in return?

And now, what did this mean?

Fourteen years.

What were you thinking, Su Lingxi?



Su Lingxi returned to the Imperial Tutor’s residence from the palace. 

After washing up, she lay down in her clothes but couldn’t sleep soundly. 

She kept dreaming of scattered fragments—blood, fire, shadows—and finally woke up at the sight of a massive formation.

She touched her throat—parched. She got up to pour herself some water, still drowsy, and began rummaging through her incense box.

Hearing the noise, Xiliu pushed open the door. 

Seeing this, she pulled open a drawer from the other side of the eight-treasure cabinet and helped Su Lingxi search, asking:

“My lady, what kind of scent are you looking for?”

Su Lingxi loved fragrances and was a master of incense, making her extremely particular. 

In the end, she usually crafted her own. 

The twelve drawers of this eight-treasure cabinet contained nothing else—only incense balls, oils, powders, and threads. 

Various scents, various uses, all handmade during her spare time.

In the past, Su Lingxi used incense to calm the mind and temper the spirit. In recent years, her health declined, her duties increased, so she used stimulants and sleep aids.

She casually picked out a familiar one, turned it in her fingers, and a spark lit the tip. 

A light, cool fragrance spread in the air. 

She sniffed it, placed it into the incense holder, and asked Xiliu,

“Why aren’t you asleep yet?”

Xiliu answered truthfully:

“My lady, I’m not tired.”

She didn’t need much sleep.

Su Lingxi realized something and nodded. 

She stretched and yawned, heading toward the bed. 

Pulling aside the bed curtains casually, she leaned against the bed frame with her arms crossed and closed her eyes, trying to drift off.

But her mind only grew clearer.

She sighed inwardly, rubbed her neck, opened the door to let the breeze in, and stood by her desk for a while before reaching for paper and brush.

Everything that happened tonight had been unpleasant.

What she thought would be a reasonable threat turned into a deadly confrontation. 

With such a fallout, future peaceful relations were almost impossible. 

Even the look in Xue Hui’s eyes tonight made Su Lingxi uncomfortable.

Those who remembered looked at the ones who had forgotten with regret and sorrow, almost as if in pity.

Even Su Lingxi felt the urge to dig deeper. 

But what was there to ask? 

She had always known she came from Fuyu and was banished. 

She now knew of her past with Ye Zhuxu. 

Further inquiry would only uncover meaningless details that could cloud her judgment.

And she’d already made one mistake tonight.

This year marked the fifteenth year. 

When the new year arrived, it would be complete.

Su Lingxi absentmindedly sketched with her brush, squinting as she recalled events from fourteen years ago.

Her memories of Fuyu were erased, but she clearly remembered what happened in the mortal world. 

According to people like Zhang Jin, she had replaced one of the Twelve Witches at the time. 

This wasn’t unprecedented—she was destined to become one anyway, so it wasn’t against the rules.

As soon as she stepped outside, her disguise was seen through. 

To the elders—those over a hundred—eighteen-year-old Su Lingxi was a child. 

But because she was terrifyingly powerful, her status rose until she became their de facto leader.

It was unprecedented for all twelve witches to act at once, casting a heavy mood on the journey. 

The older ones insisted Su Lingxi enjoy the scenery and not overuse her brain—“it could affect her growth.” 

They would handle the planning and worrying.

Su Lingxi knew what this mission was about. 

Other than the “Heavenly Execution,” nothing else warranted such a grand mobilization.

Per the orders of the Gate (a divine entity or organization), the Twelve were to pass through Chang’an, bypass Fuhua Sect, Tianchan Temple, and Liuyun Sect, to reach seven frontier cities in the Great Wilderness.

By the time they arrived, they already had bad premonitions.

They said the Gate was the embodiment of heavenly law—omniscient, protector of all. 

But six months earlier, it had made a prophecy:

The “Heavenly Execution” had appeared and would, in fifteen years, bring calamity to the world—countless deaths, corpses by the millions.

There were many theories about the “Heavenly Execution.” 

At Fuyu Academy, people analyzed it daily.

Who could possess such power—to trample over Fuyu, the three major sects, and even the Human Emperor as if they were nothing?

At such a critical time, none of the three factions would stand idly by.

When they arrived at the Great Wilderness, both Su Lingxi and the Twelve Shamans already had a sense of what was going on. 

Beyond the seven border towns lay the Heaven Pillar, and behind it was a giant demon cabinet sealed away. 

Inside were thousands of monsters born from the filth of heaven and earth.

If they were to be released, the consequences would be unimaginable—a thousand years ago, a Gate descended from the heavens to suppress them, but this time, the Gate had already issued a prophecy, clearly indicating it could not act again.

This, then, was the major event that required the full mobilization of the Twelve Shamans.

Su Lingxi, after all, was not a true member of the Twelve Shamans. 

In such a grave matter, the others dared not let her get involved and bear the karmic burden. 

All the danger was borne by them first. 

She knew they went to great lengths, searching the land, eventually finding a divination chart that could glimpse parts of the future. 

With Yuan Yin, a master of spirit-writing, assisting, it was almost like opening a third eye.

Zhang Jinzhī and Tian Shuang each looked at the chart. 

When they emerged, their faces had changed. 

The Twelve Shamans discussed again and had Yuan Yin perform three divinations—each result was “great misfortune.”

Under such conditions, the Twelve Shamans brought out a formation diagram given by the Gate.

The formation was called the “Linked Star Array.”

Jiang Yuan, a master of formation techniques, studied it for three days and nights without rest. 

On the fourth morning, as the first ray of sunlight broke the horizon, his bloodshot eyes stared at the sky.

The Twelve Shamans gathered once more for deliberation.

Su Lingxi sensed something was wrong. Rubbing her nose, she tried to join the meeting, but Jiang Yuan ruffled her hair and sent her away:

“Children shouldn’t meddle in serious matters.”

Su Lingxi protested, sitting in a crooked tree swaying her legs:

“But I’ve already mastered Incense Arts!”

Zhang Jinzhī, disheveled and worn, coughed while clutching his chest, and muttered to a companion:

“Listen to her… How can anyone bear such a blow to the ego?”

One of them chuckled:

“With all of us here, there’s no need for you to take any risk. Aren’t you heading back in a few days? I heard from the academy that someone your age is already settling lifelong matters. Quite the event—we’ll all be there to cheer you on.”

“Don’t worry. It’s not your turn to act yet.”

In the days that followed, the Twelve Shamans traveled across the seven border towns. 

They met many people and witnessed the wonders of the desert. 

Perched on a low earthen mound, Su Lingxi asked them, frustrated, what they were really doing—why not just follow the Gate’s instructions and set up the formation?

Why did they keep staring at the divination chart?

Why did they keep struggling with the Linked Star Array?

Why did they question the Gate’s judgment?

Why did they argue with the Gate?

Su Lingxi grew increasingly anxious, but she had no authority to interfere. 

One night, she overheard Tian Shuang and Yuan Yin talking:

“…Too many will die.”

“Making the decision now… is too early—”

Ultimately, the Twelve Shamans did lay down a formation, based on the Linked Star Array, but with major modifications.

The day the formation was completed, powerful totems spread for a thousand miles, penetrating deep into the earth. 

A halo shattered the clouds and extended into the heavens. 

After half an hour, it vanished as if it had never existed.

Two of the eleven standing at the center of the formation collapsed on the spot.

Su Lingxi, though advanced in Incense Arts, was still flung hundreds of meters away, coughing blood, barely managing to steady herself.

This was a deployment made by the most powerful eleven people of their era, giving it their all.

The Twelve Shamans was not just a title. 

With the appointment came a seal from the Gate, and a sliver of Heaven’s power embedded in their essence.

This formation—no one below the Gate itself could handle it.

Su Lingxi was utterly dazed. Her mind blank, she had no idea what had happened. 

When she returned to the center of the array, the Gate’s furious will had just descended.

She was expelled, stripped of her title and record, without explanation or mercy.

She too was deemed guilty without knowing why—though she was granted a half-hour grace period to return.

Tian Shuang had shoved her hard then, breath shallow, hands cold and trembling, no different from a corpse.

This formidable shaman, once forged in the depths of the Cangwu, had never been so weak and broken.

She told her not to worry about them—just go, and if she had the chance, deliver a message to their families.

Zhang Jinzhī also reached out from the side like a ghost, barely whispering for her to tell something to Yu Chu.

Su Lingxi must have made it back, because there’s a clear gap in her memory.

She doesn’t remember what changed—but she did return.

It was two years before Zhang Jinzhī woke up.

In these years, Su Lingxi entered the Gate three times. 

According to her own journals, twice she completed her missions and tried to argue with the Gate—both times in vain.

This fifteen-year term was a massive gamble. So many hardships had been endured; now only six months remained.

As her thoughts drifted, Su Lingxi sniffed the fragrance in the room. 

Feeling restless, she rolled up her sleeves, exhaled deeply, and returned to the treasure cabinet to rummage.

Xiliu quickly followed and asked again, “Would you like a different scent, my lady?”


“Yes.” 

Su Lingxi frowned, thought for a moment, and subconsciously said, “Something stickier…”

She corrected herself: 

“Sweet.”

Once the words left her lips, both Xiliu and Su Lingxi were momentarily stunned.

There were many sweet fragrances in the cabinet, but those were from her younger years. 

In the two years Xiliu had served her, she had never seen Su Lingxi use them—not even once.

This was the first time.



 
  Chapter 22: The Witch Returns





The next day, Zhang Jinzhi moved out of the palace.

Although the people from the Floating Jade group did not have a foundation in the court, they were willing to sit in corners and were generous with spending large sums of money to buy all kinds of gossip. 

When they first arrived, they had no way to start, but now, thanks to some of their team’s eager learners, they had thoroughly explored Chang’an City and even investigated the officials in the court.

The fifth-rank official, Zhang Jinzhi, was quickly found by them.

The shared name excited those in the Northern Courtyard, and they spent the next two nights exchanging information. 

This Mr. Zhang’s mansion had been empty for a long time, and no one could figure out where he had gone. 

Didn’t this line up with their assumption that he had something to do with the palace? 

There’s no way such a coincidence could happen in the world.

However, before they could find a way into the palace, they heard from their spy that Zhang Jinzhi had returned to his mansion.

It was the morning of August 1st, at the hour of the Rabbit (around 5 a.m.). 

The sky was not fully bright yet, with a layer of grayish mist in the air.

The people from the Northern Courtyard rubbed their eyes and yawningly walked out of their rooms. 

Since the last incident, not many people dared to sleep in the Steel Tree anymore, so they were all sticking to their rooms and trying to adapt.

Yu Lin’an splashed some cold water on his face and barely woke up. 

At this moment, Tian Jiang also came out, looking slightly pale. 

Yu Lin’an chuckled and moved aside to let him take the spot by the well. 

“I thought you wouldn’t wake up. Even gods can’t call you.”

Tian Jiang squatted to the side, “Nonsense.”

That was Zhang Jinzhi, one of the Twelve Witches. If they found him, they might find Tian Shuang. 

Forget waking up at the hour of the Rabbit; even if the sky were raining knives, he would be the first to climb out of bed.

But Yu Lin’an… The cold water splashed on his cheeks, and Tian Jiang fully woke up. 

He glanced at him and asked, “Aren’t you going out to look for Su Lingxi? You found her already, but why are you still so active?”

Yu Lin’an sighed as he said, “Other than the demon business, she hasn’t spoken a word to me. Yesterday, those two even fought.”

He motioned toward the far side of the courtyard and sighed, “I just want to know what’s happened these years.”

As they spoke, Lin Yu drifted past them. 

In the Floating Jade group, she kept a reversed day and night schedule, and even more so in the mortal realm. 

But in the mortal realm, it was worse—sometimes there would be unexpected gatherings, when she was either just falling asleep or about to fall asleep, and her already precarious sleep would be completely ruined.

For a moment, no one could tell if her footsteps were floating due to her poor condition or if she had perfected her ambush skills.

It felt like she was about to ascend to the heavens with an ethereal aura.

Tian Jiang looked at her curiously and said, “Bai Xiao said she’s coming to witness the great success of the incense ritual. Sang Chu is from the Tall Tower. 

You know, you’re looking for Su Lingxi, I’m looking for Tian Shuang, and Jiangzao is probably looking for Yuan Yin. But what’s Lin Yu here for? 

She hasn’t missed a single one of these gatherings, and I don’t believe she has no connection to the Twelve Witches.”

“You’re asking me?” Yu Lin’an stared at him, “How would I know about the Twelve Witches?”

As they spoke, they walked into the Northern Courtyard hall. 

Some of the people were already up, while others were still asleep. 

As long as it wasn’t a major matter requiring collective action, everything else was based on individual wishes.

However, the people standing in the room now looked at each other awkwardly, rubbing their noses, unsure what to do. 

It felt like a screening array, and the ones who were filtered out were those with “ulterior motives.”

They had no choice but to pretend not to see it.

Sang Chu briefly explained, “Zhang Jinzhi returned to his mansion half an hour ago. We’re unsure if he’ll return to the palace soon, so we need to act quickly. The gifts I arranged two days ago are ready, and we can head out now.”

Yu Lin’an shrugged, “Then let’s not wait. Let’s go.”

The group of six or seven left the Northern Courtyard.

At this hour, they left the Demon Suppression Bureau, took a detour through narrow alleyways, and crossed three streets before reaching the bustling neighborhood. 

The area closest to the palace was home to noble families and high-ranking officials. 

Servants were leading horses into the palace to attend the morning court, and the smell of breakfast filled the air, even before the shouting vendors started their calls.

After crossing a few more streets and several rivers, Zhang Jinzhi’s mansion appeared before them.

Perhaps due to his low rank and meager salary, Zhang Jinzhi’s mansion was in an ordinary location. 

It was neither large nor small, and the decorations were quite plain. 

The white walls and gray tiles made it seem unremarkable at first glance.

Sang Chu stepped forward and knocked on the door. 

Yu Lin’an was calm, but Tian Jiang looked visibly tense.

After three knocks, they waited for a moment before hearing hurried footsteps. 

A young servant hurried over to undo the bolt, eyeing the five or six people outside with suspicion. 

“May I ask what brings you here?”

Sang Chu stepped forward politely, “This is Sang Chu from Floating Jade, and I’ve brought my colleagues to pay a visit to Lord Zhang Jinzhi.”

The servant looked them over from head to toe and said, “Please wait a moment,” before hurriedly entering the courtyard.

A moment later, an older servant came back, much more polite, and led them to the back courtyard. 

“Gentlemen, my master invites you to come inside.”

Sang Chu handed the prepared gift to the servant, but the servant quickly shook his hand, saying, “My master has instructed that no gifts are to be received.”

“Then we will give it to him in person,” Sang Chu smiled and put the gift back into his sleeve.

They thought they would enter through a common front hall—eight chairs neatly arranged with small tables, hot tea, fruits, and cakes already prepared. 

The master would sit in full attire, greet guests with a friendly smile, exchange pleasantries, and then everyone would take their seats.

They respected mortal customs, but seeing their own people dressed like this, just thinking about it made them exhausted and uneasy.

Though they thought this, Yu Lin’an and Tian Jiang still forced smiles.

After passing through a narrow path, the front hall opened up to reveal a clear stone road lined with neat flower pots. 

Stone tables, stone benches, and porcelain, lacquered, and copper vases filled the pavilion nearby. 

It was a simple yet refined arrangement.

They had imagined that the master would be sitting upright, examining a white porcelain vase. 

He had already fixed the flowers and was now arranging a tall pine branch with some low orchids before handing it to the nearby servant, instructing him to send it to the study.

The mansion wasn’t large, and there were few servants, so the layout was easy to see at a glance.

Sang Chu and the others didn’t expect such an informal meeting, and they hesitated for a moment, unsure whether to step forward.

Everyone knew about the Twelve Witches, but the weight of their presence still lingered. 

For a moment, no one spoke, hesitant to act too casually.

It wasn’t until Zhang Jinzhi finished his tasks and turned around to face them that Sang Chu finally moved forward, about to bow deeply. 

However, Zhang Jinzhi gently raised his arm with a smile and said softly, “Wait, let me think for a moment.”

Sang Chu swallowed the self-introduction he had been about to say.

Yu Lin’an and Tian Jiang both straightened their spines as Zhang Jinzhi’s gaze swept over them. 

It felt like they were under inspection. Zhang Jinzhi was not like Su Lingxi—Su Lingxi was young and could joke with them, but Zhang Jinzhi was a well-known elder, a top-tier fighter who had mastered the Twelve Paths and was a true member of the Twelve Witches.

The Twelve Witches were selected once every hundred years, and since the last selection, no one had surpassed them in the past ten years.

The younger generation who studied Soul Control still watched his battle videos and grew from the insights he left behind.

Though outsiders considered them “elites,” in front of the Twelve Witches, they were still insignificant. 

But still, people had some pride and didn’t want to seem inferior. 

At least everyone who had come was serious, except for Lin Yu, who remained her usual self, unfazed by Zhang Jinzhi’s gaze.

Their eyes met, and Zhang Jinzhi’s gaze lingered on her for a moment before sliding away.

Zhang Jinzhi ultimately recognized only two people he vaguely remembered, one of whom was Tian Jiang. 

The siblings didn’t look much alike. 

Tian Shuang was elegant and heroic, always tying her long hair into a braid. 

Back at Fuyu, her gaze would make the younger disciples of the academy go wild with admiration. 

Tian Jiang, on the other hand, had a gentler appearance. 

With some grooming, he’d be perfect as a flamboyant young noble in Chang’an, though when he pressed his lips together, there was a certain resemblance to his sister, which reminded him of his old friend.

“You are Tian Shuang’s…” Zhang Jinzhi hesitated.

Tian Jiang quickly added, “Brother. Jinzhi-ge, I’m Tian Shuang’s younger brother, Tian Jiang.”

Zhang Jinzhi looked at his straight posture and tall frame. 

“You’re already this tall.”

Tian Jiang scratched his head.

After all, it had been many years.

Tian Jiang sighed in relief, and the others did the same. 

Their guess had been correct—truly, as a master of Soul Control techniques, Zhang Jinzhi remembered well, no matter how long it had been. 

This was a pleasant surprise.

Tian Jiang actually wanted to ask about Tian Shuang’s whereabouts, but now clearly wasn’t the right time. He told himself it wasn’t urgent; she was safe and well, after all.

Zhang Jinzhi looked at Yu Lin’an again but couldn’t figure anything out. 

“Have I seen you before?”

“Yes, you have,” Yu Lin’an honestly replied. 

“I don’t have any relation to the Twelve Witches, but I’m a good friend of Su Lingxi. We used to play together all the time. My name is Yu Lin’an.”

“You must have seen me when Su Lingxi took me along to mess things up when Cangmu opened, robbing and stealing. Of course, she ran fast, and I ended up getting caught and beaten by you.”

Yu Lin’an couldn’t bring himself to mention the last part.

The others began introducing themselves to Zhang Jinzhi one by one. 

Lin Yu finally coolly stated her name, and Yu Lin’an and Tian Jiang quickly added, “She’s usually like this; she didn’t sleep well last night.”

Zhang Jinzhi smiled and nodded, not minding at all. 

He softly asked, “Would you like some tea?”

Several people waved their hands in unison. 

“No, no, we drink tea all the time on Earth, and it makes our mouths bitter.”

People from Fuyu weren’t accustomed to such waiting rituals.

“Come over here.”

Zhang Jinzhi pointed to the left side of the room. He couldn’t help but smile. 

“We have guests, but they just went to bed.”

The others followed behind him, feeling a little dazed by the smooth developments, as well as the strangely familiar scene. 

They had all seen Zhang Jinzhi’s battle portraits, and in those fragments, every time he finished, he would leave, with the younger disciples following behind him. 

Powerful, composed, and reassuring.

The group stopped by a long table set near the banana trees. 

Two servants brought over stools, and Zhang Jinzhi gathered the scrolls on the table and stacked them together, signaling the servants to take them into the room.

The daylight brightened, and the heavy fog cleared. 

Dewdrops rolled down from the narrow banana leaves, while cicadas sang from all directions. 

The air was fresh and calming.

A servant brought a thin cloak to Zhang Jinzhi.

He coughed briefly and quickly stopped, signaling for them to sit down before speaking.

Once they were seated, Sang Chu sent a message to the people at the Northern Courtyard, telling them the exact location and asking them to go to Ye Zhuxu to explain the situation and ask the commander to come over to Zhang Jinzhi’s place. 

If everything went smoothly, they would gain vital clues from Zhang Jinzhi. 

Whether or not Ye Zhuxu would respond was one thing, but the message had to be delivered properly.

Rank alone could suppress someone.

Just as they sat down and Sang Chu was about to speak, a figure appeared, jumping over the wall with one hand, light on their feet. 

It was none other than a familiar face—Xilou, the young female officer who often followed Su Lingxi.

Xilou wasn’t surprised to see them, as if she had known they would appear. 

She whispered a few words to Zhang Jinzhi, who nodded and then chuckled, “She’s still this polite?”

Xilou just smiled without answering.

Once the female officer left, Yu Lin’an couldn’t hold back anymore. 

“Jinzhi-ge, you just said that the one who came to visit was Su Lingxi?”

“Yes.”

“Is it really like this, Jinzhi-ge?” 

Yu Lin’an clapped his hands together and bowed to him. 

“Can you talk to Su Lingxi for me? We grew up together, but she never believes me. She thinks I want to harm her.”

He thought about it and almost shouted, “How could I harm her!”

“Jinzhi-ge, I have another request.”

Tian Jiang stretched out a hand from behind, pushing Yu Lin’an aside, his expression full of hope and nervousness. 

“Do you know where my sister is? Could you let me meet her?”

Zhang Jinzhi leaned back slightly, his face pale but with a smile on his lips. 

“I can talk to her later, but since you’re good friends, you know her temperament. What I say is one thing, but whether she believes it or not depends on her judgment. No one can influence that.”

Yu Lin’an bowed to him in gratitude.

Zhang Jinzhi then turned his gaze to Tian Jiang, and his smile slightly faded as he pondered for a long time. 

Finally, he shook his head and said directly, “I cannot tell you the whereabouts of any of the Twelve Witches, not even to a younger brother.”

Tian Jiang fell silent for a long while before asking, “Then… is my sister alright?”


Zhang Jinzhi remained silent.

“Alright,” Sang Chu spoke up to stop them. His gaze sharp, he cupped his hands toward Zhang Jinzhi. 

“We came here to find out about the location of the Star Array. If it’s not too much trouble, could you tell us what the Twelve Witches experienced back then?”

“Wait for your commander.”

Zhang Jinzhi’s features were handsome, and his voice calm. 

“I have limited energy every day, so I don’t want to repeat the same thing twice.”
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Sang Chu sent two men to notify Ye Zhuxu.

The pair lingered outside his courtyard, knocked on the wooden fence, and called out loudly twice.

When no one responded, they dared not enter and could only exchange hesitant glances before reluctantly returning to the main hall.

The moment they stepped over the threshold, they saw a door open in one of the chambers that had been converted into a detention room.

Out stepped none other than their elusive Commander.

Ye Zhuxu poured himself a cup of water.

The wound from last night had bled heavily, but thanks to the news brought back by the sword puppet, he had finally managed to close his eyes for a brief rest.

His lips had regained some color, and he no longer looked quite as gloomy and withdrawn.

The leader of the two men stood before Ye Zhuxu and relayed Sang Chu’s message:

“Commander, the Vice-Commander has taken Yu Lin’an and the others to see Zhang Jinzhi. They asked if you’d like to join.”

“Great Chief.”

The other man was from the High Tower, and his reverence for Ye Zhuxu was written plainly on his face.

“There may be news about the Lianxing Array.”

Just then, Xiliu also arrived at the North Courtyard.

Following Su Lingxi’s orders, she had invited Wei Shixian, the son of the Minister of Rites, to Zhang Jinzhi’s residence.

Ye Zhuxu withdrew his gaze, his fingers lingering briefly on the plain teacup before he nodded.

“Very well.”

At Zhang’s residence, Zhang Jinzhi had his servants serve tea and pastries.

The tea was not bitter, and the pastries were soft, sweet, and distinctly Chang’an-style.

He stood and gestured for everyone to make themselves at home, then pointed to his forehead and explained, “Wait a moment. I need to return to my room to perform Soul-Control Art. It’s been a while since I last used it, and I’ve forgotten many things.”

Soul-Control Art was one of the more formidable techniques within the Fuyu arts.

The Witch Clan had their source, the Spirit Clan their spirit, and mortals their soul—different names, but the same essence, referring to the most vital yet fragile part of a person.

Soul-Control Art specialized in manipulating this essence; at its peak, it could forcibly extract or even shatter a person’s core.

There was another curious aspect to this art: it could extract not only others’ memories but also one’s own—repeatedly.

Those in the academy who practiced it often complained bitterly that during examinations or combat simulations, their instructors would force them to replay their most foolish mistakes over and over in their minds.

How was this any different from making a cow chew its cud—spit it out and eat it again?!

Within the broader category of soul-control techniques, this one wasn’t particularly difficult.

It was also the reason these people had sought out Zhang Jinzhi.

The five or six people gathered around the long table watched him with eager eyes, their heads and gazes following his movements like obedient students.

If the officials from the South Courtyard saw them like this, they’d probably invite Zhang Jinzhi back to enshrine and worship him.

As Zhang Jinzhi’s figure retreated into the distance, Yu Lin’an sucked in a breath and whispered to the others, “Hey, if he asks about Yu Chu later, what do we say?”

He glanced around, taking in the layout of the courtyard, and felt a pang of unease.

“This place doesn’t seem to have a mistress—just two servants, not a single maid in sight.”

But Yu Chu had long since moved on and remarried.

“Just keep it hidden,” Tian Jiang cut in before Sang Chu could respond, nudging Yu Lin’an.

“Are you stupid? Who else besides us knows what happened to Yu Chu in Fuyu? It’s not like she can return now—why stab him with that?”

Yu Lin’an bristled.

“Who’s the stupid one here? Zhang Jinzhi is one of the Twelve Witches—have you never heard how they interrogate people? Since when is it our turn to lie to their faces?!”

Linyu had heard enough of their bickering.

She hadn’t been sleepy since Zhang Jinzhi appeared, but her mood had worsened.

Frowning deeply, she snapped, “Let Su Lingxi decide what to say later.”

Ye Zhuxu was led in by a servant.

His gaze swept over the group huddled around the table before he pulled a chair to the far end, distancing himself clearly.

Yu Lin’an grabbed his own chair, ready to move closer and ask about Ye Zhuxu’s injuries, but the moment he shifted, a cold voice cut through the air:

“Sit down.”

Yu Lin’an set the chair back.

After a while, Zhang Jinzhi returned.

The price of being exiled from the Gate was now painfully clear.

What had once been a simple memory extraction, something he’d done effortlessly in the past, now left him drained—his face devoid of color, his lips darkened, and exhaustion carved deep into his brow.

Now they understood why Zhang Jinzhi had earlier said his energy was limited and he didn’t want to repeat himself.

Having relieved his memories, Zhang Jinzhi’s eyes were sharper, clearer, filled with a penetrating wisdom.

Repeatedly experiencing his memories fading, only to forcibly recall everything at their blurriest, was far from pleasant.

But Zhang Jinzhi was accustomed to this whiplash—and he recognized Ye Zhuxu.

He nodded at Ye Zhuxu with a faint smile. But the once-cherished “beauty” only stared back coldly, his dark eyes glinting with frost, offering no words in return.

Zhang Jinzhi wasn’t surprised. He accepted this treatment, so different from the past.

Unlike the other eleven, Su Lingxi had had the chance to return to Fuyu—where the person she loved most still waited.

That she hadn’t gone back proved her ties here ran deep.

And those ties could only mean one thing: when forced to choose, Su Lingxi had abandoned Ye Zhuxu without warning.

Amid the uneasy silence, Su Lingxi arrived late.

She had taken a shortcut through a side gate, pushing aside banana leaves that blocked her face.

Clearly still half-asleep, even a hasty wash hadn’t fully woken her.

She made no move to join the crowd at the front.

Instead, she dragged a chair to a corner—only to realize, once seated, that someone was already there.

Ye Zhuxu’s gaze, which had been fixed on Zhang Jinzhi, now shifted to her.

His eyes flickered briefly before taking in her entire figure.

Why had Su Lingxi slept at Zhang Jinzhi’s residence?

They weren’t far apart—maybe five or six steps—both under the same patch of tree shade.

Su Lingxi caught a faint scent from him, one she’d spent all night trying and failing to identify.

Her tightly furrowed brows relaxed on their own, her bones loosening as if urging her to slump.

The impulse to recoil and distance herself vanished.

She stayed where she was.

Ye Zhuxu didn’t move either.

Yu Lin’an glanced between them, baffled.

Weren’t they trying to kill each other last night?

And now they’ve made up?

Things change too fast—are they about to fight again?

Since Su Lingxi was here, it meant she and Zhang Jinzhi had already discussed matters.

So today, instead of the stern Imperial Tutor, the group was met with a different version of her.

She wore a deep red riding outfit embroidered with silver cloud patterns.

Without greeting anyone, her eyes swept over Zhang Jinzhi’s ghostly pallor before she remarked flatly, “I’d advise you not to overdo it—unless you want to drain yourself to death.”

Zhang Jinzhi’s smile vanished.

But Su Lingxi wasn’t just addressing him.

Previously, she had maintained the Imperial Tutor’s decorum for the court’s sake.

Now, even that pretense was gone:

“The only reason we’re sitting together is that you’re useful. But while we are, I suggest you behave. I don’t know Soul-Control Art, and I don’t remember the past. If you cross me, I won’t hold back.”

With that, she dropped her head onto the edge of the table, signaling for them to continue.

Yu Lin’an clutched his chest in exaggerated distress.

Even Sang Chu fell silent for a moment before turning to Zhang Jinzhi.

“Please, go on.”

“Fourteen years ago, the Twelve Witches were ordered by the Gate to come to the mortal realm to resolve the ‘Heaven’s Punishment’ incident,” Zhang Jinzhi began quietly.

“This isn’t a secret—you’ve all guessed as much.”

Zhang Jinzhi had awoken again twelve years ago, in a ice coffin deep in the back mountains of the Floating Flower Sword Sect.

The moment he woke up, he knew—something had forcibly intervened.

Otherwise, the fate of the Twelve Witches would have been far worse. Among all the arts capable of such interference, there was only one possibility:

Su Lingxi’s Incense Art.

At the time, Su Lingxi was in Lingnan.

She traveled day and night to see him, but the moment they met, Zhang Jinzhi froze.

The spirited young woman from Fuyu was utterly changed.

Gone was her playfulness, her willfulness, her vivacity—all the traits that once defined her youth.

The mortal realm was still plagued by rebel forces, so she wore battle armor, her face streaked with dust, the stench of blood clinging to her like a second skin.

She looked like a wretched, battle-worn child who had been wandering the wilds.

Zhang Jinzhi panicked, disoriented by the passage of time.

All he could ask was:

“Why didn’t you go back?”

“Well,” Su Lingxi replied calmly, as if she had already come to terms with it, “none of us can go back now.”

“Tell me,” she said, staring at him.

“What were you all trying to do? What’s the full truth?”

Naturally, Zhang Jinzhi couldn’t reveal everything to the Fuyu delegation.

So he focused on the immediate crisis:

“The Gate ordered us to divine the future through the Star Charts, then channeled vast, overwhelming power into the framework of a grand formation.

The Twelve Witches were tasked with anchoring seven key points to complete the array. Once activated, fifteen years later—this very year—when calamity strikes, all disaster would manifest upon the ‘Heaven’s Executioner.’

The formation would then suppress both the Executioner and the catastrophe.”

“That formation is the Lianxing Array.”

And the calamity, by now, was clear: the demonic scourge.

“But due to certain circumstances, the formation failed.”

Here, Zhang Jinzhi fell silent.

They had originally selected seven border towns as the anchors.

They had walked through those cities—some with low earthen walls, others with towering gates.

The people lived simple, honest lives, warm and welcoming.

Not all of them had to stay in such remote, impoverished places, so close to the Desolate Wastes where terrifying demons were sealed.

Yet they said it was their family’s duty to guard these lands.


Nearly every town had a small academy.

Children would enroll at a certain age, learning not profound arts but basic skills to strengthen their bodies.

The purpose was touching: a thousand years ago, when demons ravaged the land, countless families were destroyed.

After the Gate sealed the demons away, the displaced survivors settled here, keeping watch over the Wastes for generations.

Some were retired experts from the Three Great Sects, unwilling to meddle in imperial politics, who had come here to teach at local academies.
The Twelve Witches couldn’t bring themselves to proceed.

Moreover, Yuan Yin had cast the Great Divination three times—all three results were dire.

This meant even if the formation were completed, the outcome was uncertain. 
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Yet as anchor points, these innocent people would perish without a chance of survival.

No words could capture their torment.

Mortals called them “Divine Emissaries,” but they were still human—flesh and blood, stubborn in speech but soft at heart.

The Twelve Witches knew the Gate always prioritized the greater good.

Preventing catastrophe was for the sake of all living beings. But they agonized over whether there was a gentler, more reliable way to reconfigure the formation’s core.

Jiang Yuan, the master of formation arts, nearly drove himself mad searching for an answer.

Finally, he thought of using themselves as replacements.

The Gate rejected their proposal.

The power of the Twelve Witches was insufficient to replace the seven anchors.

The formation could only be activated once—certainty was paramount.

Yuan Yin, a master of divination, cast the hexagrams again: two dire omens, one neutral.

It was no better than the previous three disastrous results.

Yet that faint glimmer of ambiguity gave them a sliver of hope.

Fifteen years is a long time.

Too many things could happen, right?

The night they made their decision, the Twelve Witches sat around a fire, gazing at the slumbering town.

Someone nudged Yuan Yin and asked, “Hey, are you even reliable? I don’t mind dying, but not for nothing! You once told me I was destined for a spectacular life.”

In the past, if anyone dared question Yuan Yin’s reliability, he’d shove his divination stones at them and snap, “You try it!”

But that night, he rubbed his face in frustration and groaned, “I don’t know either.”

Tian Shuang patted the man’s shoulder and quipped drily, “Isn’t this spectacular enough?”

Two or three others immediately shushed her, begging the “young mistress” to keep quiet.

Tian Shuang plopped down beside Zhang Jinzhi and asked, “What’s on your mind? You’ve been silent forever.”

Zhang Jinzhi forced a strained smile.

“Yu Chu and I just got married. How did my luck turn so bitter?”

Whether in Fuyu or the mortal realm, the title “Twelve Witches” conjured images of heaven’s favorites, blessed and exalted—never associated with suffering.

But within their circle, there were no secrets.

Everyone knew each other’s private struggles.

Zhang Jinzhi and Yu Chu had known each other since their teens—childhood sweethearts, by all accounts.

Yet Zhang Jinzhi had pined for her for years while she remained oblivious.

As his fame grew and his battle records were replayed in academies, she grew terrified of him.

Sometimes, he’d dress conspicuously and wait outside the academy, only for Yu Chu to turn and flee at the sight of him.

No one would believe it—a man of his stature, drowning in jealousy more than he drank water.

At their wits’ end, the others advised him:

“Explain your feelings properly. Don’t just glare when you’re jealous. And when she’s scared of your battles, tone it down. Be gentle.”

Heaven never lets down those who are determined.

Zhang Jin Zhi finally turned his unrequited love into mutual affection and successfully married the person he loved.

It truly wasn’t easy.

Tian Shuang sighed as well.

“I’m still quite worried about my parents. Tian Jiang is mischievous like a monkey and can’t be relied upon at all. When I was his age, I was already unbeatable in the Water Mirror trials, but he barely dipped one foot in and started crying for help.

I had a fight with him just before leaving home, lost my temper and said some harsh words. If I don’t make it back, do you think he’ll cry…?”

She couldn’t help rubbing her arms as goosebumps appeared and shook her head repeatedly.

Jiang Yuan let out a long sigh and said, “Because we are the Twelve Witches.”

Because they were the Twelve Witches.

Zhang Jin Zhi snapped out of his thoughts, skipping over the analysis of the disrupted formation and its underlying considerations.

He continued, “Although the formation didn’t go as planned, it still holds considerable power. It can suppress and seal ‘Tian Zhu’ and assist everyone in the battle.

I can locate the Star-Linking Array, but you all will need to reactivate it. It originated from the Gate and only responds to the power of Floating Jade.”

He paused for a moment and then spoke softly, “We are no longer people of Floating Jade.”

“Besides that, we need to review the divination map again to determine the identity of ‘Tian Zhu’.”

Su Lingxi slightly lifted her head from the wooden table, then pressed it back down again.

“The divination map and the Star-Linking Array appear together. The map won’t show up until the array is activated.”

Hearing her voice, Zhang Jin Zhi couldn’t help but recall what this young woman had said to him twelve years ago.

After he had explained everything to her back then, his throat had been hoarse, unable to speak for a long time.

He was filled with remorse and worry as he asked, “What were you thinking? Why didn’t you come back? You—”

“Keep your emotions and tears to yourself. I don’t have a fetish for watching men cry.”

Su Lingxi, used to being brash, rubbed her nose and said things with brutal clarity:

“The Twelve Witches carry the fate of the world—that’s noble, sure—but it has nothing to do with me. When you all made your decisions, no one asked me. So I’m not going to blindly follow you all to die.”

“You’ve treated me well, that’s true. But I have someone I truly love, and teachers and friends who matter dearly to me. They need me more. I’m not going to rush back just because I’m swept up in a wave of hot-blooded sentiment.”

Saying that, she bit her lip and thought of someone from Floating Jade.

“You know Ye Zhuxu. I don’t even dare to imagine how he would treat himself.”

Zhang Jin Zhi listened as she continued.

“I only stayed behind because, when the Gate sentenced me, they said my crimes were unforgivable.”

Su Lingxi shook her head.

“I thought about it for a long time. I didn’t know anything—the formation was altered by you all, the divination map was interpreted by you. So why was I the one deemed unforgivable?”

“The only explanation I could think of—

—was that out of selfishness, I took Sang Yuan’s place on the mission to get medicine.

If it hadn’t been me, maybe the formation could have worked. Maybe she could have stopped you all from disaster.”

Back then, Su Lingxi was just twenty years old.

And word by word, she placed the shackles on herself:

“This was my fault. I can’t deny it, and I won’t run from it. The Twelve Witches ended up like this because of me. I’ll do everything I can to keep you all alive.

The formation failed because of me—then I’ll make sure Tian Zhu is executed, and the world avoids the calamity thirteen years from now.”

“Only then can I face going home.”

But—was there still a road back home?

Zhang Jin Zhi hurriedly told her that wasn’t true, tried to wipe her tears, only to find this girl was incredibly strong.

Her eyes were red, but not a single tear had fallen.

She just kept walking forward, many steps ahead, all the way to a place no one had expected.

She was strong.

Exceptionally strong.

Yu Lin’an understood.

He licked his lips and said, “If I got it right, here’s the situation: we follow Brother Jin Zhi to find the Star-Linking Array. Once we activate it, the divination map will also appear.

Then we use the map to identify who ‘Tian Zhu’ is.

But since the array was only half-completed, it only has half its power, so we also need to make additional preparations on the side. Is that right?”

He clapped his hands:

“So the Gate wants us to find the Star-Linking Array to activate it, and for once they’ve shown some mercy, letting everyone with the ability step out. Even the Tower—”

His arm was bumped by Sang Chu.

Zhang Jin Zhi showed no intention of exploring Floating Jade’s internal plans.

He nodded, “The human realm has its own arrangements too.”

Yu Lin’an asked again, “Well, what if the divination map is still like before and doesn’t show who ‘Tian Zhu’ is?”

“Can’t you see what I’m doing?”

Su Lingxi didn’t even raise her eyes.

“The demons emerged because of Tian Zhu. We just need to see where the top-ranked demons showed up and who they’re circling around. Catch a couple and interrogate them, and we’ll have a rough idea.”

Tian Jiang squeezed in after hearing that, looking at Su Lingxi slumped over the table, then at Zhang Jin Zhi, growing more frightened as he listened.

“I want to ask… The formation was cast by the Twelve Witches. If it starts working, nothing bad will happen to you, right? We’re… not in the best condition right now.”

“It won’t.”

Under several watchful gazes, Zhang Jin Zhi gently replied, “Once the formation is activated, we who serve as its cores will be detached from the array.”

Tian Jiang clearly breathed a sigh of relief.

Sang Chu asked, “How do we find the Star-Linking Array? And how do we activate it?”

“Not yet.”

Zhang Jin Zhi shook his head.

“We still need to wait.”

Seeing they had reached this point, Xi Liu stepped forward to ask Su Lingxi, “My lady, should we bring over Young Master Wei?”

Su Lingxi waved her hand.

The sun’s round silhouette climbed into the sky, and the temperature soared.

Whether intentionally or not, Zhang Jin Zhi shifted his chair slightly, sitting diagonally across the long table from Su Lingxi and Ye Zhuxu.

One was icily aloof, the other listlessly slumped over the table.

Together, they radiated a tense atmosphere, like something explosive waiting to ignite, yet strangely maintained an uneasy peace.

No one could figure them out.

No one could enter their world.

Zhang Jin Zhi glanced at Ye Zhuxu, letting his gaze linger on the injury on his right shoulder for a moment, deep in thought.

Before this, Ye Zhuxu had just been released from confinement.

He hadn’t slept well that night.

When the stars were still twinkling in the sky, he had already opened his eyes. Looking down, he saw the sword thread still looped between his fingers, gently swaying—an unmistakable sign that what had happened just a few hours earlier was no dream.

There was nothing he should be thinking about.

But the aftershock still rose up layer by layer, like sea foam in the middle of the night.

Ye Zhuxu got out of bed, expressionless as he looked at his hands and shoulders through the bronze mirror.

His lashes hung low, not even his breathing moved.

Images surfaced in his mind one after another.

He stood for a long time, then with a cold face, discarded his reckless speculations and fleeting emotions, and turned to enter the detention room.

That’s why now, no one could read his expression.

It felt like he hadn’t even been listening properly to what Zhang Jinzhi said earlier.

When his eyes curved, it wasn’t with amusement—it was with malice.

Zhang Jinzhi softly called to the person slumped over the table:

“Su Lingxi.”

Su Lingxi raised her head and replied without much warmth, “What is it?”

She hadn’t slept well, had a terrible headache, and was inexplicably irritated.

When Zhang Jinzhi saw the bloodshot in her eyes and the unnatural flush on each cheek, he more or less understood what had happened and asked, “You two really fought last night?”

“You were the one who hit?”

“Bro.”

Yu Lin’an immediately dragged over his chair, clearly trying to douse the flames and signal Zhang Jinzhi to drop the subject:

“Jinzhi bro…”

Su Lingxi stared straight at him, not knowing what kind of nonsense he was spouting.

Did he want her and that lunatic beside her to have another fight right here and now?

“So it’s true.”


Zhang Jinzhi found it both funny and somewhat understandable:

“You hurt someone, and now you’re all riled up?”

She couldn’t sleep in her own estate, couldn’t stay at his place either, and hadn’t even realized she was throwing a tantrum.

Su Lingxi was left speechless.

Ye Zhuxu’s dark lashes paused slightly, then lowered.

The deadly edge of the Jingmie Sword, hidden within its sheath, fell quiet for a moment too.
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Under the banana leaves, only the sound of the wind lingered for a moment.

Su Lingxi fell silent briefly, unsure what expression to wear. In the end, she stiffened her face and clarified word by word:

“I didn’t.”

Zhang Jinzhi hadn’t seen her this stubborn and earnest in a long time.

Their eyes met, and catching her warning gaze, he smiled and obligingly agreed, “Alright, you didn’t.”

Ye Zhuxu propped his palm on the armrest of his chair, his sleeves and robe blending seamlessly into the same hue.

He didn’t even glance up, still disinterested and unmoved.

Su Lingxi had asked Xiliu to summon Wei Shixiang here, hoping to quickly draw out the dove?

While it had just lost one of its heads.

Wei Shixiang had met this group a few days prior, and his body still remembered the thrill of a sword’s edge grazing past him. Facing them again, though he wasn’t panicked, tension crept in.

Instinctively, he searched for Su Lingxi’s figure—only for Tian Jiang to press down on his shoulder and force him into a seat.

“Here, sit. No need to fear—we don’t bite,” the man said.

Su Lingxi glanced at him.

“Tell them about your family’s affairs.”

Wei Shixiang steeled himself and repeated what he had told Su Lingxi before.

Meanwhile, Xiliu stood beside Su Lingxi and relayed the two matters she had been tasked to investigate:

Back when His Majesty ascended the throne, the prince consort’s affair—his secret family with another woman and their two children—was exposed.

By law, the entire clan should have been executed.

But given the sensitive timing, several ministers advised suppressing the matter, only secretly punishing the prince consort and his illicit family.

His Majesty, soft-hearted, decreed that the punishment end with the prince consort.

The prince consort was forced to drink poisoned wine, while the woman and children were sentenced to lifelong imprisonment. The Ministry of Rites was spared.

Su Lingxi vaguely recalled this incident, but at the time, she was embroiled in her own political battles, weathering all attacks.

When she heard of it, she had simply said, “Deal with it as the law demands.”

“But before the  prince consort drank the poison, the manor was burned to the ground. The woman and children were reduced to charred corpses—dying right before his eyes.”

“Who did it?”

Su Lingxi asked.

Xiliu shook her head.

His Majesty’s word was final—he wouldn’t go back on it.

Back then, Su Lingxi was too busy clashing with the old and young factions in court to bother with such a minor affair.

The answer seemed to hang on the tip of the tongue—but Prince Yan had just lost the throne to his sister.

If he’d acted out of anger for her, it didn’t quite make sense.

Su Lingxi silently mouthed the name Xue Huai, paused, then nodded.

“What about theDuke Xuan’s estate ?”

If Wei Shiming had witnessed this before his death, it would explain why his lingering resentment had drawn a demon.

“The old lady was furious to her death. Before dying, she learned that her eldest son’s demise was linked to a concubine’s schemes. The Prince of Xuan covered it up to protect his other children and never pursued justice.”

The scandals of noble houses were endless, devoid of any bottom line.

When Su Lingxi first heard such tales, she’d been baffled.

But over time, she’d mastered the art of keeping a straight face even if the sky collapsed—and swiftly pinpointing the crux.

In short, this old lady had also died with deep resentment.

“Keep a close watch on the Duke Xuan’s estate,” she ordered.

“Understood.”

Su Lingxi straightened her back and turned to Zhang Jinzhi.

“We’ll start with this pigeon?.”

She knew what Zhang Jinzhi was waiting for—his core had been severely damaged. 

He was biding his time until the pill refined from a demon’s core could restore him enough to activate the Star Connection Formation.

Zhang Jinzhi had no objections.

Yu Lin’an had hoped Zhang Jinzhi would reintroduce him to Su Lingxi, but today’s use of soul-control spells and excessive talking had already drained him.

So he sat quietly.

Zhang Jinzhi coughed lightly, watching as Su Lingxi frowned, lost in thought about their next move, then closed his eyes to rest.

Only when Wei Shixiang finished recounting everything did he meekly say to Su Lingxi, “Imperial Tutor, I’ve told them everything.”

“Good. Now, I have two plans—you choose.”

“I’ve obtained His Majesty’s decree to search the office of the Minister. Once it’s sealed, everyone will be interrogated at the Demon Subjugation Department”

Wei Shixiang met Su Lingxi’s eyes, gleaming faintly with daylight, and his face instantly paled.

His throat tightened as he swallowed hard.

“Or, you find a way to get us into the Ministry of Rites as guests. We’ll scout the situation first, then decide.”

Wei Shixiang didn’t hesitate.

“My lord, I’ll arrange it.”

A seal was easy to affix but hard to remove.

Escaping the Demon Subjugation Office was even harder.

The Department of State Affairs had no allies in court to begin with.

He asked Su Lingxi how many would enter—whether they should make a grand or discreet entrance.

After getting his answer, he borrowed paper and ink from Zhang Jinzhi and promptly wrote letters to a few friends, instructing his attendant to deliver them.

“I have several close friends,” he explained with an embarrassed smile.

“We study together and often visit or stay overnight. My father and the servants know them well.”

“I’ve given them a cover story to avoid suspicion.”

“If we disguise ourselves as them, no one will doubt a thing.”

Forging faces to fool ordinary people was child’s play for those present—no challenge at all.

“I’ll take Xiliu inside,” Su Lingxi said naturally, clearly having planned this long ago.

“No need for disguises. Just tell your father that demons were recently spotted near the Department of State Affairs. To eliminate the threat, I’m paying a personal visit.”

Wei Shixiang’s lips moved.

“…Understood.”

Zhang Jinzhi opened his eyes.

“Count me in.”

Nearly everyone, including Su Lingxi, turned to look at him.

“I won’t act,” he said.

“That’s your job.”

Su Lingxi knew he had something to verify and didn’t argue—only stated the truth:

“We don’t need you to fight. I just don’t want you dying in there.”

The faint smile on Zhang Jinzhi’s face vanished once more.

Yu Lin’an raised a hand.

“I’ll go.”

Sang Chu nodded at Su Lingxi.

Tian Jiang also volunteered. Surprisingly, Lin Yu chimed in with a single word:

“Me.”

Su Lingxi didn’t care about numbers.

Few could follow Wei Shixiang in; more could sneak into theDepartment of State Affairs on their own.

Her only concern was whether he would interfere again.

When no voice came after a long silence, the tension in Su Lingxi’s eyes subtly eased.

“I have other matters to attend to. Prepare everything and notify me—we meet tonight at theDemon Subjugation Department’s north gate.”

With that, she stood and left, Xiliu in tow.

Master.

Danyuan remained, guarding Zhang Jinzhi without straying a step.

The estate now carried unfamiliar auras—temporary reinforcements assigned to protect it.

One by one, Sang Chu and the others from Floating Jade bid Zhang Jinzhi farewell.

When they glanced back at Ye Zhuxu’s now-empty chair, only the banana leaves swayed low in the breeze.

Dew on petals, willows in mist—a radiant day.

The sun rose and set, a day swaying leisurely before their eyes.

At the first mark of Youshi (5:15 PM), the Zhang family’s carriage stopped at the back gate of the Demon-Suppression Bureau.

Zhang Jinzhi had spent the afternoon lying on a couch, and before coming, he had downed three bowls of medicine.

His condition was temporarily stable, but in this weather, he was still bundled up thickly.

Those who had decided to go to the Minister’s Estate arrived one after another, gathering in the main hall.

Some squatted beneath the steel trees outside—someone had hung lanterns on the branches, three or five in a row, their wicks flickering like the blinking eyes of beasts.

The youths from Fuyu quickly realized that Zhang Jinzhi wasn’t difficult to talk to—perhaps because of the lingering effects of the soul-control spell, he still subconsciously saw them as younger siblings and didn’t mind their noise.

Yu Lin’an and Tian Jiang sat perched in the trees for one simple reason:

Ye Zhuxu had recently entered the detention chamber behind the hall.

No one else liked to visit that frigid, inhuman place for self-inflicted torment.

Zhang Jinzhi chuckled.

“Why are you all so afraid of him?”

His memories were still frozen fourteen years in the past, when Ye Zhuxu was the beautiful, even-tempered man who lived in Su Lingxi’s home.

Yu Lin’an had a bellyful of things to say about this but didn’t dare.

After last time, he was convinced the detention chamber couldn’t hold Ye Zhuxu anymore—it wasn’t a matter of whether he could hear them, but whether he wanted to.

So he didn’t get the chance to tell Zhang Jinzhi that Ye Zhuxu had moved out of Su Lingxi’s home years ago—that he was no longer the man who sat beside the little enchantress, smiling unbothered at jests and teasing, secretly reaching for her hand when no one was looking.

“Anyway, we can’t talk about it,” Yu Lin’an muttered.

Zhang Jinzhi asked, “Why not?”

Because not only would the two of them fight, but the one who spoke would also get beaten.

Though neither said more, their expressions spoke volumes.

Zhang Jinzhi understood and smiled faintly before changing the subject.

“Have either of you ever been with someone you loved?”

Two heads shook in unison.

Zhang Jinzhi nodded, unsurprised, and said nothing more.

A short while later, Wei Shixiang arrived, led by a female official.

The young master hadn’t returned home in days, and tonight, dressed solemnly for his reunion with his father, he cut a striking figure—his posture like a slender bamboo, his demeanor bright.

His courteous bow revealed refined manners and noble upbringing.

Among them, only Zhang Jinzhi held an official court rank.

Wei Shixiang recognized him—years ago, when selecting a consort for the princess, the palace’s trusted aides and this obscure Lord Zhang had conducted a discreet investigation at his estate.

Since they would be visiting the Minister’s Estate undisguised tonight, Wei Shixiang came to pay his respects.

Tian Jiang and Yu Lin’an both knew about Xue Huai sending young men to Su Lingxi.

The latter didn’t comment, but Tian Jiang, curious about Tian Shuang, probed indirectly:

“Would a female official usually accept such… gifts?”

“Most female officials don’t have that kind of prestige,” Zhang Jinzhi said, brushing off a cluster of dark steel branches to test their sturdiness before leaning an arm against them.

“And the one with the most prestige happens to want no one.”

Yu Lin’an, snapping out of his thoughts, dared to ask:

“She refused them all?”

Zhang Jinzhi smiled without answering.

Wei Shixiang, overhearing, wasn’t embarrassed—this was no secret in Great Yin, and rejection carried no shame.

Seeing Bai Xiao and Lin Yu listening nearby, he answered frankly:

“Yes, the Imperial Tutor’s Estate has never admitted any men. Some say the Imperial Tutor, being from Fuyu, disdains mortals.”

“No,” Zhang Jinzhi said, his gaze fixed on a shadowed corner as he blinked slowly.

“She just didn’t want to hurt someone’s feelings.”

(Even if she no longer remembers now.)

“But she did keep her word.”

The darkness remained still.

Soon after, Wei Shixiang announced they could depart.

The group trickled out of the north courtyard, but Zhang Jinzhi lingered.

“Go ahead. I’ll catch up.”

Once they were gone, he stepped into the hall and found a ghostly figure by the window.

A sword’s intent, ruthless and vast, sliced through the air as if to crush even the atmosphere into dust.

Then it coalesced into a single blade-edge, pressing against Zhang Jinzhi’s pulsing veins—a cold, gleaming line reflecting in his eyes.

Zhang Jinzhi sighed.

“Fuyu’s legacy is in good hands.”

“I thought hearing that might ease your heart.”

(Who knew he’d truly go mad?)

Ye Zhuxu turned, his gaze icy. Moonlight silvered his dark hair, and his voice was faint.

“Stop speaking in riddles. I don’t care for it.”

“Don’t presume to be clever.”

Zhang Jinzhi’s current state made it difficult to see certain things clearly, but he sighed again, his light-brown eyes fixed on the figure before him—piercing past flesh and bone, into the depths beneath.

A moment later—

In the span of a blink, his eyes swelled with pain, reddening, tears spilling unbidden.

He wiped them away and closed his eyes briefly to steady himself.


“You… took back what was yours after all.”

Zhang Jinzhi lowered his hand slowly.

“This body of yours—you’ve done much for her, haven’t you?”

“Just proof of past foolishness.”

Ye Zhuxu let out a cold laugh.

The sword’s aura pressed down until Zhang Jinzhi nearly bent under its weight—a rebuke for prying.

“A constant reminder never to repeat those mistakes. Isn’t that good?”



 
  Chapter 25: Even the Broken Remember






Zhang Jinzhi meant well.

The Twelve Witches had always held a sense of fondness for Su Lingxi, having watched her tread a difficult path over the years.

They admired her growth and felt heartache for her perseverance.

She emerged far too early—at an age when all the world’s heaviness should have bypassed her.

Before the Grand Preceptor had even taught her the meaning of “responsibility,” she had already, by a twist of fate, come to know the Heavenly Execution and faced the Heaven’s Calamity—things even the sect gate itself could not bear.

He, Zhang Jinzhi, was many years her senior and regarded Su Lingxi as a younger sister.

It just so happened that his cultivation was in the art of soul control, which granted him a certain ability—to remember some things for her when she forgot.

And when someone you’ve never been able to forget reappears in front of you after fourteen years—even as strangers meeting for the first time—it’s already a fated romance at its most poignant.

Since they’ve reunited, there was no need to dwell too much on what had already happened. Painful knots of the heart, if they could be unraveled, should be.

And those that couldn’t—tie them in haste and let them pass.

Don’t waste any more time. So many regrets and sorrows, weren’t they all because of separation?

After a moment of silence, Zhang Jinzhi gently asked Ye Zhuxu, “You say nothing, get misunderstood and hurt by her—don’t you feel wronged?”

“Quite the opposite,” Ye Zhuxu replied calmly.

Contrary to his quiet demeanor, Ye Zhuxu’s voice carried no trace of anger.

He stated clearly, plainly, “I think that’s the only way it doesn’t feel unfair.”

After Su Lingxi left Floating Jade, Ye Zhuxu hurt himself many times, came close to death in dangerous situations, and like many others, once thought that death might be the final release.

But no—it wasn’t the same.

He stepped out, came into the human world, returned to Su Lingxi’s side.

She remembered nothing, making even his desire for revenge feel like a powerless one-man farce, ridiculous and laughable.

It wasn’t until a few days ago, when Su Lingxi finally lost her temper and attacked him in the Forbidden Temple, that Ye Zhuxu came to understand—

When they first met, he had been a shattered clay figure, broken into pieces.

Su Lingxi had picked them up, one by one, put them back together, reshaped him, glazed him with color, carefully nurtured him back to life.

Every hastily treated wound on his body had healed under her care; his heart began to beat again in her hands; he was someone who had once been loved by her.

It was as if Su Lingxi’s name was written all over Ye Zhuxu.

So, hurting himself didn’t count.

Only if Su Lingxi struck him herself did it mean something.

She had raised him. It was only right for her to break him.

Only then would they be even.

Only then would it not feel unjust.

Clearly, Zhang Jinzhi’s good intentions had hit a wall on both sides.

What else could be said—it was just that kind of pair. Su Lingxi was stubborn too.

Even knowing she had lost important memories, if you dragged someone before her and told her, “This is the one you loved most,” she’d only lift her eyelids and reply, “Oh.”

Just like Ye Zhuxu now—even if you told him Su Lingxi still remembered him, never forgot him, it wouldn’t matter.

Love or hate, no matter how deep or intense, no matter the knots or grievances—whether they could be let go or not, how to move on—all of it was their own entanglement.

Anyone else trying to meddle, with good or bad intentions, would be in vain.

Zhang Jinzhi saw the shadow in Ye Zhuxu’s eyes, reached out a hand and slowly pushed aside the sword mark on his neck, saying, “Sorry. I’m too old to understand the love of young people.”

“I overstepped.”

Ye Zhuxu’s gaze lifted slightly.

“If you have time, tell Yu Lin’an more about how hard it was for her, how loyal she was. He might be moved enough to cry.”

“Unfortunately, I’ve learned my lesson—I’m not falling for that anymore.”

It could be said that since Zhang Jinzhi became renowned, he had never been mocked so brazenly.

But it was precisely because he once possessed extraordinary power that he knew how much it took to obtain it within just a few decades—he was one of the rare few born with natural talent.

To say he fought with his life would not be an exaggeration.

And yet… Zhang Jinzhi couldn’t help but click his tongue.

Was the love and hate of young people truly so raw—relying on making the one who forgot slowly, unknowingly, destroy the self as a form of revenge?

What else had Su Lingxi done to Ye Zhuxu?

Zhang Jinzhi stepped calmly out from under the sword light, his eyes aching so much he could barely open them.

He pressed a cloth to them and sighed softly, “Fine, I won’t say anything more.”

“Su Lingxi is a very strange girl.” 


He adjusted his collar so that it gently covered the bloodstain left by the sword light, and just before leaving the room, glanced with his peripheral vision at the quiet figure by the window and said one last thing:

“Incense arts have the power to turn decay into miracles. I think she does too.”

The group heading to the Minister’s Residence had finished assigning roles.

Su Lingxi was with Zhang Jinzhi, accompanied by Xiliu and Linyu.

Zhang Jinzhi had a personal attendant and the persistently attached Yu Lin’an.

Disguised, Sang Chu and Tian Jiang had entered the Minister’s Residence ahead of them through a side gate with Wei Shixian.

The Imperial Preceptor’s Office had already notified the Minister’s Residence earlier that afternoon.

So when the carriage arrived, the doors of the residence swung open.

The Minister of Rites, Wei Xiao, cupped his hands toward Su Lingxi at the steps.

“Imperial Preceptor.”

Zhang Jinzhi greeted him with a cultured smile.

“Minister Wei.”

Following their example, Yu Lin’an also bowed.

Linyu, however, did not move, standing straighter than even Su Lingxi, face taut and expression stern—at first glance, it looked as if they’d come to confiscate property.

Wei Xiao’s attention was entirely on Su Lingxi, so he didn’t notice.

But Zhang Jinzhi spared Linyu an extra glance or two.

Su Lingxi was used to such scenes and handled them smoothly.

Only then did she flick the fire talisman between her fingers to extinguish it, look up at the plaque of the Minister’s Residence, and say to Wei Xiao, “Three days ago, a great demon escaped from the Demon Execution Squad and vanished nearby.

Therefore, we must trouble you for a two-day stay.”

Wei Xiao was already informed of the matter and quickly said, “It is the Minister’s fortune to be graced by your presence.”

He led her in.

“We’ve prepared a light meal and some wine to welcome the Imperial Preceptor and Lord Zhang.”

Su Lingxi did not refuse and nodded her assent.

The Minister’s Residence had been greatly renovated and expanded over the years.

Its scale now exceeded the five bays and nine roof beams permitted by official standards.

There were separate gates and rooms, a front hall, a central chamber, and a rear sleeping quarter.

On both sides were guest rooms, side courts, a waterside pavilion, and even a man-made pond from which you could hear the sound of water through the dense summer foliage.

The servants of the Minister’s Residence had prepared rooms for Su Lingxi and Zhang Jinzhi.

The two changed and rested before proceeding to the front courtyard for dinner.

At the fork in the road, Su Lingxi stepped aside and tossed something into his sleeve.

Zhang Jinzhi paused as he caught it, then chuckled.

The loss of personal strength was unsettling.

Ahead lay the unresolved blade of the Heavenly Execution.

Su Lingxi had left many contingency plans—this was probably one of them.

Even if the demon ranked in the top twenty, it was no match for the group from Floating Jade.

He was now crippled, yes—but still one of the Twelve Witches.

If faced with a true life-threatening danger, he wouldn’t just lie down and die.

And yet, she remained this cautious.

That could only mean one thing—

She still didn’t trust Floating Jade.

Which explained why she hadn’t revealed a single detail about the Twelve Witches earlier.

She’d rather waste time than fail to determine whether this group’s intentions were good or bad, genuine or deceitful.

Doubt, prejudice, and emotions like love and hate don’t just dissolve because someone says a few kind words.

Zhang Jinzhi merely smiled and said nothing, putting the object away with composure.

He had one strength—he was open-minded.

Since he regarded himself as an older brother, of course he hoped everyone would reconcile peacefully.

But if the parties involved refused, he also found their push-and-pull rather interesting.

They dined that evening at the Minister’s Residence.

The meal was lavish, and the host warm.

Aside from Minister Wei and his wife, several of the young lords of the household also came out to greet the guests.

Meanwhile, Sang Chu and the others fanned out to search the residence.

Xiliu was dispatched as well. Beneath the façade of harmonious feasting, undercurrents stirred.

Across the small table, Su Lingxi and Zhang Jinzhi conversed idly.

“Why insist on coming along?”

She asked.

“I’ve never entered the domain of a top-twenty-ranked demon. Who knows what kind of strange tricks await.”

“I just had a feeling something unexpected might happen,” he replied.

“Might even find the Celestial Formation early.”

As he spoke, Zhang Jinzhi calmly turned to Wei Xiao, who was looking over, and gave him a gentle smile.

As his lips parted, he commented, “Eloquent and clear-headed. Nothing unusual for now.”

“But he’s aged a lot.”

“Wei Shixian already said it—true faces in a devil’s den are only revealed late at night,” Su Lingxi lifted her eyelids and glanced at the sky.

“As for age, the two above added together are still younger than you. If I remember correctly, Lord Zhang, you’re a hundred and eighteen years old this year.”

Zhang Jinzhi silently put down his chopsticks and used a napkin to wipe his mouth and hands.

He paused and waited for Su Lingxi:

“Anything else to say? Just say it all at once.”

“Young Master Wei is looking this way again.”

Zhang Jinzhi endured for a moment, then grew truly curious.

“Do these youngsters know how sharp your words can be?”

Su Lingxi leaned back and let out an “oh,” then rubbed her brow with a fingertip.

“Then take a guess—do you think the young lord who offered himself to warm my bed will be the one to lure us into Yao’s domain tonight?”

Zhang Jinzhi genuinely laughed this time.

After the banquet dispersed, everyone returned to their rooms.

Wei Shixian stayed in the rear courtyard, while Su Lingxi and Zhang Jinzhi were assigned to side rooms—one in the east, the other in the west.

Su Lingxi looked at the sky, anticipating a fierce battle later that night.

The demon-slaying squad would stand guard around the Minister’s residence all night, setting up a boundary in advance.

She had already given all the necessary instructions.

Back in her room, Su Lingxi didn’t bother with anything else.

She collapsed onto the bed, pulled the covers over her head, and tried to nap.

She hadn’t slept for two days and a night.

Her limbs melted into the soft bedding like cotton, but every time she started to drift off, she’d jolt awake.

Her eyelids twitched.

After several such cycles, she became even more exhausted.

She didn’t know how long had passed when she was pulled into a very brief dream.

Su Lingxi couldn’t remember the last time she’d dreamt of herself.

The self from many years ago.

So even in a dream, the image was blurry.

She could barely tell that it was a drizzly dusk in spring, with a gentle breeze brushing her cheeks.

She heard people talking—two or three of them.

She was leaning against someone dressed in pure black silk, playing with his soft hair in her hand.

At first, she listened calmly, but the more she heard, the more off it felt.

She abruptly stopped what she was doing, her expression turning frosty, and suddenly smashed a jade pendant to the ground before storming off.

The two little braids in her hair, adorned with white and pink wildflowers, looked sweetly out of place with her current rage.

“…Where are you going?”

“Don’t—”

She angrily turned her face.

“To kill someone!”

Someone seemed to try stopping her, but no one could.

Eventually, someone caught her from behind.

His black hair, like satin, shimmered with a cool fragrance.

His hand opened and closed, wrapping around the fist she’d formed.

His voice held an unintentional trace of amusement:

“…But I’m not in pain anymore.”

Su Lingxi woke up instantly.

She sat up on the bed, now completely awake.

She could even be sure that barely half a quarter-hour had passed since she fell asleep—it was like a moment out of time, something as mystical as entering a meditative trance.

Her mind was dazed, but her heartbeat still followed the same rhythm as in the dream.

One hand smoothed her hair, as if comparing it with the surreal yet vivid sensation from the dream.

Her other hand had unconsciously clenched into a fist—exactly like in the dream—and pressed against her ribs as she murmured the second half of the sentence:

“…and you’re still able to laugh.”

She stopped talking immediately.

Her gaze flickered.

If she lit a lamp now and dragged Lin Yu from the courtyard over, they could probably compare whose dark circles under their eyes were worse.

Before she could sort her thoughts, the shadows of tree branches brushed against the window, rustling melodically.

The previously quiet cicadas began to shrill again—and then suddenly went silent.

Su Lingxi turned her head and saw a flutter of cloth swaying in the night breeze—simple in style but of exquisite quality.

A ghostly, cold presence had arrived—silently, clinging, eerie.

She could already imagine what she’d see if she peeked out—a flawlessly beautiful face, pale as porcelain, lips touched with vivid red, eyes with a fevered flush, fixed in a burning, twisted gaze of malice.

The Sword of Jingmie would be silently cheering from the side.

Su Lingxi held her breath for a moment.

She knew she couldn’t indulge.

She knew she had to wear that useless, silent silver bell.

After the commanding officer’s appearance at the Northern Court, she could tell from the anxious eyes of Yu Lin’an and the others that something had happened between her and this man.

Zhang Jinzhi had confirmed it.

But forgetting meant forgetting.

These things couldn’t shake her, nor get any reaction from her.

Yet now, Su Lingxi had to admit—Zhang Jinzhi was right.

Hurting this man made her body feel miserable.

She had truly been irritable these past two days.

Her body was telling her who her irreplaceable lover was.

Only…

Was the ghostly, eerie figure outside now really the same person as the one in the dream?

Su Lingxi closed her eyes briefly, then after a pause, pushed open the door and walked out.

 
 
  Chapter 26: Tides of Power and the Witches’ Gambit [1/2]






Mist welled up in the courtyard, thin and light like a veil before the eyes.

The bamboo fence remained tightly shut, undisturbed by anyone.

In the yard stood a loquat tree, planted just beneath the window lattice.

It had only been planted for two years and its branches were slender, unable to bear much weight.

Su Lingxi followed the hem of a robe through the mist with her gaze, and saw Ye Zhuxu sitting on a branch.

Silk strands hung from his sleeves, overlapping and cascading down, covering his hands and boots.

His eyes were closed, and he looked like a figure made of paper.

Apparently not expecting to be discovered so soon, Ye Zhuxu opened his eyes when he heard the door open and footsteps approach.

She looked up; he looked down.

Their eyes met under the cold moonlight.

The world around them was silent.

Su Lingxi should have asked why he was here—what he wanted. Was he after the dove again?

Another demon core from a two-headed beast?

He was a high-ranking commander, also holding an important position in Floating Jade.

Had he really come to the mortal realm just to fight with her?

Didn’t he have his own business to attend to?

Why would the sect assign such a crucial task to him?

Giving it to Yu Lin’an might’ve shown more dedication.

Su Lingxi moved her lips, but said nothing in the end.

She truly didn’t believe, nor care about, what others said.

She had once been able to deal with Ye Zhuxu ruthlessly—but not now.

She couldn’t go against herself.

At the very least, she needed sleep.

Ye Zhuxu waited for her to speak, but Su Lingxi only stood there briefly before turning and walking back inside.

Rustling sounds followed, and soon she emerged again with an indescribable expression, carrying a soft pillow and a thin velvet blanket used for her beauty chaise.

She tossed the items onto the smooth, clean stone table, sat down on a stool, and lowered her head, burying her face in the soft fabric.

After a moment, a voice sounded above her:

“What are you doing?”

Su Lingxi’s limbs went limp again.

Her voice was muffled with drowsiness and slow:

“Just resting for a bit.”

“Why are you here?”

“To sleep.”

“I’ve recently caught some strange illness and can’t fall asleep indoors.”

Su Lingxi spoke nonsense, self-deprecating:

“I’m testing if I can still be cured.”

It wasn’t surprising that those from Floating Jade were always startled seeing Su Lingxi and Ye Zhuxu together.

Even she found it odd.

They had once been close, then shattered apart, separated for fourteen years.

When they met again, it was with blades drawn and a fierce battle.

Yet now, just a few days later, they could set aside their animosity and talk like this on a strange night.

A question and an answer—friendly and calm.

She had been forced to change. Ye Zhuxu had always been moody and volatile.

Two abnormal people together made everything feel odd.

Su Lingxi remained quiet for a while, then turned her face toward him.

Her eyelids drooped as sleep crept in. She stared at the hanging hem of his robe until sleep overwhelmed her.

Jumbled thoughts collided in her mind, and she sank into a numb sense of bewilderment, murmuring:

“Did the hawk make any noise when you arrived?”

“No.”

“Then it’ll probably take a while.”


Her lashes slowly lowered, and her breathing softened.

Ye Zhuxu hadn’t expected this either when he came.

He sat silently in the tree watching her come out, look at him, go back inside to get bedding, then turn to look again—only to fall into a doze moments later.

There was no sharp questioning, no towering anger.

Compared to earlier, Su Lingxi’s attitude had shifted slightly tonight.

Ye Zhuxu noticed it immediately.

Others might not, but even the old Ye Zhuxu had been a sensitive, suspicious creature who grew from her patience, care, and love—pretending to be a gentleman while constantly measuring how much she cared. That had become his nature.

What was different now—

Was compromise.

The night wind stirred gently.

Ye Zhuxu suddenly called out,

“Su Lingxi.”

Su Lingxi’s fingers, resting on the table edge, twitched slightly in response.

Ye Zhuxu looked at her hand, tilted his head, and asked with a hint of heat in his voice, like a serpent flicking its tongue:

“Want to fight?”

His presence here tonight—under normal circumstances—should have led to another fight. That was what he came for.

Ye Zhuxu wasn’t in a hurry.

He quietly waited for her answer.

After a long silence, Su Lingxi lifted most of her head from the blanket, her eyelids drooping lazily. She didn’t even bother to rub her eyes and asked:

“Right now?”

He hummed softly, his expression unreadable.

“But we still have to fight the dove and hawk later.”

She slowly slid back down again.

“If you still fight me over the dove’s demon core later, then sure—I’ll fight you… but not now.”

Ye Zhuxu looked at her for a while, then agreed:

“Alright.”

Su Lingxi fell asleep quickly.

Ye Zhuxu’s gaze rested on her without hiding it.

Her frame was small, and curled up like this, she looked even more delicate.

The sharp lines she usually carried—full of force—now softened, her edge hidden.

Half her cheek was nestled in the blanket, flushed from the warmth; the other half exposed to the air, pale like jade.

Because of the recent chaos, her eyes had dark shadows beneath them.

Her breathing was steady and slow.

Ye Zhuxu hadn’t felt sleepy before, but after watching for a long while, he closed his eyes anyway.

His sleep was always light—he woke every so often—and each time, he instinctively looked down at the base of the tree.

She slept in disarray.

She didn’t look like the Imperial Preceptor.

She looked like her.

And so the two of them rested like that.

Perhaps they were just both too tired.

***

Meanwhile, in another side wing of the Ministry of Rites estate, the bright moon spilled its light, and familiar faces had gathered.

Xi Liu and Lin Yu, who had been with Su Lingxi, had run into the others here while looking for clues.

Zhang Jinzhi couldn’t handle the night breeze, so he had ushered everyone into the study.

Half the group stayed inside, while the others remained outside, separated by a half-open window.

The room was bustling.

“Let’s each share what we’ve found,” Sang Chu was the first to speak.

“When I came out, that young master was just about to leave. Said his father summoned him to the study to ask some questions. He looked scared—like he was heading to a death trap—his face was pale and green.”

Yu Lin’an shook his head and clicked his tongue.

“Seventeen years old and still so timid.”

As he spoke, he pulled out divination bones, arranging them into an arcane pattern on the ground that no one could understand.

Tian Jiang slapped him on the shoulder.

“Yeah, let’s hope a thirty-seven-year-old boy like you produces something useful this time.”

Zhang Jinzhi couldn’t help but ask, “Do you all compare age like that now?”

Tian Jiang straightened up and quickly explained, “I walked around the residence—checked the front hall, central courtyard, nearby rockeries, pavilions, and gardens. All clear. I met Wei Shixian’s younger brother. Asked him about his elder brother.

He said he’d just had dinner with an esteemed guest. I didn’t get much before a nursemaid hurried him away. Most of the ladies of the household are married off. A few cousins are staying over. I didn’t go to the women’s quarters—”

He scratched the back of his hand awkwardly.

“In the human realm, people care a lot about that—separation between men and women.”

Xi Liu, usually close to Su Lingxi, stayed silent and simply listened.

Lin Yu lifted her eyelids and said, “I went.”

Then shook her head—she found nothing either.

“Wait.

Zhang Jinzhī was calm and composed, with a plan in mind, so he wasn’t in a hurry.

He walked to the window and looked at the divination bones that Yú Lín’ān had arranged on the ground.

Upon seeing them, he couldn’t help but laugh. “How come there are just a few bones?”

Yú Lín’ān froze, his movements stiff.

The divination bones used by practitioners of Fuji were not the ordinary turtle shells or black bones from the human world. They were made piece by piece from their own essence.

The stronger the Fuji technique, the more bones there were, and the larger they were.

The seven bones Yú Lín’ān had were already quite impressive.

However, in the face of Zhang Jinzhī, he didn’t know what to say.

Tián Jiàng, standing to the side, burst into laughter, and even Yú Lín’ān, with his thick skin, felt his face flush under the senior’s gaze.

Zhang Jinzhī realized he had unintentionally hurt his junior and quickly apologized.

“I don’t know much about Fuji.”

It was precisely because he didn’t understand that it hurt even more.

Fuji was divided into three levels: six bones for the first level, the second level for ordinary life, and the third level for the world and heavens.

Only upon reaching the third level could one be considered to have mastered Fuji.

Few had achieved this level in ancient times.

Zhang Jinzhī was ranked among the Twelve Witches, and among his colleagues, only one person used divination bones.

Compared to that person, the seven bones Yú Lín’ān held were indeed pitifully few.

“I heard that to become one of the Twelve Witches, the most important requirement is mastering one art.”

“I know. I’m sure Yuán Yǐn is a master of Fuji. Today, I dare to ask on behalf of all my fellow Fuji students in the academy,” Yú Lín’ān paused, then curiously asked, “How many bones does Yuán Yǐn have?”

“In the past ten years, our academy produced a student with exceptional talent in Fuji. He broke through the second level and reached the third level, but the second headmaster always encouraged him, saying he had a chance to become one of the Twelve Witches.”

This clearly indicated there was still a gap.

Zhang Jinzhī asked, “How many bones does he have?”

Yú Lín’ān raised his hand and gestured, “Fourteen.”

He emphasized, “He’s the strongest in our academy in this technique, the only one who can see the heavens.”

“Still a bit short.”

Zhang Jinzhī turned and picked up a cup of hot tea. He had come out feeling proud and youthful, now seeing everyone as juniors.

He was careful with his words, knowing how devastating the loss of one of the Twelve Witches was for the Floating Jade Sect, and he didn’t want to discourage anyone.

He said tactfully, “Let him practice a bit more, he has hope.”

Yú Lín’ān pondered what “a bit short” meant, and asked, “Short by… one bone?”

Seeing all the clear, curious eyes in the room, Zhang Jinzhī helplessly admitted, “Yuán Yǐn’s mastery of Fuji reached the third level fully. When we left, he had nineteen bones in his hand.”

“With the vast world and the ever-changing nature of life, Yuán Yǐn always said that the heavens were beyond our gaze, and he had only just touched the surface of the path. He said this so often that we thought he truly wasn’t capable. But it turns out, he’s this powerful.”

Yú Lín’ān’s mind was still spinning from “nineteen bones,” and all he could respond with was, “Then we have no hope.”

Zhang Jinzhī seemed a bit more interested now.

His curiosity about Floating Jade was much greater than that for the human world.

Even though he had been removed from the group, he didn’t mind.

As the only one who still remembered, he had deep affection for his hometown, like a great tree that would always miss the soil of its roots.

“What about other techniques? Any outstanding new talent? What about Puppet Art, Array Art, or Incense Offering Technique?”

This question silenced the group, and the answers were all negative.

“There are some talented people, but they haven’t surpassed the Twelve Witches,” Yú Lín’ān replied.

“Newcomers are always emerging, but one patch of land won’t lose its fertility just because a few trees are gone. However, no one has been able to surpass the Twelve Witches.”

“After that event, in the first few years, it wasn’t just the academy disciples who were discouraged. Even the headmaster and the lecturers were demoralized.”

“A particularly talented person in Puppet Art appeared, and the second headmaster accepted him as a direct disciple, ranking second.”
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On the day the second headmaster took on the disciple, Tián Jiàng had also gone.

Tián Shuāng was the second headmaster’s first disciple, so Tián Jiàng only planned to observe quietly without making a sound.

However, because the siblings looked somewhat alike, the second headmaster recognized him.

The esteemed elder squeezed through the crowd, approached him without speaking, patted him heavily on the shoulder, looked at him, and said, “You’ve grown so tall!”

“Come here often. If you don’t understand anything, just ask.”

The second headmaster repeated this sentence twice to Tián Jiàng.

Actually, Tián Jiàng wasn’t going to go.

He didn’t study Puppet Art, so there was nothing for him to ask.

In the past few years, many people had said that same sentence to Tián Jiàng:

“You’ve grown so tall!”

Some he knew, some he didn’t.

They looked at him as if they were greeting another person, saying, “Look at your brother, how did he grow so big in a blink of an eye?”

“Time really flies.”

Since childhood, Tián Jiàng knew his sister was extraordinary.

Otherwise, how could the second headmaster, among the tens of thousands in the academy, recognize him at first sight?

How else could the senior brothers and sisters always rush to help him whenever he was in danger, with an expression of both disdain and urgency?

They would pull him up swiftly and then look at him with an expression of confusion.

That look was easy to understand. It was a look that said:

“Is this really Tián Shuāng’s brother? How come he’s so weak and a bit dumb?”

Tián Jiàng hated this kind of look in the past.

Some siblings were just born different, and no matter how hard he worked, he could only be an ordinary, somewhat above-average person.

He hated comparisons, hated preachiness, and even hated Tián Shuāng.

Until Tián Shuāng left, after three years, five years… he began to miss that look, actively seeking it out.

It felt as if his sister was still there.

It felt like his sister hadn’t been forgotten.

Just like witnessing the apprenticeship banquet, Tián Jiàng later quietly hid in the crowd and watched one apprenticeship after another.

With each one, fewer people related to the Twelve Witches remained.

Tián Jiàng blinked, pondered for a moment, and then said, “As for Array Art, it’s still the same person, the one who said that with Jiāng Yuán in the competition, he would forever be second. He’s now first.”

But sometimes he couldn’t help but still call himself second.

Zhang Jinzhī remembered and asked, “The one with brown hair, who loves to drink?”

Tián Jiàng and Yú Lín’ān both nodded.

“Ah.”

Zhang Jinzhī took a sip of tea and shook his head with a smile.

“Jiāng Yuán said they’ve become friends, cleared up their past grievances.”

“As for Incense Offering Technique,” Tián Jiàng thought for a moment, then thought about Báixīao, unsure of how to respond.

At this moment, Línyù spoke with a neutral expression:

“Incense Offering Technique has become quite desolate, it’s on the brink of collapse.”

“Among those in front of you, and the little girl from the northern courtyard, they are already the best of the bunch.”

“After a few more years, Incense Offering Technique, once a leader among all arts, will become the last.”

Zhang Jinzhī raised his eyebrows in surprise.

“It’s that bad?”

Yú Lín’ān added, “The Grand Headmaster is really worried.”

“Control Soul Technique shouldn’t be in decline,” Zhang Jinzhī recalled.

“Our branch still has quite a few people. Back during the Twelve Witches dispute, we were the most lively.”

Perhaps because the atmosphere was good that night, Yú Lín’ān quickly glanced at Sāng Chǔ, saw that he didn’t react, and quickly winked at Zhang Jinzhī, passing on the news:

“The Spirit Clan has been quite strong in recent years. The higher-ups built them a tower, and to fight for the position of the first Tower Leader, they’ve been killing day and night, with rivers of blood.”

The Witch’s deception was no empty talk.

The Spirit Clan specialized in aggressive techniques, taking things to the extreme with their methods, which were more brutal and direct.

“In the end, our commander became the Tower Leader.”

Yú Lín’ān made a gesture to indicate that there was nothing more to say; it was truly impressive.

But it was also terrifying.

Now, the people in that tower treat Yè Zhúxù with the utmost respect, their atmosphere cold and serious, as if listening to his orders was like the ministers listening to the emperor’s decree.

Clearly, they didn’t have the same warmth as the Witch Clan.

“Tower Leader?”

Tián Jiàng thought for a moment, then said, “It’s similar to the Twelve Witches.”

In terms of status and authority, it was on par with the Twelve Witches, but there are twelve Witches, and only one Tower Leader.

Zhang Jinzhī fell silent for a moment, then placed the tea cup back down.

“To me, it looks like the Tower Leader doesn’t have to worry about anything, does he?”

When they were the Twelve Witches, it wasn’t this easy; in the end, even their lives were sacrificed.

Yu Lin’an and Tian Jiang exchanged looks and fell silent.

They would have liked to respond, but the fact that the commander had thrown down the challenge and refused to manage things, and now there was another deputy commander, made them hesitant to speak up.

Sang Chu also averted his gaze. He was the one who had been defeated in the battle with Ye Zhuxu of the Ling tribe, so he had nothing to say.

After saying these words, Zhang Jinzhi paused, coughed twice, and did not respond further.

Listening to the young ones speak one after another, it felt like idle chatter.

The Twelve Witches had been very busy in the past, dealing with various matters in the seventeen main cities of Floating Jade, or heading to the mortal realm.

With their status, even if they occasionally had free time and were invited by their elders to teach junior disciples at the academy, in the eyes of many, they were still figures like immortals.

Even now, despite knowing that his cultivation had waned, he was still the center of attention in the crowd.

Eyes were on him, conversations revolved around him, and when they acted together, he was still the backbone.

It wasn’t clear if this was the case for all the Twelve Witches or just Zhang Jinzhi, but he was very approachable.

He would chat about anything, and sometimes, when he listened to them, he would exclaim, “Oh, so that’s what that means.”

He didn’t think being disqualified was a humiliation; although he had lost the Twelve Witches and everything that came with it, his heart remained strong.

But there was one person he would always avoid mentioning.

His wife.

Now, she was someone else’s wife.

Since using the Soul Control technique, he hadn’t spoken Yu Chu’s name.

It was as if he was afraid, or perhaps it was that he knew everything but chose not to ask.

After waiting a little while longer, Yu Lin’an calculated something, and a mix of good and bad results appeared in his mind.

Xiliu stood up and excused himself to report to Su Lingxi.

Zhang Jinzhi finished his tea and poured himself another cup.

In the gentle moonlight, someone couldn’t help but ask, “Is there really going to be any movement tonight? What exactly are we waiting for?”

Zhang Jinzhi looked up at the northern sky, adjusted his sleeve and robe, and sighed slowly before sipping his tea.

“I don’t know either. The two young ones are playing a game, but it’s getting sluggish. How are we, the older ones, supposed to last?”

To the west of the palace, in the prince’s manor, all was silent.

The manor was always filled with a strong herbal scent, which had become even more overpowering in recent days.

The frequent visits from doctors indicated that the prince’s illness had worsened, and everyone in the manor was on edge.

In the study, a lamp was burning, and a huge night pearl was covered with a glass casing, casting shimmering light across the floor.

A trusted servant quietly brought in the prepared medicine, placed it on a silver tray, tested it with three silver needles, and then stood silently at one side.

Behind the study was a bathhouse.

The steam from the bath mixed with the bitter smell of herbs and an odd fishy scent.

The longer one stayed, the more their nostrils would become numb and their throat clogged.

Xue Huai walked up the stone steps.

It took him three steps, and he seemed to use all his strength, stopping twice.

Two servants rushed over with clean, soft silk towels to wipe him down, but Xue Huai stopped them.

He slowly said, “Go away.”

Xue Huai changed into his nightclothes and rolled up his left sleeve to his elbow.

He glanced at it briefly, then let it drop.

His gaze was heavy, and there was a deep, hidden meaning behind it.

In the study, besides the trusted servant, there were two men wearing black cloaks—one tall and the other short.

Both greeted Xue Huai, their voices hoarse and young.

“Your Highness,” the tall one said.

“Has the matter with the Ministry of Rites been dealt with?”

“The situation is as you instructed,” replied the short one.

“But Your Highness has not given further orders, so we cannot act on our own. We came to seek your command.”

The tall one asked, “Your Highness, are you concerned that Zhang Jinzhi might interfere?”

Xue Huai shook his head.

On the desk, there was a chess game set up, with a few scattered pieces, engaged in a fierce battle with no clear victor.

He hadn’t spoken for a long time, and his thin fingers pressed a piece forward, then back, but nothing felt right.

Finally, he abruptly turned his head and coughed heavily.

“The Twelve Witches… barely hanging on.”

He tapped the main general piece on the chessboard, his tone light and almost friendly.

“The one who has been keeping me awake at night, besides the Imperial Mentor, is no one else.”

“The Imperial Mentor has entered the game.”

“That’s not entering the game,” Xue Huai said lightly, correcting him.

“She’s just responding to the situation.”

“When she taught Xue Hui, she analyzed it—if necessary, she likes to take risks herself. She bites the bait, because only by taking the bait can she understand the strength of the person on the shore, how determined they are, and what kind of bait they are offering. And, fortunately, very few can hook her. They are simply not good enough.”

When Su Lingxi’s name was mentioned, Xue Huai spoke more, pausing before continuing.

“She will follow the steps, step by step, making people lower their guard and become careless. You see, Wei Si was sent by me, and when he wanted to meet Su Lingxi, he really met her.

The Demon Suppression Bureau settled in smoothly, and Su Lingxi even went to the Ministry of Rites as a guest.”

But Xue Huai had tried to privately invite Su Lingxi three times in the past six months, but had never received a response.

“Back then, she did the same thing, step by step, pushing me off the throne.”

The tall one raised his voice.

“Your Highness, that was only because…”

Xue Huai raised his hand to stop them.

Having played the game once and lost, when the battle resumed, his blood boiled, but there was also lingering fear.

He looked in the direction of the Ministry of Rites, pondering for a long time, before finally frowning and pressing down on his fingers.

“It’s just the first round. Go, tell Xue Yi. If he wants to conspire with me, he should show his strength. Don’t let me down.”

The younger one bowed and disappeared into the night, while the shorter, hoarse-voiced one, who hadn’t spoken much, finally spoke.

“What do you think of the Oriole?”

“It’s no good.”

Xue Huai pressed his lips together, his gaze as sharp as a blade, calmly sweeping across the four directions of Chang’an, as if confronting something profoundly evil.

“Its death will be a good thing, to stir up those in the top ten.”
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At midnight, Su Lingxi felt the sudden rise of moisture in the air.

Instinctively, she reached out to wipe her eyes. 

When she pulled her hand away, a few wet streaks of water were on her fingers.

She paused for a moment, flicked them off, and sat up, though her eyes remained closed.

After a short while, droplets of water from her eyelashes seemed to condense into beads and rolled down one after another.

She had no choice but to open her eyes.

Not far off, someone was running toward her with a torch and lantern.

Faster than them was Xiliu, who pushed open the fence and called out, “My Lord.”

Then, the treetops swayed gently, and a dark, deep edge, like ink dropped into water, vanished without a trace.

Su Lingxi responded with a soft sound, stood up from the stone bench, went to the courtyard’s copper water dispenser, scooped up water, and splashed it on her face.

The mist before her eyes dissipated instantly, and her thoughts cleared in an instant.

Turning her head, she glanced at the empty loquat tree branches.

What had happened before seemed like a dream.

During this pause, Yu Lin’an and the others had arrived.

… Half an hour ago, the Fourth Young Master of the Wei family had hurried out of the study after hearing his father’s scolding.

Standing outside the door, he told us that something was wrong, repeating it three times.

Then he grinned and said his third brother wanted to meet us.”

Yu Lin’an had taken a moment to react, thinking that they had come here because of the third brother, who had died many years ago.

It turned out it would only be at midnight that one would meet ghosts.

Zhang Jinzhi had also arrived. He had his hands crossed in his sleeves and glanced at the gray sky.

“Time is tight. Shall we talk as we walk?”

“Mm.”

Su Lingxi quickened her pace, walking with swift, decisive steps, a breeze following her.

At this moment, water droplets clung to her lashes and the ends of her hair, gathering towards her sharp chin.

She didn’t mind, walking while smoothing her disheveled sleeves.

When she pushed open the fence gate, her cold, composed authoritative presence returned.

“The quail is an ancient beast. Legend has it that it has three heads and six tails, feeding on nightmares and desires. It specializes in using dream webs as traps, creating mirage-like realms to kill,” Su Lingxi said, surveying her surroundings.

She quickly understood why Zhang Jinzhi said time was tight.

“We’ve fallen into its realm.”

This mirage realm shifted so subtly that, as soon as they stepped out of the courtyard, reeds began to grow along the flat path, rippling gently to her knees.

The sound of the rustling was like delicate fingers brushing against clothes and skin, intimate in its gesture.

Beneath the reeds was a river surrounded by swirling mist, with the water level steadily rising.

Zhang Jinzhi paused for a moment and asked, “What are your plans?”

While he spoke, Su Lingxi was already bending over, pushing aside a patch of collapsed reeds. It looked like a massive force had swept through.

She closed her eyes, thinking for a moment, and then, in her mind, traced the shape of a serpent’s tail. Following that trace, she saw a boat not far off.

The old boat had two dim lanterns hanging from the bow, but what was rare was that the wicks inside were clear and bright, like two wide-open snake eyes, staring ominously.

“Now that we’ve come, can we just leave?”

Su Lingxi didn’t look back and said, “Let’s go up and see for ourselves.”

“Straight on?”

Zhang Jinzhi, though he had grown accustomed to the recklessness of youth, still found it rash. He paused for a moment.

“The first demon ranked in the top twenty, appearing at this time, surely isn’t by chance.”

“Naturally not.”

“Not boarding the boat, I’ll just rely on my imagination while lying in the rocking chair at the Imperial Tutor’s residence to deduce the motives behind all of this?”

Su Lingxi glanced at him, realizing something.

“What’s going on with you?”

“Demons feed on evil thoughts. This one is a mirage beast, and both dreams and mirage realms are illusions, but they often draw out what lies deep within a person’s heart. No one knows what might happen inside,” Zhang Jinzhi said with a smile, quietly adding, “I might end up holding everyone back.”

Su Lingxi didn’t know how to respond.

She fell into a strange silence for a moment before nodding.

“Alright, I understand.”

If what Zhang Jinzhi suggested were true, she hoped he wouldn’t be surprised by what he saw.

She said no more, not giving Zhang Jinzhi a chance to ask further questions, and jumped onto the boat’s deck.

Xiliu then grabbed the pole and effortlessly followed. Zhang Jinzhi and the others followed closely behind, with Sang Chu, Yu Lin’an, and the rest trailing.

The boat moved toward the center of the water, slowly pushing through the mist, as if they were in a fairyland.

“It feels a bit like a water mirror,” Tian Jiang said.

But the difficulty of the water mirror was evident, as it was organized by the academy, so there would be no risk to life.

As for the demon’s realm, everyone was entering it for the first time, with danger lurking in the unknown, making it a baffling experience.

Su Lingxi stayed on the deck for a while before heading to the stern.

Zhang Jinzhi, feeling the cold wind, resigned himself to adding a small blanket to his outer cloak, while a few others stayed near him, organizing their thoughts.

Su Lingxi gazed at the widening water surface and returned to the bow, where she saw Zhang Jinzhi tirelessly explaining everything to a few naive floating jade disciples, saying, “Water is the source of all things, and mirage realms often rise from the water surface. That’s why the Imperial Chancellor’s residence will transform into an ocean.”

Despite not having any divine light above his head, he appeared no different from a sage in his demeanor.

Such a person… did he also have uncontrollable evil thoughts in his heart?

Su Lingxi withdrew her gaze and began to think to herself.

In less than three months since the first demon appeared, she had repeatedly overturned and rebuilt her understanding.

Now, it was nearly formed. The truly powerful creatures—demons that could embody the entire force of an ancient beast—could create a world under their control, using the realm to generate things from thin air.

This was their most lethal move.

It was still unknown how those entering the realm would be suppressed.

That was to be tested.

She then thought: As Zhang Jinzhi had said earlier, the quail wasn’t a mighty beast, but the person behind it had sent it to lead the way.

Either its ability would allow them to find out what they urgently needed to know, or the person simply had no other demons at hand.

What Su Lingxi found even more curious was that if these people, along with a demon-slaying team, couldn’t even defeat a quail, it would be absurd.

Even if the quail had gathered some information inside the realm, how would it take that information out?

It seemed like they were intentionally sending the quail to its death.

Could there be infighting at the Heavenly Extermination?

Thinking about it, Su Lingxi lowered her gaze.

In her teens and twenties, due to various reasons, she had to play behind-the-scenes games, unraveling layers and layers of deception.

It was mentally exhausting and time-consuming.

Perhaps it was because of that time that she now increasingly disliked dealing with the threads of these schemes.

Luckily, there was only half a year left.

She rarely cooperated so actively, personally stepping into the field.

She didn’t know whether the quail was going to be the one to ask the most questions, or if she would extract more secrets from it.

She hoped it wouldn’t disappoint.

The quail’s purpose had already been fulfilled, so the people in the Imperial Chancellor’s residence should have returned to normal by now.

She wondered what the situation was like and hoped to take advantage of it.

The court should remain as it was for now.

Su Lingxi suddenly thought of the empty loquat tree and recalled Ye Zhuxu.

Earlier, her thoughts had been muddled, and she hadn’t thought much about it.

Now, feeling refreshed, she reviewed the recent events.

She had never wanted to interact with the Floating Jade people, including him.

But now, it seemed impossible.

This person’s entire focus was on her.

He was above everything, and his identity and responsibilities meant nothing to him.

He didn’t even flinch when the Heavenly Extermination was mentioned at Zhang Jinzhi’s residence.

Before leaving, or perhaps a long time ago, he had already rehearsed it in his mind again and again.

He had come to entangle her.

There was no chance he would stop halfway.

Every word he spoke to her was sharp with thorns, every glance felt like a cutting blade, and the intense emotions would always appear on his beautiful, seductive face.

He wanted to bind her, ruin all her plans, and then… did he intend to die alongside her as enemies?

Many people held such thoughts toward her, regardless of age or gender.

Su Lingxi didn’t want to die, so they would be the ones to die.

But right now, she didn’t want Ye Zhuxu to die, especially not at her hands.

There seems to be no solution.

It appears that everything that might have worked has already been tried.

Just like what Ye Zhuxu said to her in the forbidden temple, their grudge is irreconcilable.

But subconsciously, Su Lingxi knows what to do.

She can find the only solution from this irreconcilability. Only she can do it.

Ye Zhuxu is different from those who truly want to kill her.

When Su Lingxi fought with him, using the Imperial Seal to suppress him, anyone else would have jumped up, cursing her ancestors.

But Ye Zhuxu just asked her, “Are you with Xue Huai now?”

Both hate and ask.

He stared at her, demanding an answer, as if that was something harder for him to accept than the rushing runes.

Su Lingxi shifted her weight, placing her other foot against the pillar, then paused.

She thought, what are people in their thirties, in control of so much power, doing?

Commanding the court, calling the shots.

And she?

She’s still thinking about a man she might have hurt, someone who doesn’t even remember her, and trying to talk about feelings. Is that a bit lacking in conscience?

Just then, everyone’s vision went dark.

Su Lingxi lifted her eyes and turned to meet Zhang Jinzhong’s gaze.

“It’s here.”

Zhang Jinzhong tightened his sleeves and returned a faint, bitter smile.

Since boarding the ship, Zhang Jinzhong had been worried about this happening.

Ever since he learned that the people of Fuyu had come to the mortal realm, he rarely had a good night’s sleep.

He often woke up in a state of anxiety.

The hundred years of Fuyu, and fourteen years of the mortal realm, had only deepened his already calm temperament.

As the necessary tasks were completed one by one, Zhang Jinzhong felt more at ease, growing increasingly unfazed.

What truly unsettled him, though, were memories of an old friend he couldn’t forget, yet couldn’t speak of.

Before him appeared an old dream, or perhaps, a carefully crafted illusion.

Zhang Jinzhong stared at it for a long time.

Until he couldn’t even muster a bitter smile, his brows furrowed, and he looked down to find dark streaks creeping up his sleeves, like electrical flames swirling, unquenchable and unstoppable.

These were human desires, and the bird-like creature fed on them.

Something had sneaked in, formless and colorless, whispering softly in his ear, tempting him:

“Here, some have already seen her wedding rites. Do you want to see?”

When one is subjected to a stimulus, the darkest thoughts in their heart rise, and desires become as crimson as blood.

The quail will swallow them whole, strengthening the illusion.

After three dreams, the person’s essence will be trapped in this river, their body discarded, half-dead, unable to wake again.

The quail had devoured many in this manner, though those victims hadn’t received such “courtesy,” they were simply devoured raw.

Zhang Jinzhong’s forehead bulged with veins.

He calmly pressed his sleeve down.

Due to a meeting with Minister Wei tonight and a banquet afterward, he wore his formal official robe.

The sleeve edges were folded thrice, with totemic patterns cold and rigid, and that thing kept asking five times.

Its voice carried a strange, inhuman laugh: “Just one glance, it’s fine.”

“Take a look…”

The same voice whispered in Ye Zhuxu’s ear.

The illusion separated everyone.

Ye Zhuxu held a sword puppet, easily locating people, and even in the thick fog, quickly pinpointed the direction over the river.

Unlike the others struggling, Ye Zhuxu had no intention of holding back any moral ground.

As soon as he entered the illusion, twisted shadows climbed up his sleeves like hands pulling at his clothes, fighting each other.

The color was dark like ink, boiling and swirling.

These were his evil desires, no need for the illusion to draw them out; just mentioning that name would cause the situation to escalate out of control.

No effort was made to conceal it.

The illusion beast eyed this prize hungrily, but its desires were darker than the usual crimson; they were deep black, not yet ready for consumption. Not yet enough to devour.

Ye Zhuxu looked down at the river from the heavens.

On a small boat, two figures sat cross-legged. Su Lingxi was propping her chin, smiling slightly at someone, her bright eyes curving.

The illusion beast’s voice, tinged with a fishy odor, drifted over again, inviting him to look inside his heart.

“My heart,” Ye Zhuxu muttered, his fingers brushing the hilt of his sword, seeming to smile.

After a moment, he nodded and exhaled, “Fine.”

He wasn’t afraid of his own dreams; they were merely revisits of past events, salt rubbed into old wounds.

He did this often himself and found nothing new in it.

But he hadn’t expected the illusion beast to choose such a segment.
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It had been six years since the Twelve Witches’ incident.

Like someone drowning, struggling upward was a bodily instinct.

Everyone’s lives had returned to normal.

The seventeen main cities of Fuyu now had an eighteenth.

Another academy had opened, and lecturers inexplicably started adding more classes.

The sect leaders raised the difficulty level of daily cultivation.

Every day and night, the academy echoed with wails of suffering.

The most promising seedlings had become the focus of elite training.

The Second Sect Leader’s second disciple, despite never being formally taught, naturally followed in the footsteps of Senior Sister Tian Shuang. When agitated, she would blurt out “Old man!”

The puppet arts she practiced were always said by the Second Sect Leader to be lacking something.

Years later, she wiped sweat from her brow, put away the puppet strings, and nodded, saying, “I get it now. It’s not the puppet arts that are lacking—it’s that you think I’m lacking.”

“You’re just trying to pick a fight with me.”

The First Sect Leader took in Bai Xiao and taught her with great care.

She was obedient, diligent, and highly motivated.

No matter how she was told to train, she never voiced a single complaint, nor would she ever do anything that required her mentor to lose face or apologize.

Compared to Su Lingxi, she was like heaven to earth.

Strengths.

How strange.

Back then, while teaching Su Lingxi, none of this felt particularly good.

No matter how you looked at her, there were faults everywhere.

But thinking back now, even her rebelliousness had become…

During that time, rumors spread that Fuyu was going to select new Twelve Witches.

The positions had been vacant for a long time. It was time.

And at that time, something else happened.

Yu Chu decided to dissolve the soul-bond contract with Zhang Jin Zhi, which had linked them both in cultivation.

She decided to move forward and try something new—with someone else.

That person was Yan Qing. He also knew Zhang Jin Zhi and had been friends with Yu Chu since she first joined the academy.

The three of them had gone to and from class together, entered the Mirror of Water together, completed missions together.

He wasn’t as brilliant as Zhang Jin Zhi, didn’t have extraordinary talent, wasn’t among the Twelve Witches, and didn’t draw attention just by showing up.

But he had quietly waited for Yu Chu for many years.

A slow stream runs deep; it nourishes without a sound.

That day, a heavy storm was brewing. Hurricanes and massive waves danced across the sea.

Spirits were high as everyone stayed aboard the watercraft. Zhang Jin Zhi’s master took out his life tablet.

He was kindly, old enough that he always squinted at people, and treated Yu Chu the same way he treated Zhang Jin Zhi.

From start to finish, he only said one sentence:

“I know the kind of student I raised.”

Over time, the reasons behind the removal of the Twelve Witches were rehashed again and again, gradually giving way to unpleasant speculation.

People wanted to defend him—but had no strength left to do so.

So that sentence wasn’t even a plea to stay—it was just a humble request:

When all ties end, at least don’t think Zhang Jin Zhi was despicable, shameless, utterly evil.

Yu Chu nodded solemnly. Her voice was calm and gentle:

“I understand. I believe that no matter the circumstances, Zhang Jin Zhi’s choices would never be disappointing.”

There were people inside the boat—and people outside.

Yu Lin’an and Tian Jiang’s heads were submerged in the surging sea, each in opposite directions, like they were wearing black watermelon shells on their heads.

For some reason, none of the accompanying lecturers exposed them or drove them away.

Zhang Jin Zhi’s master said nothing more.

But before the soul-bond contract was undone, Lin Yu appeared out of nowhere.

She arrived abruptly, with hair as messy as dry straw, sunken black eye circles, and a cold, impatient face.

She didn’t introduce herself, as if she hadn’t meant to show up at this time—but still, she came.

She asked Yu Chu, “You’re not going to wait anymore?”

Yu Chu gazed at the restless sea for a long time before finally shaking her head and whispering:

“I’ve already waited long enough.”

An indefinite wait meant indefinite pain—meant one heartbreak after another as hope was dashed, meant countless moments of emptiness.

Even if Zhang Jin Zhi stood right there, he had no right to ask Yu Chu to wait any longer—because he had no return date.

No one is meant to stand still forever.

No one ever said that if someone lost another, they had to shut themselves off from the world and never live again.

After the two people soaked in the sea left, and Lin Yu left too, a rainstorm passed, and Ye Zhuxu also returned home.

But that place could no longer be called home.

It was even colder and damper than the one he had lived in before.

Even the moss growing from the stone cracks, fed by rainwater, smelled moldy and rotten.

Su Lingxi loved liveliness.

Ye Zhuxu had followed her to witness many soul-bonding ceremonies.

This was his first time seeing one being undone.

He couldn’t explain why he’d gone, like some fated instinct.

But after witnessing it, his heart was far from calm.

Something inside him was surging violently, wave after wave.

How ridiculous.

How sad.

Separated by a door, even the dissolution of a soul bond, Zhang Jin Zhi didn’t notice.

Until a certain breaking point, Ye Zhuxu realized he was panicking, afraid.

He sat in the courtyard the entire night.

His mind was full of Su Lingxi.

At daybreak, he left Wushao City and—for the first time in his life—headed south on his own initiative.

His spirit lacked one petal of a soul aperture.

He still remembered when Su Lingxi noticed and dragged Zhang Jin Zhi and the others over to examine him.

When Zhang Jin Zhi spoke of it, Su Lingxi’s face immediately darkened.

“What do you mean? Who did this?”

Ye Zhuxu saw her eyes redden slightly and found it novel.

He almost wanted to laugh.

He reached out to scratch her chin and said, “It was taken by my father a long time ago. Given to the child he had with my stepmother. My mother knew too—but did nothing.”

Back then, he didn’t even feel pain anymore, so when he said it, he was especially calm.

With her by his side, everything really felt like it could be left in the past.

Ye Zhuxu returned to the south, tracking the direction of his lost soul aperture, and found the person known as his “younger brother.”

That day, the sun was bright, the sky vast and cloudless.

He brushed past his howling, foul-mouthed father and stepmother, placed his finger on the boy’s pulsing meridian, and said in a voice only the wind could hear:

“I thought I’d never come back.”

He had thought he would never return in this life.

Even when driven to the brink of death years ago, he had never wanted to return, never wanted to see these people again.

“I loathe it deeply.”

As he spoke, Ye Zhuxu’s fingers curled mercilessly, ripping open the boy’s spirit body.

His voice was soft—but the single note he pressed out was more painful than the person being stripped:

“But I must take it back.”

He once thought this petal of soul aperture was the price to sever that vile blood tie.

Taking it back with his own hands was like shoving his own head back into filthy mud, suffocating.

That spiritual piece had been torn from him since childhood and nurtured in another’s body for over a decade.

It looked white as jade—but was utterly foul.

And still, Ye Zhuxu forced it back into his own soul.

Such violent integration triggered a ferocious reaction from his body.

Because of how deeply he rejected it.

When it had first been taken, he was very young. Instinctively, he had begged his relatives for help.

The disgusting memory resurfaced clearly the moment the soul piece returned.

Ye Zhuxu couldn’t suppress it—could only watch as it grew.

Like chewing a raw heart.

He forced himself to refine it—while simultaneously giving rise to a heart demon beyond salvation.

By that point, Ye Zhuxu was already powerful.

His cultivation rose rapidly, and he shone brightly in Fuyu—no less dazzling than the Twelve Witches in their heyday.

He even took Jīng Miè (Extinguish Wonder).

But it still wasn’t enough. Not nearly enough.

So Ye Zhuxu told himself.

A month later, Yu Lin’an showed up listless, unable to get through the door.

So, standing outside, he muttered to himself in solitude:

“Feels like Fuyu’s been changing a lot lately…”

Ye Zhuxu looked at the bell in his palm, gripped it tightly, coughed up a vivid red from his throat, slowly wiped it away with trembling fingers and unstable breath, and thought to himself:

Yes.

But he no longer cared about Fuyu’s changes.

He was just afraid that after Su Lingxi abandoned him, she might also want to move on.

Regardless of whether he became human or ghost, he grasped at any sliver of power he could find, blaming everything on not being strong enough.

All he could think about was racing against time, trying to reach her side as soon as possible.

The fragments of the dream came in broken flashes.

Looking back, even Ye Zhuxu himself curled his lips slightly—his expression unreadable.

The mirage beast beside him stirred restlessly, noticing that more parasitic growths had latched onto the man’s body, like a black flame burning wildly.

It recognized it: this was a heart demon.

No need for it to provoke anything—this man was already so thoroughly consumed by the demon that only a sliver of clarity remained.

It was practically a self-destructive indulgence, just one step away from burning himself to death.

Ye Zhuxu used the tip of his sword to gently nudge aside the noisy creatures nearby and walked down toward the river, just as he had once ascended the heavenly ladder.

The illusion emerged silently.

The others were still on the abandoned, dilapidated boat—some bending over to search for clues, others sitting and watching the perilous river.

Suddenly, they were all pulled into a dream.

Though their minds drifted, their bodies remained together.

Only Su Lingxi was separated.

When she opened her eyes, she was on a small leaf-shaped boat.

Sitting across from her was Wei Shixian, returned once more.

“What is with you?”

Su Lingxi leaned forward and stirred the river water with her hand, feeling a cool, silky sensation like strands of hair.

She withdrew her hand, stretched her fingers, and half-jokingly, half-seriously asked, “Are you really falling for me?”

“Who wouldn’t fall for the Imperial Preceptor?”

The young lord’s bright eyes glimmered with a strange, almost demonic charm—so unlike the person he had been before.

“Of course I’m sincere.”

Su Lingxi propped her chin.

“You’re a demon. Can anything you say be trusted?”

“Of course.”

“The Que Liao’s rank isn’t very high, is it?”

She looked around at the misty river and said softly, as if unintentionally, “You seem like a low-level pawn sent here to die.”

Wei Shixian’s smile faded slightly.

The demonic gleam in his eyes froze as he stared intently at Su Lingxi.

“Speak, then.”

She lowered her hand and sat up straight, poised as if ready to listen attentively, gazing back at him.

“This is the second time. This body of yours said it wanted to talk to me.”

Wei Shixian’s eyes flicked, and he leaned in closer.

His sleeve brushed before her eyes, and using the youthful body he inhabited, he suddenly donned an oddly bashful expression.

Pointing toward the river, he said to her, “Look.”

Su Lingxi obligingly looked over.

The mist on the river dissipated at his gesture, transforming into a clear, rippling mirror.

The reflection in the water faded, gradually revealing a door—a massive one that stretched between heaven and earth.

Auspicious beasts soared above it, and clouds perpetually veiled it, giving it an aura of unfathomable mystery.

“This is the Door.”

Wei Shixian’s claw-like finger pointed at the door.

Pressing too hard, he stirred massive ripples across the surface.

“Don’t you hate it?”

“Even without the dream, I can see it in your eyes—you harbor resentment.”

Su Lingxi fell into a long silence.

The demon’s purpose was clear.

To them, the Door was the one true threat. It had imprisoned them for over a thousand years.

They thought they would first have to deal with the Demon Suppression Bureau to wreak havoc in the human world—but no, their target was the Door.

Truly, they had gotten straight to the point.

The boy’s hands—like claws—reached toward her face as if to caress it and coax her.

But halfway through, they paused.

Su Lingxi’s pupils trembled slightly.

With swift reflexes, she twisted Wei Shixian’s body, snuffing out the flames crawling up his fingers like wringing a towel.

The thing inside him fled as if startled, leaving the boy’s eyes rolled back as he collapsed onto the little boat.

The boat nearly capsized.

Su Lingxi turned to look at the man who had walked out from the swirling mist.

Countless black patterns were devouring him from the feet up—only his face remained pale and cold.

She carefully examined the two sleeves of his robe, and her gaze turned sharp.

Then she stepped onto another small boat nearby.

Ye Zhuxu followed her.

“Commander.”

Su Lingxi sat inside the tiny cabin.

He remained standing.

She could have reached out and grabbed his sleeve to examine it, but she didn’t move.

She had seen many heart demons.

But never one this heavy.

Ye Zhuxu noticed the subtle expression on her face, turned slightly toward her, and asked in a soft voice, “Are you afraid of them?”

His voice carried a hint of low laughter.

But perhaps because they were in the very center of this illusion, where heart demons couldn’t be hidden, the dense darkness clawing at him seemed to pull him downward.

Su Lingxi instinctively felt—he was probably feeling a bit sorrowful at this moment.

She shook her head, then suddenly asked, “Can I touch it?”

His cold eyes locked on her, fixing on her form.

Before Ye Zhuxu could answer, she reached out and grabbed the nearest spot herself.

What met her fingers was a bone-chilling cold.

Something immediately tried to coil around her fingers—but lacking nourishment, it quickly shrank away.

“So many.”

Su Lingxi ran her hand along his sleeve.

Through the thin layer of silk, she paused when she felt the bone beneath, then fell silent.

Her lashes fluttered down and she quietly asked:

“Were they all born because of me?”

 
 
  Chapter 29: Beneath the Mirage: Heart Demons and Oaths






In the mirage, clouds and water swayed gently and chaotically.

Suddenly hearing those words, Ye Zhuxu frowned, silently clenched his other hand, and felt a sharp stab in his heart.

He lowered his eyes to look at his sleeves.

Su Lingxi’s hand still clutched the edge, while a sinister blackness tentatively coiled up from the base of her fingers.

Black and white repeatedly tangled and disappeared, like mountain fires that seemed about to ignite but always extinguished.

As he watched, an overwhelming urge arose in him—to drag her into it too, to stain her with the same color.

The inner demon, sensing its host’s desire, surged forth.

Knowing the flames on the other side couldn’t truly ignite, it still charged recklessly toward her.

Ye Zhuxu observed this interesting duel.

He wanted to deny it, but didn’t.

After a moment, he softly asked her, “What do you think?”

Su Lingxi looked at the handful of black in her palm and acknowledged:

“Yes.”

Su Lingxi had once made a deal with the deranged sect master of the Liu Yun Sect.

But the human world and the Floating Jade cultivation arts differed in both practice and terminology.

What they called “going mad” in the human realm was called “heart demon” among them.

A heart demon arises from an obsessive delusion, rooting itself in the essence of a shaman or the soul of a spirit clan member.

If one day it fully devours their reason, the black flames representing the heart demon will burst out from within, instantly burning the person into ash, vanishing into the world, leaving no chance of redemption.

Thus, those of Floating Jade feared the heart demon deeply.

At its first sign, they would abandon everything to eliminate it.

But he coldly watched and ignored it.

Ye Zhuxu had casually told her before that his heart demon was strong—Su Lingxi hadn’t taken it seriously.

Now, seeing the heart demon take form through the mirage, she instantly understood why he harbored such deep hostility toward her.

Many of his unpredictable, extreme, and stubborn actions were now explainable.

Once she accepted this, the boat fell silent.

Su Lingxi also sensed the overwhelming presence of the heart demon.

After a moment, she asked, “So… does the heart demon’s will also represent yours?”

Ye Zhuxu turned his head.

His pitch-black eyes captured hers unrestrainedly, silently urging her to go on.

She didn’t let go and stood up. The strip of sleeve in her hand swayed slightly.

The atmosphere between them grew heavier, and she bluntly cut to the point through the skylight:

“Dragging me to die with you—to perish together—that’s your true intention for this trip, isn’t it? It’s what you’ve always longed to do.”

The small boat barely had space for two.

Amid the vast river waves, it was like a drifting leaf, spinning aimlessly.

Ye Zhuxu’s pale lips curved slightly:

“Exactly.”

Mirages could strip away pretense and lure out evil intent.

Her direct question stirred the hostility deep in his eyes, now rippling like water.

Considering her memory loss, he gently reminded her:

“Once, I made a pact with someone. If either dared to abandon the other, we’d die together.”

“Interesting, isn’t it?”

Isn’t that how it should be?

A piece of silk fluttered between their hands.

Su Lingxi’s fingers brushed against his wrist—colder and more invasive than the heart demon itself.

She was momentarily dazed.

She didn’t remember the past, but in recent years she had acted with purpose.

Her words were always crafted to achieve her goals. She had even prepared how to approach peace with Ye Zhuxu—yet all those plans crumbled in this moment.

“Alright,” Su Lingxi said.

With one foot on the plank edge of the cabin, she released her grip.

Nodding, she spoke with a boldness as if casting life and death aside:

“When the mortal world stabilizes, and the Heavenly Punishment ends, you and I will find a place to build a life-and-death platform—and bury each other.”

Her body was already like a candle in the wind, unlikely to last long.

Ye Zhuxu caught her meaning:

“Trying to stall me?”

“I have things I must do. To give up now is absolutely impossible.”

“You’re determined to oppose me, and I’m just as resolved to take you. It’s not like I have no means—this is still the capital of the mortal world,” Su Lingxi said calmly.

“If I only wanted to stall you, I would’ve left myself a way out. I’d have said, ‘When this is over, we’ll find a place and settle it with life or death.’”

“That day in the forbidden temple, you said you almost couldn’t resist dying with me right then and there… You also have something you want to do but haven’t done yet, don’t you?”

She paused, her dark eyes fixed on him.

“Can’t you wait a bit longer?”

For some reason, Ye Zhuxu suddenly thought of what Linyu had asked Yu Chu in his dream.

After a few silent moments, he told her:

“I’ve already waited for you a long time, Su Lingxi.”

How could she know—

hat the time he had spent waiting for her far exceeded the time they had ever been together.

He had waited for her longer than anyone else.

He didn’t use forceful tone or heavy emphasis—his voice was always light and low, like willows in the wind brushing the ear.

Yet it still made Su Lingxi’s pupils tremble slightly.

She said:

“Half a year left. You’ve heard of the prophecy—Heavenly Punishment will end the world after fifteen years.”

Ye Zhuxu didn’t say if he’d heard it or not.

He easily changed the subject, returning to her earlier statement:

“If you’re not out of options, then use your strategy. Isn’t that better? You know I’ll always be near you, not hiding, waiting for you to take me.”

He praised her:

“Last time at the forbidden temple, you did very well.”

“You can do even better.”

He straightened:

“But the last rune was misaligned. With your aim, that shouldn’t have happened.”

“That was the first time,” Su Lingxi said once he finished.

Watching the heart demon curl even around his neck, she calmly admitted:

“It wasn’t that I couldn’t do it—I just didn’t think there’d be a second time.”

“I don’t want to harm you.”

Wind poured into Ye Zhuxu’s sleeves. His expression grew still, smile slowly fading.

He could still smile when praising her, treating life and death lightly.

But now, hearing her words, he was expressionless.

“Why?”

Su Lingxi’s voice was no longer youthful and naive, but utterly calm as she called him:

“Ye Zhuxu.”

“It hurts me too, to hurt you.”

It hurts me too.

Ye Zhuxu stared at her coldly, watching the changes in her eyes and every line of her face.

Su Lingxi remained composed, tapping her own eye socket:

“After that night, I napped under the tree for a while.”

Her black pupils shifted and landed on his face.

“I don’t remember it. But look—maybe I’m not as indifferent as you think.”

Ye Zhuxu could hardly describe his state of mind in that moment.

Before she did what she did, in those years after she left, he had tried so hard.

On the brink of death, what he wanted most was to hear those words.

And now?

Now…

Ye Zhuxu remained silent longer than ever.

His expression grew cold, unreadable.

Not until a sharp cry echoed from the river in the distance did Su Lingxi’s attention shift away, and he finally moved.

His hand emerged from his sleeve, touched her cheek, his fingertip brushing over the spot she had pointed to—pressing with a chilling touch.

There was no force in his gesture, but if she showed any sign of resistance, he would suddenly grow domineering—until her full attention returned to him.

Only then did he finally force out a breath that seemed truly human:

“You feel sorrow too?”

After all her tireless devotion to the royal family, to the Twelve Shamans, to averting the Heavenly Punishment—

Could she really still feel sorrow… for him?

For a mere man like him?

But if she had cared for him even a little—

She wouldn’t have left fourteen years ago.

And three years ago, she wouldn’t have sent that letter… the one she burned.

He looked down from above, standing amid hopeless black flames, and still addressed her gently:

“Liar.”

Even so, Su Lingxi could still hear the almost imperceptible shift in his tone.

She understood—this was his way of agreeing.

Ye Zhuxu released his hand and lowered his eyes, saying, “Half a year. I’ll wait for you. Don’t provoke me again.”

In the fourteen years Su Lingxi could remember, from two emperors down to criminals in prison, no one had ever spoken to her with such wild arrogance.

Yet now, looking into his cold, sharp eyes, then at his shoulders, and finally at the unshakable heart demon that clung to him, she accepted it all.

The one who had screamed was Tian Jiang.

They were still on the same boat as at the start.

The scream had been so piercing, so inhuman, that it forcibly pulled everyone from their nightmare-like trance.

Su Lingxi and Ye Zhuxu stepped across the water to return to the boat.

On the deck lay Tian Jiang and Yu Lin’an.

Sang Chu and Lin Yu supported their heads, while Zhang Jinzhih was reaching out to check if they were still breathing.

Everyone looked pale and sick from the nightmare’s aftermath.

“What’s their condition?”

Su Lingxi stepped forward and saw that the two were lying stiffly like puppets with strings cut.

Their faces, once youthful and handsome, looked as if they had been soaked in river water for three days—swollen, deathly pale, with purplish-black lips.

Their breath was hot, and frost had formed on their brows.

Zhang Jinzhih, head aching, rubbed his temples and muttered, “It’s a kind of soul-control technique. That beast is capable—it used our own methods to make us turn on each other.”

Sang Chu frowned and asked in doubt, “But… are you still capable of such advanced spellwork?”

“My core energy has been depleting steadily. I haven’t used it in years,” Zhang Jinzhih said.

“But within the mirage realm, the mirage beast has the power to steal from us.”

Sang Chu glanced at him.

The hem of his official robes, black and white in pattern, made the blood-red stains from evil thoughts stand out all the more—vivid like the stamen of a pomegranate blossom in May.

The fish in the river even leapt up to swallow the red fragments.

Impossible to ignore.

He asked, “Are you… alright?”

Zhang Jinzhih saw the suspicion in his eyes.

Not everyone harbored evil thoughts—Sang Chu, Yu Lin’an, and Tian Jiang were clean, bearing only damp marks at their hems as signs they had been forcibly dragged into the dream.

True, no one lives life without grievances or fear, but those that time can wash away do not become “evil thoughts.”

The only difference between evil thoughts and a heart demon is that one is deeply suppressed and the other has burst free.

Sang Chu couldn’t help connecting the dots, especially given the Twelve Witches’ expulsion from power.

Zhang Jinzhih didn’t say more.

He merely smiled gently and shifted his robe to check on the two more closely, then suddenly said:

“It’s not good.”

Right then, the two bodies in their arms twitched.

Though their eyes remained shut, their mouths moved as if trying to speak, their chests arched upward, whispering broken words.

Su Lingxi stepped closer with the others to listen.

They heard:

“…Find… the Linked Stars Array…”

Tian Jiang echoed weakly:

“Kill—kill Tianzhu.”

Was the mirage beast trying to extract their goals?

Who was it trying to send these words to?

Who was it asking for?

Tianzhu?

Su Lingxi crossed her arms, her brows pressed low.

With those phrases spoken, Yu Lin’an and Tian Jiang’s faces began to change—once clear and sharp, now growing blurred and foggy, as though being eaten away by something unseen.

Even Sang Chu felt his mind buzz.

Zhang Jinzhih turned to Su Lingxi, fingers trembling:

“This is worse than we thought. The mirage beast can pull any weaker target into a dream, absorbing them as fuel. Evil thoughts accelerate the process, but aren’t essential. If this continues, we can still hold out—but they will be drained dry.”

Truthfully, Zhang Jinzhih himself should’ve been dragged under too, but the item Su Lingxi had given him worked—it shielded him.

He didn’t mention their accidental leak of information about the Linked Stars Array or Tianzhu.

Su Lingxi had already briefed the Floating Jade group, claiming it was out of trust, though he didn’t believe her motives were that simple.

Yu Lin’an continued to mutter:

“Seven towns—”

SMACK.

A crisp slap turned heads.

Sang Chu looked up and saw Lin Yu, expression blank, calmly delivering a slap each to Yu Lin’an and Tian Jiang.

Their trembling lips instantly froze, as though sewn shut.

Sang Chu was startled:

“What are you doing?”

“Can’t you tell? Should we let them broadcast our secrets with a megaphone?”

Lin Yu said irritably, glancing behind her:

“Now what do we do—”

She cut off mid-sentence.

She had seen Ye Zhuxu.

Even she paused.

Sang Chu looked too, and his jaw dropped.

If Zhang Jinzhih’s blood-red robe hems had already raised suspicions, then Ye Zhuxu’s presence struck like a landslide, a tsunami—the collapse of a towering mountain.

He had never seen a heart demon so tightly wound around someone.

Sang Chu gently laid down the restless Tian Jiang, his pupils trembling.

It took a moment to regain composure:

“Commander.”

Now he understood why Yu Lin’an had always warned about Ye Zhuxu’s danger.

A man on the verge of self-immolation, with immense power, gripped by a madness stripped of all reason—how could he not be dangerous?

Before Sang Chu could say more, water droplets fell from his chin.

He wiped at his face—he too had unknowingly been suppressed by the mirage beast.

No wonder it ranked in the top twenty.

They had to break this realm, fast.

Sang Chu calculated their combat power.

As the only field commander left for Floating Jade, his heart sank further with each person he counted.

Zhang Jinzhih and Su Lingxi—once formidable.

Alone, they could’ve handled the beast.

But not anymore.

Zhang Jinzhih was only holding on thanks to a protective item, his hands now shaking.

Not reliable.

Su Lingxi had half the Nation-Guarding Seal.

Without preparation, she could protect herself but couldn’t mount a counterattack.

He frowned and asked Su Lingxi:

“…Where’s the lady official who served the Imperial Mentor?”

“I sent her to retrieve the people from the Ministry of Rites.”

Sang Chu fell silent.

What could he even say to that?


That woman?

The one with just a bit of earthly skill?

His eyes turned to Lin Yu, standing dry and steady like a golden rooster, and then to Ye Zhuxu, wreathed in blazing black fire just a few steps away.

But neither of them looked at him.

They were both looking at Su Lingxi.



 
  Chapter 30: The Breath Between Blades and Incense [1/3]






The Shen Beast cast its Soul Control spell on Yu Lin’an and Tian Jiang—it took effect almost instantly.

In just moments, their faces looked like water balloons that had been popped—pus burst out, their skin shriveled and clung dryly to their flesh.

Their earlier violent struggle seemed to have drained every ounce of strength; now they didn’t move at all.

Even their eyeballs, which had been twitching beneath their eyelids, stilled.

They barely had any breath left.

Zhang Jinzhī watched with concern.

He unintentionally glanced at Su Lingxi and saw her frowning slightly as she looked around.

Quietly, he pressed his equally cold index finger beneath Tian Jiang’s nose.

A faint spiritual light began to glow—but before it could be released, a hand suddenly slapped his away.

It was Su Lingxi.

Who knew how she managed to multitask, but she had caught him red-handed.

She turned, casting him a cold glance.

“Are you really that eager to die?”

Her lips curled slightly.

“Anyone who didn’t know better might think you, Zhang Jinzhī, were still something impressive.”

Zhang Jinzhī gave a helpless smile, not the slightest bit annoyed.

“I just wanted to ease their pain a little.”

“You’d better take care of yourself first.”

Su Lingxi bent down to listen to the sounds from Yu Lin’an’s chest. His heartbeat was like a panicked bird clutched in a fist—chaotic and fast—but when it reached his nose, it was muffled by a layer of haze over his face.

Things didn’t look good.

After thinking for a moment, she moved back slightly and began to draw a talisman using her soaked clothes as a medium.

Invisible talisman lines stretched from her fingertips, forming intricate patterns that wove themselves downward.

Talisman drawing was a specialty of Tianchan Temple; all the talismans used by the Demon Suppression Bureau came from there.

Zhang Jinzhī was a little surprised.

“You learned this too?”

“I did. Living Bodhisattva.”

Su Lingxi didn’t even look up.

After finishing the talisman, she stood and looked out toward the river.

“This will hold for three quarters of an hour. We need to force the yao to appear.”

Zhang Jinzhī didn’t respond to the nickname.

He obediently retracted his hands into his sleeves.

She hadn’t held back—his hand was already red from the slap.

Ye Zhuxu glanced over, quietly noting the red mark.

Sang Chu wiped the moisture off his crossbow bolt once again, gritted his teeth to suppress the dizziness rising in his mind, and asked, “Should we engage now?”

“No,” Zhang Jinzhī shook his head and looked to Su Lingxi, finishing her thought for her:

“We need to find the Shen Heart first.”

“Shen Heart?”

“Everything has a weakness, just like humans have vital points. These creatures that can peer into hearts have their own vulnerabilities,” Zhang Jinzhī explained, drawing from his vast experience.

“So if we find the Shen Heart, we can destroy it in one strike?”

“No. It won’t be that easy.”

Su Lingxi, expressionless, added calmly:

“But we have to find it.”

Zhang Jinzhī skipped the complicated theories and said quietly, hands tucked into his sleeves, “If we can find the Shen Heart, we can peer into the beast in return—understand its deepest obsession. Just as it peers into us.”

Su Lingxi had many reasons for coming here in person.

The Jiu Yao, ranked among the top twenty and assigned to fight them, was a test of its combat abilities, which she wanted to observe.

That part would be clear once battle began.

But the most important thing was to learn what lay within the Shen Heart.

She had heard of the prophecy of “Heaven’s Punishment in Times of Chaos” for more than a decade, repeated it to herself countless times, and worked through endless nights crafting countermeasures.

But reality was like this—no matter how much you prepare, what comes is always a new and unknown problem.

They were in the light; the enemy was in the dark.

The human world was easy to understand, but they knew nothing about the internal world of the yao.

The Demon Suppression Bureau appeared to have captured many demons, but those were minor.

In the turbulent tides of court politics, how could a seventh-rank officer know what the Emperor on the Golden Throne was planning?

Unlike Sang Chu, Lin Yu had no such hesitation.

He asked directly:

“How do we find it?”

Time was limited.

Searching through the Shen Illusion was unrealistic.

Just as everyone thought Su Lingxi might jump off the boat, she crouched at the stern and began to draw a talisman on the spot.

When she sensed she was about to lose her Incense Pointing Art, she had studied nearly every human technique—mastering the top skills of the Three Major Sects, becoming a master of swords and blades, throwing knives and crossbows, spears, halberds—even poison scorpions and insects.

Among them, talismans were the least seen.

This talisman was different from the previous one.

As her movements intensified, golden light resembling ripened rice shimmered from her fingertips.

The single added color gave the entire talisman an aura of authority, righteousness, and sanctity.

The moment it appeared, it dispersed the thick mist within ten meters.

Sang Chu took a deep breath.

Lin Yu frowned.

Ye Zhuxu, who had dealt with this force before, lowered his lashes.

Even the members of Floating Jade felt an inexplicable pressure.

It was the aura of the National Seal.

Zhang Jinzhī stood silently, hands in sleeves.

Knowing more than the others, he also thought more.

Su Lingxi had once studied the Dragon Vein and National Seal extensively.

They were treasures of the mortal realm, naturally formed symbols of imperial authority.

Since the seal suppressed Floating Jade and its sect, she wondered if it could also intimidate demons.

Reality had been disappointing.

Now the National Seal and the Dragon Vein were both split in two.

Su Lingxi, not being of the imperial bloodline, had spent six or seven years refining half of the National Seal.

Only in recent years had she learned to use it fluently.

She knew it had powerful protective capabilities and even some ability to find people.

She had once assumed that the Dragon Vein was the offensive counterpart to the defensive National Seal.

But in truth, no one clearly knew what the Dragon Vein did.

When the complete Dragon Vein was with Xue Huai, there had been no noticeable benefits—not even enhanced physical strength.

Later, when power changed hands and part of it passed to Xue Hui, there was still no visible effect.

Later, they researched many ancient texts and imperial writings and speculated the Dragon Vein’s purpose might lie in a nation’s fate.

If the rise and fall of a nation depended on it, then it clearly wasn’t useless—just useless against demons.

Now, Su Lingxi was using the National Seal’s power to detect the Shen Beast’s weakest point—its Shen Heart.

The talisman floated in the air.

Though intangible, it emanated a sense of unshakable solidity due to its divine energy.

When she finished the last stroke, Su Lingxi shook her fingers sharply, stood, and let it hover in her palm.

Then, with a twist, she released it onto the deck, where it vanished.

She turned to Sang Chu.

“Deputy Commander, how much of your strength can you use right now?”

Sang Chu’s eyes reflected the sharp glint of an arrowhead.

Now fully focused, he didn’t blink even with mist clinging to his brows.

After assessing himself, he answered truthfully: “Seventy percent. At most.”

“Good.”

As the talisman fused with the Shen Illusion, the surface of the water trembled.

The distant horizon looked like the tail of a painted scroll, starting to quiver as it rolled up.

Su Lingxi remained composed, brows drawn as she calculated inwardly.

For Tian Jiang and Yu Lin’an to fall without even seeing the enemy’s face—though not the best, they weren’t weak either—said something about the Quail demon’s strength.

And now even the deputy commander Sang Chu was affected.

Lin Yu now looked at Ye Zhuxu. Seeing the black flames swirling up around him, he fell silent, seemingly weighing something, then said:

“You should not act. The inner demons in a Shen Illusion are hard to suppress. If you lose control mid-fight, you’ll either burn yourself alive, or kill us.”

Those of Floating Jade knew Ye Zhuxu’s condition best. Su Lingxi instinctively looked back at him once more, then nodded.

Her fingers nimbly hooked a talisman from the brocade pouch at her waist—one drawn by Tianchan Temple—and pulled out a top curtain veil.

It had five-colored silk streamers down to the waist—the very same one she’d used against the Ghost-Faced Skull at Chongque Tower that night.

She didn’t wear it but held it in hand, straightening the long tassels and looping them around her palm.

Staring at the roiling water, she narrowed her eyes and lowered her voice:

“When I strike the Shen Heart, you watch from the outside and react accordingly.”

Lin Yu gave a soft “Mm.”

How are we supposed to fight like this?!

At a time like this, any reasonable person would be thinking about retreat rather than charging ahead.

Recklessness is the cardinal sin in warfare.

If they had to fight, they should’ve at least made a detailed plan and analyzed the situation first, instead of making a snap decision like this.

What’s baffling is that no one objected to Su Lingxi’s command.

Ye Zhuxu always acts like this, sure—but what about Linyu?

With more lunatics than sane people left awake in the group, Sangchu felt isolated and overwhelmed.

Even with all his usual discipline, he couldn’t fully contain his frustration and pressed his lips tightly together, saying nothing.

The next moment, a sound emerged from the mirage.

The river surface, once a boundless mirror of mercury, began to reflect something new.

The gray clouds overhead cracked open unevenly; the reeds at the river’s edge continued rustling but slowly drained of color.

Wind blew upward from the ground to the sky, and the surging waves seemed to rise unnaturally from below.

The veil of illusion was torn open.

The colossal creature behind it, pulling all the strings, was exposed.

Linyu dragged the two unconscious companions aside and cast a protective barrier over them.

Su Lingxi didn’t say much—she stared at the sky warily and said, “Everyone, get ready.”

It might have been hard to understand, but as the strongest member of the group for now, Sangchu still stepped forward and loosed the first arrow.

He had been holding the string ready; now, he aimed at the writhing mass of gray clouds.

As soon as he released, the arrow shot out like a meteor.

As it tore through the air, a high-pitched screech echoed.

The arrow left behind streaks of cold, silvery light that grew brighter the closer it came to the target.

At the final moment, the twin streaks of light condensed onto the arrowhead—unstoppable.

In that moment, the arrow radiated unrelenting force, cutting down everything in its path.

Whether it was the Witch Clan or the Spirit Clan, Floating Jade was still Floating Jade—its techniques always held a mystical quality far beyond mortal realms.

Linyu followed immediately, chasing the arrow like lightning into the cloud mass.

As he moved, the lines of his bones seemed to elongate, giving him the aura of a savage beast lunging for its prey.

His ambush technique needed only a crack to tear open a bloody path.

Sangchu hadn’t expected this at all—his pupils contracted sharply in shock.

He always acted with method and restraint.

But now he didn’t know whether to marvel at such reckless bravery or to shout out the strangled cry stuck in his throat:

“Come back!”


Given the situation, he had no choice but to grit his teeth and charge forward too—ready to clean up the mess, live or die together.

He drew more arrows and fired three in succession toward the raging eye of the cloud.

Up close, Linyu twisted his wrist and lashed out a whip, the crack of air like lightning tearing through the cloud.

Blazing with thunder, it shredded everything in its path.

Su Lingxi no longer paid attention to that side.

She focused entirely on the energy fluctuations from the runes and leapt into the reed bed, pushing aside reeds in a practiced motion.

Zhang Jin Zhi followed behind her. Ye Zhuxu looked for a moment, then stepped forward too.

Reeds not pushed down by the others sprang back up in front of him, which he casually pressed down.

Where his fingers touched the stalks, they were neatly severed—clean and smooth.

The hem of his robe swept past the muddy ground, and black flames snaked along it.Soon, Su Lingxi stopped at a small pool of water in the center of the reeds.

It was barely half a finger deep, murky with silt, far less clear than the river.

Like the lifeless, dull eye of some beast.
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…Never expected the mirage’s heart to be here.

She crouched to examine it, her expression cold.

Zhang Jin Zhi stopped a few steps behind, leaned in, and asked, “Is this it?”

Without answering, she grabbed her veil and, ignoring the battle behind, focused entirely on the task before her.

“I’m starting now.”

“Go ahead,” Zhang Jin Zhi nodded with a smile.

He bent down with a light cough and waved her on.

Su Lingxi nodded.

“Don’t overexert yourself.”

Her fingers, damp with river mist, loosened a section of thread on the veil.

A pure blue glow surged into her palm, and by the time it flowed out again, it was a pure white.

Before beginning, she hesitated and glanced sideways, trying to catch Ye Zhuxu’s gaze.

Coincidentally, their eyes met halfway.

She had intended to check in with him—ask whether, since the origin of his heart demon was her, would her presence provoke him into madness?

Or if they still had an agreement… when the time came to seize the demon core, would he betray her again?

But she said nothing, turned quietly away, lowered her eyes, and pressed her palm to the water’s surface.

It was like touching a wall. Power surged from her hand, drawn from the veil’s thread.

The long-lost sense of fullness washed through her body, making her hold her ground firmly.

Gradually, she pushed deeper and finally reached the real water below.

—She rose again by the riverbank.

But unlike the obvious illusions outside, this place felt real.
The river now hung in midair like an ink line stretched long across a scroll, dark and turbulent.

Su Lingxi faced forward.

The true heart of the mirage.

She walked ahead, weaving past broken branches and climbing a stone bridge.

At the top, she paused briefly, broke off a willow twig, and held it in her palm.

When she reached the floating river and stood at its edge, she stopped, and without changing her expression, wiped a patch of filth from in front of her.

Like sheer silk being torn away bit by bit, the scene brightened abruptly—then plunged into shadow again.

A flood of malevolent energy surged toward her, monstrous and frenzied.

Su Lingxi had always wanted to know more about demons.

But now that the moment had come, even with all her preparation, the overwhelming horror made her squint and dry out her throat.

Her face changed for the first time.

Even though everyone had heard the prophecy fifteen years ago about heaven’s punishment and mountains of corpses—how all twelve witches fell in battle…

Even though the sky pillar had broken, demons re-entered the world, and all of society now revolved around the Demon Suppression Bureau…
 

No one had seen a demon cabinet.

Those were devices that sealed demons, a heavenly mechanism.

Until this year, people didn’t even know what demons looked like.

Now they did.

Sixteen massive black panels, interlocked, forming an unimaginable enclosure as if to contain the heavens and earth.

Inside the panels were iron bars driven deep into the ground—far stronger than steel, covered in glowing runes like branding irons.

This was the same power as the Nation-Sealing Seal.

Su Lingxi looked past the structure and peered deeper.

Millions of demons filled her vision—beast-like, humanoid, all kinds.

Their glowing eyes stood out in the darkness, uncountable.

Standing amid this horror, Su Lingxi felt like a quail, like one of the imprisoned herself.

Her gaze swept quickly past the back rows, focusing on the front thirty cells.

Ever since learning that top-ranked demons took the form of ancient beasts, she had studied Prehistoric Histories.

From their claws, wings, color, and scales, she could match most of them.

Zhujian, Feiyi, Chenghuang, Lu Wu, Giant Serpent…

When she reached the eighteenth cell, she found the Quail.

Then she looked even more carefully at those ahead—memorizing them.

She easily recognized creatures like Xiezhi and Bixi.

Even after being crushed by the Heaven Pillar and caged, their auras were…

Day after day, year after year, the cycle within the demon cabinet repeated endlessly, with no distinction between night and day.

As she pushed forward, the Mirage Core began to throb anxiously, like a mirror desperate to hide itself.

With its intense resistance, the entire space launched an assault—immense pressure surged in to crush the intruder to dust.

Now that she had reached this point, with the answers she sought right before her, Su Lingxi had no intention of retreating.

She looked down at her hands.

From within the veil, light spheres continuously gathered at her fingertips.

She broke off a branch of willow; its slender leaves—thirty to fifty in number—were too delicate for their own weight, drooping onto the back of her hand.

She plucked three leaves.

As her fingers touched them, a milky brilliance seeped in, embedding fine silver threads into the leaves, which quickly stretched taut, becoming slightly thinner—until they were nearly translucent, like cicada wings.

They became blades.

Three willow leaves shot from her fingertips like sparks, tearing through the black fog and shifting clouds with devastating force.

Each followed the last with precise, unerring aim, nailing into an invisible barrier with a crisp ding.

Frost spread from the points of impact, infused with the strange divine power of the veil.

Using that strike as cover, Su Lingxi pressed forward to examine the top five demons.

Then she frowned.

And for good reason.

The top five weren’t as she expected.

Three of the five were completely unfamiliar.

The only one she recognized ranked fifth: Si , a beast the size of a mountain, its fur cascading like waterfalls. Its face was obscured; only two sharp ox horns jutted out.

Ranked fourth was a thick, dark gray shadow. Sludge-like and constantly seeping, it repeatedly attempted to ooze out of the iron cabinet, only to be beaten back each time.

It flowed across the ground like water and would occasionally extend a hand to scoop the scattered parts back into itself.

Su Lingxi quickly realized this approach wouldn’t do—she needed to go deeper.

Normally impatient, she was now surprisingly focused.

Calmly, she plucked eleven or twelve more willow leaves and flicked them out one by one.

These weren’t for destruction, but for precise dissection—to lay bare the giant beast’s sinew, bones, and vulnerable heart.

The entity behind the mirage had caught Sangchu’s arrow but was rattled by Linyu’s ambush and the Mirage Core’s inner attack.

Though it still tried to spy from the shadows, the primal instinct of the beast sensed danger—and it finally retaliated in fury.

Torrential rain poured within the illusion.

Amidst the downpour stood a colossal demon, shaped like a ten-thousand-foot mountain.

As rain fell, black boulders tumbled from its slopes, and trees trembled.

But once the mist cleared halfway and it loomed closer, it became apparent: the “boulders” were the creature’s breathing scales, and the “trees” were sharp spikes jutting from between them—all swelling and receding with each breath.

Whether far or near, all now saw its full form.

Three heads.

Six tails. Dark red vertical pupils.

If Su Lingxi were to exit the Mirage Core now, she would see that the Heavenly Pillar had shrunk the demon’s true size by over a hundredfold.

Its real body was far from the foolish beast that had once blundered into view, taking passive blows.

Sangchu and Linyu stood face-to-face with this overwhelming sight. Sangchu felt his scalp tingle.

His next arrow was easily caught by the demon’s palm.

Power collided—his arrow gleamed, humming in resistance, but ultimately fell silent and shattered in the creature’s massive hand.

It wanted to swiftly eliminate the two before it, so it could hunt down the foolish mortal who dared enter the Mirage Core.

It wasn’t hungry—having eaten many recently—but that didn’t stop it from wanting to rip their heads off and chew them to bits.

Six massive tails came crashing down like collapsing mountains. Linyu barely dodged, her silhouette blurred in the rain.

But Sangchu, in poor condition to begin with and specialized in long-range combat, couldn’t react in time.

He was struck and flung dozens of meters, landing in a mess, mouth filling with sour saliva and blood. Gritting his teeth, he barked at Linyu: “Go.”

Linyu glanced at his state and quickly made a decision.

Her whip coiled around his waist, flinging him out of the central battlefield. “Its Mirage Core is under attack—we can’t let up here. You provide long-range support from the perimeter.”

The incident happened so quickly that, upon landing, Sangchu had only one thought:

Maybe I haven’t fully woken up from the dream yet.

As deputy commander, he had studied everyone in the unit—their strengths, flaws, cultivation level, temperament.

A good leader had to coordinate these traits effectively under pressure.

That’s what the academy taught.

And how Sangchu had always operated.

He knew Linyu’s strength—average, neither weak nor particularly strong.

But this wasn’t about close-range or long-range anymore.

The problem was—by all logic, someone like her should not have been able to hold her own against the demon’s true form.

No matter if it had lost a head.

Who was she, really?

What hidden immortal had quietly infiltrated their ranks?

The rain fell from the mirage down into the Mirage Core.

Transparent willow leaves spun deftly between Su Lingxi’s fingers.

Her branch was now nearly bare. She had pushed closer than ever, her cheeks nearly submerged in murky river water.

Her eyeballs ached beneath her eyelids, and her hair clung wetly to her face.

This time, she finally caught what was hidden deepest inside.

Just as the demon manipulated others through dreams, Su Lingxi had entered its dream.

She heard countless voices.

Shrill cries of rage.

Malicious whispers of bloodlust.

Echoes engraved over millennia, burned into the demon’s mind.

“So hungry, so hungry,” muttered a fox demon with eight tails, imprisoned beside the creature. Its crimson eyes spun, and its voice slithered between beast and human tones:

“Once I get out… I’ll start by razing a city in blood.”

Hunger was contagious—at such words, none around could resist.

All were stirred, stomachs growling, craving flesh.

To demons, humans were delicacies.

And their hatred for confinement was bone-deep.

Su Lingxi was unmoved.

Demons were born of evil thoughts, sustained by devouring humans.

Peace between the two was impossible.

She had no interest in hearing their complaints.

She only wanted to know how to lock them away again.

Thanks to the Mirage Core, she had learned quite a bit.

She knew demon society was highly hierarchical—but demons with similar ranks often defied one another’s orders.

Some formed cliques, ramming the bars of their cages every day, hurling curses across cells until their flesh split open.

Others were silent, sleeping endlessly with eyes closed.

The one constant was their insatiable lust for human flesh and bone.

She learned that the gray shadow ranked seventh was named Calamity .

The one ranked fourth, the oozing shadow, was named Pestilence .

Though demon rampages only lasted briefly a thousand years ago, many had never fought each other—Queyu had never faced these two and didn’t know their abilities.

But just from their rankings—and those names—Su Lingxi’s heart began to sink.

The third-ranked was the Black Flood Dragon.

A member who had been in a deep sleep for years, it last suddenly woke up more than a decade ago—probably because that day left such a deep impression that the chaotic, fragmented dreams gradually became coherent and clear.

The demon cage remained as dark and gloomy as ever. Its beastly eyes were half-open, half-closed.

For some unknown reason, the Black Flood Dragon suddenly roared in fury, waking most of the demons nearby, who all looked over in unison.

Its coiled body stretched and expanded recklessly, as if trying to break through the cage and return to its true form.

The thick dragon body crushed the bars, producing creaking sounds as it pressed against them.

The powerful demon stared angrily at the top of the cage, bellowing:

“How dare you! How dare you draw from my evil source!”

No one knew why it suddenly lost control while sleeping so soundly, but the bar that hadn’t been broken for a thousand years actually gave way under the terrifying assault, fracturing at a corner and forming a gap.

However, before the Black Flood Dragon could strike again, the cage was mysteriously repaired, with a vast flow of spiritual light transforming into a Vajra band that forcibly restrained the demon again.


Just as the Black Flood Dragon lost its reason, a female voice came from the neighboring cage:

“Calm down.”

Su Lingxi looked over, slightly startled.

When she first saw the demons locked inside the front five cages, she had already noticed something: demons usually rely on their imposing forms to mask their true origin, but those strong enough to rank among the top few didn’t follow this rule.

She never expected that the second-ranked demon, sealed behind triple-layered bars, would be a palm-sized blue-green bird.
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Its glossy beak was a faint apricot color; its entire body was emerald green, with feathers shining like gemstones.

When it flapped its wings, a few soft downy feathers peeked out, making it seem utterly harmless.

The only intimidating thing about it was its eyes.

Those were gem-like, pure and translucent bright red eyes, without a speck of impurity.

Within them could be seen a bloody desire.

Su Lingxi’s gaze then shifted seriously to the first-ranked entity—and found nothing.

The first cell in the first row was empty.

How could that be?

She stared at the empty iron cage, her feet stuck as if nailed to the ground.

A flood of guesses surged through her mind, but reason told her she could wait no longer.

The talismans on Yu Lin’an and Tian Jiang had time limits; once expired, those two, trapped as nourishment by the Mirage Beast, would truly be drained dry.

She had already learned enough tonight; it was time to go out and deal with things.

Su Lingxi looked down at her hands, holding only a half-section of a willow branch.

The lower part was stripped of leaves; the top still had a few, making it look awkward and incomplete.

She carefully plucked off the remaining leaves and lined them up in mid-air on her fingers.

As she flicked them with slender fingers, frost-like ice quickly crept along each leaf vein.

Having long been used to wielding swords and blades, usually seeing sword lights and blade flashes, she hadn’t touched this kind of deeply familiar yet long-dried power for a long time.

So her reaction wasn’t a conscious thought, but an instinctual bodily response.

Her movements were so fast that when three willow leaves shot toward the previously attacked direction, the other three had just fallen and were kicked aside by her toes.

The sharp leaves sliced through the barrier with heavy force, followed by a booming frost-flower-shaped attack, overwhelming in momentum.

Meanwhile, Su Lingxi planted the bare willow branch into the soil beneath her feet.

In an instant, layers of solid ice built up along the branch, stretching into a long icy spear.

The spear tip embedded deeply in the ground, and with the powerful energy poured from Su Lingxi’s palm, it corresponded remotely to the two points broken open by the willow leaves, forming a triangular pattern.

Cracks appeared and spread.

Outside, Ge Yao was being held back.

As long as the Mirage Heart could be broken and disturbed, capturing it would be only a matter of time.

At this moment, the combined powers of the Three Great Sects and Fuyu’s magic gathered in her hands, so destroying the Mirage Heart was no problem.

When Ge Yao appeared, this battle would only just be beginning.

How could a demon ranked eighteenth try to extract their purpose, trap them, and force out their hand?

Ignoring whether it respected Fuyu, wasn’t that underestimating her too much?

Sang Chu—speech becomes reality—Ge Yao truly struggled fiercely with Lin Yu, roaring continuously, sometimes howling, sometimes issuing a man’s eerie voice.

It was not stupid.

Though it ranked high, and even if it wasn’t as cunning as court veterans, it could understand simple things.

Lin Yu was no ordinary person, also from Fuyu, incomparable to the two who had fainted, a world apart.

It ignored her completely.

But it had no intention of entangling with her now.

It wanted to eliminate Su Lingxi inside the Mirage Heart.

If the Mirage Heart was destroyed, it would be severely damaged as well.

Although demon life force was extremely tough, it might also be forcibly retained here.

After all, compared to its peers, it wasn’t very good at fighting.

Thinking this, Ge Yao feinted once, took a whip lash in the face, shedding dozens of scales, then sent several streams of water toward the Mirage Heart’s location, only to be intercepted by Sang Chu’s arrows.

A few that slipped through rushed fiercely toward Su Lingxi and Zhang Jinzhi.

Ye Zhu Xu leaned lightly against a nearby reed, turning his head to watch Su Lingxi.

The explosive noises and dazzling lights around them did not make him raise an eye; he seemed lost in deep contemplation, his expression peaceful and serene.

He watched eagerly but stayed at a distance, only following silently without approaching.

When an explosion and a roar suddenly came, at the critical moment, he blinked, and several reed stalks sprang from the puddle’s edge.

Their cut surfaces were neat, and with a flick of his fingers, the water jets were cut off and neutralized into ordinary water that spilled on the ground.

Zhang Jinzhi was guarding Su Lingxi.

Ge Yao would never allow her to act recklessly.

Even though the surrounding world was beginning to show signs of collapse, it controlled the Mirage Scene and occasionally launched surprise attacks to disrupt their rhythm.

Zhang Jinzhi did not try to intercept.

He knew his own limits and carried many life-saving items, which Su Lingxi had painstakingly collected and made.

Unless it was a desperate situation, he preferred to expend his own strength rather than use those.

“Guarding the formation” means that anyone who enters the Mirage Heart or the center of the formation will experience reverberating backlash that affects their state.

Zhang Jinzhi carefully erased each small wave of disturbance and solidified the defense.

Things had been going well until a big one came, causing a ripple after the solidification.

He reacted quickly and reached out to suppress it again.

Though he subdued it, the airflow stabbed his fingertip like a sharp bamboo splinter, stinging him painfully.

Large beads of blood rolled out; he recovered them quickly, but two drops still fell on Su Lingxi’s hand.

She knelt on a reed mat, eyes closed tightly.

Holding the screen curtain, her pale wrist was exposed.

Fresh blood dropped on it like a cinnabar dot on a wrist bone—very conspicuous.

Seeing this, Zhang Jinzhi frowned. Normally, those who cultivated magic paid little attention to such small matters.

Blood or even bare bone exposed honestly were common.

But the Twelve Witches had many rules and strict formalities due to their extensive reading.

He closed his eyes and apologized to Su Lingxi, pulling out a plain cloth from his sleeve to wipe her clean.

Just as his hand moved, something came to his mind, and he stopped helplessly, glancing toward Ye Zhu Xu, who was quietly observing nearby.

Ye Zhu Xu said nothing and showed no expression.

His skin was extremely pale, his pupils extremely black.

Zhang Jinzhi took the tacit approval and avoided the glowing curtain, touching her wrist through the cloth.

But unexpectedly, Su Lingxi suddenly grasped his wrist firmly, her brows furrowed with neither sorrow nor joy.

Only for a moment did Zhang Jinzhi realize she thought he might again be recklessly pushing his limits after coughing blood earlier.

He felt both amused and helpless.

Zhang Jinzhi tried to withdraw his hand, but Su Lingxi pressed harder.

Her lips moved slightly, trying to say something.

He tried to make out the words—probably telling him not to seek death.

Before he could straighten up, a figure stopped beside them.

Ye Zhu Xu walked silently, without a trace of breath, now half-squatting, his sleeves touching the ground, very close to her, breaths mingling.

He quietly lowered his eyes, reached out to touch her clenched fingers, gently prying them open one by one, and saw them resting safely in his palm, the nails flushed with bluish-red from recent strain.

After this, he looked up at Zhang Jinzhi.

In the next moment, Zhang Jinzhi was enveloped by sword light and thrown back hundreds of steps, landing beside the still-straight bodies of Yu Lin’an and Tian Jiang.

He bitterly smiled and obediently bent down to check their faces and pulses.

With no one else around, Ye Zhu Xu could observe this person even more carefully.

Without even looking twice, he pulled out a clean white handkerchief, furrowed his brows, pressed it gently with his fingertip, and carefully wiped away the almost congealed blood spots on her wrist bone bit by bit.

His gaze fell on the incense holder in her hand.


The aura of her incense-pointing technique seeped out — so familiar it was startling.

The incense-pointing technique having lasted until now was truly a result of painstaking effort and extremely difficult to achieve.

As a fallback she left for herself, it indeed held considerable power and was not to be underestimated.

He didn’t know how many times it could be drawn upon.

As he watched, for some reason Ye Zhuxu reached out and hooked a colorful silk ribbon, watching it quickly coil and drape down from his fingers.

He seemed uninterested in the ribbons themselves; what he really wanted to look at was Su Lingxi.

He saw her fingers curl and twitch unconsciously, neither dodging nor flaring with hostile intent.

It seemed that casually touching her during the spellcasting was not very dangerous.

This reaction was undeniably pleasing, causing him to lean in a little closer, until their shoulders lightly touched, as if the reckless fireworks of the mind demon also enveloped her.

From the side or from behind, it seemed like they were one person.

He slowly wrapped her closer into his embrace, using his black sleeve patterned like molten lava to hide her in an intimate posture.

In this posture, Ye Zhuxu leisurely observed her stern, cold, and composed brows and eyes.

He knew Su Lingxi too well, and was also too familiar with her incense-pointing technique.

There was no one else in the world who could determine, based on her breathing and the flow of her incense technique, exactly when she decided to deliver a heart-piercing arrow to her enemy.

He could do it even with his eyes closed.

After many years, it seemed like a sudden whim of his to test their tacit understanding.

He opened the treasure box and released the sword puppet, ordering it to stand ready midair with an innocent expression and a round belly, aiming at the quail.

He casually slid open the sheath of the “Jingmie” sword; a bright, thin line of light hovered over their intertwined robes.

Zhang Jin initially was just watching the time and looking over; when he saw this scene, he grew worried and was about to say something, but Ye Zhuxu pressed a finger to his lips, signaling silence.

The string sound.

Fingertips gently placed on one side, resting on a hard reed stalk, neck tilted, like a musician skilled in melodies attentively capturing a perfect note.

In fact, Su Lingxi was not someone who showed her emotions outwardly; when the killing intent was hidden, it certainly would not show, her breath steady, fingers steady.

The flow of magic on the ribbons was orderly, neither hurried nor slow, even her body posture didn’t change.

The only thing that could be called a change at that moment was the slight rubbing of the base of her index finger against the right side of her tiger mouth (the web between thumb and index finger), just a light touch like a dragonfly skimming water.

BZ…

Now was the time.

Ye Zhuxu raised his eyebrows, suddenly lifting his jet-black eyelashes; his eyes churned like a tide.

The Jingmie sword spun half a circle in his wrist, then deeply pierced into the earth’s veins.

A brilliant burst of light tore through heaven and earth.

Countless thick and shallow cracks in the ground and sky interwove like a spiderweb, encompassing a hundred-mile radius.

At the same time, the illusionary heart was destroyed by Su Lingxi.

She suddenly opened her eyes, about to rally and grab the screen to attack outside, when an icy cold sword sheath, as if anticipating her move, lightly but firmly restrained her action.

“Out.”

Someone followed immediately after her step, perfectly synchronizing the move in a terrifying rhythm.

Su Lingxi’s first reaction was that he had acted.

The mind demon should not take advantage of this, right? After confirming no abnormality, her second reaction involuntarily surfaced:

—Such smooth and tacit cooperation, a thoroughly satisfying kill.

In the sky, the sword puppet acted simultaneously.

Strings and sword lines covered its body, trapping the quail into a dreadful heavenly and earthly net.

Lin Yu didn’t expect Ye Zhuxu to act suddenly.

After reacting, she swiftly continued the attack.

The top-level suppression technique forced into the quail’s gasping throat.

In no more than two blinks of an eye, the illusionary heart, illusionary scene, and the real body all suffered devastating blows.

Sang Chu was the last to react.

This top student in the academy, caught between “it’s probably not that bad without me” and “after all, I’m the commander and must contribute,” symbolically pulled the bowstring and shot an arrow, with no deviation, hitting the quail’s throat precisely.

The giant beast froze in a pool of blood, then collapsed with a rumble.

The riddled illusionary scene vanished accordingly.

The river, reeds, and small boat were shredded like paper.

The brightly lit outline of the Minister’s Mansion appeared before everyone.

The demon-extermination team had already surrounded the area in midair.

Seeing the few who had appeared out of nowhere, especially Su Lingxi, they all perked up:

“Sir, everything went smoothly. We did not fail in our mission.”


Sang Chu felt like in a dream as he touched his arrow quiver.

Soon, Xi Liu and the others also emerged from another side.

Zhang Jin and Yu Lin’an were carried to rooms near the mansion for rest.

The servants of Tian Jiang’s household were wailing and carrying the similarly unconscious Minister, his wife, and their children into their quarters.

Su Lingxi temporarily set aside everything, focusing on the direction where the quail fell, waiting for the demon orb to appear.

Outside the study of Minister Wei’s main courtyard, a plump green sparrow perched on the branch of a jujube tree, lowering its head to peck at something, cutely doing a futile task.

After it finished eating the invisible object, it tilted its head, showing bright, clear red eyes under the yellowish lantern glow, fluttered its wings, and flew toward the only princely mansion in Chang’an.
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The Shang Residence was besieged by the Jinwu Guards.

Lanterns blazed brilliantly before the mansion gate, and the entire street shimmered with the cold glint of armored blades.

The oppressive summer heat was swept away in an instant, as if doused by a bucket of cold water.

Chongren Ward housed many high-ranking court officials, and news spread swiftly.

At first, doormen peeked out to inquire, but within moments, every household had shut their doors and windows, extinguished their lights, and fallen into a hush.

The Prince’s residence was not far from Chongren Ward, both situated at the foot of the imperial palace.

At this very moment, the estate was abuzz with a different kind of urgency.

The prince had his own court physicians.

They had all risen, hastily grabbing medicine boxes and rushing toward the rear courtyard.

Maidservants moved about with heads lowered, carrying basins.

The prince’s attendants were rolling up their sleeves, adjusting the hairpins in their topknots, their drowsiness forcibly chased away—leaving only worry on their brows.

One attendant said to another, “If the situation doesn’t improve soon, take the token and enter the palace to summon the imperial physician. Say the Prince has been plagued by a persistent cough these past few days, which hasn’t improved. Tonight, he’s running a high fever—much worse than before.”

The other man hesitated, lowering his voice:

“But… wouldn’t that alarm His Majesty? This could be a serious taboo in the Prince’s eyes.”

Ever since the current emperor ascended the throne, relations between the royal siblings had become nothing like they once were.

“We’ve come to this point—how can we worry about that?”

The attendant rubbed his temples heavily, trying to smooth out his frown.

He glanced at the sky, gauging the time, then turned to leave.

Before he went, he pointed at the man.

“Remember what I said.”

Amid the flurry of activity in the estate, an unremarkable sedan chair quietly exited from a side gate.

It arrived at a private residence. When the chair curtain was lifted, three figures emerged, one after another.

The last two motioned for their people to withdraw and wait outside silently.

They then pushed open a plain side room door.

One of them stood by while the other slipped inside to scout, swiftly checking the surroundings before lighting a candle.

He turned and gestured to the man in the middle:

“My Lord, all clear.”

Who would have thought that the Prince, who had the entire estate in a sleepless frenzy due to his “illness,” would appear here?

Under the dim candlelight, the man’s thin facial features were revealed.

Stepping across the threshold was Xue Huai, flanked by the Chief Administrator and a Sima of the prince’s residence—both trusted aides since his ascension.

Moving with practiced ease, they approached a rosewood cabinet, removed a long-necked white jade vase and several seemingly disorganized volumes, revealing a smooth, hidden base.

A few swift rotations later…

A narrow secret passage silently appeared before them.

It led directly to Chongque Tower.

The hour was late, and Xue Huai’s frail body struggled against exhaustion.

The secret tunnel was stiflingly hot, and sweat trickled down his face and back.

He wiped it away with a handkerchief, accustomed to this.

Half an hour ago, he had already learned of the Shang Residence incident’s outcome.

He was not surprised. What did surprise him was that one of the top-ranked yao (monsters) wanted to meet him personally to discuss the night’s events.

Tonight’s events…

It seemed the yao didn’t walk away empty-handed either.

Xue Huai never intended to hold this meeting at his own residence.

Chongque Tower sat on the edge of the city ward, far from the prince’s estate.

The private home they’d stopped at saved considerable travel time, but it still took half an hour to reach the tower.

The secret path led directly into the building.

Just ten days ago, this was the very place where Chen Shang had tried to resurrect the dead using sorcery, only to summon a demonic skeletal face.

The Demon Subjugation Bureau and the Jinwu Guards had cleansed the site afterward, and now it was heavily guarded, repurposed into a covert stronghold for the prince.

To Xue Huai, it was the safest place for a clandestine meeting.

Inside the tower, the furnishings remained intact.

When Xue Huai arrived, three figures were already seated.

Chongque Tower was built high.

With the window lattices open, it felt like standing atop a mountain, the stars glittering in the distance.

Xue Huai looked up and saw the brightest point of light—Chongren Ward, the residence of the Minister of Rites.

The yao that took human form in Chang’an always chose exquisite appearances—elegant and otherworldly.

The three men seated across from Xue Huai looked extraordinary.

As they observed him, their gazes brimmed with an unrestrained, sinister charm.

Xue Huai took a seat opposite them, glancing again out the window—not to look at the Minister’s estate, but because he noticed a kingfisher perched there, preening its luminous feathers.

He extended a hand across the table and spoke in a low, hoarse voice:

“Before the fifth watch, I must return to my residence. We have less than an hour.”

Yao never had much respect for mortals, especially a sickly one.

One of them snorted instinctively, but was quickly stomped on by his companion, cutting the sound short.

Having learned the ways of humans for the sake of blending in, they were now disciplined enough to restrain themselves.

One of them rose and mockingly asked, “Does Your Highness not even have the freedom to come and go from your own residence anymore?”

It was a subtle jab—suggesting that he had fallen from his former heights, hoping to ignite a sense of rebellion.

But Xue Huai merely curled his lips into a faint smile and replied, slowly, “It’s not exactly honorable to be seen in the company of yao. I agreed to this meeting at the risk of alarming the emperor. So tell me, why quibble over the duration?

Besides, I don’t even know what a human prince and a yao could possibly have to talk about.”

‘Illness’—

That his health was poor was no secret, but he was extremely sensitive about any relapse of his illness being leaked—especially to Xue Hui.

After all, it was Su Lingxi who once claimed his body was too weak to bear the weight of the nation, effectively blocking his path to the throne.

No one enjoys having their wounds reopened.

The tower remained sealed off.

There was no tea, no fruit, no fans or ice chests.

If those across from him were human, their impudent staring without stating their purpose would have already driven Xue Huai to leave.

Humans and yao looked down on each other—this the yao had learned well.

They didn’t get angry this time.

One of them, still clinging to his nature, said with a crooked grin, “Who would have thought the famed Tianzhu would be the fallen ruler of the world? We’re quite surprised.”

They had waited so many years, finally breaking free.

They hadn’t gone on a rampage, hadn’t slaughtered cities.

They’d restrained themselves, sneaking out for a single meal like rats in the dark.

So far from the bold declarations they once made when they were sealed away.

It wasn’t that they had changed—it was that they’d learned fear.

A thousand years, with no day or night.

They had grown wise.

After experiencing firsthand that true power existed in the world that could suppress them, they no longer dared to act rashly.

They hid.

The minor yao clustered together, the major ones kept in rare contact.

In mere months, they’d grasped the human world’s power dynamics.

And they discovered something:

A mortal known as Tianzhu emerged in the very year they escaped.

The Gate wasn’t defenseless.

Fuyu had sent people to establish the Demon Subjugation Bureau, which had already claimed many of their kind.

And then, there were the Twelve Sorcerers, now disbanded.

The yao’s thinking was simple: anyone with deep enmity toward the Gate could be their ally.

The Gate’s strength was no longer what it had been.

Now was the time to destroy it—even if it meant enduring humiliation for a while longer.

As long as the Gate hung above the sky, they could never be at ease.

And so, they came looking for the one rumored to have the power to leave a million corpses in his wake—Tianzhu.

Unfortunately, Xue Huai was now Prince Yan, not the emperor.

How ideal it would be if he still held the throne.

But then they realized—precisely because he was no longer emperor, he could conspire with them.

Had he still held full power, seated on the golden throne, why would he defy heaven’s order for their sake?

Prince Yan had once been emperor.

And he could be again.

If they helped him reclaim the throne, with the Imperial Seal and Dragon Vein under his control—and with all their strength combined—the Gate could be shattered.

If not destroyed outright, it could at least be crippled.

Xue Huai remained composed.

He took a fresh handkerchief and wiped his hands, saying calmly, “From the first time you came to me, I said it—I’m interested in the throne, but I’m not Tianzhu (Heaven’s Execution).”

The throne was his by right; losing it naturally made him want it back.

That much was obvious to everyone—himself, Xue Hui, and the entire court.

Even if the truth was exposed, it didn’t matter.

But claiming to be Tianzhu?

That he could not admit.

Admitting that would mean binding himself to the demons, a fate condemned by Heaven and Earth alike.

The great demons exchanged glances and understood.

One replied, “Whether you’re Tianzhu or not, we can tell. If we picked people at random, wouldn’t we be handing our plans over to the court on a silver platter?”

They wouldn’t cause trouble for themselves.

The court wanted to eliminate them—but lacked the ability.

Xue Huai just smiled coldly without answering.

The demons didn’t care much for reading the subtleties of human expressions.

One of them suddenly beamed, baring white teeth, then leaned forward abruptly with his chair, speaking in a strange tone, “Allow me to introduce myself to the Prince. I am Lu Wu, ranked 13th among demons.”

He placed a hand on the chair of the man who had scoffed at Xue Huai earlier, saying, “This is the Eight-Tailed Fox, ranked 19th.”

Then he looked left, reining in his grin somewhat, and said, “Si—ranked fifth.”

Xue Huai’s gaze followed theirs and lingered on the so-called “Si”.

He looked down at the handkerchief in his hand and asked, “The one who insisted on seeing me—is it this one?”

He was somewhat surprised.

After a pause, he turned his head toward the window.

A small bird had just finished preening its feathers. Its head was the size of a jujube, with three emerald feathers atop it, and a tail that looked like tiny dewdrops.

Its entire body shimmered like jewels.

If one ignored its eyes, it could be described as harmless, petite, and cute.

“It was me,” the bird spoke in human tongue.

It hopped lightly on the windowsill, then in a flash of white light, transformed into human form.

It had the voice of a young woman, crisp like a lark’s song.

Though Xue Huai had seen much in life, it was his first time witnessing a demon transform into a person—especially a young woman.

He wasn’t sure if he should avert his gaze.

In the blink of an eye, the bird became a sixteen or seventeen-year-old girl.

Her hair was braided in the fashion of frontier nomads, adorned with turquoise and jewels.

She sat mid-air, with the vast night sky behind her.

At her waist hung curved blades, each embedded with dazzling gemstones.

She lifted her chin with youthful confidence and wild energy that radiated defiance.

Though Xue Huai wasn’t a cultivator, he could sense this was no ordinary being—this one was strong.

“Qingque,” she said.

Her scarlet eyes were so pale they were nearly colorless, with a faint ring of red around the iris only visible in special lighting.

She nodded politely at Xue Huai, dimples showing as she smiled.

“King of All Demons.”

Xue Huai was silent for a moment before asking, “Top of the Demon Register?”

Qingque tilted her head. “Second.”

“There’s no first. Or rather, we’ve never seen the first.”


She explained helpfully, though it was unclear whether it was a reminder or a warning.

“We don’t like using the term ‘Demon Register.’ It’s deeply offensive to our kind.”

“Hu is dead,” Xue Huai stated without emotion, not arguing, merely stating a fact.

“If that was meant to show me your strength, it’s rather disappointing.”

Qingque only squinted her eyes slightly and didn’t get angry.

She clapped her hands, and mirror-like disks of water the size of basins appeared, misted over, displaying shadowy, indistinct figures.

They were fragments—blurry—but if one looked closely, they could make out what was happening.

“Normally, a demon cannot enter another demon’s domain,” she said.

“But I was too curious about what ‘The Gate’ was planning, so I forced my way in. The image is blurry, but you’ll understand their intentions well enough.”
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Xue Huai didn’t know Tian Jiang, but he remembered Yu Lin’an.

Everything about Fuyu Palace left a deep impression on him.

He crossed his hands naturally.

In the mirror, Yu Lin’an and Tian Jiang were speaking—one mentioned finding the “Lianxing Formation,” the other talked of killing Tianzhu.

And during the final battle with Hu, when no one noticed, Tian Jiang mouthed words: Take the demon pearl, suppress and kill the demons.

At that moment, the smiles on the three great demons’ faces collapsed.

They looked as if they’d been transported back to the dark, dreadful Demon Register—starvation, noise, chains, endless torment flooded back.

Their eyes flashed with cold light.

Xue Huai’s eyes narrowed as well.

“I’ve heard that ten years ago, the name Tianzhu stirred up the whole world. The moment he appears, no matter his identity, he’ll be condemned and have no place to hide.

Death is inevitable. So, whoever Tianzhu may be, if he doesn’t want to die disgraced and hated for eternity, he will have to stand with our demonkind, wouldn’t you say?”

Admit it or not—it didn’t matter. Qingque believed that once the stakes were laid bare, Xue Huai would know what to do.

“Hu’s death was not in vain,” she added casually.

She sent a beam of green demon energy into the mirror, changing the scene again.

This time it showed, after Hu’s death at the brightly lit Ministry mansion, when the demon’s essence was about to coalesce into a white demon core, a green bird on a jujube tree dipped its beak and wings to consume the invisible essence whole.

Afterward, it let out a satisfied burp and narrowed its eyes in contentment.

“With me here, how could it be considered dead?”

Qingque’s crimson eyes shimmered as she laid her greatest advantage out clearly:

“What I really wanted to show the Prince was The Gate’s intentions—and my abilities. Tonight, both are accomplished. Disappointing? I’d say Hu did quite well.”

Xue Huai’s heart pounded.

He slowly uncrossed his hands and stood up, exhaling, “I understand. Give me some time to consider.”

The man transformed from “Si” frowned, clearly displeased with the indecisive answer.

But Qingque responded, “Of course.”

She flicked her braid and said brightly, “Demons are always tolerant with allies. Think it over carefully, Your Highness. We await your response.”

The Gate wanted to kill Tianzhu and suppress the demons.

How could that not make them allies?

The Lianxing Formation and The Gate were their mutual enemies.

Xue Huai took his leave and returned via the same secret tunnel.

Though still humid and stifling, the chill that had settled in his heart kept him from sweating this time.

Only the echo of footsteps and breathing could be heard—no other sounds.

Back in the pavilion, Lu Wu was spinning an empty chair by hand.

The muscles under his clothing bulged with raw power.

With nowhere to direct it, he grunted, “We’re just letting him leave?”

“What else do you suggest?”

The Eight-Tailed Fox snapped.

Their ranks were close, so he wasn’t polite.

Grinding his teeth harshly, he glanced at Qingque and Si, muttering, “Didn’t we agree? Patience, patience; think before acting. We still need this man to claw his way back to the throne with the Imperial Seal and dragon vein and join us, don’t we?”

“That sickly fool is stubborn as hell. Think we’ve got other options?”

Lu Wu scoffed.

“Poor guy—being hunted by The Gate. Tsk.”

Si had always slept inside the Demon Register. Even now, his eyelids drooped.

He barely stayed awake, sniffing the air, and asked, “Did you eat someone?”

Qingque, now back in her bird form, gleamed emerald like a beaded necklace.

“A few. Couldn’t swallow Hu’s essence otherwise.”

The Eight-Tailed Fox swallowed with a growl. Inside or outside the Register, he was always complaining:

“So hungry…”

“Shut it.”

Qingque didn’t even lift her head.

Her voice was clear:

“Stay in line these days. If you’re hungry, sleep. No eating humans. Hu lasted less than an hour in real combat—not a fight, a slaughter. He had no chance to retaliate. Clearly, there are still powerful figures in Chang’an.”

She swept her crimson gaze across them.

“Want to be locked up for another few thousand years?”

No matter how defiant they were, all three bowed their heads.

To fight The Gate, they’d committed fully. Among demons—especially great demons—territorial instinct ran deep.

Before imprisonment, they barely tolerated each other’s presence.

Now they were forced to live together, mimic humans, speak like them, act like them, think before they did anything.

They couldn’t even eat their fill.

It was almost unbelievable.

“Doesn’t matter if it’s in Chang’an or not,” Qingque said.

“Get everyone hiding to come out. It’s time to deal with the Lianxing Formation.”

The Eight-Tailed Fox swallowed hard and replied, “Got it.”

Tonight, the moonlight poured across every corner of Chang’an—clear and luminous—flowing from Chongque Tower to the Yan Prince’s residence, from the second watch of the night to the fourth.

That was how Qingque put it.

After a brief bath, Xue Huai sat at the pearwood desk.

He hadn’t unrolled any paper, nor picked up a brush.

His dark eyes stared blankly at the void, lost in thought.

The mention of Fuyu and The Gate unsettled both him and Xue Hui to their core.

Fifteen years ago, their father, the late emperor, passed away.

Chaos erupted across the mortal realm, rebellions flared, and the siblings fled Chang’an under the protection of loyalist ministers.

Life in hiding was difficult, but they still had officials, soldiers, and growing maturity—hope for the future remained.

Then came the accident—Xue Huai was struck by a deadly poison.

At that moment, Fuyu appeared, claiming they would restore the royal family, and took him in.

At first, both siblings felt relief. In the entire realm, who didn’t trust the decisions of The Gate?

They thought rescue had arrived. Salvation.

Instead, it became a nightmare they couldn’t wake from.

They had done nothing wrong, yet were imprisoned in a courtyard under constant watch.

The ones who visited weren’t ordinary priests, but the current and future Twelve Witches.

Everyone remarked what a grand display it was.

They weren’t allowed to move freely. Those who had brought them refused to speak.

Though the poison flared within him, no imperial physician came.

No medicine was provided. Fuyu, famed for their miraculous abilities, offered nothing to ease his pain.

His organs spasmed uncontrollably when the poison struck—so painful he curled up in bed, unable to speak or even cry for help.

Xue Hui’s terrified sobbing beside him was the only sound he could remember in his haze.

It wasn’t assistance.

It was arbitrary, senseless confinement.

Xue Huai soon realized this.

But once inside Fuyu, they lived like pampered royalty—a prince and a princess.

They knew some horsemanship and archery at best, but not enough to escape, not even from a courtyard.

As the poison strikes grew more frequent and violent, each episode felt like the end.

The so-called “elixir” they were given once daily did nothing.

If he didn’t escape soon, he would die in Fuyu. That was certain.

Perhaps Fuyu had already inserted itself into mortal politics.

Maybe they had secretly allied with one faction or another.

That was his suspicion. He couldn’t imagine any other reason.

All his vital organs deteriorated.

His body collapsed.
He had to rely on constant medicinal decoctions to survive.

Only after countless twists and turns did he finally escape.

His subordinates found a miracle doctor who cured the poison.

But it had been too long—remnants had seeped into his bones and couldn’t be fully purged.

At eighteen, a crown prince should’ve been in his prime.

Yet ever since, he couldn’t withstand wind in winter or heat in summer.

He fainted frequently, coughed blood, and remained bedridden.

His arms could no longer draw a bow or ride a horse.

He could no longer play ball games or hunt.

Trapped in palace halls, surrounded by attendants and doctors on constant alert for sudden flare-ups.

Even at his coronation, just to last through the ceremony, he had to preemptively take medicine.

As soon as it ended, he collapsed unconscious in the imperial chamber.

A retainer stepped in quietly, offering a bowl of medicine.

In a soft voice, he said, “Your Highness has exerted himself too much tonight. Please take this, or tomorrow may be difficult.”

Xue Huai looked at the white foam atop the medicinal broth.

His eyes were heavy with too many turbulent emotions, bloodshot and overwhelmed. He took a deep breath.

For over ten years—countless mornings and evenings—he had drunk this medicine twice daily without fail.

His tongue had grown numb; he could no longer distinguish sweet from bitter.

Even gourmet meals tasted like wax.

As the old saying goes:

Even if one dies, they should die with clarity.

But as an emperor… he couldn’t even ask why.

He didn’t even know where to ask.

He said quietly: “Take it away.”

The palace retainer opened his mouth to persuade him, but Xue Huai suddenly slapped the desk hard.

His emotions had reached the breaking point. His sleeve caught on the blow and knocked over the white jade bowl.

The bowl hit the floor, the spoon clattered on the golden bricks and broke into three pieces.

The bitter smell of medicine splashed out.

All the maids behind the beaded curtain immediately dropped to their knees.

Xue Huai closed his eyes for a moment to suppress the urge to collapse.

The strength that action had cost him left him drained.

He waved weakly:

“Everyone out.”

The attendants silently retreated.

Only the palace retainer remained.

Xue Huai’s hand, braced against the desk, suddenly clenched.

***

The Gate wants to eliminate Tianzhu.

Fifteen years ago, when rumors of “Tianzhu” (Heaven’s Execution) were everywhere, he had been imprisoned in Fuyu.

Later, he returned to the mortal realm, fought wars, confronted rebels, negotiated with Su Lingxi, ascended the throne, governed the empire, and battled illness.

The matter of Tianzhu had seemingly faded into irrelevance.

But three to five years ago, a strange mark appeared on his back—like a birthmark, but darker, resembling a branded scar inflicted by a red-hot iron under torture.

It was the size of an apricot and, upon closer inspection, formed a jagged, menacing character: “诛” (Zhu, meaning “execute” or “slay”).

He knew very well what it meant.

What else could it mean?

It meant Heaven had once again hurled him into the abyss—played him like a pawn, forced him to claw through life-and-death trials.

Only this time, it was even more absurd and laughable.

They had shoved him into the ranks of the demons.

For no reason at all, he was now guilty of a crime punishable by a thousand deaths.

The palace retainer tidied the desk, quickly clearing the shattered bowl and spoon. After some hesitation, he whispered:

“Your Highness, if their power could help reclaim the throne, perhaps… the rest could be dealt with later. Gradually. Carefully. Discussed at length.”

Xue Huai exhaled.

A breeze from the ice basin nearby cooled the room.

He slowly sat upright, took a silk cloth to wipe the medicine from his hand, and looked down.

His voice was calm but firm:

“To bargain with tigers is to walk toward death.”

“If I return to the throne, then what? Those monsters want flesh, want cities to slaughter. Should I give them people to eat? Offer them cities to burn?

If The Gate falls, if the Demon Suppression Bureau collapses, they will have no enemies across the realm. After all the pain and effort to reclaim the empire, would I leave no legacy but a history stained in blood?”

“Would I truly become a traitor whose name reeks for eternity?”

The palace retainer said respectfully, “I wouldn’t dare.”

“What I meant was…”

Xue Huai closed his eyes, recalling the scene a month ago when the demonic beings first made contact with the prince’s residence.

In his horror, he had even wondered whether the treatment he had received in Fuyu back then was related to the strange mark on his lower back.


But if they had truly seen through it all so early, why would Fuyu have gone to such great lengths?

When the matter of Heaven’s Execution (Tianzhu) stirred the world into uproar, if The Gate had chosen to kill a prince, no one would have said a word.

If The Gate had really known back then, they could still make it public now.

There would be no shortage of people willing to take his life for the sake of the common people.

He cut his confidant off and said, “I understand your meaning. Tomorrow, go contact them. Don’t speak of anything else yet—just focus on working together to break the Lianxing Formation.”

The palace retainer nodded.

“Yes, I’ll go at first light.”
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Su Lingxi did not wait to obtain the demon core of the pigeon hawk.

That shouldn’t be.

After seeing the true form of the pigeon hawk, she didn’t think that the demon core formed last time by chopping off its head was the whole thing—after all, it could still exert such combat power inside the mirage, so where did the rest go?

No one could answer this question.

The huge body of the great demon fell out together from the torn mirage.

The Demon Extermination Team, well-prepared, grabbed it together and dragged it into the artificial lake dug beside the Minister’s Mansion, instantly crushing two scenic pavilions in the middle of the lake.

Water splashed everywhere as the bottom of the pit was filled completely.

Before the team responsible for the aftermath could figure out what to do, two breaths later, the true body melted by itself at a speed visible to the naked eye, like ice and snow meeting the scorching sun.

The aftermath personnel breathed a sigh of relief.

Having not gotten the demon core, Su Lingxi furrowed her brows slightly, understanding this could not be forced.

At this moment, the Minister’s Mansion was already in chaos.

Not only the servants but their own people had scattered.

She turned sideways and saw that Ye Zhuxu, who was just inches away earlier, had somehow moved under the eaves of a corridor.

Upon learning that Tian Jiang and Yu Linan were injured, several people from the Northern Courtyard, led by Bai Xiao, also arrived.

Sang Chu was reporting to him on one side, while he remained immersed in shadow.

The lingering inner demon had returned to silence following the death of the pigeon hawk.

At a certain moment, he seemed to sense something, looked up, and caught her gaze.

Whether present or not, he seemed utterly uninterested in the demon core.

Combined with his actions in the mirage, it could now be said that he was a friend rather than an enemy.

Su Lingxi felt slightly relieved.

Xiliu then came up to her and called out, “My lord.”

She asked, “How is Minister Wei?”

“My lord, rest assured, he still has some breath. Minister Wei was so frightened that he fainted, clutching his wife tightly at the start.

When I arrived, he was closing his eyes, mumbling nonsense to the empty air, talking about some affairs in court involving you. The medical officer is treating him now.”

Just as Su Lingxi suspected, she didn’t ask what Wei Xiao had said.

She knew well how her name and reputation were regarded among these old ministers.

“What about Wei Shixian? Is he still alive?”

“Alive, but not in good condition. He is currently receiving acupuncture. The ladies of the mansion—madam, concubines, young masters, and young ladies—are all fine.

I have dispatched several shadow guards to watch over the Minister’s Mansion day and night to monitor their subsequent reactions. My lord, rest assured.”

Su Lingxi patted her arm and turned to walk out, saying, “Well done. I leave this side to you.”

The Demon Extermination Team and the Golden Guard were waiting for her.

The Demon Extermination Team first searched inside and outside the Minister’s Mansion thoroughly, ensuring no demon-related items remained.

They then locked and sealed the former prince consort Wei Shiming’s courtyard.

After the pigeon hawk’s body in the lake had completely dissipated, they drew several talisman papers to ward off evil spirits and suppress curses.

After finishing these tasks, they reported to Su Lingxi and then left the Minister’s Mansion, returning to the Demon Suppression Office.

As they left, the Golden Guard captain also took his men back.

The two streets returned to their original cold and solemn silence.

Only Su Lingxi, Xiliu, a group from the Northern Courtyard, and the hardworking kind-hearted Zhang Jinzhi remained at the Minister’s Mansion.

These two had special conditions; it looked serious.

They had no choice but to borrow a nearby vacant courtyard of the Minister’s Mansion and hurriedly carried two people into two adjacent side rooms.

The medical officer also came to see them, but the damage caused by the demon’s supernatural power was beyond their ability to cure.

Seeing the two’s swollen faces and long-lasting subcutaneous fluid accumulation, he prescribed medicine for edema and redness.

When the two developed a high fever, he prepared medicine for cold and wind symptoms.

This time, Fuyu brought along some skilled medics.

Bai Xiao led the group inside.

After taking the pills and chanting the spells, with the combined effort, the condition visibly improved.

There were people standing in both rooms.

Su Lingxi heard a lot but didn’t push herself to squeeze into the busy scene.

She just leaned slightly at the door, telling Bai Xiao through Xiliu that anything needed would be sent by the Imperial Teacher’s Mansion.

A twelve- or thirteen-year-old girl, lifting her cute face resembling Zhang Yuxue, with a bit of coolness and seriousness, thanked her properly and told her not to wait here unnecessarily.

There were people guarding the place, so nothing would happen. If anyone woke up, they would send a letter, and she could attend to her own matters.

Su Lingxi agreed with a somewhat teasing smile, nodded, and strode away.

At this time, the moon had set and the stars had faded; it was nearly the fifth watch of the night.

This pigeon hawk mirage was not a wasteful venture; the harvest was substantial.

Many matters still needed her attention.

Zhang Jinzhi stood in the courtyard. His servant brought him a new thin cloak.

He put it on, coughed once, looked at the sky, and gently told his servant to prepare another room.

He wouldn’t move around anymore tonight and would stay at the Minister’s Mansion for the night.

He told the servant to visit Minister Wei early tomorrow to apologize for any inconvenience.

He was not used to disturbing others or staying overnight in others’ homes, but tonight he made an exception because he wanted to speak with the awakened Yu Linan and Tian Jiang as soon as possible.

He had questions to ask.

By now, those with eyes had all noticed Lin Yu’s abnormality.

But unfortunately, Sang Chu looked equally puzzled, and Ye Zhuxu ignored everything, his eyes only fixed on one person.

The young boy’s mindset was as calm as an old monk in meditation, not stirring the slightest ripple.

And stepping back, Zhang Jinzhi’s presence carried no weight with him.

He was probably still deeply resented and had no face to act superior or use his seniority.

Better not embarrass himself.

Just as he thought this, Su Lingxi quietly came out from the side room door.

Seeing him, she stopped, raised her eyebrows, and got straight to the point, lips moving slightly:

“Where is Lin Yu?”

Knowing she was not the only one interested in Lin Yu, Zhang Jinzhi was not surprised.

He gently replied, “She went back.”

“Back?”

“You were busy looking at the demon core just now, Sang Chu was talking with the commander, and she came to tell me she couldn’t hold on and had to go back to bathe and sleep.

She had only slept half an hour before coming. If she didn’t sleep soon, she would have to go down with the quail.”

This caused Zhang Jinzhi, who had his own suspicions, to waver when he saw the girl’s messy, fuzzy hair and the dark circles under her eyes that hadn’t faded for years.

The main thing was the difference was too great.

This made the delicate and intuitive twelve-year-old witch feel unusually confused.

Su Lingxi’s expression also became subtle after hearing this.

She asked, “You didn’t ask anything?”

“She said that already, so I didn’t want to ask more.”

Su Lingxi saw that his face almost wrote, “I’m afraid she’d misunderstand me and think I really want her to meet the pigeon hawk,” so she didn’t know what to say and just nodded, meaning she respected his gentlemanly manner.

Zhang Jinzhi originally wanted to say more, ask her what she saw inside the mirage, but Su Lingxi obviously was not interested and did not stay long.

The Imperial Teacher came and went like the wind.

He looked back and saw the night breeze and heat waves gently chasing after her.

Su Lingxi did not immediately leave the Minister’s Mansion.

After thinking quietly for a while, she went around to the corridor just now.

Sang Chu was still talking to Ye Zhuxu, covering the area with a protective barrier.

She stood by the red corridor pillar, waiting at a distance.

After Xiliu finished handling the mansion’s affairs, she came back to stand by her.

When she saw her standing still, curious and about to peek, Su Lingxi lightly pulled her arm without looking and told her to stay put.

After Sang Chu finished speaking, this was also a matter weighing on her heart.

While waiting, Su Lingxi didn’t idle.

She wiped off the talisman from the fragrant pouch at her waist, and one by one, communication talismans with blazing flame patterns flew into her hand, forming a small stack.

She opened and listened to them one by one. Some were ignored; some she smoothly marked with a “Noted” character with her finger.

Some, the most special, she listened to and replied with her voice, either agreeing or directly rejecting.

Sang Chu was discussing with Ye Zhuxu whether to reorganize the team, modeling it after the internal structure of the Demon Suppression Department — having each group simultaneously cover strong offense, ranged attack, defense, and healing roles.

The youths of Fuyu were prideful.

Before, they only encountered small, insignificant demons and never faced such powerful ones. Because of that, after all this time, they were still sluggish and lacked any sense of urgency.

Sang Chu immediately reflected on himself.

He knew well how formidable Queyao was and what its rank meant, yet he didn’t take it seriously.

He hastily picked a few volunteers and rushed in without arranging formations.

If it weren’t for the hidden talents in the team, like Linyu, or Ye Zhuxu secretly following along, then tonight Tian Jiang and Yu Lin’an wouldn’t just be lying in bed with swollen faces.

They would have truly died!

This was completely different from the harsh but merciful Water Mirror of Fuyu — no one there wanted them dead, but demons showed no mercy.

He regretted it deeply, and at the same time, he realized: these powerful demons were things only the sects used to be able to seal; their combat power was immeasurable, with no reference points.

This was only the beginning — what would come next would only be more powerful.

They must raise their spirits and give their all.

And no one could guarantee they would all come back alive.

The phrase “total annihilation” was no longer just a word.

The most critical problem was that their team lacked unity; their goals were scattered, and their cultivation methods varied.

One was busy looking for a friend, another for a sister, each acting independently and unpredictably.

Some didn’t even exchange a single word, let alone have any tacit understanding.

Sang Chu used to turn a blind eye, but after today, he absolutely could not let it continue.

He had to take responsibility for everyone.

When Sang Chu spoke, he really didn’t expect much.

Ye Zhuxu wouldn’t listen — he didn’t care about himself, let alone others.

This commander was cold and individualistic, sometimes like a ghostly specter without emotion.

But since he held the position, Sang Chu still had to ask.

After reporting, he then took the effort to explain and persuade, burning midnight oil to divide the list and gradually adjust the team.

It was obviously a time-consuming, difficult, and thankless job.

So with a one-in-a-million hope, he wished Ye Zhuxu would step up.

If he were willing, things would be much smoother.


The spirit tribe army from the high tower that swept through all opponents was entirely led by Ye Zhuxu.

Perhaps because he killed so brutally, the spirit tribe people forever feared and respected him.

Sang Chu shared his thoughts and feelings, but Ye Zhuxu truly had no interest.

He was already mad — mad men only clung tightly to their own goals, with no energy to care whether others lived or died.

In the end, he gave a faint, half-smile and said lightly, “Fine, do as you see fit.”

So it was as expected.

Originally having no hope, Sang Chu was still disappointed.

But forced by the ever-present pressure inside the barrier, he swallowed all his words and said, “Alright.”Ye Zhuxu dispersed the barrier and took a few steps forward, seeing someone standing rigidly by a corridor pillar a hundred paces away.
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Her crimson official robe was dark and not obvious in the night, but the red flame patterns on her slender fingers caught the eye.

When she glanced sideways, she was effortlessly commanding others on the other side, “Hmm, hold your position.”

The moment their eyes met, Su Lingxi’s words stuck in her throat, but she quickly recovered and continued smoothly:

“Yes.”

With the sound, she elegantly flicked away a paper talisman.

Ye Zhuxu walked to her side and stopped. His sleeve brushed lightly; the summer night moonlight was like flowing water.

His voice was calm and faint, “Waiting for me?”

Su Lingxi withdrew what she was holding and gestured to the person beside her, Xiliu, to step out of the mansion first, then looked at him slowly and answered.

His pupils were as deep as always, unfathomable, and he seemed in a rather good mood.

He asked her, “What is it?”

Su Lingxi stretched one hand from the wide sleeve, holding a small white jade porcelain bottle with a tightly sealed stopper, showing a hint of bright red inside.

She handed it to him, “It’s a secret medicine from the palace. I added something extra; the effect is good. I don’t know if it’s better than Fuyu’s. You should try it.”

Ye Zhuxu’s gaze sharpened. His black eyelashes lifted, eyes scanning from the smooth bottom of the bottle to her face.

After a moment, as if he didn’t hear clearly, he softly asked, “What?”

Rarely, Su Lingxi hesitated, not sure how to say it.

Indeed, this kind of action — personally delivering medicine after decisively teaching someone a lesson and injuring them — was hardly dignified or easy to understand.

She never thought it would happen to her.

“It’s for you.”

If something needed to be done, then just do it.

If words had to be said, then say them.

Su Lingxi did not hesitate.

She looked up at his right shoulder, pressed her lips slightly, then raised her head, showing the white skin beneath the crimson collar, and whispered, “When killing the quail demon, you didn’t use this hand, right?”

“I smelled blood.”

After speaking, seeing him still unmoving, Su Lingxi looked down at his hands hanging by his sides.

After looking for a moment, she reached out to his left hand.

She paused midway, hesitating, as if full of concerns, and her tongue briefly touched her sharp teeth.

Yet she still grabbed it.

She didn’t know if sword cultivators’ hands were always this cold — like jade, with distinct finger joints, straight and long.

The moment she grabbed it, it tensed slightly, showing powerful, dangerous energy hidden beneath the skin and muscles.

She pulled his hand out a bit, gently placing the bottle inside the palm.

Her eyelashes fluttered as she said, “Take one pill every day, and rub another on the wound. The external injury heals quickly.”

A strangely pleasant sweet fragrance suddenly wafted, as if finding cracks to slip in.

Seeing him grasp the bottle, Su Lingxi let go and moved her nose slightly, saying, “I have to return to the Imperial Tutor’s mansion now. Tomorrow I’ll go to the Demon Suppression Department to discuss the demons. I’m leaving first.”

Ye Zhuxu stood still, his gaze following her until she completely disappeared.

After a long time, he looked at his own hand.

Because it had been tightly held for a while, the delicate bottle still retained her warmth.

A faint burning sensation.

His hand had it too.

Dawn was near, and the moonlight poured down without reserve, falling on Ye Zhuxu’s palm. His index finger finally curled slightly, as if gently tugged by a thin thread made of moonlight.

Su Lingxi was indeed in a hurry to return to the Imperial Tutor’s mansion.

Beside her were two capable female officials: one was Xiliu, who followed her day and night, handling all the tricky affairs around her; the other was Danyuan, who wasn’t often by her side but was responsible for spying on court politics and receiving imperial orders and household correspondence.

So when Xiliu mentioned Danyuan had arrived, Su Lingxi immediately guessed what was going on.

Just after stepping out of the Shangshu Mansion’s gate, Su Lingxi beckoned Danyuan over with a finger.

The latter quickly came close and said, “Mistress, several dukes and officials of the Court of Justice are preparing to jointly petition the emperor, requesting permission to supervise officials entering the Demon Suppression Department.”

“Good.”

With a great enemy at the gate, neither Su Lingxi nor the emperor would allow those without cultivation, who only wanted to cause trouble and pick fights, to enter the Demon Suppression Department.

But whether allowed or not, the petition had to be written.

The court had its own order. Tonight, the Golden Guards besieged the Shangshu Mansion; those who knew said it was demon suppression; those who didn’t thought it was political assassination.

If people believed their lives were entirely in Su Lingxi’s hands, it might incite a furious uprising.

Sometimes, Su Lingxi also had to soften her stance appropriately.

After returning to the Imperial Tutor’s mansion, Su Lingxi first bathed, changed into sleepwear, lightly scented her hands, and sat at her desk.

She wasn’t good at writing petitions.

Her words were always sharp, blunt, and incisive — explaining cause and effect clearly and fluently. But beyond that, the petition had to show her loyalty to the emperor, express her own hardships, gently ask her colleagues to understand the current critical situation, and guarantee stricter discipline so that no one would be harmed unnecessarily.

Only then was it complete.

Su Lingxi’s pace slowed down after finishing the explanation of events, each character painstakingly pushed out like a donkey turning a millstone.

In the end, she lifted the thin three or four pages of paper, examined them, let them dry, then pressed them flat, preparing to hand them over to Zhang Jinzhi for polishing first thing tomorrow morning.

Somehow, this former member of the Twelve Witches had an exceptionally profound skill with words—flexible and resilient, she could with just a few phrases seem to dissect a person’s heart, expressing utmost sincerity.

After finishing this, before dawn, she took up a fine brush, still fresh in memory, intending to draw the monsters she had seen in her mind.

But because there were too many, with many details, it was a big project, so she finally decided to start by drawing the top five monsters.

From the Azure Sparrow to the Rhinoceros, the divine aura of the primordial beasts and the sinister energy of the monsters intertwined and fused, vividly appearing on paper, exactly as Shen Xin had imagined them.

When she put down the brush, Su Lingxi picked up two of the drawings, tapped the blank space on the first one, then stretched her waist and leaned back against the sturdy chair.

She squinted slightly, twirling the ink brush in her hand, and with the brush tip, she hovered over the pair of eyes painted vividly in vermilion on the paper.

Quietly, she murmured:

“Azure Sparrow.”

After looking at it for a while, she stood and climbed onto the couch, silently pulling the blanket over her head, slipping into a deep sleep.

In the quiet alley at the north courtyard of the Demon Suppression Department, early morning, the horizon was just starting to brighten.

Dew-fed cicadas perched on the treetops outside the window, calling out strongly and clearly, soon attracting many echoes.

Near the small water basin in the courtyard came the croaking of white-bellied frogs.

The summer breeze carried a refreshing coolness only at this hour.

After returning, Ye Zhuxu placed the porcelain bottle on the long table by the window and went into the inner hall’s washroom to change clothes.

Water dripped down his pale body, and blood-colored streaks traced slowly down from his shoulder.

He wiped himself dry with a piece of linen cloth, put on a loose outer robe, then stepped out from behind the screen back into the main room.

Jian Kui (the sword puppet) had contributed its strength in the mirage today and had seen Su Lingxi again.

The clumsy fish didn’t immediately go into the Eight-Treasure Box to pretend to be a motionless corpse but stayed by the window watching birds.

Ye Zhuxu suddenly felt a bit like seeing sunlight, so he pushed the half-open window further open.

The misty gray dawn stretched out before his eyes.

He had wiped himself carelessly; his long black hair, smooth and soft, was still wet, with droplets slowly gathering at the ends and occasionally dripping down, soaking into his clothes.

Water clung even to the roots of his eyelashes.

The usual scornful gloom in his features softened a bit, revealing strikingly handsome features.

Naturally, the moist air around him carried an even stronger smell of blood.

The sword puppet smelled it and shuffled forward a step.

Because it was a puppet, and an unorthodox one made by Ye Zhuxu using extreme methods, it was superb in combat but its speech had a slight awkwardness, like being pulled by strings — halting and jerky:

“Aren’t you going to apply medicine?”

Ye Zhuxu glanced down at it coldly and said, “No.”

The little fish immediately moved forward again, fearing he might have forgotten something, and jumped in front of the porcelain bottle, nudging it with its head:

“She gave you medicine, to heal your wounds.”

Watching its movements, Ye Zhuxu lightly pushed it aside, then rolled several times on the table.

After washing, his lips seemed to have faint traces of blood:

“Don’t touch.”

Then he pulled a chair over, sat down, his body slightly leaning forward, arms resting on the long table, sleeves spread wide — a leisurely posture, wanting to enjoy the summer scene outside the window carefully.

Finally, he lowered his eyelashes and replied: “No.”

Perhaps he was unusually easygoing today.

The little fish again got close to Su Lingxi.

These spiritual creatures instinctively obey their master’s words, but for a moment forgot they had changed hands years ago and blurted out:

“You always don’t take care of yourself, do you think she’ll be angry like before?”

As soon as the words fell, it realized the trouble it was in, forced a look at the relatively gentler-tempered Ye Zhuxu, meeting his deep ink-black pupils like a sudden blow to the head.

The whole fish instantly sobered and became busier, scrambling across the tabletop.

He unlocked the Eight-Treasure Box, kindly but hurriedly threw the frantic sword puppet into the middle compartment, letting it soak and nourish in the spirit dew.

The compartment automatically locked afterwards.

What was there to enjoy about the scenery?

In just half a year, the leaves on the branches, no matter how lush, would all fall.

Cicadas die after one season.

That white-bellied frog might not even live till tomorrow.

How long does love last?

If it dries up, it dries up.

Ye Zhuxu fixed his gaze on a spot among the treetops, his body quiet and still without moving, thinking about what she had said in the Forbidden Temple—the ruthless actions, and also about what she said to him in the mirage: to die together.

Before coming out, they had been so close again, as if the tacit understanding remained, and some indescribable things also lingered.

And just now, she had hesitated but ultimately held onto him.

Since there was only half a year, since… they had agreed to die together.

So be it.

Ye Zhuxu had to admit:

Compared to facing each other with swords drawn, he longed more to approach her again, to recklessly take up all the space beside her.

To be as close as possible.


Thinking this, his dark pupils shifted, then recalled what the sword puppet had just said.

His gaze moved from the imaginary leaf veins back to his own right shoulder.

He hadn’t really treated it—the pain kept him alert.

After such a long time, he had even become a little addicted to it, so seeing the wound tear open again, with flesh and bone exposed, no longer moved him.

But… would she still care?

He slowly leaned down on the table, closed his eyes, preparing to rest a while.

His lips and eyes curved slightly, as if answering someone, seeming amused, his voice soft and slightly smiling:

“Don’t know.”
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Su Lingxi awoke to find it was already noon.

After washing up, she opened the scented sachet and took out the talismans.

Seven or eight fire symbols lit up in succession.

Nothing particularly urgent, just a few internal matters of the Demon Suppression Bureau that required her approval.

Additionally, Sang Chu asked if she would be coming in today, and Bai Xiao had also promptly sent her a notice saying that Yu Lin’an and Tian Jiang’s conditions had stabilized.

Tian Jiang had woken up two hours earlier, and Yu Lin’an was showing signs of waking as well.

Since it wasn’t appropriate for them to recuperate at someone else’s residence, they had been brought back to the North Courtyard.

After reading all this, she prepared to leave, just as a torrential downpour began outside.

The noonday heat of July and August, along with swirling dust, was pressed into the ground by the rain, leaving the air both muggy and damp.

After the rain stopped, Su Lingxi and Xiliu left the residence, mounted their horses, and hurried off toward the Demon Suppression Bureau.

Her first stop was to check on Yu Lin’an and Tian Jiang.

Before she arrived, the two had already endured an hour and a half of relentless teasing, disguised as “vivid recounting” by no fewer than three teammates.

Zhang Jinzhi had stayed with them the whole time, from the Minister’s residence to the North Courtyard, but he was still overtaken by a horde of eager youths that appeared as if sprouting after the rain.

Even before the energetic young men and women reached the gate, their loud greetings had already flooded in.

When three had already rushed in one after another, Zhang Jinzhi realized that polite queuing did not apply to this younger generation.

He stopped the fourth one with an outstretched arm and a smile, gently negotiating, “Would you mind letting me go in first? I won’t take long.”

Even though they hadn’t interacted much, news within the North Courtyard spread quickly.

Zhang Jinzhi’s name had been mentioned repeatedly in recent days.

The fame of the Twelve

Witches in Floating Jade was enormous—their spellcraft covered almost every category.

Practically every student in the academy carried a portrait of the head of their lineage and would pray to it devoutly before every exam.

So even if they didn’t know much else, they were extremely familiar with that face.

The young man drew back his foot, and the teasing smile vanished as if by magic.

He straightened up and respectfully stepped aside, saying, “Of course. Please go ahead, sir. We’re in no rush… Anytime works for us.”

Zhang Jinzhi lowered his head, digesting the impact of being addressed as “sir,” and finally replied, “Thank you.”

Yu Lin’an had already heard of his own panicked reaction in the mirage realm, his mind still buzzing.

When he saw it was Zhang Jinzhi who had entered, he leapt up from bed in utter embarrassment.

To make it worse, Zhang Jinzhi had brought in the medicine he had just finished brewing.

He meant to place it on the table, but seeing Yu Lin’an already awake, he brought it straight to the bedside and handed it to him.

He asked gently, “How are you feeling? Any better?”

Yu Lin’an waved frantically, almost kneeling to receive the bowl.

Once the hot bowl was in his hands, he downed it all in one go without a word, not even daring to meet Zhang Jinzhi’s gaze.

Afraid Zhang would try to take the bowl back, he hurriedly placed it on the bedside stand and mumbled, “Much better. Thank you, Brother Jinzhi.”

After all that, Yu Lin’an still didn’t dare look him in the eye.

Shame roiled within him; he felt utterly humiliated.

Zhang Jinzhi, however, didn’t catch the emotional undercurrents.

Against a powerful demon, mistakes were to be expected from those lacking battle experience. They had all been through it.

Instead of getting straight to the point, he used the daylight streaming through the window to examine Yu Lin’an’s face closely.

“Still looks flushed. Should I call in the physician to take a look?”

Yu Lin’an opened his mouth but silently covered his face with a sleeve.

He wasn’t flushed from illness—he was flushed with shame.

He wanted to die from embarrassment.

After a moment of quiet, Zhang Jinzhi finally brought up what had weighed on his mind all night.

“I’ve seen you’re close with the others in the North Courtyard. I wanted to ask if you know anything about Lin Yu’s origins.”

Yu Lin’an was momentarily stunned.

His hand dropped unconsciously, and he quickly searched his memory for fragments about Lin Yu. Seeing Zhang Jinzhi’s warm, refined face, he hesitated internally.

The first time he saw Lin Yu was when Yu Chu had decided to dissolve the heart-link contract with Zhang Jinzhi.

At the time, he was hiding underwater and didn’t see or hear clearly.

He assumed she was a fellow disciple of Zhang Jinzhi or a friend from the Twelve Witches.

But then, when Zhang Jinzhi had used the soul-control technique recently, he hadn’t acknowledged her.

They didn’t seem to know each other, so Yu Lin’an had no clue how to proceed.

Naturally, he couldn’t tell the whole truth.

“I first heard of her nine years ago,” he said.

“And then again a month ago, when the demon cabinet was shattered and word reached Floating Jade. The Emperor requested reinforcements.

All of us who came volunteered. Besides people like me and Tian Jiang, there were others who had passed their cultivation requirements but drawn the most difficult graduation trials—those set by the Grandmaster himself, almost impossible to pass. They heard that if they went to the mortal world to catch demons, they could graduate immediately afterward, so they came.”

Zhang Jinzhi had always been a model student.

He couldn’t really understand this logic.

If Su Lingxi had been here, she might have been furious.

But he kept listening.

Yu Lin’an noticed the subtle change on his face and explained, “Many wanted to come, but everyone had to be vetted by the academy—very strict. No one lacking cultivation was allowed.

“From confirmation to departure, we were given just ten days. At that time, Sang Chu was the team leader and commander, and Ye Zhuxu was in closed-door cultivation in Zhongnan. A retired elder from the academy did the headcount.

Everyone was there—except her. The team waited for nearly an hour before Lin Yu finally showed up. We thought something urgent had delayed her. Turns out, she just said she overslept—without even looking up.

“The elder had a good temper and didn’t say anything.

“I couldn’t take it and argued with her.”

Yu Lin’an rubbed his nose, recalling the scene.

“Not really an argument, more like a short dispute.”

“The strange thing is, her cultivation’s quite good, but she never studied at the academy, and she’s not well-known. Her name doesn’t show up in any city rankings, Water Mirrors, or secret realms.”

“Once we moved into the Demon Suppression Bureau and started seeing each other daily, we naturally spoke more. But she’s always awake at night, asleep during the day—sleeps a lot but never sleeps well. That puts her in a bad mood, so we avoid bothering her.”

Yu Lin’an looked at Zhang Jinzhi and said honestly, “That’s all I know.”

Little did he know that before coming to see him, Zhang Jinzhi had already visited Tian Jiang.

That once-bright young man now leaned against his bed listlessly, wavering between shame and apathetic resignation.

He told Zhang Jinzhi he had seen Lin Yu twice.

His parents had chronic illnesses, and one particularly harsh winter night, he had gone out to fetch medicine.

On his way home, a hand suddenly grabbed him like a ghost, but instead of harming him, the person dropped a pill into his bundle and told him to hurry home.

It was too dark, and she moved too fast—he didn’t see her face or get her name, but he remembered her low voice.

He had forgotten about it over the years, but Zhang’s question somehow brought the memory back.

The other time was nine years ago.

Nine years again.

Zhang Jinzhi was silent, his eyes darkening slightly, before quickly returning to normal.

Before leaving, he was still holding the medicine bowl, the lingering heat burning into his fingertips.

He smiled and comforted Yu Lin’an, “Take care and focus on healing. Don’t overthink. Growth is a process—your health comes first.”

“As for today’s matter, if possible, please keep it confidential for now.”

Less than half an hour after he left, Su Lingxi arrived.

She glanced at Yu Lin’an, frowned, and asked first, “How are you?”

Yu Lin’an gave her a pitiful face.

Truthfully speaking, with a clear conscience—that day, when Sang Chu asked who would volunteer to follow them into the Ministry of Rites, he stepped forward earnestly.

He truly wanted to protect Su Lingxi and Zhang Jinzhī closely.

He thought that even if they couldn’t charge in with flair and tear apart the Pigeonhawk’s domain in one go, at least he could take care of himself and the other two without a problem.

Facing Zhang Jinzhī, he felt very embarrassed.

But maybe it was because he had spent so many years around Su Lingxi, letting her clean up his messes so often, that he’d gotten used to it.

He pushed down his shame, and a flood of disbelief rose in its place.

He couldn’t believe the Quail (code name) was that powerful—able to walk sideways in that domain—yet only ranked in the lower half of the top twenty.

He didn’t dare imagine what the ones ranked higher must be like.

No wonder no one could deal with them—doors couldn’t even hold them back.

He went on and on.

Since he was injured, Su Lingxi held her brows down and listened patiently, occasionally offering short replies.

Once she figured enough time had passed and she’d heard enough, Su Lingxi cut in.

“Tell me,” she said, glancing around.

She asked if he could open the window.

When he agreed, she opened it and leaned her shoulder slightly against it.

Then she asked directly, “What did Zhang Jinzhī ask you, and how did you answer?”

Yu Lin’an:

She saw through him instantly and asked with interest, “He told you not to say anything, and you actually didn’t?”

Yu Lin’an met her gaze, but couldn’t hold out for long. He surrendered, raising his hand and repeating everything he had told Zhang Jinzhī, word for word.

Between Zhang Jinzhī and Su Lingxi, he definitely trusted Su Lingxi more.

Besides, Zhang Jinzhī had only told him to keep it secret if convenient—and this clearly wasn’t convenient.

Su Lingxi listened and simply said, “Got it.”

She had already decided not to get involved in the Northern Yard’s affairs, but Yu Lin’an, looking at her with puppy-dog eyes, pitifully followed her around.

As she was about to leave, she finally paused and said with her eyes downcast:

“Now that you know the enemy is strong, be more careful in the future. If you underestimate them before you even understand their strength, that’s walking into death. Take this recovery time to reflect. Losing now isn’t shameful—it’s better than losing your life later.”

“If you need anything, go find Xi Liu—it’ll go on my tab.”

Then Su Lingxi turned and went to the Southern Yard, to find Zhang Jinzhī.

Zhang Jinzhī, having already met with the other two, had gotten the answers he wanted.

Hearing Su Lingxi hadn’t arrived yet, he sat in the public hall of the Southern Yard for a while, enduring the throbbing in his head while helping the on-duty officials organize files.

Over the years, he had grown increasingly calm and rarely felt restless.

But now, he found himself going over what Yu Lin’an and Tian Jiang had said, and eventually set his work aside.

As for what happened nine years ago, Zhang Jinzhī didn’t even need to ask.

One look at their eyes told him.

Yu Chu.

He silently mouthed the name.

Naturally, he didn’t blame her.

When he had decided to change the alignment of the Star Array, it meant he had chosen the greater good over his own home.

She, likewise, had no obligation to consider his feelings.

They had grown up together, shared the same bed for years.

He knew her nature better than anyone.


It took a while for him to push through the emotional wave in his chest and return to the task at hand—then he thought of Lin Yu.

Just then, someone snatched the booklet from his hands and roughly rolled it aside.

Su Lingxi pulled over a chair, sat down, and leaned fully back into it.

She closed her eyes to rest for a while, still looking drowsy.

After a pause, she asked:

“What kind of person is Sang Yuan?”
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The question dropped like a thunderclap, but she showed no extra emotion.

Even after all these years, Zhang Jinzhī was still surprised—and impressed—by her growing ability to catch details and make sharp judgments.

If he were trying to hide something, now would be the time to feign shock and ask why she brought that name up.

If he hadn’t made up his mind yet, he’d smile and say, “Don’t guess wrong.”

But instead, Zhang Jinzhī folded his hands and leaned slightly forward, his eyes blankly fixed on a scroll nearby, struggling for words:

“She… how should I describe her to you?”

“Take your time,” Su Lingxi said.

“Say whatever comes to mind. I’m not in a hurry today—you can recall at your own pace.”

So Zhang Jinzhī began to speak slowly:

“Back then, people said the Twelve Witches were ranked without order…”

Back then, people said there was no ranking among the Twelve Witches—each was dazzling in their own way, making waves in their respective paths.

But when geniuses of the same age gather, aside from handling affairs, they inevitably get the itch to spar.

Their battles were intense.

They’d often have to merge three or four water mirrors to hold back the explosive energy of their duels.

Sometimes the mirrors would burst, disturbing nearby seas, forcing them to jump out and crush the aftershocks with both hands.

So of course, there was a ranking.

Among the twelve, Yuan Yin (who practiced spirit summoning) was always last in combat.

But fights with him were the most frustrating—he could always pull a sliver of survival from even the deadliest traps.

He was slipperier than an eel.

It was more fun to spar with those focused on direct offense.

The bottom five, counting from the top, were:

Yang Wen, who practiced sonic arts;


Zhang Jinzhī, who practiced soul control;


Tian Shuang, who used puppetry;


Jiang Yuan, a master of formations;


And Sang Yuan, a specialist in ambush tactics.


Other than Sang Yuan, the rest were now in the mortal realm.

But Sang Yuan—

No.

The reason he had his suspicions but didn’t dare confirm them… was because she and the current Lin Yu were like two different people.

Sang Yuan was an incredibly quiet person.

She didn’t stand out, didn’t get angry, didn’t argue.

No matter how strong she was, her presence was so low that when she silently pressed a blade to someone’s throat, it always felt surreal.

He and Tian Shuang had once studied her seriously, wondering whether her always-soft, cloud-like white clothes were part of the essence of ambush arts.

To strike without being seen—you must never stir the air.

She was also the most organized person Zhang Jinzhī had ever met.

Sometimes, when problems erupted in Floating Jade and tensions arose with the mortal world, the Twelve would be called to the palace for multiple days without rest.

She was always the first to finish her duties, efficiently and flawlessly.

Then she would quietly close her scroll, step outside, pull over a reclining chair, cover her face with a book, and nap in the sunlight.

The wind would flutter the hem of her pure white dress, turning her long hair into a flowing cascade of golden light. From afar, she looked so warm and content.

Meanwhile, everyone left inside was drowning in work.

After this happened a few times, Jiang Yuan humbly asked her for tips.

Everyone eavesdropped.

She simply said, “It’s not hard. Just don’t get distracted.”

Next time, they watched her closely.

She wasn’t kidding.

She really didn’t glance at the message orbs—not even once—for two or three straight days.

Tian Shuang gave up first. She had a mischievous younger brother.

Their long-distance bickering had become her favorite pastime.

Zhang Jinzhī also quietly bowed out. E

veryone knew about him and Yu Chu—he couldn’t endure that kind of “torture.”

Most of the time, Sang Yuan played the listener.

When others argued, she was the fair judge—sometimes leaning slightly toward Tian Shuang. And whenever she did, it was very obvious.

How obvious?

As obvious as when Lin Yu attacked the Pigeonhawk in the illusion realm—maintaining perfect rhythm while trying not to get caught.

Whenever the Twelve had to act in person, no matter who partnered with her, she was always the most reliable forward—never missed a beat.

Her only slip-up was fifteen years ago, when a family matter arose and she swapped shifts with a volunteering Su Lingxi.

“Now, what do you think?”

Su Lingxi asked.

“Do you want to recognize an old friend?”

After listening, she sat quietly for a while.

Hearing others recall the past felt like savoring a warm and amusing story—like basking in the winter sun. It made people squint without meaning to.

“…Let’s wait a while longer,” she said softly.

“I don’t think she wants her identity exposed yet.”

“Alright. As long as you’ve made up your mind.”

Su Lingxi stood up, patted his—

When everyone had arrived, Su Lingxi skipped the small talk and went straight to the point.

She described the demon cabinet she had seen and, as she spoke, accepted several drawings of demons sketched the night before from Xi Liu.

She kept two and passed them to Zhang Jinzhi, who glanced through them and handed them to the next person.

The other three she spun deftly with her fingers and slid over to Ye Zhuxu, saying:

“The Queji is ranked eighteenth. Based on my deduction, the demons ranked above it possess destructive force equivalent to ten large-scale Floating Flower Sword Arrays, and combat ability comparable to the Twelve Witches at their peak. To take one down at full force would require at least fifteen coordinated teams.”

This was the reason Su Lingxi was pursuing Sang Yuan’s identity.

She had drawn power stored in the Shadow Canopy, and the blow she struck to destroy the Mirage Core matched an attack from the Twelve Witches.

Ye Zhuxu had unleashed his strongest sword technique, and Sang Yuan’s final strike became especially critical when calculating the battle strength of the Geyao demon.

That was why her identity had to be confirmed.

Taking into account that the Geyao was not a combat-type demon, and had already lost its head — not in peak condition — Su Lingxi estimated the strength of higher-ranked demons by the rule that three of equal strength are needed to slay one.

Whenever her estimates were uncertain, she preferred to overestimate rather than underestimate.

As the echo of her last words faded, the hall fell into silence.

Though the Demon Suppression Department had many personnel, after subtracting those involved in interrogations, detainment, formation inspection and repair, and cleanup, the number of field teams actually patrolling Chang’an and the provinces was quite limited — barely sufficient.

Floating Jade had only brought fifteen teams this time.

These were spread out, and not all were stationed in Chang’an.

If a demon struck elsewhere, far-flung teams couldn’t possibly arrive in time to assist.

As for the Twelve Witches—

If the incident fifteen years ago hadn’t occurred, there would’ve been twelve of them at full strength — enough to handle half the threat.

But now, not one remains.

And just because the Geyao had that level of power didn’t mean all higher-ranked demons would be the same.

If the eighteenth was that strong, what about the third, second, or first?

Obviously, they would be worse.

No matter how they thought about it, it was hopeless.

Su Lingxi knew what they were all thinking.

She paused, then continued:

“There are three demons in particular that require your utmost vigilance.”

Ye Zhuxu took the thin stack of papers and a cloth scroll from her hand, keeping the top one for himself and casually handing the other two to Sang Chu and others below.

His finger brushed lightly over the corner she held, pressing down gently, eyes lowered in focus.

He didn’t seem dismissive in the least.

Yet rather than examining the demon, it felt more like he was admiring the brushwork.

His gaze lingered on the vermilion-dotted eyes of the bird in the image, as though he had found something that greatly pleased him. He gently folded the paper, reluctant to part with it.

“The demon ranked fourth is ‘Plague’. Seventh is ‘Calamity’. These two are high-ranking and their names speak for themselves. We cannot let their domains spread among the populace.”

“As for the last one — the top-ranked demon cabinet entry — it has no name and isn’t in the cabinet.”

Her words landed like stones, and the room fell deathly silent again.

“It’s in the sea.”

Even Sang Chu couldn’t help massaging his brow.

Su Lingxi scanned the room, but said nothing further.

She let them process it — best if every word was carved deep into their minds.

She took pen and paper from Xi Liu again and began listing the rankings and names of the demons.

Zhang Jinzhi was still frowning over the “Plague” illustration, occasionally leaning over to speak with Su Lingxi in a low voice.

It had rained earlier that day. Inside and outside the room, the air was heavy and humid. Occasionally, when he couldn’t suppress a cough, he would press a handkerchief to his face and step aside.

Ye Zhuxu’s gaze had at some point shifted from the green sparrow image to their two faces.

Whenever Zhang Jinzhi leaned in, they were always very close.

As if their foreheads nearly touched.

His back straightened silently, and Ye Zhuxu blinked with deliberate restraint.

The curve of his eye sharpened unpleasantly.

He knew it was nothing.

But… this wasn’t the first time.

Why was she always like this lately?

“Here is the list of the top fifty demons and their rankings. I’ll have all of them illustrated and mass-copied by the artists in the next two days.”

Su Lingxi stood up, held the freshly written paper in the air to dry, then, as usual, passed it to Ye Zhuxu first.

At that moment, Zhang Jinzhi asked:

“High-level demons rarely expose themselves. Capturing them won’t be easy. Could the Commander perhaps use the sword technique you employed last time to lock onto the demon?”

Ye Zhuxu looked at Su Lingxi quietly. After a moment, his pupils shifted slightly:

“The gate has not given me orders.”

“Then proceed as usual,” Su Lingxi said calmly, unfazed.

“Train harder. As for the high demons — they’ll come knocking eventually.”

She never made empty boasts.

Zhang Jinzhi’s eyes flickered as if something had occurred to him.

Su Lingxi leaned forward, but the list she had just written was only taken after a delay.

At the same time, a finger inadvertently touched her wrist.

Though “touched” might be too strong a word — it was more like a barely-perceptible flick, laced with subtle displeasure.

In the sticky, humid air, an icy cold surged over her skin.

She looked over instinctively — only to see the paper already half-pressed beneath his hand.

Beneath his cloud-silk sleeves, his fingers were gloved in the same color.


The next moment, Su Lingxi caught a sweet, metallic scent.

Not only had it not improved, it was worse than yesterday.

She sat upright and returned to her seat, unable to suppress a frown.

With nothing more to say for now, Sang Chu and the other North Division officers rose and left.

None of the South Division elites dared to move.
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Su Lingxi nodded toward Xi Liu.

The latter had already received instructions in advance and was well prepared with communication talismans.

Over a dozen talismans were spread between her fingers, and at that moment, a swipe of her hand ignited them all.

The voices of the demon-catching squad leaders stationed across various regions filled the hall, each calling out in unison and reporting their names.

Those who could sit here, whose voices were heard here, were the backbone of the Demon Suppression Division — Su Lingxi’s most trusted and capable subordinates.

Su Lingxi lifted her eyes, gazing at the commanders present, and also at the talismans suspended in mid-air. Her voice was calm and composed:

“I know many of you are feeling low-spirited. The strength of the demons has far exceeded our expectations. Among you, some have fought in more than one battle and have heard me say before: when two armies face off, if even the general lacks confidence in victory, then half the battle is already lost in morale.

Still, I must say it again today — this will be a brutal fight, far more perilous than anything before. Any one of us could lose our life in a moment of carelessness.”

A solemn expression spread across everyone’s faces.

Zhang Jinzhī also listened silently.

Precisely because Su Lingxi had fallen and risen again, having faced many trials in the court and on the battlefield, she knew well what mattered most now was to lift morale.

After clearly stating the dangers ahead, she had to tell them — this was not a death march without end.

Once the will faltered, everything would fall apart.

“All these years, the Demon Suppression Division, the court, and the Three Great Sects have all been preparing countermeasures.

Peace and order have already cost lives. So we are not without hope of victory — but that sliver of hope demands that we fight with all we’ve got, together.”

She dipped her ink-filled brush in the air, pointing toward the Northern Courtyard:

“Fuyu has its academy, its gates. The demons are wary of this — it is their retreat path. But we have no retreat.

You are the final line of defense for our people. If we fall, there will be no comeback. The provinces, Chang’an, all of Dayin will fall under demon control. Our families will become their feast.”

Her features were strikingly beautiful, even without ornaments or jewelry, radiant as spring.

At such a moment, few dared meet her gaze directly.

“I believe that every soldier who steps onto the battlefield has already prepared for sacrifice. Today, I ask of you: no matter what happens, no matter who or what you face, remember your duty. Work with your comrades. Defend every checkpoint.”

“I will be with you.”

Zhang Jinzhī sipped from a white porcelain teacup.

Glancing back at the five or six behind him, he saw in their eyes a growing fire and resolve.

He couldn’t help but smile.

Few could imagine the reverence this group held for Su Lingxi.

He had once heard the emperor mention how, before one of her first campaigns, Su Lingxi had practiced her rousing speech many times at home — carefully choosing words that were short and powerful, striving to inspire confidence.

Back then, she was barely eighteen or nineteen.

Though she’d fought plenty, it was her first time leading troops into battle.

Talented though she was, she didn’t know how to introduce herself to a whole army, so she resorted to a soft approach: trying to convey, “Just trust me, I’m really capable.”

Little did she know, warfare pays no heed to pretty words.

Only victory and merit prove worth.

Years passed. The girl who once nervously accepted her duty had barely known defeat.

Today, she was the commander in both name and substance.

That one sentence, “I will be with you,” was the most powerful reassurance.

Nothing more needed to be said.

When Su Lingxi finished speaking, a few loud voices rang out:

They vowed to remember her teachings and to fight for their country with all their might, without regret even in death.

But aside from her speech, she had one more order.

“Tonight, all squads begin patrol. Avoid the bustling markets and taverns. Go to places where the dead gather — old battlefields, deserted markets, mass graves.”

Over a dozen voices answered in unison.

Xi Liu also relayed her orders to all sub-units of the Demon Suppression Division.

“You’ve all worked hard.”

Su Lingxi nodded to them.

“Go now.”

The grand hall grew quiet.

***

“The Imperial Tutor has also worked hard. Have some tea to soothe your throat.”

Zhang Jinzhī kindly pushed a teacup toward her, his eyes warm and smiling.

“With you here, there’ll be no trouble in the Southern Courtyard. Now we just wait to see who in the North reacts first.”

Su Lingxi looked at Zhang Jinzhī for a while.

She was briefly stunned by the familiar kindness in his gaze.

She hadn’t looked this way when she first awoke.

The choice of the Twelve Witches had left her in the mortal world, draining her spirit to stabilize their wounds through incense magic.

She’d taken on many tasks despite her weakened body.

Many officials deliberately targeted Su Lingxi with ridicule and blame.

During that time, Zhang Jinzhī had passed the imperial exam and entered the Hanlin Academy.

The Twelve Witches, once legendary in Fuyu, were now old and weakened.

This noble gentleman, once pure as jade, now stood in court debating fiercely, face red with passion.

Only to be defeated.

He soon realized this was a deeply intricate art — full of hidden paths and politics.

Zhang Jinzhī humbly studied and, in doing so, earned himself the insult of being “Su Lingxi’s lapdog.”

Still, he defended her fiercely.

When he heard slander against her, this normally gentle man used minor spells to lightly punish those speakers.

But harming others harmed himself, too.

He landed back in bed sick.

He even persuaded the recently awakened, still unsteady former magistrate to return to court and help him.

By then, Su Lingxi had mostly forgotten all that.

She ignored the slander and provocations, not understanding why Zhang Jinzhī took things harder than she did — almost like he couldn’t stand to see her suffer silently.

Overprotective.

She gave him the cold shoulder many times for it.

Thought he was troublesome.

Until three or four years ago, Su Lingxi had still been a child in Zhang Jinzhī’s eyes — one he could let go a little, but always support in times of crisis.

When the two emperors switched places and chaos gripped the realm, she entrusted him with the princess’s future, asking him to pass down all he knew and raise a worthy ruler.

Back then, there was always work to do. Ironically, now, during the most critical moment, Zhang Jinzhī was relaxed — sipping tea, basking in the sun, watching her lead alone.

Occasionally, he would show this strange look — as if nothing ever needed to worry him again.

Su Lingxi looked at the teacup with entwined floral carvings, took a sip out of courtesy, then placed it down.

From her sleeve, she drew out three to five sheets of paper and, like pushing a teacup, slid them toward him, rubbing her nose.

“Take a look.”

Zhang Jinzhī thought it was urgent information.

But upon seeing the elegant handwriting, he paused.

“I’m too busy,” Su Lingxi said.

Strictly speaking, this shouldn’t happen — but hearing her say so, Zhang Jinzhī asked, “You’re not attending court lately, are you?”

“I have to. The day after tomorrow. Can’t keep those waiting to scold me waiting too long,” she muttered.

Zhang Jinzhī sighed and folded the pages, tucking them away.

He couldn’t drink the tea anymore.

Not that he was so rigid — but once Su Lingxi submitted these memos and the two ministers stood by her side in court, the emperor’s gaze would be enough to make anyone squirm.

Xue Hui called Su Lingxi her teacher. Zhang Jinzhī, in turn, was Xue Hui’s half-teacher.

The emperor, carrying the legacy of both households, knew well their style.

Every time they did something like this, Zhang Jinzhī would lie low for a while — not stepping foot in the palace, only sending greetings by messenger.

After all, teachers ought to set an example.

Seeing that Zhang Jinzhī had accepted the documents, Su Lingxi gave a nod, pulled out a chair, and left the hall.

Xi Liu followed, thinking they were heading to the Southern Courtyard or the Imperial Tutor’s residence.

To her surprise, Su Lingxi turned her steps toward the Northern Courtyard.

Passing by an unknown bump in the road, she suddenly stopped and gave an order under the willow tree by the stream:

“Go and transfer the three demon-extermination teams from the Fuhua Sect to the Demon Suppression Division.”

By the end, her tone slowed, and Xiliu understood.

They were already at the Demon Suppression Division, yet she said “go” instead of “come,” which meant this Demon Suppression Division was not the same one they were standing in.

“Understood. I’ll inform the young sect master right away.”

Mentioning Jiang Changwei, Su Lingxi lifted her eyes and asked, “He’s still not out yet?”

“No. But half a month ago, someone from the young sect master’s side sent a message by pigeon, saying it’ll take more time. They asked you to be patient and not to rush.

He said the tricks in your hand are more numerous than the sword flowers he can draw, and your mind more intricate than a hornet’s nest. With you as the stabilizing force, the mortal world’s situation won’t fall apart.”

Xiliu awkwardly relayed the message word-for-word.

Su Lingxi paused again. After a while, the corner of her lips lifted slightly—an unreadable expression.

“Then let’s hope his slow work brings good results. I hope the sword formation he’s crafting won’t disappoint me.”

***

It was said that the pride of Fuyu was like a dragon colt or phoenix chick—youthful, dashing, and famous in a single leap.

Even royal heirs paled in comparison, not to mention disciples of the three major sects.

Jiang Changwei, the young master of the Fuhua Sword Sect, belonged to that third-tier segment.

He was obsessed with swordsmanship, to the point of fanaticism—almost heretical.

As a youth, he roamed the martial world alone with his sword, living a carefree life.

He scorned the basic sword techniques of Fuhua Sect and once told his father that the greatest swordsmanship must be born from emotion and contain a grand force.

Thus, he sought to understand human emotions and the laws of nature.

His father was so furious he nearly fainted, clutching his chest in pain.

Su Lingxi had once sparred with him.

After that, Jiang Changwei never left the sect again.

He began collecting rare treasures and often blocked Su Lingxi’s path to ask for items, saying he was researching an unparalleled sword formation to help her achieve her goals.

Fulfilling her wish would also fulfill his dream—wouldn’t that be the best of both worlds?

But Su Lingxi didn’t agree with the extra elements he wanted to engrave into the formation.

She visited five or six times and always felt something essential was missing. In the end, she let him go ahead with it but insisted he not touch the core—she needed it to fight demons.

Xiliu had also heard people say this young sect master seemed to have feelings for their lord.

Every time they met, he would say, “You’re not happy in Chang’an, are you? Why don’t I take you to roam the world?”

He was rejected every time.

***

As she was thinking this, they arrived at the northern courtyard.

Su Lingxi said to Xiliu, “You may go.”

Xiliu vanished in a flash.

Before her were two winding stone paths, one left and one right.

Su Lingxi stood still, her gaze shifting from the smooth stones to the silver bell at her waist.

The plump little bell shimmered in the sunlight with multicolored light.

All these years, she had never taken it off.

Su Lingxi was quick to make decisions.

She rarely needed to deliberate and was unlike Zhang Jinzhi, who used soul-control techniques to repeatedly extract memories.

Those people from Fuyu had only been in front of him for a few days, called him “Brother Jin Zhi” a few times, and he was already emotionally involved, starting to worry.

Su Lingxi had no such feelings.

The only person who stirred her emotions was the moody, insubordinate, death-defying Commander.

Whenever it had to do with him, she would go over every detail, pondering for a long time, always torn.

She was beginning to understand now what that warning hidden inside her waist token really meant.

Eventually, she walked in.

***


The northern courtyard’s guard room faced the sun, bright and open.

Peach, plum, and pomegranate trees lined the path, all lush and well cared for.

By this season, the flowers had long fallen.

Among the shiny leaves, plump fruit peeked out—thumb-sized, even fist-sized—exuding a sweet yet tart fragrance.

Su Lingxi knew where Ye Zhuxu lived.

Along the way, she met several familiar faces.

Two even jumped down from the remnants of an iron tree to greet her warmly, asking where she was headed.

In the end, someone placed a green peach in her palm.

This puzzled Su Lingxi.

When had her relationship with the northern courtyard improved so inexplicably?Holding the peach, she walked to the very end of the path.

There stood a lonely little courtyard. Sunlight seemed to be sliced at an angle, casting a single large shadow over this spot. 
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No plants flanked the fence.

Just a few weak vines clung to the waist-high railing.

The entire place felt grim and cheerless.

Inside the yard was a jujube tree, a stone bench, and a swing set.

Clearly, the resident had no interest in gardening.

The swing was covered in damp leaves, stuck together by a recent afternoon rain.

In a few days, they would begin to rot.

Su Lingxi stood outside the fence and gently called, “Commander.”

He couldn’t possibly not notice someone standing right outside his door.

After a while, the door opened, and Ye Zhuxu walked out.

Perhaps because of his injuries, his lips were tinged a pale purple.

He stopped in the courtyard, not too close or far, looked at her, pursed his lips, and asked, “What?”

Su Lingxi was quiet for a moment. Somehow, she knew what he was waiting for, and called him by name:

“Ye Zhuxu.”

Only then did he respond softly.

He walked over and pulled open the gate.

He looked like he had just gotten up from sleep, his vivid features carrying a hint of weariness.

His sleeves flowed like starlight, brushing against her arm and slipping down to cover his wrist bone.

He motioned for her to come in and asked, “You came to see me?”

“Mm.”

Su Lingxi’s gaze drifted to his wounded shoulder.

The smell of blood lingered. Her pupils moved, and she stood beneath the jujube tree.

“I had those demon sketches passed to the Northern Courtyard. Once you’ve looked them over, send them to the Southern Courtyard. There’s a painter there—I’ve asked him to make more copies for distribution.”

She paused, and Ye Zhuxu stood still as well.

Whenever she spoke, he would look at her.

His eyes were like two clear, cold glass beads.

Today she came on horseback, wearing riding gear—pale yellow short jacket, gauzy long trousers, leather belt, short boots, arm jewelry.

Her clothes bore the silver pattern of a qilin gazing at the moon.

With cherry lips and heroic spirit, she drew attention wherever she went.

No wonder young men always offered themselves to her, unable to look away.

“…There’s a vacant training ground a few dozen miles behind the Southern Courtyard, with over ten platforms. If the North needs it, take it.”

When Su Lingxi finished speaking, Ye Zhuxu tilted his head, catching a falling leaf that nearly brushed her hair.

He let it fall beside his robe and looked at the green peach in her hand.

Then he smiled faintly and said, “The sketches are with Sangna. As for the training grounds—I don’t handle affairs.”

That was a fact.

But still, it was surprisingly blunt.

His voice was pleasant—like fine rain threading through mist.

After a pause, he asked again:

“You came just for this?”

Su Lingxi fell silent for another beat, suddenly wanting to rub her forehead.

Then she shook her head gently, eyes returning to him.

She asked, “Did you apply the medicine last night?”

Ye Zhuxu’s eyes deepened slightly.

“I did. It works well. I was about to thank you.”

***

He had, for once, changed out of his usual black silk robes.

He wore only a loose, pale garment.

Such a color revealed everything—if any bright stain spread across it, it would seep in, leaving faint, revealing traces.

Even the tone of his voice didn’t waver while lying.

Su Lingxi didn’t wish to expose his lie. She nodded absentmindedly and asked again,

“What about today? Have you used the medicine yet?”

“Not yet. I’ll do it later.”

Su Lingxi weighed the green peach in her hand.

A flicker of hesitation passed through her eyes.

Ye Zhuxu’s gaze followed her expression, then imagined how those demon-hunting teams in the Southern Courtyard couldn’t even meet her eyes under just a glance from her.

He found it quite amusing.

She didn’t want him anymore since early that morning—so what was there to struggle about?

Su Lingxi didn’t hesitate long.

In the end, she gave in. Facing his desolate, assessing gaze, her voice softened, “Do you want me to apply the medicine for you?”

Ye Zhuxu didn’t respond.

His bamboo-like upright figure remained motionless for a long time.

Then he tilted his head slightly to look at her eyes.

His lips slowly pressed together until a hint of blood colored them.

After this silent internal struggle, quite some time passed before he finally stepped up the moss-covered steps and quietly returned to the house, his robe trailing behind him.

Su Lingxi noticed the stone table and stools under the tree were still clean—no dust, no water stains, dry and polished enough to reflect a person’s image.

Evidently, the courtyard’s master often sat there.

Ye Zhuxu brought out the medicine bottle she had given him last night and placed it lightly on the table.

The pills inside clinked softly as they rolled with the movement.

Then he handed Su Lingxi a plain handkerchief.

She took it, wiped off the stool, placed the peach on the table, and turned to see a spring spout with a bamboo pipe on the other side of the courtyard.

She walked over to wash her hands and dried them before returning.

Once seated, she looked at the cloth over Ye Zhuxu’s injured shoulder—this time, she really didn’t know where to begin.

So she stayed silent.

Ye Zhuxu sat down beside her and, thanking her softly, flicked his fingers to set up a concealment barrier over the secluded courtyard.

Then he placed his hand on his shoulder, tugged slightly at the collar.

The robe was already loose.

With one pull, it slipped down, revealing the wound to Su Lingxi.

Her gaze instantly focused.

His skin was extremely pale, like cooled porcelain glaze.

Looking closely, you could almost see the fine web of veins beneath.

The hollows of his collarbone and the deeply etched lines extending down his arm were stark—but her eyes were drawn to the shocking red mess of flesh and blood.

The wound was the size of a fist.

She could even see the shape of the bone inside.

She knew exactly how this had happened.

She hadn’t thought it was a heavy blow at the time—had even been frustrated with herself afterward for being distracted and regretted not channeling the rune properly.

It should’ve gone straight to the heart.

Now, staring at the injury again, she inexplicably felt that perhaps it had already gone deep enough.

It was also obvious Ye Zhuxu hadn’t treated it properly.

He likely didn’t even avoid it during daily bathing, so the wound never closed.

Covered hastily each day by his robes, under the heat, it was constantly aggravated and pulled.

Su Lingxi said nothing.

She pulled out the stopper of the medicine bottle, poured out two pills into her palm, and held one hand out to him.

Ye Zhuxu saw the clouded look in her eyes.

Tilting his head slightly, he picked up one pill, placed it on his tongue but didn’t swallow it immediately—allowing the bitter and cooling taste to seep between his teeth.

Su Lingxi wrapped the other pill in the handkerchief, crushed it into fine powder, then carefully poured it onto prepared cotton gauze. She gently pressed it onto the grotesque wound.

He didn’t move, not even a shift in his breathing.

Only when her fingers touched the skin near the injury did his lashes lower, then flutter open again.

Cicadas cried long and loud in the trees, as if exhausting their entire lives in one breath.

Compared to the gaping wound on his body, Ye Zhuxu’s gaze drifted again to the green peach on the table.

Amid the densely layered pain, he leaned toward her slightly, as if out of pure curiosity, and asked quietly, “This peach… where did it come from?”

Su Lingxi didn’t expect such a question.

She paused, then replied, “Someone from the Northern Courtyard gave it to me. I don’t know them.”

After a moment, he asked softly again, “A man?”

She paused.

“…Seems like it.”

Su Lingxi saw the medicine powder had evenly adhered to the wound, so she stood and gently placed a bandage over it.

Ye Zhuxu slowly pulled his robe back on.

His body was naturally cold—his fingers and shoulder blades felt like ice blocks.

Even in the heat, he didn’t sweat.

She recapped the medicine bottle and firmly placed it back into his hand.

With a slight frown, she repeated what she’d told him last night:

“Apply the medicine once a day. Take one pill, crush the other on the wound. Remember that. Don’t forget.”

The last sentence was practically a blatant reminder.

Ye Zhuxu showed not even a flicker of guilt at being seen through.

He nodded at ease, his eyes curved slightly, “Alright, I remember.”

Su Lingxi wiped off the remaining medicine and blood on her hands and stood to leave.

Ye Zhuxu remained seated, watching her from under the tree.

His gaze always clung so tightly—she usually didn’t care who looked at her, but sometimes, when his gaze lingered too long, it gave her the illusion of being dragged into a deep pool, drowned by a silent current.

Realizing something was missing, Su Lingxi glanced back at the table.

The green peach was still there—until he pressed it down with a finger.

Clearly, he intended to keep it.

If he cared that much, so be it.

After she left, the courtyard fell silent again.


Ye Zhuxu sat alone for a long time.

The sword automaton, who had been forbidden to emerge, hopped out from behind the window.

Seeing him finally move and even touch his bandaged wound—without deliberately aggravating it this time—it was a relief.

Soon, someone respectfully called from beyond the fence: the Deputy Commander wanted to know if the Commander had reviewed the blue sparrow’s sketch.

Could it be returned?

The Southern Courtyard needed it.

It was a spirit clan member.

Ye Zhuxu lowered his lashes and rose.

“Wait.”

He went inside, retrieved the sketch, along with brush and xuan paper.

He dipped the brush in ink and began carefully copying the sparrow, finishing by using a fine-tipped brush to dot the bird’s eyes with red.

Then he held the two versions up in the air, compared them—no detail missed.

He folded the original and tucked it into his sleeve, handed the new one to the sword automaton, and instructed,

“Give it to them.”

The messenger dared not question him further and left with the new drawing.

Ye Zhuxu brought out a cup of tea, sat under the tree, and listened to the wind.

As dusk fell and the sky turned gold, drowsiness crept in.

He slowly rested against the stone table.

Because the stool was low, his long figure looked a bit cramped.

His unpinned dark hair trailed to the ground.

With his eyes closed, only the faint rise and fall of breath showed he was asleep.

The sword automaton could tell.

He was actually in a good mood.

Not quite so insane anymore.

That gave the automaton some freedom—it ran around the courtyard for a while before returning obediently to the table.

But as the setting sun cast an unreal, beautiful glow, Ye Zhuxu, half-asleep, opened his eyes.

One side of his face turned toward the table, dark eyes calmly observing.


Suddenly, the green peach was engulfed in flame, hissing under intense heat until it became charcoal, leaving behind a pool of blackened juice.

His voice carried a drowsy undertone, soft and trailing slightly, like a sleepy complaint he couldn’t quite understand:

“Who gave it to her?”

He reached out to nudge the sword automaton, as if Su Lingxi had encountered some fatal danger and he couldn’t rest easy.

He gently, yet insistently, asked:

“Help me check it out, will you?”

The automaton stood still, stunned like a block of wood.
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At dusk, the setting sun melted into gold, clouds like brocade; while the Demon Suppression Bureau gradually quieted down, the marketplace remained bustling, teeming with people.

Zhang Jinzhi, seeing that there was nothing requiring his presence, decided not to meet with Linyu at this moment and instead returned to his own residence.

As the only one of the two “Witches” whose movements were publicly known, more people were lurking outside Zhang Manor than even at the residence of the Imperial Preceptor.

Most of them had been sent by Su Lingxi to protect him.

From the moment he stepped out of his sedan chair and into his estate, countless hidden eyes scanned his surroundings with meticulous vigilance.

It had been two days and one night since Zhang Jinzhi entered the Ministry of Rites to execute the Phoenix demon and then circled back to the Demon Suppression Bureau.

In that time, he had only dozed off for a brief while—his heart was troubled, making restful sleep elusive.

After bathing and changing clothes, he did not lie down immediately.

Instead, he stood before his desk and waited.

His attendant, well-versed in his habits, brought in several small crimson-glazed vases and blue-and-white porcelain flat bottles, then scissors for trimming flowers, bamboo skewers, stones, string, and a bamboo basket of freshly picked branches and leaves.

Zhang Jinzhi was not always a man of tranquil mind.

When troubled, he often relied on this kind of time-consuming and mentally absorbing pastime to regain inner peace.

Over time, it had become both a comfort and a slight addiction.

Picking up the flower shears, he selected a lotus bud about to bloom.

As he worked on it, he casually asked his attendant, “Has any news arrived from the palace?”

The attendant replied, “No news of note, sir. Though a female official by His Majesty’s side sent a generous supply of tonics. The summer heat is harsh—she hopes you will take care of your health.”

Zhang Jinzhi gave a soft chuckle.

He remembered three years ago when Su Lingxi had first summoned him into the palace to assist the emperor.

Back then, the three of them had shared only uncertain glances.

Though siblings by blood, Xue Hui and Xue Huai were entirely different.

She had spent the first half of her life in the deep palace, the second in the Princess’s Manor—whenever something went wrong, she sought out her father or her imperial brother.

Su Lingxi, on the other hand, had twice the tenacity of Xue Huai.

Xue Hui was intelligent and diligent; her studies and administrative training never fell behind.

In just one year, she had memorized all the essential statecraft strategies.

Xue Huai was excessively ruthless, often resorting to any means necessary to achieve his goals.

Su Lingxi, although equally resolute, acted with a clear moral compass—she was not hesitant or indecisive when it came to hard choices.

Even so, she and Xue Huai had clashed many times.

Some matters might resolve themselves with time.

There was no need to pay for every outcome with blood.

But how did Xue Huai respond to Su Lingxi’s reasoning?

In front of her, he never held the airs of a monarch.

He would merely lift the wide sleeves embroidered with golden dragons to reveal his arm, riddled with needle marks, and quietly say “How much longer can I wait?”

And so, the explosive incident three years ago erupted partly due to old secrets coming to light, and partly because of Xue Huai’s increasingly aggressive methods.

Learning from that disaster, Su Lingxi had placed her hopes on Xue Hui—on her benevolence and compassion.

Only such an emperor, she believed, could prioritize the greater good during a once-in-a-millennium catastrophe.

There was nothing wrong with that thinking.

It was just that Xue Hui, naturally gentle in temperament, became even more hesitant under Su Lingxi’s frequent reminders.

She constantly self-reflected and repressed her instincts, deferring every matter to Su Lingxi—even trivial commands required deliberation.

After a while, when Su Lingxi saw Xue Hui’s increasingly deferential demeanor, she frowned and realized: something had gone wrong.

This was not what she had intended.

But she was too busy.

Apart from handling state affairs and managing the twin Witches and the three great sects, she also had to practice her blade techniques, hone her spellcraft, and lay out contingency plans.

She couldn’t reside in the palace daily.

At times like that, she would think of Zhang Jinzhi.

Not to let him laze about—she wanted him to keep an eye on things in the palace.

At first, Zhang Jinzhi stumbled through the task awkwardly.

Although he held the title of one of the twin Witches, he had only been appointed a few years ago and was far from retirement.

Naturally, he lacked experience in educating others.

For several months, the Emperor consulted him on most decisions.

While answering and observing, Zhang Jinzhi—meticulous and with ample time—began to notice something.

Xue Hui was not truly lacking.

She often had her own opinions, but they were confined—confined by the worldly prejudices of human society.

The throne had landed in her lap like a pie from the sky.

She took one step forward, telling herself that Su Lingxi had decisively abolished Xue Huai and that the throne could not be left empty.

If someone else took it, where would she and her brother find a place?

Every morning in court, the ministers beneath her appeared respectful—but inside, they were all critical and dissatisfied.

Many of them had served since the previous emperor.

When the borders were unstable, they proposed marrying the princess off to secure peace; when the court was in turmoil, they suggested her marriage into a noble clan.

A princess, they said, born noble and pampered, should sacrifice herself for the nation.

And that, to them, seemed the only way.

Even now that the princess had become emperor, many believed it was only a temporary ploy.

Xue Hui, in their eyes, was merely Su Lingxi’s puppet in her contest with Xue Huai—still just a princess.

A princess who had read Lessons for Women, learned poetry, music, painting, and embroidery, who was supposed to be gentle, humble, and not meddle in state affairs.

Sooner or later, she was to return the throne to her brother or his heir.

So Xue Hui turned to Su Lingxi for everything.

To Su Lingxi and Zhang Jinzhi, this felt out of character.

With her intelligence and education, why did she need guidance on even the smallest matters?

Once he realized the root of the problem, Zhang Jinzhi also realized how to break that invisible string.

He remembered a day at the imperial hunting grounds.

After the first round of hunting, during a break, Zhang Jinzhi looked at the unimpressive performance of Xue Hui—obviously showy but lacking substance.

Then he glanced at Su Lingxi, silent and stony-faced, and turned to the emperor with a warm smile:

“Your Majesty, would you care to walk with me a bit?”

Xue Hui hesitated. Zhang Jinzhi’s health had never been good, and the forest winds were strong—perhaps it wasn’t wise.

But she reasoned that he must have something important to say, and agreed.

She had always held deep respect for her teachers—whether Su Lingxi or Zhang Jinzhi.

Zhang Jinzhi whispered a few words to his attendants, who brought over a bow and arrows, then released two male deer into the forest.

Standing at the wind’s edge, he coughed lightly.

As the deer darted through the woods and the bow was brought forward, Zhang Jinzhi didn’t immediately act. Instead, he said to Xue Hui, “I remember Your Majesty was once praised by the Imperial Preceptor for your riding and archery. Today’s performance seems lacking.”

Xue Hui replied, “I merely slipped up today.”

“In court, Your Majesty has also slipped up—more than once.”

Zhang Jinzhi looked steadily at the emperor in her bright yellow dragon robe.

His voice remained gentle, with no hint of reproach.

“The second round is about to begin. Will Your Majesty continue to slip up?”

Xue Hui’s eyes flickered.

She had already mastered her expressions well enough that she should have been angry—but she couldn’t be, not in front of Zhang Jinzhi.

After a long moment, she quietly asked, “Teacher… is this your intent?”

Even though Su Lingxi never formally taught her, and she rarely called Zhang Jinzhi “teacher”—usually addressing him as “sir” or “Minister Zhang”—only in moments of genuine guilt or when she’d done something foolish, such as secretly helping Prince Yan again, did she use the title.

This was something Su Lingxi’s students would never do.

Zhang Jinzhi had never taken in students before.

Hearing her call him “teacher,” he couldn’t help but laugh softly.

He actually laughed then, and said with his hands behind his back:

“Even in this chaotic court, many ministers and scholars are fighting for a chance to shine. Yet it seems our emperor is the only one hiding her talent.”

“If so, hasn’t Your Majesty’s year of study been all for naught?”

The forest fell silent.

Xue Hui looked down at the vivid golden dragons embroidered on her hem, then said softly:

“If I step forward… their attacks will turn toward you, teacher.”

“Your Majesty’s teacher—” Zhang Jinzhi glanced at the still-cold-faced Su Lingxi and couldn’t help shaking his head, voicing what Xue Hui dared not say aloud:

“Su Lingxi…”

He delayed releasing the arrow and asked her again,

“Where is a deer’s heart located?”

“Below the front legs, between the lungs.”

“Alright.”

Following her words, Zhang Jin Zhi released the string.

The arrow flew from between the two of them, piercing sunlight, wind, and leaves, slicing through thorns, and hitting the target—straight through the heart.

The strong stag didn’t even have a chance to kick before it collapsed on the spot.

He released his grip and looked at Xue Hui with calm eyes.

“Today, the fate of the world lies in your words. Do you want to wait endlessly, guarding this group on your brother’s behalf until one day you return it all to him? Or will you be the one to become a true ruler?”

“Here.”

Zhang Jin Zhi handed her the bow.

“Take it.”

Xue Hui silently accepted the longbow.

“Turn around.”

Her mind was in a haze.

Part of her wanted to shrink away in fear, but another part surged with a heat that was hard to name.

Her brother had not been destined to be emperor.

It was the twist of fate that placed him on the throne.

And her current position wasn’t meant for her either—fate again.

Her brother often argued with Su Lingxi, repeating a single thing: he didn’t want to be alone and helpless as he was years ago, left to be slaughtered.

Xue Hui didn’t want that either.

She didn’t want exile.

Didn’t want to face problems with nothing but tears and prayers.

Didn’t want to marry some “ideal consort” her brother chose, who made her sick just to look at, yet she could do nothing.

She didn’t want to keep seeing the cloudy, suppressive stares of those so-called old ministers.

But she was a princess. It seemed she shouldn’t even dare to think these thoughts.


And yet now someone told her—someone had long since seen through her silent resentment and fear—and that someone was placing hope on it, urging her to break free and fight.

Zhang Jin Zhi gestured behind him.

“Let Her Majesty choose an arrow.”

Xue Hui forced herself to look composed as she pulled one from the quiver.

He had chosen the position well: behind was the hunting ground, in front sparse thickets.

At this moment, as she turned, the arrow nocked on the bow was aimed at a small clearing—currently empty.

Zhang Jin Zhi said no more.

Xue Hui held the drawn bow, unmoving.

Soon, in the blink of an eye, shadows appeared in the clearing—officials returning from rest to resume the afternoon hunt.
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The head of the leading noble appeared in her line of sight—along with his jade crown.

He was squarely within range.

Her palms instantly broke out in sweat, her heart pounding.

She instinctively looked to Zhang Jin Zhi or sought out Su Lingxi.

“Your Majesty.”

A light touch on the bow guided it back on track.

“In Fuyu,” he said, “if anyone dares question Su Lingxi’s right to compete for the position of Second Sorcerer just because she’s a woman, she’d bash their skulls in.”

So she couldn’t even fathom what Xue Hui was hesitating for.

Xue Hui gave a quick, tense smirk, then grew serious again.

She knew Fuyu.

There, those chosen were called Divine Envoys, and they didn’t distinguish between men and women—only strength mattered.

She knew of the Two Sorcerers as well—this generation had no fewer women than men, and each was formidable.

Their composure and strength radiated from their very bones.

Zhang Jin Zhi continued:

“And here in the mortal world—disrespecting the emperor and causing disorder at court—what crime is that? Your Majesty, this arrow… who should it be aimed at?”

With that, he seemed weary. He withdrew a few steps and bowed slightly.

“Think carefully, Your Majesty. I take my leave.”

Xue Hui stood there for who knew how long. In the end, she let go of the arrow and ran into the forest to retrieve the one that had pierced the stag—still slick with fresh blood.

At the start of the hunt, tradition dictated that the emperor fire the first arrow.

Earlier, she had only shot a hare, and she had been so weak that it merely broke one of its legs.

Out of deference to her, they had bound it and returned it as a trophy.

The faction loyal to Xue Huai bore smiling faces—satisfied yet disdainful.

But this time, Xue Hui stood tall. She thought her hands might tremble—but they didn’t.

Perhaps all the nerves and panic had been used up during training with Su Lingxi.

She was strong enough now, and could clearly aim at the stag’s leg even as it dashed away.

Front leg, between the lungs.

Whizz!

She loosed the arrow and watched as another stag collapsed in a pool of blood, reflected in her line of sight.

Countless eyes turned toward her—no one spoke.

Many wore grim expressions filled with doubt. Some even narrowed their eyes.

Xue Hui too furrowed her brow.

Her gaze swept around, then she turned.

Before she could find him, she heard a voice.

Su Lingxi had appeared at some point, dressed in official robes, leaning against the giant war drum.

She was applauding, slowly and steadily, breaking the deathly silence.

“Good.”

With Su Lingxi’s approval, her faction unhesitatingly joined in the chorus of flattery and praise for their sovereign.

Zhang Jin Zhi chuckled quietly to the side.

After that day, Xue Hui never again came to Zhang Jin Zhi with minor questions.

Only days later, after court, she said to him seriously:

“I want to kill Censor Chen.”

Normally, Zhang Jin Zhi would inform Su Lingxi of such matters, maybe discuss them.

But this time, he nodded immediately, even finding it amusing.

“Go ahead. He should be killed.”

Strange, really.

It was always Su Lingxi, ruthless and decisive, who spoke of duty and virtue to restrain the monarch.

But now, it was gentle, well-known Zhang Jin Zhi who encouraged her to kill.

He trimmed the flower stems and placed them in vases.

The servants brought them out for display.

Zhang Jin Zhi washed his hands and thought:

Xue Hui now governs on her own. In the past half-year, she’s had no need of his guidance.

It was time to step back.

As for Su Lingxi…

He pulled out several of her memorials and began editing them for clarity, but halfway through, his mind wandered.

He pulled out another sheet of paper and began sketching under the candlelight—marking down all Su Lingxi’s actions since Xue Huai had pushed Lord Wei onto her.

He spent half the night analyzing.

Then he stared at the page and exhaled softly.

As for Su Lingxi—she was already playing several moves ahead. She no longer needed anyone’s concern.

Even if handed supreme power now, she’d wield it better than anyone else.

Zhang Jin Zhi tapped several unconnected lines with his brush. His intuition told him something was still hidden.

But it wasn’t something he could probe.

As long as Su Lingxi’s operations didn’t overlap with the Sorcerers’ actions, they could proceed separately.

At that moment, a servant brought in a bowl of medicine, placed it by his side, and reminded him:
“My lord, you’ve overworked these past few days. Drink the medicine and rest early. Only by sleeping well can you recover.”

Zhang Jin Zhi chuckled, unbothered.

After downing the medicine, he replied gently:

“Alright. I’ll sleep soon. You all should rest too—no need to stay up watching.”

Once the door closed, he set down his brush and leaned back in the chair, closing his eyes for a while.

But at some point, he opened them again, staring at the dripping candle.

He wasn’t going to get better just by rest.

His condition had only improved slightly thanks to a soul-control spell—it was just an illusion of health.

After being struck from the roster of the Gate, his memories had long dissipated.

But the spellcraft had remained, for a time.

Unfortunately, the depletion of his essence had come quickly.

This year marked his limit.

The soul-control technique used to last indefinitely, especially when accessing one’s own memories—it could be sustained from moments to decades, depending on the caster’s strength and intent.

But in recent years, as his essence dried up, the duration shortened—from years to one, and now… this time, maybe just a few months.

This would be the last time.

He had burned to the end, and no external force could save him.

The notion that demon pearls could restore essence was false.

They were useful only as anchors for aligning star arrays.

When the formation was laid back then, they had suspicions but no proof—and all demons were locked away.

They couldn’t find an anchor even if they tried.

Demon cores carried strong demonic energy, and when Su Lingxi dropped the great formation, no demon within it could escape.

Su Lingxi was clever—perhaps she had figured it out.

Over the years, she had gone to great lengths for the bodies of the Twelve Sorcerers—never saying so, but silently paying a heavy price.

The rest could still use their spellcraft.

Only Su Lingxi had lost her ability to light incense—not because her power was weaker than theirs.

In fact, when she left home, she used the Incense-Lighting Technique to break through what was said to be the most difficult barrier, entering the Great Completion stage.

The terrifying part was that in the two to three years—maybe even three to four years—she remained in the mortal world afterward, her cultivation continued to rise.

She had already surpassed them.

But when she returned from Floating Jade to rescue them, she had already used the technique once on a large scale.

Even though they didn’t practice the Incense-Lighting Technique themselves, they knew that cultivators of profound levels would never treat it as some wish-fulfilling magic.

To seek longevity, to gain cultivation, to save those forsaken by the Heavenly Dao… because in the unseen realm, there was always cause and effect.

Once the Incense-Lighting Technique takes effect, it draws from one’s very essence.

And when what you wish for goes against Heaven’s law, the backlash takes from your own lifespan—your life itself.

She had used it at least three times over the years for the sake of the four of them.

Each time, it cost her greatly.

After all, she had used it to heal beings on the level of the Twelve Witches.

When the essence is drained, how can one continue using techniques?

Back then, seven of the ten were struck down on the spot.

To this day, they lie in ice coffins, barely breathing. It would be fair to say they are alive… or perhaps dead.

Five years ago, the Twelve Witches substituted themselves to protect the seven cities outside the Great Wilderness.

Such a powerful formation was not something you could just walk away from or change at will.

The remaining four barely managed to open their eyes again.

Over the years, they’ve been repairing the formation and crafting strange tools to amuse Su Lingxi or to serve as her trump cards.

For instance, Creek Willow was something they all worked together to create—it was a birthday gift for Su Lingxi one year.

She liked it a lot.

After it passed through her hands, it probably gained another layer of the Incense-Lighting Technique, and its spiritual energy became quite abundant.

But by these past two years—

Everything that needed doing had been mostly done.

Unlike Zhang Jin Zhi, who could use Soul Control to repeatedly relive the past, their memories were vast stretches of blankness.

To recall even one event, they’d have to pull up a stool and sit for a long while to piece together faint scraps of detail.

So they might as well truly start enjoying retirement: sunbathing, sipping tea, savoring the human-world delicacies they’d never had time to taste, quietly awaiting their final battle.

Thinking this far, Zhang Jin Zhi smiled silently, feeling that it wasn’t so bad—it was rather heartwarming.

According to Yuan Yin’s divinations, they were all fated to die dramatically, in vivid and glorious fashion.

That sounded just fine.

Only whenever this came up, he couldn’t help but have one lingering doubt.

It was understandable if Su Lingxi’s Incense-Lighting Technique dissipated before theirs did.

But why were her memories even more thoroughly erased than theirs?

It simply made no sense.

If he didn’t already know that nearly all of Su Lingxi’s talent was focused on the Incense-Lighting Technique—and that her foundational techniques were so poor they drove the Grand Preceptor to madness, having never once succeeded—he might have believed that she had, in one of her many attempts to use the Soul Control technique to replay memories, succeeded just once.

And perhaps, fearing the moment wouldn’t last, she captured it and secretly stored it away like a precious treasure.


After all, as a practitioner of the Incense-Lighting Technique, she was the only one with the potential and opportunity to even touch the essence of other techniques.

She had indeed asked him for guidance many times.

But likely, it still wasn’t possible.

Under the lamp, Zhang Jin Zhi rubbed the tip of his nose, recalling scenes from many years ago when he’d seen her trying to learn. She couldn’t even grasp the basics—didn’t know north from south.

Even if he wanted to correct her from the side, there was nothing he could do.

For ordinary people, achieving the ability to replay memories is already difficult—it takes time.

How much more so for her?
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Su Lingxi first noticed a trace of warm breath brushing past, followed by a fleeting touch of softness and the coolness of a thin glaze.

They must have made contact.

Only then did the words slowly spin into her mind.

He said them with a smile, but his tone was mocking—completely devoid of warmth.

Su Lingxi couldn’t immediately or accurately analyze the meaning behind those two sentences. 

She simply wasn’t used to this.

Too close. 

The posture was invasive.

What was most unbearable was how frequently he brushed against the cartilage of her ear… 

Was it the cartilage or the earlobe? 

She couldn’t tell—it had gone numb.

Unable to stay still, she shrank back.

As she moved, Ye Zhuxu gently pressed down a flower branch he’d been holding between his fingers.

His arms passed behind her neck, and his wide sleeves, bathed in moonlight, fell down on both sides, silently trapping her in place.

There were no more words by her ear, but the breathing didn’t stop.

Su Lingxi didn’t feel any better.

She endured it for a moment, then couldn’t help but pull back a little, turning her head to look at the instigator.

They had never been this close before.

It was the kind of distance that invited imagination—close enough to kiss with closed eyes.

But when their eyes met, there wasn’t even a trace of tenderness in either gaze.

Ye Zhuxu wasn’t comfortable, either.

Su Lingxi noticed.

Reunion—or something like it.

These days, no matter how hot it got, his body temperature remained low.

His hands were always cold.

He didn’t need a fan or ice basin.

It was as if he existed in a different season.

But right now, his face was beaded with sweat.

His eyes weren’t fully focused—slightly scattered, like he was drifting between reality and countless delusions, unable to distinguish them in the moment.

It was clearly not a pleasant experience, so he was enduring it too.

His gaze fell on her face, lingered for a while, then Ye Zhuxu closed his eyes and asked , “What are you thinking about?”

He shifted positions, and his voice and breath were no longer near her ear.

Just as Su Lingxi was about to speak, she turned her head—and was met with a cascade of his dark hair.

She’d been confused by the scent of Ye Zhuxu’s body before. 

This wasn’t the first time.

She held her breath, froze mid-movement, and after a long moment exhaled slowly.

Her spine slumped in defeat, and the words she’d meant to say evaporated.

Her sensations were a mess—too hard to describe.

The breath was warm, the touch was cool, the door’s weakness too stimulating.

And he smelled so good.

Every place he touched was chaotic.

Su Lingxi’s tension drained away.

She gave up entirely and laid down.

After a while, she reached out, covered her ears, and loosely curled her fingers around them.

“Not used to it,” she said, abandoning all pretense. “I don’t know whether I should avoid it or not.”

Ye Zhuxu lowered his eyes.


Through the crown of her black hair, he saw her curled fingers and the red blush creeping over the tip of her ear.

She didn’t even realize this was a weak spot.

She was only now slowly becoming aware.

But Ye Zhuxu knew.

He knew every sensitive spot on her body—how sensitive, to what extent—he knew it all.

“…Mm.”

He paused, then slowly said,  “Don’t avoid it.”

They were too close.

This kind of proximity was invasive for both of them, yet Ye Zhuxu neither dodged nor retreated—he didn’t yield an inch.

Su Lingxi lay down, and felt somewhat better.

The fog in her mind cleared.

Time stretched out silently.

After a moment, Ye Zhuxu pulled back, then handed her the flower branch he’d left on the table edge.

“Take it.”

At first, it had just been a whim to drag her into some action against the door.

But the moment they got close, he was thrown without warning into countless old dreams.

He couldn’t escape in time, yet he instantly realized the awkward mismatch between himself and her.

They had once lived together day and night, shared a bed, and knew every bodily cue and hint the other made.

Yet now, such a simple proximity had them both tense, breath held.

It was…

Overwhelming.

Hard to bear.

“I took your peaches earlier,” Ye Zhuxu said softly, the cold sweat on his forehead drying in the wind.

“This is compensation.”

Su Lingxi twirled the flower branch in her hand like a skewer of candied hawthorn.

Her fingers accidentally brushed against the tightly closed bud at the top, and in the quiet night, a crisp sound like jade striking echoed.

She stopped touching it, looked up, and asked, “What is it?”

“A little trinket.”

Su Lingxi thought of the wooden fish that always crawled around in his sleeves and assumed this was also a thing made from his floating jade spell.

“How do I raise it? Can I use a slender vase with water?”

But she had no talent for tending plants.

If she left something alone, it might survive.

But once in her care, it was sure to die.

Ye Zhuxu looked up at the moon, its arc partly hidden.

He calmly gathered his emotions.

When he turned back to meet her gaze again, there was a smile in his eyes.

“A cheap thing. Do with it as you like.”

Su Lingxi hesitated as she gripped the branch.

She had a feeling he was saying the opposite of what he meant.

But she couldn’t be sure.

She thought about asking Zhang Jinzhī.

“It’s getting late. I’ll head back first.”

The earlier contact had flushed all his color into his lips, making them vividly red and soft.

Still, he didn’t forget his original intent:

“Think carefully about the matter of the Heavenly Dao, alright?”

Su Lingxi nodded seriously and added,  “Rest early. If we’re free tomorrow, I’ll take you out for a bit.”

She watched his tall figure disappear into the darkness.

Then she got up, acted immediately, and quickly found a narrow-necked porcelain vase, filled it with water, and placed the neatly cut crepe myrtle branch inside.

Midway, she couldn’t resist curiosity and shook it a little.

The leaves and flowers clung tightly—none fell.

The crisp sound rang out again, and upon closer listening, it still came from the topmost flower.

There seemed to be two glass beads hidden inside—every time it moved, they collided.

But there was no sign of the flower blooming.

The others didn’t make a sound.

She didn’t know what it was, or what secret it held.

Thinking about this, she couldn’t help but think of the door.

Su Lingxi had guessed that the door might be weakening, but never confirmed it.

Anything related to the heavens always seemed mysterious and unfathomable.

One would naturally exaggerate its power in their mind—make excuses for why it couldn’t seal away the demon.

She had thought perhaps it was the will of heaven, or maybe the demon’s escape was linked to the royal bloodline.

After all, the door had rules—unyielding ones.

Rules are rigid. So is the door.

Inflexible. Invariable.

Ye Zhuxu, as the high tower’s chief, could sense the door’s state.

The demon surely knew as well.

They had experienced it firsthand.

So their goal in lying low and gathering strength wasn’t just to break the star-linking array—not entirely.

Once that array was broken, they would surely go after the door.

Who wouldn’t seize the chance? Only a fool.

Once the door breaks—

There will be no more punishment.

Their innate lifespan will return.

Their memories will come back.

Their cultivation will be restored…

No wonder the demon came looking for her.

Indeed—indeed, she had the standing to come to an understanding with them.

Su Lingxi stood in place. 

She wasn’t sure if it was because she’d stood too long, but the wind felt a little cold, and her fingers seemed swollen with blood. 

Her throat, too. Like swallowing, she struggled to choke down those vague hypotheses, slowly forcing them back down.

The night passed in a flash.

Su Lingxi rose early, stretched, and pushed the door open to unhook the birdcage latch. 

The two round fluffballs were still huddled together—bodies visible but heads tucked away. 

At first glance, they looked like two fresh tufts of white cotton, completely unmoving. 

She waited for a bit, then tapped the cage politely and negotiated:

“Come out for a few laps.”

No response.

First civility, then force. Su Lingxi turned the cage upside down. 

The two chubby birds stumbled out, flapping low with disgruntled cries. 

Their voices were full of vigor, and the quiet little courtyard instantly came to life with chirps.

Satisfied, Su Lingxi went to wash up, then returned to the windowsill to check on the flower she had tended just last night.

It looked like it had grown taller.


She remembered it had been just palm-length when she received it, but now it was clearly longer by half. 

She glanced at the crape myrtle tree in the corner of the courtyard, then walked over with the vase, found a fresh broken branch, and compared the flower in the vase to it.

It had definitely grown thicker too.

It no longer matched.

Besides that, the flower’s color and size were subtly changing, though what it would eventually become was still unclear—it definitely wouldn’t resemble the original tree.
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After the execution of the great demon, the wrap-up work proceeded in an orderly fashion.

The North and South Divisions of the Demon Suppression Bureau were tense with undercurrents of anxiety, and the usual cheer had vanished from the faces of those coming and going.

As portraits of the remaining demons were distributed one by one, even the usually carefree group around Fuyu looked visibly strained.

Su Lingxi arrived at the Demon Suppression Bureau late into the following night.

She completed the remaining portraits of the demons and handed them over to the artist for replication.

At the same time, she combed through the list of demons beyond the top twenty, identifying those that could cause mass casualties among civilians.

She marked them clearly, ordering that any sighting be reported immediately, and that the nearest capable Demon Slaying Squad be dispatched at once.

Moonlight.

At midnight, beneath the vast night sky, silence enveloped the grounds.

Hundreds of candles burned atop the dragon-carved lantern pillars standing in the central square of the Bureau, casting a radiant glow almost comparable to daylight.

To go from the South Division to the North Division, one had to pass through here.

When Su Lingxi reached this spot, the intense brightness stung her eyes, and she paused instinctively.

She was not someone prone to hesitation. In the past, she wouldn’t have thought twice—she was in charge of the entire Bureau, both North and South Divisions, and whether it was checking on Sang Chu’s follow-up restructuring or visiting Yu Lin’an and Tian Jiang, it was all part of her duty.

But she had always been clear-headed. She knew exactly where she was going tonight—and for what purpose.

That was what made it… a little abnormal.

And yet, she still went.

Inside the hall of the North Division, no one else was present.

Only Sang Chu remained, head buried in a pile of bamboo slips and papers half his height.

Upon seeing Su Lingxi, he was surprised, then nodded.

“Imperial Tutor.”

Su Lingxi asked casually, “It’s late. Why aren’t you resting?”

Sang Chu gave a bitter smile, unsure where to begin.

Over the past two days, he’d been trying to reorganize the team, but it proved far more difficult than expected.

He only had a superficial understanding of his teammates; combat strength had been roughly estimated, but everyone kept things to themselves, trust was lacking, and no real synergy existed—making team allocation a nightmare.

He had also questioned Yu Lin’an and Tian Jiang about Lin Yu, only to receive the same weary, evasive expressions.

When pressed, they each redirected him to the other. In the end, nothing was clarified.

Sang Chu had even seen Lin Yu herself.

She had rested, yes, but still looked unwell—clearly aware that she couldn’t keep all her secrets hidden anymore.

When he cautiously addressed her as “you,” she gave no response, just turned and vanished.

One Ye Zhuxu. One her.

Now this team they patched together had two oversized “Buddhas” in it—he wasn’t sure if they were increasingly unfathomable, or increasingly close to falling apart.

Everyone has their own struggles.

Su Lingxi said little.

After a brief conversation, she left the hall.

Xi Liu followed silently behind.

As they turned down a familiar path and the atmosphere grew strange, she stopped and asked in a low voice, “My lady, shall I wait for you outside?”

Su Lingxi looked down at the smooth pebbles beneath her feet and let out a soft, frustrated “Mm.”

It was still the same small and secluded courtyard.

Moonlight poured down from all sides, silvering the ground.

Even the cicadas had gone quiet, and the night breeze—no longer agitated like in the day—was calm. Birds clung to thin branches, asleep.

On the stone table under the jujube tree, a figure lay quietly, robes cascading down like shadows.

***

The gate wasn’t latched—just a narrow slit, finger-width wide.

One gentle push opened it, without a sound.

Su Lingxi stood eye to eye with that slit for a while before slowly walking in.

Ye Zhuxu was a light sleeper.

By the time she approached, he had already opened his eyes and lifted his head.

His eye shape was striking, but always drawn in a cold, sharp arc, filled with killing intent and disdain.

Yet now, in the depths of his dark pupils, only the crescent moon was reflected.

He looked at her for a moment, then straightened up and spoke softly:

“You’re very late.”

Su Lingxi was silently reflecting on how familiar she had become with visiting him over just a few days.

Just not long ago—five or six days, maybe—they had still been at each other’s throats, practically enemies.

Yes, that had happened.

She wasn’t someone who lost her judgment over attraction.

She had resolved conflicts with others before, but it was never like this.

Too forward becomes passive—she understood this well.

Unable to make sense of it, she could only blame the past.

***

Did she really like him that much?

When she heard this, her mind—usually so analytical—briefly unraveled.

She paused, couldn’t help but look at him again. His words had sounded like a complaint, but not quite.

At that moment, he lowered his eyes and picked up his sleeves from the table, his long hair cascading down, glossy and smooth.

Su Lingxi curled her fingers into her palm, sat down again on the stool she had used yesterday.

This time, there was no strong smell of blood—her medicine must have worked.

“It’s late. I spent the day completing the demon portraits and dealt with more matters tonight.”

Then she asked what she had really come for:

“Are you feeling any better?”

His sleeves covered his hands entirely. He turned his head to meet her gaze.

“Much better.”

“Did you use the medicine?”

He paused, eyes drifting away. His voice was more animated than before:

“Not yet. I was waiting.”

Waiting for what?

It was obvious.

Su Lingxi had guessed as much.

She didn’t say anything, nor did she ask him to fetch the medicine bottle.

Instead, she took out her own from her sleeve, cleaned her hands, opened the bottle, and rolled out two round pills.

She broke one up, kneaded it, and handed the other to him.

He took it and swallowed it.

As he reached for the silk fabric over his shoulder, she stopped him with a hand, wet a cloth, and gently pressed it on the wound.

Once the blood was diluted, she carefully removed the bandage.

Ye Zhuxu remained motionless—obedient, one could say—letting her tend to him.

Su Lingxi leaned in to inspect.

His body was resilient.

With proper medicine, healing was swift.

The gruesome mess from yesterday had eased considerably.

The angry red flesh had lightened, new tissue forming. In another two days, the wound would be closed over the bone.

She was wholly focused, her hands gentle, her voice softer still:

“There’s unrest in Chang’an and turmoil at court. My desk at the Imperial Tutor’s residence is piled with unresolved memorials. I can’t be here at the Bureau every day.”

His breath stirred the top of her hair. He seemed to be looking down at her.

She could feel no warmth—only the quiet, intense gaze winding around her like a game.

She didn’t know if he had heard anything she said.

She continued:

“The great demons lurk in the shadows, waiting for another fight. While things are relatively calm, take care of yourself and apply the medicine regularly. Can you do that?”

This might’ve been the first time in her life she had asked someone—almost pleaded—with them to take care of their own wounds.

“Alright,” Ye Zhuxu replied easily, just like he had yesterday.

He had waited for her a long time tonight.

His eyes had begun to cloud with gloom, but the moment she arrived, his mood brightened.

Now, he seemed a completely different person—so agreeable.

After she finished applying the medicine, Ye Zhuxu adjusted his clothes.

A lock of black hair fell onto Su Lingxi’s hand.

He suddenly paused, quietly observing what she would do.

Su Lingxi froze for a moment.

With her other hand, she gently grasped the hair.

At first intending to brush it aside, somehow she ended up smoothing it all the way to the tips.

The silky coolness was like a stream of unbroken water—softer than the silk he wore.

He continued to watch her.

Finally, she curled her palm around the hair, then slowly released it, letting it fall back to him.

Standing up, she said, “I’ll go now. You should rest.”

“Alright.” His gaze still silently followed her:

“I’ll be back later.”

Su Lingxi strode out of the northern courtyard in great steps.

With a few light leaps, her figure completely disappeared into the night.

In the deep courtyard, under the moonlight, Ye Zhuxu slowly reached out a long finger and hooked a strand of his own hair.

He said that, but Su Lingxi still came again the second night.

They didn’t speak much—just a few questions and answers about the wound, applying medicine, then one returned to her room, the other went home.

But that didn’t stop Ye Zhuxu from being absorbed by the matter.

He temporarily lost interest in killing or even in frenzied cultivation.

His training slowed noticeably, to the point that his sword puppet was even allowed to stroll with him in the northern courtyard in the morning.

Only in the afternoon would it have to return to the treasure box, because Ye Zhuxu would be sitting by that stone table, fully focused on waiting for someone.

He didn’t entertain himself, nor did he wish to talk to others. If boredom overwhelmed him, he might lie down and nap a bit.

From the blazing midday sun to the sunset glow, then to the starry night, as long as he could wait for her, he actually had great patience.

Even when Su Lingxi came late, he wasn’t angry. At most, he’d just say to her, “You’re late again.”

After all, for the past fourteen years, waiting had been his everything.

And it seemed some other things were also beginning to change.

That morning, Ye Zhuxu brought the sword puppet to the Northern Courtyard’s isolation chamber.

It happened to coincide with Yu Lin’an’s recovery—his face healed and he could get out of bed.

After the disgrace he and Tian Jiang suffered, they decided to enter the isolation chamber for training before dawn every day.

The sword puppet knew Yu Lin’an from when it was still a whale and wanted to go over and say hi. But after only three steps, a sword thread from Ye Zhuxu’s hand reeled it back and bound it tight.

The puppet returned to his side with a face full of grievance.

Ye Zhuxu no longer took issue with it.

When they exited the isolation chamber, Sang Chu arrived as well.

The duty office was too small, not suited for paperwork, so he brought his things here daily.

Bai Xiao, now awake, sensibly stayed nearby to help.

Ye Zhuxu had always ignored such affairs.

But this time, he walked over and glanced at the name roster.

Sang Chu looked up, “Commander.”

Ye Zhuxu responded.

He stared at the scrawled, messy roster—not really paying attention to the names or assignments, but rather to the emblem of the Demon Suppression Department on the edge of the page.

After a moment, he asked calmly, “Busy?”

What else could Sang Chu say except yes?

The Demon Suppression Department, from top to bottom, was busy.

Especially the one at the top—busiest of them all.

“Are you done with your tasks?”

Sang Chu didn’t know why this one suddenly wanted to chat, but he shook his head truthfully, “No, far from it.”

Ye Zhuxu brushed a fingertip along the table edge and suddenly said, “Later, copy the roster and send me a copy.”

Sang Chu was briefly stunned, thinking he misheard.

But when he looked into the clear, quiet depths of Ye Zhuxu’s eyes, realization dawned.

A heavy weight lifted from his heart.

He clenched his fists and released them, knowing this meant Ye Zhuxu was finally going to start taking charge.

He couldn’t help but breathe a sigh of relief, “Alright.”


That day was the fifth of August.

Sang Chu worked quickly.

By midday, the newly copied roster was already at Ye Zhuxu’s courtyard.

He tossed it onto the stone table, then later picked it up with brush and ink, and began reviewing it.

The sword puppet lay on the edge of the treasure box sunbathing.An afternoon slipped by quietly.

Ye Zhuxu had drafted a preliminary plan. 
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By night, crisscrossing lines and notes filled the pages.

When Su Lingxi usually arrived, he glanced at the crescent moon hanging in the sky, paused, then turned a page and continued writing.

At dawn, when the first rays of light dispersed the darkness and summer dew was consumed by cicadas, Ye Zhuxu stared at the neat papers and slowly laid down his brush, watching the ink bleed onto the stone table.

The wind scattered the paper—his thoughts of an entire night.

He ignored them all and went inside.

Moments later, the sword puppet, looking distressed, flew out of the northern courtyard.

Half an hour later, it brought news: Su Lingxi had gone to Zhang Jin’s residence.

During this time, no one entered or left the courtyard.

Su Lingxi didn’t return to the Demon Suppression Department until two days later.

The previous day, Zhang Jin had helped her polish the petition.

She picked it up, checked on the former officials, then copied the final draft for the court session.

She performed well at the next day’s grand assembly—an exhausting show, but she got it done.

Later, she heard from Xi Liu that several families in Pingkang Ward had disappeared—nearly twenty people, vanished in broad daylight.

Suspecting something supernatural, she went to investigate personally but found nothing for now.

The city guards and the judicial department were also searching.

When she returned to the Demon Suppression Department and listened to the squads’ reports, she extinguished a burning talisman and rose to leave.

After a few steps, she remembered something, turned around and saw Xi Liu hadn’t followed.

Xi Liu replied understandingly, “I know, I’ll wait here for you, my lady.”

Su Lingxi was momentarily speechless, rubbed the bridge of her nose, and didn’t respond.

It was daytime now. The sky was overcast, with no sun overhead.

The courtyard was empty, and the fence showed no gaps.

Feeling something, Su Lingxi leaned against the small bamboo by the fence and waited, reviewing some talismans from various locations and handling a couple matters.

Seeing the courtyard’s owner still unresponsive, she decided to leave and try another time.

Before she left, she turned and saw the window of the room facing the jujube tree half-open.

A figure stood there watching her, holding a tea cup.

A faint smile hung on his lips.

Steam wafted up to his eyelashes, blurring his gaze—she couldn’t quite see clearly.

Ye Zhuxu patted the sword puppet’s head.

The puppet couldn’t move much but used a sword thread to open the door.

This time, he didn’t come out. Su Lingxi stepped into the master’s room for the first time.

The room, built with imperial funds for people like Fu Yu to live in, wasn’t lacking.

Though not private property, it had all necessities and was tastefully furnished.

Ye Zhuxu stood by the window.

Beside him was a small couch, behind him a table with a steaming teapot.

In the silence, he put down the teacup.

The liquid inside was clear—no tea leaves, just hot water, like a cup of burned-out ashes.

He withdrew his gaze from the window and looked at her, asking first:

“You finally had time today?”

Su Lingxi sensed the change in his mood. Real smile or fake smile—she could tell.

He seemed a little angry.

She moved from the shadowy part of the room to stand beside him between the window and the couch.

Her clothing caught a bit of light. Her leg rested softly against the side, replying:

“A bit freer than the past two days.”

Ye Zhuxu gently took the porcelain bottle from the table and pushed it toward her.

His fingers brushed hers as he looked up suddenly and asked, almost like a plea:

“Will you apply the medicine for me?”

Su Lingxi retracted her leg.

Something felt off.

She held the bottle, uncorked it, and saw Ye Zhuxu expressionlessly grab the front of his shirt and yank it down.

His clothes were loose, but he was rough.

1The wound had started to scab, but the blood had stuck to the fabric.

As he tore it, he ripped the newly grown skin as well.

The wound bled brightly.

Su Lingxi froze.

She threw the bottle heavily onto the side of the couch.

One glance at his shoulder and she was more annoyed.

After all that lecturing, he hadn’t applied medicine even once these past two days.

Not only that—his body, strong as it was, should’ve healed more quickly.

But looking now, it was exactly the same as that night.

Almost no improvement at all.

He really could be cruel to himself.

Ye

Zhu

Xu

No matter how calmly she spoke, her voice was cold.

When she looked at him again, her eyes were like shards of ice:

“You really are something, Ye Zhuxu.”

“This is the first time I’ve met someone like you.”

“What kind of person?”

Ye Zhuxu didn’t even frown.

The blood seeping out dyed his long fingers red where they pressed against his shoulder bone, but he casually wiped it away without care.

His voice remained soft—so light it instantly gave a bad feeling. Coupled with what he said next, it almost sounded pitiful:

“But I’ve been waiting for you these past two days.”

“I told you—” Su Lingxi ground her teeth. She hadn’t felt this flustered in years, a kind of frustration that surged inside her with nowhere to go.

“I told you I can’t come every day.”

“I know.”

Ye Zhuxu’s lips curved slightly.

He ran a finger over the sword puppet’s smooth, bald head.

It shivered and made a crying face under his touch.

He then looked back at her:

“You went to see Zhang Jin.”

“Attended court, met your colleagues.”

“Also visited Pingkang Ward.”

“And before you came, you stopped by the Southern Courtyard to hear about the demon hunt’s progress.”

He listed, one by one, everything she’d done over the past two days.

The blood on him seemed as if it had spilled from his lips—his face was completely pale, with only the deep black of his eyes standing out like bottomless whirlpools, capable of dragging people in and killing them.

“You were always like this before. Back at Fuyu, you lied to me too. Told me I mattered, and then turned away to chase something ‘more important.’ Now that you’re in the human world, you’re still the same. These fourteen years, you were with them—why can’t you spare a little time for me?”

Clearly, he had risked so much just to see her.

Bathed in the backlight from the sky, Ye Zhuxu slowly pressed his lips together, the sickly sweetness of blood lingering in the air.

He whispered resentfully:

“Even with a six-month promise, I’m always afraid—afraid they’ll steal you away again.”

Even a peach could make him jealous.

Zhang Jin made him feel like a thorn was stabbing his heart.

He had no sense of security whatsoever.

Su Lingxi clenched her fist.

Her heart trembled.

Anger was no longer her only emotion.

She picked up the medicine bottle she had thrown aside earlier, silently shook out two pills, and said, “Stop the bleeding first.”

Ye Zhuxu ignored her. He only took out a plain silk cloth and pressed it hard against his wound, not even blinking.

“I don’t like gaining something only to lose it again—but the world has always treated me that way.”

His voice held only a faint trace of coldness now:

“If I can only have someone’s concern for three days, then I’d rather not have it at all.”

Better to never receive it.

He tilted his neck back, his throat bobbing slightly as he flung the damp cloth onto the small table, then smiled faintly at her:

“Don’t worry. I won’t die yet.”

Su Lingxi looked at him deeply for several seconds, then realized staying any longer would do no good for either of them. She turned and left.

The room fell into complete silence.

Ye Zhuxu closed the window.

The light was shut out.

He sank into the dead stillness of the dark, unmoving.

Su Lingxi returned to the Imperial Tutor’s Mansion, with Xi Liu accompanying her.

Her mood was complicated, her gaze flickering, her face unsettled.

Several times she raised her sleeve to her nose, as if she could still smell the persistent scent of blood clinging to him.

From the first time they met until now, Su Lingxi’s impressions of Ye Zhuxu were many and layered.

What happened today made one thing painfully clear:

Fourteen years ago, whatever earth-shaking love they once had, whatever unspeakable sins she may have committed—

It all led to the person he had become.

Too dangerous.

A strong will to kill, a hunger for destruction, and near-total loss of reason when provoked.

Not only would he lash out at others, he’d hurt himself too.

Always watching, waiting for any sign.

To approach him was to accept twisted, overwhelming emotion—and a grip that would never let go.

And yet…

He could also be very obedient.

Like a beautiful little snake—when it felt loved, it would curl lazily on your shoulder, basking in the sun or moonlight.

But it lacked a sense of security.

So from time to time, it would flick out its red tongue, sniff around for any trace of someone else.
If it didn’t like what it found, it would bite.

It bit her lightly—but bit itself hard.

Su Lingxi had never seen anyone make others hurt by hurting themselves.

Unable to make sense of it, she went to sit on the front steps, copying Zhang Jin’s habit of tucking her hands into her sleeves.

She pulled out her waist token, tapped and flipped it open, and drew out one of the slips inside.

She held it up to the sunlight to read every word, then tucked it away again.

She rarely acted on impulse in major affairs, but in private matters—she wasn’t without thoughts, or occasional reckless desires.

It wasn’t that she didn’t like the beautiful little snake.

It wasn’t that she didn’t feel for him.

Whether in the past, or stirred now by half-buried instincts—

He was always the only one.

She didn’t have much longer to live anyway.

They’d already made a pact to die together, after all.

With that thought, Su Lingxi’s gaze shifted toward the Imperial Tutor’s Mansion.

The mansion had been a gift from the Emperor himself, and those under him had poured even more care into it.

When Su Lingxi first moved in, the place was exquisitely designed—built to honor heaven and earth, in harmony with nature, stunningly beautiful at every turn.

On the mountaintop were rare stones covered in moss and algae, cultivated by master gardeners.

They danced under the inverted waterfall.

In the lake pavilion, one could see the glowing lanterns lining the distant shores.

But the finer the estate, the more care it needed.

Su Lingxi had no time or patience for that.

And with no idle servants kept around, many once-marvelous features gradually fell into disrepair.

She had once favored a pond beneath the corridor, where she kept flowers and fish.

The flowers were gone now, but the fish remained.

Outside her room were two gluttonous birds.

Behind the artificial mountain in the south, she’d fenced off a patch of land for her venomous insects—but hadn’t visited them in a while.

If Ye Zhuxu came here, would this mansion be able to withstand him?

How would her quiet life be turned upside down?

Oh, and the assassins camped out in the shadows around the mansion—

If startled after so long unchecked, would they even survive it?

Having sorted out her thoughts, she realized it was fully dark.

Su Lingxi waved to Xi Liu and gave instructions:

“Go clean out that room. We’ll furnish it tomorrow.”

Then she returned to the Demon Suppression Department.

This time, she went straight to the innermost courtyard.

No one opened the door for her—she climbed over the wall herself.


The courtyard was pitch black.

The room inside even darker.

No lights were lit, not a single flicker.

Su Lingxi thought of lighting a candle, but changed her mind.

She followed the faintest rise and fall of breath.

She stood beside the small couch—and beside him.

Oppressive danger spread like a tidal wave.
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The night was dark and heavy.

Inside the room, it was closed off on all sides with no breeze; the mix of bloodiness and hostility hung thickly, turning into a damp mist that veiled faces.

Su Lingxi silently traced the outline of the instigator beside her with her peripheral vision.

The room’s only window faced a half-lowered bamboo curtain.

Behind the curtain stood a writing desk, upon which rested an antique box locked shut and a wooden fish carving standing quietly.

Beneath was a sword half-drawn from its scabbard.

Su Lingxi had seen this sword named Jingmie more than once.

At this moment, a cold gleam shimmered along its blade, becoming the only light in the room, casting shadows beneath Ye Zhuxu’s pale eyelids.

She whispered his name softly.

Silence responded from all around.

Only after a long pause did Ye Zhuxu speak without raising his eyes, his voice light and cold:

“Why do you still come?”

Even though they had made a brief truce in the mirage that day, Su Lingxi still didn’t know how to relate to Ye Zhuxu.

She wasn’t sure what their relationship even was now — certainly not innocent, but if it were truly reconciled, they’d still be separated by a great river and sea.

The Imperial Tutor’s Mansion and the Demon Suppression Department were mostly filled with official business, dry and dull.

But Ye Zhuxu was indifferent to these matters. As for private affairs, she had none worth mentioning, and she was cautious — afraid that bringing up the past would only make things worse, so it was better left unsaid.

Thus, the words they exchanged when alone could be counted on two hands.

She didn’t understand Ye Zhuxu’s attitude, so she couldn’t decide on her own.

Tonight, she understood.

He didn’t not want it.

To be close, to care, to miss — those ambiguous special feelings in love, all that he once had but lost.

Perhaps the loss was too painful, so he couldn’t accept something far from what it once was, only to have it cut off again, taken back.

Facing the emperor, Su Lingxi never hesitated to speak of state affairs, but when speaking these words she pondered them carefully, pausing before she said, “I didn’t come these past two days because there are some disputes in court that needed calming. I saw your injury had improved quite a bit, so I was relieved and thought you would take good care of yourself.”

“…I’m not in Chang’an every day. When there’s an emergency, I lead people through counties and prefectures, sometimes for over ten days, even months. I can’t say when I’ll return.”

Su Lingxi shifted position and looked up at him in the dim light.

Her gaze dropped from his face to his right arm.

“Then, do you want to leave here and stay at the Imperial Tutor’s Mansion?”

No sooner had she spoken than Ye Zhuxu’s fingers hidden in his sleeve clenched involuntarily.

After a long moment, his eyelids finally lifted, silently watching her with pupils dark and intense.

Even in the deep gloom, Su Lingxi sensed that the emotions swirling in his eyes were not just one kind — complex, deep.

Some she understood, some she didn’t, but she knew why she had come tonight.

She was already close to Ye Zhuxu; now she stepped forward and reached to grasp his sleeve — only to see him stare at her intently while pulling back coldly, enunciating:

“No.”

Su Lingxi stopped.

She carefully discerned the emotions in his eyes.

After a while, she slowly said, “Alright.”

Ye Zhuxu’s gaze was bone-chillingly cold for a moment.

Despite what she said, Su Lingxi still reached out her hand to him.

They both stood by the window, with little room to retreat.

Ye Zhuxu made no further moves.

She touched a bit of his sleeve; her fingertips felt a wetness.

It was the sensation of a torn wound, neglected, with blood flowing from his shoulder into the sleeve — now cold, sticky, damp.

Ye Zhuxu lowered his eyes, reached out and pressed down the sleeve edge, slowly pulling it from Su Lingxi’s hand, still saying, “No.”

At the house in Fuyu, he had lived with her for two years and seven months, yet had been alone for twelve years.

He still couldn’t control himself, his gaze fixed on Su Lingxi with suspicion, paranoia, a terrifying possessiveness, wanting to be close to her.

But he would no longer return home with her.

Watching this, two cold drops of blood fell onto Su Lingxi’s hand like slashes of a bloody sword.

But what she really reached was the dark current beneath the ice in his eyes — that heartbreaking desire and rational struggle, that obvious wavering.

Just a little more.

Despite hating her so deeply, with his inner demons raging wildly, now it was just a little more and he would loosen up.

Saying no with his mouth, but what he truly wanted to say wasn’t so unclear.

Is it to finally let go?

Doesn’t he want to bring her home?

If not, why come at all?

Why always care if he’s hurt, when she wouldn’t be so concerned even if she got injured?

Su Lingxi made her decision silently, lowered her head, reached out again and firmly grabbed his sleeve.

Blood trickled like a small stream between her fingers.

She ignored it and followed her hand down until she touched the colder temperature of his bones.

She pulled back the sleeve and covered his wrist.

Ye Zhuxu didn’t struggle further.

He silently watched, eyes on the five fingers pressing close, recalling many similar moments.

Only this time, the warmth truly belonged to her.

Su Lingxi finally smiled faintly and said to him, “Caught you.”

She gently tugged him away from the window, pushed it open.

The boundless darkness was driven away by bright moonlight, and silver light filled the room.

She turned and lit a candle, placing it on a small table by the little couch.

The flickering candlelight danced across his face.

“Let me treat it first.”

Su Lingxi fetched a porcelain bottle that hadn’t moved, prepared several clean handkerchiefs, and went out to fetch a basin of clear water.

He still stood, so she also stood, frowning carefully as she gently pulled back the cloth covering the wound, cleaning the blood stuck around it, then applied medicine and covered it with white gauze.

She instructed him, “Be careful when washing later. Don’t let water touch it.”

Ye Zhuxu lowered his head silently, watching the black top of her hair, not responding to her words but quietly asking, “Why?”

She had moved decisively earlier, thinking as he did — why suddenly change her mind?

Su Lingxi had just wiped her hands when she paused at his question, then reached out and caught the heavy sleeve soaked with fresh blood, her gesture the same as when she dredged up his inner demons.

Her eyelashes fluttered and she began, “After returning, I kept thinking — if the wound I caused in your heart can only be healed by me, then if you move to the Imperial Tutor’s Mansion, living with me, might it heal faster?”

She weighed the weight in her hand, looked at him.

Her black eyes held a hint of helplessness, honestly admitting, “After coming, it seems harder than I thought.”

She shouldn’t ask if it might heal faster.

She should ask if it could heal at all.

Ye Zhuxu was just putting a pill into his mouth, but hearing her words, he bit it and swallowed, his throat moving.

“I just don’t understand — always hurting yourself like this, doesn’t it hurt?”

After a long silence, Ye Zhuxu’s gaze slowly wrapped around her fingers again, his voice slow and choking, “Then what am I supposed to do?”

“There’s no other way.”

Su Lingxi was slightly stunned.

Seeing the man who had been motionless in the dark for so long finally take the initiative to care for himself, she took a clean piece of plain cloth from the small table and lowered her eyes to wipe her fingertips.

Then she loosened her grip and said to him, “You take care of yourself. I’ll go outside.”

Gazing intently at her back, Ye Zhuxu traced a circle on his wrist bone with his index finger, then turned toward the back inner chamber.

Half an hour later, he emerged, dripping wet but changed into clean clothes, ghostlike standing in the orange candlelight, his silhouette unseen by anyone outside the window.

He wiped the wet ends of his hair with a headscarf, expressionless as he did so, blending his shadow with the moonlight.

Again like this.

Though rehearsed a thousand times in dreams, it still couldn’t compare to the three times she reached out her hand.

Having endured so much pain yet learning nothing, he still wanted to follow her.

Ye Zhuxu tossed the headscarf aside, lips faintly red as if somewhat revived.

He picked up the bland cup of plain water from the afternoon, dipped his finger in it, and wiped off the shocking bloodstain on the rim.

Then he pushed the door open and stepped out.

Su Lingxi sat by the stone table examining two fire talismans.

Seeing him come out, she looked up openly and asked, “Are you done?”

He sat down beside her and gave a light hum in response.

Earlier, Su Lingxi had found two sheets of white paper in the courtyard — one fluttering by the well, another caught in the tree, which she picked up and placed by her side.

Now she pushed them toward him, suspicion in her heart:

“Are these what you left behind the day I didn’t come?”

“They’re well written, should help Sang Chu quite a bit.”

“Yes.”

He pocketed the papers without much glance, focusing on speaking with her.

“I waited for you since noon, until the next sunrise with no sign. Didn’t want it anymore.”

Su Lingxi hadn’t expected him to speak so frankly once the topic was broached.

She’d noticed his occasional obedience before, but hearing it in his own words was different.

She froze briefly, then clenched and unclenched her fingers shyly, eyes twinkling with a hint of a smile:

“Tell me next time.”

“The Imperial Tutor’s residence is quiet, seldom receives guests, and no men have stayed overnight here before. It’s still somewhat bare, but I’ve ordered some things to be bought; it should be ready by tomorrow.”


She leaned in to check his expression, catching the sweet scent of soap pods, and said, “You rest first. Tomorrow, when you brief Sang Chu and the others, I’ll come find you.”

She wondered what the people in the north courtyard would think—would they suspect trickery?

After she left, Ye Zhuxu entered the room and leaned on the small couch with elbows propped, closing his eyes to rest though sleep evaded him.

After a while, he opened his eyes, stood, and slowly set the extinguished “Jingmie” (Surprise Extinguishing) sword beside the jewel box.

Inside the box were the bell, the sword puppet, and a vial of pills Su Lingxi had given him. These were all his possessions.

Lost in thought, he walked to the desk, opened a drawer’s hidden compartment, and pulled out a stack of papers quietly lying inside.

Many names were written on them.

After so long, the murderous intent on the pages was still thick and overwhelming.

He unlocked the jewel box and stuffed the papers into a first-layer crevice.

At dawn, Ye Zhuxu packed the jewel box into his sleeve, folded the “Jingmie” breathing sword away with a palm, and stepped out to the hall.

No one was there yet; it was too early, not even Sang Chu had arrived.

Ye Zhuxu poured himself some tea.

The tea leaves swirled on the surface, steam blown backward by the breeze from the window. The darkness of night was fading to pale blue.

Coincidentally, Sang Chu, Yu Lin’an, Tian Jiang, and Lin Yu came in one after another—Sang Chu for official business, the other three for the isolation chamber.

Upon seeing the earliest arrival, three of them called out “Commander.”

Lin Yu said nothing, didn’t rush to the isolation chamber, but poured herself tea, took a sip, then immediately put the cup down—bitter beyond words.

With night ending and day arriving, it should have been her sleeping time, but tonight yielded no gains, so she used the isolation chamber for self-reflection.

Ye Zhuxu threw the register and papers onto the desk, glanced toward Sang Chu, and said, “Take a look.”

Sang Chu immediately understood the squad had been dispatched, hurried over.

Yu Lin’an, braver, also came to see the scene.

Familiar names written in painfully familiar handwriting, brimming with killing intent, made him touch the back of his neck and ask, “What is this?”

“As I told you before, the squads need to be reorganized. Otherwise, when something happens—like this time—there’s no order, no way to fight back.”

Yu Lin’an and Tian Jiang were speechless, especially after realizing the Twelve Witches and the Lianxing Formation were both exposed—there was truly nothing to say.

Sang Chu finished the first page: about a dozen people formed a team, their techniques balanced for offense and defense, and most importantly, the name Ye Zhuxu was signed below.

This name could suppress all objections.

He flipped to the second page.

Only one name on the second team: Ye Zhuxu.

One person, one team.

No disputes.

Then they turned to the third page, their breaths halting.

Because in the center, only one name was written: Lin Yu.

All three knew Lin Yu’s likely exceptional identity and incomparable strength.

Rumors had it she was one of the future Twelve Witches, and beyond that no one dared guess, since it was a clear leap in strength.


Ye Zhuxu was the only one comparable to the Twelve Witches in status and power, as confirmed by the three sect leaders.

That she led a single-person team without backup was unsurprising.

If Ye Zhuxu hadn’t set a trap, there was only one possibility—she truly had that strength.

Sang Chu silently flipped to the fourth page, which bore his own name, along with seven or eight others.

The moment the sleepiness vanished for everyone, their minds raced.

The speculation was not easy—too unbelievable.

They kept contradicting themselves mentally.Among the Twelve Witches, there was actually a lone wolf—once punished for negligence, but it didn’t affect her standing. 
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After the storm passed, she was still revered as a prodigy, with her witch title still reserved, though she refused it herself.

It was said the grand leader was furious.

She insisted the Twelve Witches were one body, knew her teammates well, and their choice was also hers.

Neither she nor they were worthy of others.

Since then, she disappeared without a trace for over ten years, and her name was rarely mentioned, leading to the downfall of the Ambush Art and Incense Technique, as no one strong enough remained to uphold them.

Sang Yuan.

That name surfaced simultaneously in the minds of the three, as they looked at Lin Yu and each other—true pinnacle members of the Twelve Witches.

For a moment, silence.

Sang Chu sighed helplessly. He really wished he could toss away his deputy commander title; he felt unworthy.

Ye Zhuxu ignored their thoughts and said straightly, “Publish the roster. I’ll come to the Demon Suppression Bureau from time to time; handle the rest as you see fit.”

Still an indifferent, carefree attitude, then:

“The commander is leaving the Demon Suppression Bureau?”

Ye Zhuxu answered faintly, glanced outside, and though he said nothing more, it was clear from his look that his mood was good.

Even Lin Yu couldn’t help but glance at him twice.

After a while, sounds of steel blades brushing and moving outside were heard.

Someone pushed aside a branch blocking the doorway, entering with some dew and the coolness of a summer morning, looking toward those inside.

Yu Lin’an paused sharing squad news on the spiritual orb, brightly waved at her, and called her name.

Su Lingxi nodded in response.

Sang Chu was formal and polite, nodding respectfully to her, “Imperial Tutor.”

“Why so early? Have you eaten breakfast?”

Yu Lin’an raised an eyebrow, walking up warmly, asking, “Are you busy again, or did a big demon appear?”

“No.”

“Not that.”

Su Lingxi slowly stroked the golden thread qilin embroidery on her clothes, sensing a gaze fixed on her.

Since she hadn’t done such a thing before, she didn’t know what expression to wear.

After thinking, she looked up at the far end and blurted, “I’m here to pick someone up.”

Ye Zhuxu’s finger quietly rested on the cup.

Everyone froze, following her gaze, combined with the earlier talk of moving out, and couldn’t help but imagine absurd scenarios.

Yu Lin’an blurted out, “You, you’re picking up Ye Zhuxu? Going where?”

“Yes.”

Su Lingxi paused for a moment, then said calmly, “Come to my residence.”

When the words fell, the expressions of those present were as if they had seen a ghost—no less shocked.

Even Linyu cast a surprised glance.

Sang Chu, who had just relaxed because of the roster in his hand, now felt his head spin upon hearing this.

These two books are a pair, so he couldn’t say much.

But now Ye Zhuxu was leading the team, and as the great leader of the Tower, most of the powerful spirit clans were under his command.

The future situation was uncertain, and whether he would come out in the end was unclear.

The meaning of the “sect” was also uncertain, and whether they would eventually fall out with the Twelve Witches was unknown.

At this moment, rekindling old feelings was clearly mixing public and private matters.

But he never really had a sense of “public” anyway.

Tian Jiang silently offered an incense stick for his good brother, expecting him to lose his temper.

But in fact, Yu Lin’an only felt a sense of familiarity.

It had been like this before.

The person she had been searching for a long time, once brought back, was not hidden or kept secret—Yu Lin’an naturally knew.

After all, they had met in the Vast Wilderness.

They had grown up together from childhood.

Did he not understand Su Lingxi?

She had never played by the rules before.

The Great Sect Leader often scolded her for being too impulsive, too stubborn, and rebellious—daring even to poke at Heaven.

This time, upon meeting again, listening to everyone’s evaluation of the Imperial Tutor, he knew how principled she was, how calm and rational, how she always put the big picture first, and that anyone who stood in her way would be dealt with.

She would take action against Ye Zhuxu.

Until now, at this moment, he suddenly felt happy.

Everyone said, “Who can escape the punishment of the Ah Ya Sect? The Imperial Tutor’s identity is no less than the Twelve Witches. With abundant food, clothing, and overwhelming power, how could her heart not remain in the mortal world? The Imperial Tutor never wanted this role for herself. If that’s the case, was she really the same person before and now?”

But Yu Lin’an always thought, Su Lingxi was different.

Her incense-burning technique was so strong, it was the most mysterious kind of magic, and she was so unwilling to lose.

She wouldn’t let herself get lost—she just needed a little time.

Yu Lin’an wanted to follow her to live at the Imperial Tutor’s residence, but he knew it was only a thought for now.

So he just stroked his chin and made a thoughtful “hmm” sound, pointing immediately to the detention room to share with her:

“I have already cultivated the eighth divination bone.”

Tian Jiang was first shocked, then laughed angrily, her eyelids folding; she hadn’t been fully awake since morning and now had three creases.

What did that mean?

Just the two of them embarrassed themselves with a breakthrough and still kept it secret?

After all, Su Lingxi gave face by taking the Commander away in front of everyone, saying at this moment:

“Correct.”

Yu Lin’an was satisfied.

He had no ambition to become one of the Twelve Witches, was often lazy, but sometimes got motivated by certain people.

That day he lost face and howled, and he took Su Lingxi’s words to heart—he was used to listening to Su Lingxi’s words and subconsciously thought she wouldn’t be wrong.

So these days he had been forcing himself to be fierce.

It finally worked.

Su Lingxi looked at Ye Zhuxu and tilted her head, signaling:

“Shall we go?”

Ye Zhuxu put down what was in his hands, stepped out, and once again came to stand beside her.

It was too early, and there was hardly anyone in the Demon Suppression Office.

Su Lingxi stopped at a fork in the road and asked, “Have you packed everything? Do you want to go back?”

“No.”

“Then let’s go.”

Su Lingxi led Ye Zhuxu around the back door, checked their badges, and no one followed them, not a single horse.

She knew Chang’an city like the back of her hand—where the sect’s paths were, where the alleys were, even where the stinky sewer ran.

She skillfully led the way:

“I’ll teach you a shortcut from the Imperial Tutor’s residence to the Demon Suppression Office’s back door.”

Ye Zhuxu tilted his head at her: “Okay.”

Her figure was more supple than before, a strength accumulated through the years.

The jade pendants on her waist jingled softly, making a pleasant sound.

Running, they climbed over the walls of an empty mansion, passed through a bustling morning market in the neighborhood, finally stepped onto the rooftop of a grand residence, flipped over, and landed in front of the Imperial Tutor’s residence.

The street was still empty. The first rays of morning light tore apart the darkness.

She looked up at the clouds and the dawn light fighting in the sky, licked her somewhat dry lips from running, and suddenly smiled, asking him, “Am I early today?”

“Earlier than expected.”

Ye Zhuxu stopped in front of the Imperial Tutor’s residence, not looking at the signboard or the sun and moon symbols, but only at her.

“I didn’t sleep much. I feel a bit nervous.”

She stretched her waist and said that.

Since coming to the mortal world, Ye Zhuxu had spent most of his time and energy observing the Imperial Tutor Su Lingxi, and had personally witnessed that she spoke far less than before.

She basically only made decisions, issued notices and orders, and occasionally poked a troublemaker like Zhang Jinzhi.

Though she had visited him in recent days, their interactions were stiff, and worries only increased.

From tonight, things begin to change.

Under this plaque symbolizing the highest status in the mortal world, shining brilliantly, he first said, “I haven’t slept either,” then followed her onto the stage.

He saw her step over the threshold, but his own steps stopped where he was.

He called to her, “Su Lingxi.”

She turned her head.

Knowing she had forgotten, Ye Zhuxu restrained his gaze and kindly reminded her, saying, “But this isn’t the first time I’ve come home with you.”

Coming home is different.

Desire inevitably arises.

There is no doubt, he would want to regain everything lost, until his life ends and even his coffin is nailed shut.

He would want to win Su Lingxi’s heart.

But Su Lingxi has no heart.

After leaving him, she still hurt him so deeply.

“I’m not unafraid of pain either. I thought about it for a long time, finally making up my mind.”

Ye Zhuxu’s tone was gentle, as if giving her space to think and reconsider.

Yet his eyes firmly held hers, almost suffocatingly so:

“This time, will you treat me seriously?”

Every time he said this, Su Lingxi’s heart would tighten.

Now she had no choice but to turn back, muttering something under her breath, then slowly reached out and grabbed his sleeve, pulling him over the threshold.

The heavy bronze door of the Imperial Tutor’s mansion closed behind them.

Outside, the stars and moon still shone, with morning frost and dew.

Inside the mansion, a different kind of vitality was already glowing.

Although Xiliu had been pre-informed by Su Lingxi, she was still visibly shocked when she truly saw Ye Zhuxu.

Having served by Su Lingxi’s side for two years, she had never encountered such a miraculous development.

Seeing that Su Lingxi had made her decision, Xiliu quickly composed herself and cupped her hands towards Ye Zhuxu:

“Commander.”

Su Lingxi patted her shoulder and said to Ye Zhuxu, “The East Garden is ready. You should rest first. There aren’t many people in the mansion, and there are no strict rules. When you wake up, I’ll show you around.”

“Alright.”

A servant then led him through the covered corridors, over the arched bridge, heading to the East Garden.

Returning once more to her own chamber, Su Lingxi exhaled deeply.

Before entering, she teased the two fat birds curled up sleeping outside, only to get two peck marks on her finger in return.

She didn’t mind.

After washing up, she lay down and peacefully covered her head to sleep.

She awoke at the third quarter of the Wei hour.

The room was prepared with water and towels for washing.

She dried her hands and face, then walked to the table and habitually drank a cup of cold tea.

The chill penetrated her lungs and quickly cleared her mind.

She then deftly hung her waist token, her footsteps light, the bell and the sachet containing paper talismans back on her waist.

The silver bell, originally hanging down, was picked up by her again and held in her palm.

She suddenly remembered.

Another one had also been captured and brought back to the mansion.

Su Lingxi opened the window, curious why the two birds outside no longer made noise upon hearing movement.

Looking inside, she found a spacious birdcage housing a little fish-like creature that looked neither like wood nor jade.

The two birds huddled on one side unwilling to move.

In her visions, she had seen it fight, wielding Ye Zhuxu’s sword intent, far more powerful than this miniature form.

Looking carefully today, she found it was carved with exquisite care, the eyes and nose full of spiritual charm.

Su Lingxi leaned in to watch them.

The sword puppet, finally permitted to approach Su Lingxi, was overjoyed and pushed open the latch on the cage, standing at the edge.

Su Lingxi opened the door, reached out her hand, and the puppet jumped into her palm.

“Quite heavy,” she said.

Like a weight, pressing down.

The little fish happily and contentedly nestled in her palm.

Holding it, she asked, “Where is your master?”

The sword puppet’s eyes quickly scanned the surroundings.

Since it was sealed from speaking, it could only rub against her hard to answer in actions what it couldn’t say.

Su Lingxi soon saw Ye Zhuxu standing not far away on a stone bridge.

The willow branches hanging by the bridge were long, turning from the light green of early spring to the deepest lush green, cascading to his shoulders and hands, perfectly blending into his long hair.

A female attendant from the mansion whispered into her ear in a soft voice, “My lady, the meal is ready. Shall I send it in?”

“Alright.”

Su Lingxi placed the heavy little fish on the windowsill and rose to walk over to Ye Zhuxu.

Xiliu appeared swiftly to report, “My lady, the newly discovered information is that the people missing from Pingkang Lane disappeared between the first and second days of August.”

Su Lingxi’s eyes flickered, quickly realizing, “Around the same time as the quail’s death.”

“Exactly.”


“Besides them, the Jinwu Guard discovered more disappearances last night in that area. Neighbors say a whole family left by ox cart and haven’t returned. But since the time is short, it cannot yet be confirmed.”

Su Lingxi said, “Have them continue investigating. Also, send our people to monitor that area.”

Xiliu cupped her fists, “Yes.”

As they spoke, Su Lingxi stepped onto the small stone bridge.

The tobacco leaves fluttered before her eyes.

She reached out to brush them aside and approached Ye Zhuxu. 



 
  
    Chapter 38: The inner demons won’t let me go either






..heart.

“When did you wake up? Hungry? We’re about to eat.”

A willow twig brushed her shoulder and then moved away.

Su Lingxi stepped in front of Ye Zhuxu.

“Just a little while ago,” He replied, following her down from the moss-covered bridge.

He never cared much for his living conditions, couldn’t sleep well anywhere, tormented every night by inner demons.

Still, he couldn’t help but start observing the Imperial Preceptor’s residence.

“The front garden used to be beautiful. I remember there was a small orchard on that hill over there with apples, Chinese pears, pomegranates, jujubes, and mandarins. It’s harvest season now. The sun and rain have been plentiful every year, so the fruits grew well.”

As they walked, Su Lingxi pointed to the small hill in the west.

Ye Zhuxu looked over cooperatively as she continued, “But the manor no longer has fruit servants. Without proper care, the fruits aren’t as good as before. I haven’t checked this year yet—no idea how they turned out.”

Ye Zhuxu withdrew his gaze.

“There are far fewer people here than in the Minister’s Residence.”

Su Lingxi smiled.

Because she, as the Imperial Preceptor, was far too resented.

She was watched constantly, with people surveilling her, hoping to extract information.

Innocent people had been threatened or lured into traps, losing their lives in vain.

So be it.

She never liked being surrounded and waited on anyway.

As they talked, their voices were sometimes drowned by the cicadas chirping through the trees.

The atmosphere was more peaceful and amicable than it had ever been.

They walked all the way to the hall and sat at the dining table.

Dishes were brought in one after another, aroma wafting in the air.

A nearby ice container gave off a refreshing chill.

It was hot.

Su Lingxi didn’t have much of an appetite and rarely ate on time.

There were never many dishes, but today, having given prior instructions, the kitchen brought out several intricate dishes that required extra effort, laid out in front of Ye Zhuxu.

The host of the residence kept her word in this aspect.

She looked at him and asked, “Try it and see—do you like any of them?”

Ye Zhuxu didn’t care much for food and drink. In truth, he didn’t care much for anything.

There was only one thing he truly cared about.

Glancing at Su Lingxi, he picked up his chopsticks and sampled a bit of everything.

Su Lingxi didn’t speak while eating.

In the Imperial Preceptor’s residence, the only ones who occasionally dined with her were Xiliu and Danyuan.

Everyone had their own official duties. Most of the time, she ate quickly and perfunctorily on her own.

Now she realized Ye Zhuxu was even more perfunctory than she was.

He ate very little.

Whether meat or vegetables, rich or light, his expression remained flat.

Su Lingxi said nothing.

She’d figure it out slowly later.

Since she’d finally coaxed him into coming home, she’d let him move at his own pace—she didn’t want to make him uncomfortable.

After the meal, Ye Zhuxu took a sip of tea and asked Su Lingxi, who was flipping through some talisman papers:

“Do you have official business this afternoon?”

“I did, but it wasn’t urgent. I asked Danyuan to delay it a bit. Once the sun goes down a little, I’ll take you around the residence.”

Su Lingxi rested one hand casually on the back of her chair, glanced at the harsh and glaring sun, and added, “We might have to go out tonight. Pingkang Ward has been a bit odd these past few days—I’m thinking of checking things out again.”

Thinking of how he had waited for her until he fell asleep before, she added, “If you get bored, just head back to the Demon Suppression Bureau. I’ll message you before I return.”

Ye Zhuxu gave no clear response, reacting to the Demon Suppression Bureau the same way he did to the food—indifferent.

The afternoon heat was oppressive—not a good time for garden strolls.

Su Lingxi usually handled official business during this time.

Her attendants, knowing her habits, had already set up a desk in the shade of a large tree.

Now that there was more than one master in the residence, they added another desk beside hers and laid out ink and brushes.

Sitting cross-legged, Su Lingxi didn’t immediately open her files but looked at Ye Zhuxu first.

This wasn’t the Demon Suppression Bureau—there was no secluded chamber for him to freely train and cultivate.

She worried he’d be bored.

But seeing him calmly spread out a sheet of paper ahead of her, she relaxed and started on her own tasks.

Ye Zhuxu was still working on the personnel assignments for Fuyu.

But as he wrote, he accidentally included a name that wasn’t part of this current team.

Gazing absently at the still-wet ink on the paper, he thought:

The twelve backup shamans of the Wu tribe were probably getting ready.

Once the major demons started appearing, more people would die, and chaos would spread.

Eventually, they’d have to come out.

He certainly couldn’t rely on Yu Lin’an or Tian Jiang.

What about the Spirit Tribe’s team?

That team was entirely under his control, a weapon he had carefully forged—but when he trained them, their blades weren’t aimed at demons harming the world.

Thinking further, perhaps it was the stifling weather, but his interest waned.

He put down his brush and casually turned his gaze to the desk across from his.

She used to be the one who couldn’t sit still with official documents, always itching to go out and play.

He, on the other hand, had been driven and meticulous in his planning, never tiring.

But over the years, all his patience had been drained by one matter—he could no longer stay calm.

Just looking at these documents made him restless.

Yet now, she seemed utterly absorbed.

Time, it seemed, had reversed their roles.

How interesting.

Unable to continue writing or thinking, Ye Zhuxu didn’t force himself.

He leaned forward on the desk, watching her with his eyes.

At Fuyu, he’d been tormented nightly by time that grew more cruel with each passing day.

Now by her side, he was provoked by her erratic affection—sometimes warm, sometimes distant—pushed to the brink of losing control.

He had never had a peaceful night’s sleep since the heart demons began.

Now, only by looking at her—right here in front of him—could he feel even a sliver of peace.

He stared at her for an unknown amount of time before slowly furrowing his brow and closing his eyes.

Su Lingxi noticed only about a quarter of an hour later.

She had just finished reviewing a messy set of Ministry of Works accounts and was about to switch books when she glanced sideways and saw that he had fallen asleep.

Under the shade, the cicadas screeched endlessly.

Now and then, small circular patches of light filtered through the overlapping leaves and landed gently on his eyelids.

Only then did she notice a faint bluish tinge beneath his eyes—barely visible due to his natural constitution.

When she moved, he stirred awake, looked at her briefly, and then shut his eyes again.

Meeting his half-open gaze once more, she closed her book and asked softly, “Do you want to go sleep inside?”

Still half-asleep, he murmured, “No.”

“Will the noise bother you?”

“It’s fine,” he said.

“Can’t sleep inside.”

Su Lingxi fell silent.

Inside or out, other than her presence, nothing had really changed.

From then on, no matter the bamboo slips or account ledgers, she deliberately lowered her voice.

Her own restlessness faded along with it.

Until a blazing fire talisman floated out of her sachet and burned in front of her eyes, Su Lingxi froze mid-action and looked at the molten lava-like symbols flowing downward.

Her expression shifted subtly.

Urgent messages that weren’t immediate would quietly stay in the sachet until she checked.

Only something truly critical would activate this kind of in-your-face burning talisman.

Looking closely, beneath the talisman paper lay three small characters:

Zhang Jin Zhi’s name.

Su Lingxi’s eyes flickered — she instantly had a calculation in her mind.

There were quite a few people stationed around Zhang Jinzhi under her orders for protection.

The Zhang residence was protected by formations, and he himself carried items for self-preservation.

Since there was no commotion elsewhere and only a message from him had arrived, it meant he merely had something to say.

Just as she was about to take the talisman and deal with it elsewhere, a faint scent brushed past her — something between sweet pine and white orchid, with a moist, gentle sweetness. She turned her head and saw that the person who had just been sleeping soundlessly had already awakened and was now slightly leaning toward her, without making a single sound.

Ye Zhuxu had also seen the name on the talisman. He then looked at her profile, as if to remind her or to ask:

“Zhang Jinzhi is looking for you — aren’t you going to respond?”

There wasn’t the slightest sign of retreat in his expression.

Not once before had someone maintained such a calm posture when Su Lingxi was handling important matters.

But seeing him like this, she understood.

This must have been how things were between them in the past — there weren’t any secrets that couldn’t be shared.

It was just that, for her to completely accept this and cast off years of vigilance in such a short time… was a bit uncomfortable.

Su Lingxi hesitated and didn’t move for a while.

Ye Zhuxu realized something.

The drowsiness still lingering on him dispersed entirely with her pause, and his pupils turned clear and deep, even the reflection of her within them sharpened with a cold edge.

The closeness between them quietly receded.

A strand of his long black hair, draped loosely on her dress, stirred and moved away.

Su Lingxi felt a throb in her head.

If she were to go outside with the fire talisman now, her relationship with Ye Zhuxu would be doomed.

That was one thing — but more than that, she really didn’t want to see those rare, calm eyes of his tainted again with violent resentment, further feeding the heart demon within him.

She was helpless.

This realization surprised even herself.

When a strand of his hair left the back of her hand, she lowered her gaze, gently clasped it back into her palm, and at the same time reached out to brush open the fire talisman that had been left hanging in the air.

She asked, “What is it?”

Zhang Jinzhi’s voice came quickly, revealing faint rustling sounds of paper from his side.

After a moment, he steadied himself and said, “Yesterday, when you came to my place to fetch the documents, did you happen to see a paper with a drawing on it? It was tucked in the dark corner of the bookshelf in your room, under the memorial I drafted for you. Did you see it when you went back to copy it?”

Upon hearing certain key words, Ye Zhuxu’s gaze turned cold.

Su Lingxi remained quiet for a moment.

“I did.”

After a pause, she replied, “If you’re referring to that sheet that analyzed me from head to toe — and got quite a few things wrong — yes, it was tucked into my documents. Do you want it back?”

Zhang Jinzhi was silent for a beat. His voice calmed, no longer hurried:

“No need. I was just worried someone might have infiltrated and seen it. Even though the Zhang household is airtight today, nothing is absolute. I just feared the worst.”

“I figured it was you who took it,” he added, then asked, “Since you’ve seen it, may I ask you a few questions about it?”

“When would that be?”

“Do you have time today?”

Su Lingxi glanced at Ye Zhuxu beside her, did a quick mental count, and said, “I can’t leave now — come to my residence.”

Only then did the fire talisman dissipate.

Su Lingxi lowered her head, released her palm, then looked into his beautiful eyes and asked,
“You’re not going back to sleep?”

“I’m awake,” Ye Zhuxu replied, his voice low and pleasant.

“I’m a light sleeper.”

He was well aware of what she had been contemplating.

He didn’t really care about whatever political mess was happening outside, nor whether Zhang Jinzhi’s trouble was real or not — it had nothing to do with him.

But—

Others could be close to her, know everything about her, understand all her concerns and secrets — yet he had to wait for permission to know anything.

If things continued like this, the heart demon in him would swallow him whole.

The two were still seated close.

Having gained her compromise, Ye Zhuxu was in a better mood, though his brow remained slightly furrowed.

After a while, he softly asked, “Do you often stay at Zhang Jinzhi’s residence?”

“He even has a room reserved just for you, doesn’t he?”

He looked at the fingers she used to clutch his hair — with every word he spoke, she unconsciously smoothed his hair down lightly, not hurting him, just a bit ticklish.

He squinted slightly from the sensation, and met her eyes as he asked in a softer tone, “The last time I saw you, you were asleep at his house. I stayed in the Seclusion Chamber the whole afternoon — the heart demon didn’t spare me even then.”

Su Lingxi opened her mouth but said nothing.

Even though she was considered one of the younger ones in Fuyu, always called “kid” by the Twelve Witches, she was already in her early thirties.

Back when she first remembered him, she couldn’t clearly tell what she was thinking. But over the past two years, she had never expected to find herself in such a moment.

Never expected to face such a situation.

“…Sometimes, when we’re discussing court matters and it gets late, I don’t bother traveling back and forth,” she said steadily.

“Sometimes when he’s seriously ill and could pass out at any moment, I stay there for a few days just in case — to keep him alive in a pinch. So I had an empty room set up for convenience.”

Where she lived didn’t really matter.

She wasn’t particular.

Ye Zhuxu shifted his gaze lightly and asked, “What did he draw?”

“He analyzed everything I’ve done recently.”

Since she’d already spoken and he’d already asked — and they were now under the same roof — there was no point hiding it.

Su Lingxi asked, “Do you want to see it?”

Ye Zhuxu sat back down at his desk, pushing aside a half-finished list that he hadn’t had the heart to continue earlier, clearing a space on the desk.

His actions were answer enough.

He wanted to see it.

Su Lingxi rose and went to her own room.

“I’ll go fetch it for you.”

Not long after, she returned with a sheet of white paper and handed it to him.

He took it, his well-shaped fingers unfolding it neatly.

His eyes scanned the messy, scrawled handwriting that crawled like bugs across the page, then settled on several sharply intersecting lines like blade marks.

He began to write.


Ye Zhuxu had little interest in most things, and little patience for anything he could understand at a glance — but all of his forbearance seemed to be reserved for her.

When he was furious before, he wanted nothing more than for her to suffer — and for himself to suffer along with her, always at odds.

But in truth, what he was best at… was dissecting Su Lingxi.

Whenever he wanted to, he could understand the intent behind her every move.



 
  
    Chapter 39: She was completely focused and only looked at him






When Zhang Jinzhi entered the Imperial Tutor’s residence, he never expected to see such a scene.

Since the founding of the Dayin Dynasty, the most distinguished and exceptional Imperial Tutor—and his usually no-nonsense sister—were both surprisingly not immersed in their duties.

A small desk had been set up, with a little stove beside it.

On the stove sat a small pot. Su Lingxi ground a tea brick into powder with a tea grinder, then mixed it with an appropriate amount of salt, ginger, scallions, and spices before pouring it into the pot, waiting for it to brew.

A complex aroma burst forth with the steam.

Su Lingxi gently fanned the stove with a fan, occasionally.

Zhang Jinzhi glanced at the blazing sun that seemed intent on melting the earth and said nothing, turning his attention to another desk.

The person at the other desk was fully focused, his long, slender fingers steady and precise with each stroke.

Not a tremble.

His silk robes flowed gently over the desk and down to the floor like water.

His complexion was fair, his lashes long, and his breathing soft.

If Zhang Jinzhi hadn’t known better, he would have mistaken him for the refined son of a noble family, sculpted like jade.

But he was, in fact, a rather familiar old acquaintance.

Just a few days ago, this very same old acquaintance had pinned him by the neck and threatened him with a terrifying technique.

Zhang Jinzhi received no special treatment in the Imperial Tutor’s residence.

When Su Lingxi saw him arrive, she simply jerked her chin at a servant to bring another chair.

He accepted it readily and found a suitable spot to sit down.

Observing Ye Zhuxu’s movements, Zhang realized he was painting.

Su Lingxi, when not fanning, would occasionally stir the pot with a spoon to prevent the bottom from burning.

This was a popular way of preparing tea in Chang’an, though Zhang Jinzhi and his peers had tried it and couldn’t really accept the taste.

Su Lingxi herself didn’t like it either.

So it was obvious whom she was preparing it for.

Each was busy with their own task.

Zhang Jinzhi had come from the Zhang residence to ask about something, but he didn’t rush.

He was simply curious about what was happening now.

He noticed the two would occasionally exchange a few words.

What they talked about was earth-shattering.

“The Lianxing Array is real. The part about needing a demon core to activate it is false.”

Ye Zhuxu, painting eyes on the paper with delicate strokes, switched to a fine-tipped brush:

“The day after the owl-hawk appeared, you brought us to meet Zhang Jinzhi. You coordinated with him beforehand?”

Su Lingxi made a noncommittal sound.

The smile playing on Zhang Jinzhi’s lips faltered—it was no longer appropriate.

He really couldn’t follow their style of communication.

This was a serious matter, but it felt like a casual chat.

Ye Zhuxu seemed to be mulling over her thoughts, as if he had finally found a challenging and intriguing game.

He wasn’t expecting immediate answers—more like asking himself.

Su Lingxi followed his rhythm and recalled her own train of thought.

Yes.

The Lianxing Array was real.

The claim that it needed a demon pearl to activate it was false. She had read countless books and consulted many people.

Back when demons rampaged a thousand years ago, it wasn’t an exaggeration to say that nothing survived in their wake.

Now that they had broken free en masse, only minor ones caused trouble.

The powerful ones lay dormant in Chang’an and major counties, yet there had been no widespread massacres.

That meant something was keeping them in check.

They wouldn’t suppress themselves without a reason.

What they feared was the force that had once imprisoned them.

The “Gate” wouldn’t show itself—but it had sent Fuyu as its representative.

As long as they could pry open Fuyu’s mouth, they could figure out what the Gate intended, what method it planned to use—another sealing or something even more cruel.

The demons were afraid. They were behaving.

So, the day after confronting the owl-hawk, Su Lingxi went to Zhang Jinzhi’s home.

With her approval, the Fuyu group—led by Sang Chu—was able to meet Zhang Jinzhi smoothly and learn everything they wanted.

These people knew nothing of what had happened back then—what was done to the Twelve Witches, what the array really was.

They thought the human world sought their help and that both sides were aligned.

Naturally, they believed whatever Zhang Jinzhi told them.

This led to the scene later in the illusion realm, where Yu Lin’an and Tian Jiang were forced to reveal the purpose of their mission.

Su Lingxi wanted them to say it—so the more powerful demons behind the scenes could hear it too.

She never scolded them afterward.

Look—this showed that the Gate had long prepared.

The demons had better behave, stop wreaking havoc, and start thinking about how to destroy the array.

Which played right into Su Lingxi’s plan.

Ye Zhuxu filled in the pupil of the painted eye with a few more strokes.

His brush hovered, then he looked at her again and said:

“If they want to completely destroy the array, will they release another major demon?”

A bright glint of amusement appeared in Su Lingxi’s eyes.

The owl-hawk’s demon pearl had been crushed by Ye Zhuxu earlier, and nothing new had appeared since.

But if the demons truly wanted to eliminate the massive threat of the array, they would have to act again.

To destroy the array, the array must first appear.

And how could it appear?

Demon pearls—those of the top twenty ranked demons.

That had been explained clearly from the start.

…Who would be the unlucky one pushed out to die?

Ye Zhuxu said softly:

“They wouldn’t ignore the Gate’s setup. So when they push out the unlucky one, the other demons will be lurking in the shadows, ready to strike with full force. That includes their leader.”

This way, at least one more of the top twenty demons would die.

The strength and number of the top five—or even top two—who had remained hidden until now, would finally be revealed.

He lowered his gaze and began painting another eye.

He was equally meticulous, slowing down, pondering for a long time before continuing:

“Also, the Divination Chart—that’s fake too. But for what purpose?”

He turned back, his voice calm and gentle:

“To lure out Tianzhu?”

Su Lingxi’s lips curled into a real smile this time.

No one could be certain of Tianzhu’s identity.

No one knew their relationship to the demons, or whether they were colluding.

But if the Lianxing Array appeared and the Divination Chart surfaced simultaneously—if the Chart could identify Tianzhu—then not only would the demons panic, but Tianzhu might as well.

And if Tianzhu panicked—they might act.

And if they acted, they would leave traces.

Zhang Jinzhi had guessed some of this a few days ago.

The very things he was sketching were these.

Hearing Ye Zhuxu’s words now, he felt an urge to sigh in admiration.

This battle with the owl-hawk had revealed their strategy to the demons—and the internal demon hierarchy to them.

On the surface it was a tie, but in truth, the demons had suffered more—each move digging a deeper pit for themselves.

What a formidable woman.

So many people hated her to the bone, considered her a thorn in their side.

It wasn’t blind hatred—she had indeed cost them, in ways that could and couldn’t be spoken.

They were furious, anxious, and scared.

After that, Ye Zhuxu was silent for a long time, completely absorbed in his paper and brush.

When the figures took shape, he began coloring them in with fine strokes—black, red, and deep purple layered in.

Only when he finished did he put down the brush, examine the work carefully, and then turn to meet her gaze.

His voice was slow and thoughtful:

“Why did you give it to him?”

He quickly answered his own question:

“Because the second great demon is about to appear. You wanted me to be prepared?”

Even the Northern Court had made early preparations.

Su Lingxi, choked by the steam from the tea pot, coughed slightly.

As she met Ye Zhuxu’s eyes, she couldn’t help but wonder—was his quick response due to his innate brilliance, or because he truly understood her too well?

She was probably no longer the same person she used to be.

This could be seen from the changes in the gazes of the Twelve Witches and the previous and current emperors.

The original purpose of coming was to discuss the upcoming arrangements concerning the demons, but at the moment, Zhang Jinzhi was feeling rather uneasy, unsure whether Su Lingxi had already discovered the plan he and the others were hatching.

Su Lingxi had invested so much thought and effort into them—naturally, she didn’t want them to die.

But with such a grim situation prophesied by the Gate, it was clearly not easy to resolve.

Things were dire to the point where even the Lianxing Formation required their support.

Four of the Twelve Witches—even if crippled—could still take down four powerful demons with them before death.

This, after all, was the worst-case scenario.

Ye Zhuxu maintained his usual gentle smile.

Seeing that the conversation between the two had paused, he turned to Su Lingxi and said, “I heard from Xiliu that you’ve been busy in Pingkang Ward the past couple of days. Is that where the trouble came from?”

“More than thirty people have gone missing. I was investigating there and didn’t let up—clearly, they wanted to draw my attention,” Su Lingxi said as she ladled tea from the pot into silver bowls.

A servant offered them to Ye Zhuxu and Zhang Jinzhi.

“The method is similar to that of the harrier—almost the same.”

“If they’re aiming to destroy the formation, the forces they’re sending won’t be weak. If one of the top-ranked demons causes havoc in Chang’an… do you have a plan in mind?” Zhang Jinzhi accepted the oddly concocted tea, nodded at the servant with a polite smile, but couldn’t help pressing his brow once it was in his hand.

“If I were them, or if that ‘Tianzhu’ were clever, I would use this opportunity to go straight for the palace. But let them think that—they can dream. I won’t dance to their rhythm.”

Zhang Jinzhi stayed silent for a moment, then glanced subtly at Ye Zhuxu before softly asking, “How do you plan to respond?”

In times like this, one could only prepare for the worst.

If two or more of the top five demons appeared, along with several ranked around the teens, they would be more than enough to level the entire city of Chang’an.

There was no way the group that had faced the harrier’s illusion before could handle it.

Even now, the demons might hesitate to act recklessly, but once they realized they’d been outmaneuvered, they would retreat.

Still, in the few initial exchanges—just a handful of moves—how could they ensure they wouldn’t be immediately defeated?

Ye Zhuxu could take on one demon alone.

Lin Yu, the same.

Sang Chu and everyone from the Northern Institute might just barely hold off another. And that would already be considered “good.”

The more powerful one became, the more one understood that sheer numbers could never make up for the difference in strength.

As for the rest—it would depend on her decision.

Su Lingxi understood the hidden meaning in Zhang Jinzhi’s words.

She frowned slightly and said, “Let’s wait and see.”

Zhang Jinzhi said no more.

Su Lingxi noticed Ye Zhuxu had been staring at his silver bowl, unmoving for a while.

She said to him, “Everyone drinks it like this. They say it’s rich and fragrant. Want to give it a try?”

Zhang Jinzhi smiled but said nothing.

Ye Zhuxu glanced at the ladle now resting back in the pot, tapped the edge of the bowl, then picked it up and took a few sips before placing it down gently.

“It’s alright,” he said.

“All right” meant he neither liked nor disliked it.

Su Lingxi could tell.

As long as something didn’t provoke him, he really didn’t care much about most things.

His indifferent responses like “sure,” “anything’s fine,” “up to you,” always carried a touch of laziness, even giving others the illusion that he was gentle and easy-going.

He rarely rejected others.

Nor did he hurt himself.

“You’ve come all this way, stay for dinner,” Su Lingxi said to Zhang Jinzhi.

As she stood from the desk, her eyes inadvertently fell upon Ye Zhuxu’s tabletop, and she paused.

“What did you draw?” she asked.

She had assumed that over the past hour or so, he was merely doodling absentmindedly—like Zhang Jinzhi’s piece of paper that looked like a complete mystery—but it wasn’t.

Ye Zhuxu handed her the nearly dry paper. His cool fingertips lightly brushed hers.

Upon taking it, Su Lingxi realized it was a drawing—of herself.

He had drawn it with care.

His fingers still had traces of vermilion paint on them, sticky to the touch as he wiped them with his fingertips, then got up to wash at the basin nearby.

Just as the sun was setting, the sunlight shifted.

Zhang Jinzhi moved his chair to a shadier spot and, walking over, caught a glimpse of the drawing.

At first he barely glanced, but after a second look, he laughed out loud.

Su Lingxi knew what he was laughing at.

One could tell Ye Zhuxu had a solid foundation in painting, with excellent control over color.

With just a few strokes and touches of paint, the figure in the painting was already vividly expressive—arched brows, red lips, fair face, bright eyes looking sideways.

The clothing was dark purple, embroidered with shimmering silver threads, which only made the one uncolored patch even more jarringly conspicuous.

A burst of intense, vivid colors surrounded her.

And just earlier, he had been analyzing her.

Zhang Jinzhi gave a cough to suppress a laugh, then teased in a tone that said “so you have your turn now”:

“Why is there a part missing here—are you saying she has no heart?”

The uncolored area was right above the waist—where the chest cavity lay.

About the size of a fist. A blank spot.

It was the heart, clearly.

“She hated you so much, yet she still came back with you.”

Su Lingxi pulled a slight smile, a bit uneasy.

“It took a lot of effort—it wasn’t easy at all.”

Zhang Jinzhi paused in surprise.

Some things, he thought, really did feel fated.

He distinctly remembered what she had said seventeen years ago—it was almost the exact same line.

“It wasn’t easy to find him. I went through so much. But I couldn’t help it—I couldn’t forget. I liked him too much.”

Seventeen years ago, the one who said that was a spirited and headstrong young girl.

Today, the one repeating it was the imperial advisor, shrewd and far-sighted, who could manipulate the battlefield like a chessboard.

These two people should have been completely different in nature, and yet—they said the same thing, for the same person.

Fate was indeed a strange thing.

Zhang Jinzhi came back to himself and joked, “Do you remember what I told you in the palace that day? How firm and resolute you were?”

“I remember.”

Su Lingxi glanced at him, then looked down again at the scroll in her hand.

“I understand now.”

“Truly, if you don’t listen to your elders, you’ll suffer right in front of you,” Zhang Jinzhi said with a rare smile.


At that moment, Su Lingxi also saw the eyes on the portrait.

Ye Zhuxu had spent the most time and effort there, and several of his thoughts had been interrupted while painting them.

Now, with the paper held up against the evening sun, the golden light condensed in the pupils—and in them, a reflection could be seen.

Black silk. Dark hair.

Spring light.

Her heart, undistracted, looked only at him.



 
  
    Chapter 40: Our Qilin






After Ye Zhuxu washed the paint off his hands and wiped them clean, he returned to find her still gazing at the cheeks and eyes of the portrait.

He glanced at it alongside her for a moment, then withdrew his gaze and bent down to tidy up the brushes and bright red cinnabar on the desk.

Among all the pigments, cinnabar was the brightest and most abundant, yet not a single stroke of it appeared on the portrait.

Still, it had carelessly stained his fingers and the edges of his sleeves.

After putting everything away, he picked up the sheet of paper written by Zhang Jinzhī, turned around, and asked politely, “You don’t need it anymore?”

Zhang Jinzhī responded with a smile and said warmly, “No need.”

So Ye Zhuxu lowered his eyes.

A fiery snake burst from his fingertips and, lifting its neck, devoured the sheet of paper.

Halfway through burning, he slowly released his grip, letting the ashes—scattered with sparks—fall to the ground.

Su Lingxi turned her head to watch the scene in silence.

She was very tolerant of him.

The clearest sign of this was her willingness to say nothing and simply observe, even when faced with behavior she couldn’t understand—she just let him be.

Seeing her like this, Zhang Jinzhī could only smile faintly.

At noon, the sun was harsh, so meals had to be taken indoors.

But now that the sun had set and the stifling heat had dissipated, the attendants moved the meal table beneath a large tree.

For Zhang Jinzhī, the meal was both quiet and oppressive.

After all, he hadn’t come to eat.

With storm clouds gathering over Chang’an and the situation growing increasingly volatile, Minister Zhang—always one to plan ahead—couldn’t help but feel a swell of worry.

Especially since a major clash with the demon faction was imminent.

Their side had nearly played all its trump cards, and even if they hadn’t, some of their allies had already shown their hands.

It was only a matter of time—inevitable and unavoidable.

When that moment came, who knew what kind of chaos would erupt between Su Lingxi and the Floating Jade?

Things seemed manageable for now only because circumstances had forced them to cooperate, to bait the greater demons with a ruse.

But from the start, Su Lingxi had been deeply wary of the Northern Court.

Should any of that group dare to overstep, who knew how she would explode?

And what would become of relations between both sides?

But if that matter truly came to light—

Then it wouldn’t just be about the Northern Court anymore.

It would inevitably reach Floating Jade.

And Floating Jade would never tolerate it.

There was no way they would let it go easily.

Zhang Jinzhī had come this time to ask her to think of a solution.

Back then, they had been forced by circumstances, and what happened had happened—no point in dwelling on it.

But after all, Floating Jade and the mortal world were on the same side, fighting for the same cause.

Things shouldn’t turn too ugly.

It would be best if there was an explanation.

He still hoped Su Lingxi would shift the blame onto himself and a few others like Yuan Yin.

When Su Lingxi caught his worried gaze while picking up a dish, she immediately knew what he was trying to say.

But even holding eye contact wasn’t easy—if Zhang Jinzhī looked at her for too long, Ye Zhuxu would quietly return the stare.

After a few such instances, Zhang Jinzhī gave up and focused on eating.

Once finished, he folded his hands into his sleeves and took his leave.

Su Lingxi understood what he meant.

But she didn’t want to deal with it.

She swallowed a sip of tea without changing expression.

They always said Floating Jade was exclusionary—outsiders couldn’t even enter, let alone fit in.

But exclusion wasn’t unique to them.

Was the mortal realm any better?

The three great sects, always comparing themselves with Floating Jade, were even more aggressive.

When the former sect leader of Liuyun Sect—who had gone mad from obsession—first traded with her, he swore on the sect’s sacred beast just to get them to take action once.

But that alone wasn’t enough. Liuyun Sect alone wasn’t enough.

And there weren’t so many deranged former sect leaders willing to engage with her either.

In truth, the three great sects had always gone their separate ways.

Some supported Su Lingxi publicly, like the Sword Sect of Floating Flowers.

Some strove to stay neutral, like Liuyun Sect. Others firmly backed the royal family, like the Zen Temple of Heaven.

After Su Lingxi gained a foothold in court and wielded authority that could decide the fate of the realm, she was content to let things remain as they were.

Sometimes, unanimous support wasn’t necessarily a good thing.

But one thing was clear: to deal with the inevitable crisis fifteen years in the making, she had to prepare in advance.

She needed people—

Cultivators, completely under her command.

Perhaps it was because she had always acted against convention that she could find those bold, unimaginable paths no one else would dare try.

Everyone knew Floating Jade’s magic relied on one’s origin source.

The three sects lacked this, so they were willing but powerless—they couldn’t even begin to learn it.

Su Lingxi carved out a new path.

At Floating Jade, there had been a time when she was deeply curious about how origin power circulated within the body.

So she patiently stayed home for more than ten days—not flying through the sky or diving into the sea—just sitting at her Eight Immortals Table every morning before dawn, meditating.

Eventually, she figured out how the origin circulated in the body.

The mortal world emphasized innate talent and internal qi.

She experimented with using qi to substitute origin power, guiding it through those same pathways in the body, combined it with her blade techniques—and surprisingly, it worked.

After years of refinement, she created something new, a hybrid of the two.

Su Lingxi called it “Force” .

When combined with existing sword and blade techniques, it added threefold power.

The three sects, long stagnant in their progress, were intrigued.

With a new path before them, and given their duty to protect the mortal realm, how could they refuse?

Collaborating with Su Lingxi was clearly beneficial to their long-term development.

The people they assigned her were the foundation upon which the Demon Suppression Bureau was rapidly and successfully built.

When they first learned of this, Zhang Jinzhī, Tian Shuang, and others had been completely stunned.

No matter how they tried to reason it out, they couldn’t understand why fate would play such a cruel joke.

Holding sway over the court and deposing the emperor—that one incident had undone all of Su Lingxi’s previous efforts, casting her as a villain in the eyes of the world.

She was condemned, ostracized, and deemed unfit for humanity.

Teaching Floating Jade’s cultivation methods to the three sects was outright betrayal.

It marked her as an eternal traitor to her homeland.

Regardless of success or failure, once this was over—

Where could she go?

Heaven or earth—nowhere would take her in.

Su Lingxi didn’t understand what they were so hung up on. This wasn’t the first time Zhang Jinzhī had raised the matter with her.

Maybe the shock had been too much. In the days right after they found out, two of the four fell ill in silence.

After long deliberation, the excuse they came up with was embarrassingly flimsy—

They claimed the method had been leaked by them.

What a joke.

“You lot couldn’t have. You don’t have the guts,” she had flatly rejected the notion.

Zhang Jinzhī, one of those always falling sick at the worst times, actually paused and silently smirked at that.

Tian Shuang had been sitting on a small bench by the door.

Upon hearing that, he raised an eyebrow, stood up, spun a wooden chair arm in his palm a few times, and grinned:

“Why couldn’t we? I used to have plenty of guts—my master used to chase me around for it. And besides—if we were willing to defy our sect, you think we’d lack courage?”

Yuan Yin added from the side, “Yeah, we’re plenty bold.”

Zhang Jinzhī coughed so hard he couldn’t speak and silently raised a hand to indicate his agreement.

“All right then,” Su Lingxi said, “Tell me—when Floating Jade’s techniques circulate in the body, which meridians do they follow? The disciples from the three sects—are you the ones training them?”

“If Floating Jade can’t even figure that out,” she continued coolly, grabbing her veil as she turned to leave, “then they’re just trash.”

“I take responsibility for my own actions. I don’t need anyone to take the fall for me.”

Even now, Su Lingxi still thought the same way.

What’s done is done—so what if it is?

What was there to be afraid of?

Worries coming and going—without them, there would be no Demon Suppression Bureau, no world as it is today.

Su Lingxi was never one to be bound by what had already happened.

She looked at Ye Zhuxu, seated across from her.

After spending the entire afternoon solving riddles, he didn’t have much of an appetite, though he seemed to be in a decent mood.

He had put down his chopsticks early and was simply waiting.

Su Lingxi smiled slightly, wiped her hands clean, and stood up.

“Come on. Let me show you around.”

It got dark quickly this time of year.

Su Lingxi picked up a lotus-shaped, eight-sided palace lantern and led Ye Zhuxu on a stroll through the Imperial Preceptor’s estate.

The sword puppet, quick-eyed and nimble, swished its tail and tried to leap onto Su Lingxi’s shoulder, but under Ye Zhuxu’s half-smiling gaze, it veered away and obediently crawled into the spacious sleeve of his robe.

This outing was more of a casual stroll than a purposeful tour, with no clear path—they simply walked wherever they ended up.

They both walked fast, usually just glancing around before moving on.

Occasionally, when Ye Zhuxu paused, Su Lingxi would follow his gaze.

Delicate flowering vines climbed the stone pillars of the winding corridor—white, pink, and purple blossoms, each no bigger than a grain of rice, round and clustered like immature grapes, blooming enthusiastically.

Su Lingxi thought for a moment and said to him, “There used to be another vine growing alongside these, with fine, tender green leaves. Twining with the flowers, it was especially lovely. But for the past couple of years, it hasn’t grown back.”

She stepped closer, crouched beneath the flowers, and lifted a tiny sprout from the soil to show him.

“This is as far as it grows. The gardeners asked experienced groundskeepers, and they said it’s probably due to the weather—Chang’an’s been too hot these past two years.”

After a moment, Ye Zhuxu approached and crouched beside her, his fingertips hovering just above the ground as he examined the sprout.

He asked, “Do you like it?”

“I do.”

Su Lingxi answered, “I like things that grow vigorously.”

Ye Zhuxu glanced at her but said nothing.

“Let’s go.”

They left that spot and passed a pavilion.

Ye Zhuxu seemed interested in its architectural structure and asked to hold the lantern, studying the eaves for a while.

She wasn’t well-versed in garden architecture and said nothing.

Ye Zhuxu held the lantern and slowly made his way to the orchard Su Lingxi had mentioned earlier.

As she said, many fruits were already ripe.

Some still clung sparsely to the treetops, while others had fallen and rotted among the fallen leaves, sprouting clusters of fungi.

Some were faded and withered; others remained bright and lush.

“The gardeners say most of the mushrooms here are edible and have a sweet flavor—but they have to be picked in time. Some bloom and wilt within a single day.”

Since she had brought him here, Su Lingxi paid attention to his preferences and would occasionally offer more explanation when she could.

Breaking off a twig, she pointed to a patch of fresh brown mushrooms just sprouting nearby.

“These—give it another two hours, and they’ll be gone.”

Ye Zhuxu mostly listened, though he would occasionally engage in light conversation.

After exiting the woods, Su Lingxi stopped leading the way and followed leisurely behind Ye Zhuxu.

They passed a small hill pavilion and a rock garden with a waterfall, and eventually arrived at a large screen wall built into the hillside.

The wall was carved with flowers, birds, and a qilin.

It was clearly aged, with dark stains in the deep grooves of the carving, giving it a weathered, yellowed look.

Some human households still followed these traditional fengshui beliefs.

Su Lingxi casually remarked, “Many residences in the human world set up these screen walls. It’s said they block evil, gather energy, and ward off spirits.”

Candlelight flickered in Ye Zhuxu’s eyes as he studied the qilin carved into the wall.

Stepping forward, he brushed aside some broad green leaves and asked, “Are qilin always carved like this in the human world?”

“Mostly, yes.”

Su Lingxi heard something in his tone and instinctively asked, “Where you’re from—qilin don’t look like this?”

Where you’re from…

Ye Zhuxu’s fingers, which had been resting on the carved edge of the stone, suddenly froze.

As the words left her lips, Su Lingxi realized her mistake.

Her gaze flickered, and she lowered her head to fiddle with her sleeve.

Words spoken too quickly are hard to take back, and trying to fix them only made things worse.

The once-warm atmosphere chilled in a matter of breaths.

After a pause, Ye Zhuxu chuckled softly, his shoulders lifting slightly.

His long fingers brushed across the stone beast’s eyes as if trying to add a splash of color to them.

“Our qilin,” he said, “are fierce beasts. Warlike, arrogant, wild in nature.”

He withdrew his hand, still staring at the eyes, a smile on his lips, but frost on his lashes.

“They always hurt people.”

“Using them to ward a home brings more harm than good—asking for trouble.”

Su Lingxi lowered her eyes to the qilin patterns embroidered on her robe, unsure whether his words carried deliberate sharpness—or whether those barbs were aimed at her.

She didn’t respond, awkwardly changed the subject.

“Do you want to go farther inside and take a look?”


“No.”

Ye Zhuxu looked up at the crescent moon hanging on the horizon, his eyes curving into a similar arc.

“Don’t you have things to do? Let’s head back.”
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Back in the front courtyard, Xi Liu appeared to report that the family who had gone missing yesterday had returned safely. 

The Jinwu Guards had checked on them—they were completely unharmed.

Su Lingxi had just finished applying medicine to Ye Zhuxu’s wounds.

She unfolded the silk cloth used to grind the pills and handed it to the maid. 

Calmly, she asked, “What about the people who went missing earlier?”

Xi Liu replied, “Still no news.”

Su Lingxi remained silent for a moment before speaking. 

“And the bodies? Have they been found?”

“They’re still searching. It’ll take some more time.” 

Xi Liu glanced at Su Lingxi’s profile resting in the shadows of the night, trying to read her expression. 

She touched the curved blade at her waist and was about to stride out. 

“I’ll personally oversee the search and sweep through the district again.”

Before she could finish speaking, Su Lingxi pressed down on her shoulder and quickly changed her mind. 

“Let them go. I won’t be going tonight.”

“And you shouldn’t go either.”

She gave Xi Liu’s shoulder a gentle squeeze and faced the spirited young woman with a soft, steady gaze. 

“Alright. I won’t care, and neither should you. Just get a good night’s sleep tonight. Take a look in the mirror—your eyes look terrible.”

Xi Liu hesitated, clearly still uneasy. Su Lingxi gave her a light push at the lower back. “Go.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

Having set aside her official duties, Xi Liu hastily wiped her face. 

Her gaze unintentionally drifted toward a nobleman a hundred steps away. 

Her footsteps faltered, and she turned back, speaking in a hushed voice, “My lady, you’re always meticulous and have your own reasons for every decision… but didn’t we agree not to get close to the Northern Bureau?”

Ever since Ye Zhuxu entered the Imperial Tutor’s residence, she’d held back those words.

This was serious.

They had always said to keep a distance from the Northern Bureau, to play nice on the surface while staying detached. 

Everyone had followed that strategy strictly. 

But who would’ve thought—in the blink of an eye—the most disciplined one of them all brought back the head of the Northern Bureau himself.

And judging by her actions, she truly meant to take care of him carefully and thoroughly.

Such patience!

Xi Liu had never seen her lady show such tolerance to anyone. 

Her behavior felt so unnatural it was like seeing a ghost.

And now, there was no pretense of avoiding suspicion—how could anyone not be unsettled?

“Hm?”

Su Lingxi followed her gaze and saw Ye Zhuxu hanging a lantern from a tree branch in front of the courtyard. 

Under the lamp, the long tassels twirled like a fish’s tail, gently swaying between his fingers.

Such leisure and grace.

It was as if he hadn’t heard a single word of their conversation.

“It’s fine.” Su Lingxi, playing along, lowered her voice to a conspiratorial whisper. 

“The Commander doesn’t count as one of the Northern Bureau.”

“But you call him Commander.”

“So he’s not Northern Bureau?”

Does that mean he’s one of the Imperial Tutor’s people now?

But since the one in charge wasn’t worried, Xi Liu’s concerns were useless. 

She considered her mistress’s usual thoroughness and figured there was no need to offer advice. 

She bowed in farewell and muttered into the night wind, “…If you hadn’t urged me to go rest, I wouldn’t be lingering in front of you and the Commander.”

Su Lingxi couldn’t help but smile.

Once Xi Liu left, the residence returned to quiet.

Su Lingxi walked toward the gently swaying palace lantern. 

Something occurred to her, and she looked up to ask him, “There are no male attendants in the residence for personal service. If you need one, I can have it arranged tomorrow.”

“No need.”

Ye Zhuxu withdrew his fingers and looked back at her calmly under the soft orange glow. 

“Where I’m from, we don’t have the habit of being waited on.”

Su Lingxi paused what she was doing. 

A wave of emotions stirred in her chest but eventually, she only smiled with her eyes.

Holds grudges.

Has a sharp tongue.

Still better than hiding everything and saying nothing.

“Are you going to sleep now?” 

She sat at the stone table, tapped her fingers on its edge, and looked up at him. 

“Or do you want to talk some more?”

Ye Zhuxu snapped off a branch with pale pink buds, held it in his hand, and walked over. His lips curved slightly as he asked leisurely, “What do you want to talk about?”

“Anything.”

Su Lingxi looked at him with an open gaze, her curiosity and probing clearly visible. 

“Don’t you have anything you want to know?”

Ye Zhuxu’s long lashes were still, his gaze sinking into the void, unmoving. 

His expression remained unchanged as he answered, “No.”

She was quiet for a while, then asked again, “Not even a little?”

The flower branch in his hand caught some night dew, which clung to his wrist. He looked down and slowly wiped it away with his fingers. 

“I don’t want to know anymore.”

Su Lingxi studied his expression and realized he truly lacked interest.

How could someone not be curious at all?

He clearly cared deeply.

The existence of the heart demon said it all.

Yet he genuinely didn’t want to know the reason behind it all.

Even his impulse to solve the mystery this afternoon seemed motivated only by dissatisfaction that Zhang Jin was more closely involved with her, while he was left out—so he forced himself to figure it out.

Su Lingxi couldn’t understand.

If she were Ye Zhuxu, she would’ve demanded the full truth regardless of whether it was life or death, real or fake. 

Even if she only got vague clues, she’d piece them together until she found the answer.

Were people’s personalities really so different?

Originally, she thought that now that they lived under the same roof and saw each other daily, there was no need for constant caution or daily lies. 

She might not be able to explain her departure years ago or the things she had done, but everything she experienced in the mortal world since then—her plans and arrangements—if he wanted to know, she would tell him.

But apparently, she was wrong.

Su Lingxi grew contemplative. 

She set aside the talisman in her hand, no longer in the mood to focus on it. Instead, she asked him, “Then can I ask you something?”

Ye Zhuxu smiled mildly. “Go ahead.”

“Do you know Lin Yu’s identity?”

“Of course I do.”

He looked down at her as he stood, while she sat, head tilted up. 

Her round face was still the same, just thinner. 

Time had carved her features into something more refined and dignified. 

She wasn’t in official robes and wasn’t putting on airs, yet she exuded the calm authority of an Imperial Tutor.

Unfamiliar, and yet deeply ingrained—impossible to separate from her.

“Back then, didn’t you switch identities with her just to sneak out and play?”

Ye Zhuxu leaned forward slightly. 

The branch in his hand, slender like his fingers, seemed poised to brush her cheek. 

The delicate floral fragrance floated toward her, but the motion stopped just a breath away.

His tone was casual, his manner intimate and natural. 

Anyone would believe he felt no barrier between them. 

Only if one looked very closely could they see the faint restraint hidden deep in his eyes.

“Many years have passed in a flash. Had fun?”

Su Lingxi immediately broke eye contact, reached up to pinch the back of her neck, muttered something under her breath, and only then lazily picked up the conversation again:

“She really is Sang Yuan.”

It wasn’t aimed at her.

It was Zhang Jinzhi and the relationships between the other three that needed careful handling.

But it wasn’t a bad thing either.

When it comes to dealing with demons, one more formidable ally is always welcome.

Ye Zhuxu couldn’t help but curve his lips.

He and Sang Yuan… were far more than just acquaintances.

They’d crossed paths in battle more times than he could count.

One was a madwoman consumed by guilt, the other a stray dog with no home to return to.

No reunion between them could possibly end on a good note.

He didn’t reply, which meant he agreed.

Su Lingxi’s fingers rested on the talisman, lightly tapping it, then tapping it again without thinking.

She had many little habits—

She’d lower her head or avert her eyes when guilty.

Scowl and pull faces when angry.

Burn incense and use it to spook people when irritated.

And when deep in thought, she always stood in sunlight, pulling at her hair, sometimes tugging a glittering gem from her hairband to play with in her palm—

That gem had been woven in by Ye Zhuxu himself when he used to comb her hair.

He had loved to adorn her with anything sparkling and beautiful, to surround her with it.

Tirelessly. 

Devotedly.

…But now all of it was gone.

A furrowed brow and a tapping finger seemed able to express every emotion except joy and satisfaction

***

Enough to make people second-guess, enough to leave hearts hanging in suspense.

Ye Zhuxu watched her lightly tapping hand.

“…The Gate,” Su Lingxi finally brought up the word, her expression more solemn, letting out a slow breath before continuing,

“The Gate asked you to find the Stellar Array—what exactly are they planning? Do they really just want to awaken it?”


Was it truly about awakening it?

Or about destroying it?

Or perhaps… to complete the one step the Twelve Witches had refused to carry out back then, the one they’d changed with all their strength, unable to bear its original intent?

She had dealt with the Gate before. 

She remembered.

She had returned to Floating Jade a few times.

Whom she saw, what was said—those memories were already blurred.

That was the Gate’s punishment for those who had erred.

Only her confrontations, her dialogues with the Gate, remained vividly clear.

The first time was to beg medicine for Xue Huai.
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Zhang Jinzhi had only just awakened then, and Su Lingxi had only a partial understanding of the situation.
 
She went in thoroughly prepared, with a heart full of draft speeches, respectful and reverent.

The world looked up to the Gate as if it were the sky, treated it like the will of Heaven itself.

Even after being cast out, Su Lingxi—once an unruly little demon queen who believed in vengeance over virtue—approached this power that had sealed the demons with gratitude and awe.

She dared to not be disrespectful. 

She dared not offend it.

She pleaded, saying that what had happened had already happened, that the Twelve Witches had defied the Heavens not for themselves, and had paid a terrible price. 

Could they now be allowed to return to Floating Jade?

She argued that Heaven’s Punishment still hung over them, that the mortal world’s disasters were not yet resolved, and none of them would sit idly by. 

They would do all they could to stop it.

If returning to Floating Jade was impossible, then could they at least be given medicine to stabilize their wounds and preserve their essence? 

Even if to atone, they should at least retain the strength to act.

Now only four remained. They could barely get out of bed. 

Even if they had the will, they were powerless.

On this point—Floating Jade, the Twelve Witches, and the Gate—all shared the same goal.

None of them wanted the prophecy of Heaven’s Punishment to come true.

But that negotiation ended poorly. 

One could even say, disastrously.

The second time was three years ago, after Su Lingxi crippled Xue Huai and helped Xue Hui ascend the throne.

According to protocol, she had to enter Floating Jade herself to replace the Imperial Jade Seal.

She didn’t delegate. She went herself.

By that time, Su Lingxi had already spent over a decade in the human world, seen all kinds of people, handled all kinds of matters.

A child who had left home too early, carving her own path out of the fog.

When she looked up at the Gate again, she was calm and unflinching.

Her eyes held no blind faith or reverence.

She no longer nervously recited pre-written speeches.

She asked the Gate one question:

“If the Twelve Witches had obediently followed orders back then, and laid down the Stellar Array using the seven cities and their people as the core—would the disaster truly have been averted?”

The colossal Gate stood silent amid the clouds.

“You’re not certain either, are you?”

How tall was the Gate?

Standing on the ground, Su Lingxi tried to measure its height, but could never see the end.

It really seemed to reach the heavens. 

So any words spoken before it had to be gathered with great courage.

Fortunately, courage was the one thing Su Lingxi never lacked.

“The world says the Gate is Heaven’s will That what the Gate says is what Heaven commands.
That the Gate’s decisions are always right, unquestionable, and must be executed immediately.”

They had all grown up with those teachings.

But when it came to real decisions, to resisting those teachings—

Who wouldn’t panic?

Who wouldn’t hesitate?

The Twelve Witches were an odd group.

They seemed to hold some hidden conviction—

One strong enough to weigh against even the Gate.

Yet even so, they often faltered.

Afraid their decisions were naïve kindness.

Afraid their hesitation might doom countless lives.

Without such conviction, Su Lingxi was even more lost.

To ground herself, to rid the feeling of walking on clouds, she traveled to the seven cities on the edge of the great wilderness.

Lived there under a false name for several months.

She saw war.

She saw rivers and mountains.

She saw how the people lived.

Only then did she find her direction.

Su Lingxi withdrew her gaze.

If she couldn’t see the end, she would simply stop looking.

“These past two years, I haven’t been afraid at all.”

Some people’s eyes—at thirty, they still gleamed like they were eighteen.

Su Lingxi pulled up one corner of her mouth.

Her voice was soft but clear:

“The former Chief Yin perfected the Planchette Divination.
Sixteen oracle bones.
It’s said that when this divination reaches its peak, it surpasses even the Gate in its insight.
Before deciding, he divined three times.
All three gave the same answer: you were wrong.”

Yes, the Twelve Witches were kind and soft-hearted.

But they were no fools driven by impulse.

“All of Floating Jade’s texts say the Incense Arts are the root of all spells, Heaven’s own blessing.”

And she could now finally admit it:

“I have no more essence.
I’ve lost the Incense Arts.
But they gave me the answer.”

From the time she was little, everyone had marveled at her talent in the Incense Arts.

It was as if she were born holding a treasure, born different from others.

Applause and admiration drowned her, surrounded her.

In her most glorious moments, she had basked in it all.

The Incense Arts brought her so much.

She had felt them grow from weak to strong, and her life had soared with them for over a decade. 

Her proudest years.

But never did she imagine that one day, she’d have to feel them wane—fall from their peak to nothing.

And that descent would take another decade.

It was excruciating.

But it also gave her clarity, steadiness, and resolve.

When she helped Xue Huai end the civil war.

When she roamed the land freely.

When she deposed a ruler reviled by all.

Even when she handed “power” to the factions drawn by the three major sects—

Her Incense Arts kept refining, becoming more solid and subtle.

Only the lack of essence prevented her from using them.

Her path was beneath her feet all along.

Always silently answering her.

The Gate might be the will of Heaven.

But they too walked a path toward Heaven.

No one had a guaranteed way to stop disaster.

So there was no such thing as absolutely right or wrong.

That’s why Su Lingxi would not follow the Gate.

Nor the Emperor.

Nor even the Twelve Witches.

She would follow herself.

A tiny flower bud brushed against her fingertip.

She looked down, returned to herself, her gaze drifting from the talisman to Ye Zhuxu’s face.

He seemed to find her thoughtful look—or perhaps her face itself—very interesting.

As he silently watched her, his eyes mirrored the ones he’d worn during the puzzle earlier in the afternoon

***

Eyes that dissected and analyzed, only to lose interest just before reaching an answer.

“The lives of the Tower’s members,” Ye Zhuxu said lightly, “are deeply bound to the Gate.”

And just like that, he tossed her an earth-shattering secret.

Su Lingxi’s pupils contracted. 

After a moment, she said “Then I won’t ask—”

Ye Zhuxu smiled and gently shook his head, stopping her from finishing the sentence.

He leaned in closer, fingers softly brushing aside the dark hair that hung beside her ear, their necks nearly touching, then sliding past one another.

His lips, like two pieces of damp paper, hovered just above the delicate curve of her ear.

Su Lingxi’s back tensed with a shiver. 

She froze—caught between retreat and response.


Ye Zhuxu pressed in as if to whisper a secret, drawing her into something just a little… out of bounds.

“It’s growing weaker and weaker.”

He turned his head slightly, voice low and certain:

“You guessed right.”



 
  
    Chapter 42: Don’t hide [2/2]






Su Lingxi carried the vase back and grabbed a talisman, along with a handful of fish food, and went to feed the fish at the little pond. 

Before long, she saw a wooden fish hopping over. 

She flipped her palm and scattered the rest of the feed, then held out her hand with a smile:

“Do you prefer being in the hand or inside a sleeve?”

The sword puppet jumped into her palm, rubbing itself happily. 

After rubbing for a dozen times, it flipped over and showed its belly in blissful dizziness.

Su Lingxi once again felt the overzealous enthusiasm of this chubby wooden fish.

“Are you part of our family now too?”

She asked casually. 

Curiosity got the best of her, and she quickly lifted its tail—shaped like a banana leaf tip—to check for hands or feet underneath. 

She didn’t find any but noticed the tail was quite flexible. 

Looking at its smooth belly, she couldn’t help but wonder aloud:

“Can you really run that fast just on your belly?”

The sword puppet tried opening its mouth, and upon success, was overjoyed.

Last night, the big villain was in a bad mood, lost in his own thoughts—maybe even contemplating murder—and didn’t have time to seal its mouth!

“Right, right here.”

It sat upright in Su Lingxi’s palm, suspending itself halfway so she could see. 

As it moved, dozens of hair-thin white threads wove together, forming joints that allowed it to move freely. 

It scooped up one thread with its fin and held it out to her, the red line around its mouth twisting:

“Sword thread.”

Su Lingxi pinched the thread between her fingers and said, “Such heavy killing intent.”

Exactly.

It was currently a killing tool!

The sword puppet felt deeply wronged and immediately burst into tears, real sobbing sounds coming from its throat. Seizing the rare chance, it complained:

“When you left, he had a mental breakdown. 

He went around killing—cough cough cough cough…”

To witness a wooden fish display expressions like “pale as paper,” “utterly horrified,” and “silenced in terror” was a once-in-a-lifetime event. It coughed violently.

For a long time.

Su Lingxi met its round eyes. 

Seeing its mouth awkwardly twisted into a line, she understood.

The one with the mental breakdown was now awake.

She held the fish and walked toward Ye Zhuxu’s courtyard. The sword puppet, having danced on the brink of death just moments ago, now clung carefully to her sleeve, exposing most of its round wooden head. 

But the moment it saw Ye Zhuxu, it hid even that half.

“How did you sleep?” 

Su Lingxi asked casually, as if the earlier ridiculous scene had never happened. 

“Was the bedding soft enough? It’s near the back mountain here—was it quiet enough at night?”

Ye Zhuxu looked listless, while the sword puppet trembled.

“Same as always.” 

He pressed his aching brow with his fingers, glanced at her sleeve—just once—and the puppet froze entirely. 

“Quiet at night, a bit noisy in the morning.”

Su Lingxi hesitated, then extended her hand—and sleeve—with the heavy puppet inside to him.

“Want to take it back?”

Ye Zhuxu stood upright. He’d just washed up, and there was still dampness on his face, making his thick lashes look even more lush—his beauty was like jade, carved and polished.

“Do you like it?”

Su Lingxi thought for a moment, then replied truthfully: “I don’t dislike it.”

“Then keep it. It’ll know when to come back.”

Su Lingxi didn’t decline.

Xiuliu hadn’t shown up this morning, and the talismans were quiet—just as she expected, she had free time today. 

She wanted to take Ye Zhuxu out for a walk. Stepping closer, she said:

“Rare to be up early. Let’s not have breakfast at the manor. Want to check out the street?”

Ye Zhuxu had no objections.

To him, breakfast or not, inside or outside the manor, the human world or Fuyu Realm—it all made no difference.

Half an hour later, Su Lingxi brought Ye Zhuxu to a restaurant, skillfully ordered a few dishes, and tapped the rim of her bowl with her chopsticks:

“This restaurant isn’t the busiest in the area, which is why we can get seats. Otherwise, we’d be stuck in a private room. Can’t see the liveliness from there—no fun at all.”

They sat by the window. 

Turning their heads slightly, they could see the crowd on the street, vendors setting up stalls, and people going about their day.

Ye Zhuxu listened quietly as she spoke.

“Although it’s not the busiest place, the stuffed fish here is the best.”

She yawned, felt the weight in her sleeve, and pulled out the sword puppet—too embarrassed to let others see it—and placed it on the table between them. 

The puppet, with no escape, forced itself to greet Ye Zhuxu’s half-smiling gaze.

“These past two days, I noticed you didn’t seem to have much appetite, only picking at the fish. Try the one here later—I think you’ll like it.”

Ye Zhuxu’s gaze lingered on her bare, makeup-free face for a moment and continued the conversation: “Stuffed fish?”

It was a rare day off, a rare moment of peace before the storm. 

Su Lingxi was more relaxed than usual. Perhaps because of who she was with, she spoke more freely than she normally would.

“Fuyu has many rare ingredients and prefers light, fresh flavors. Here, it’s different. Chicken, duck, fish, beef, lamb—they all have stronger tastes, so people use various cooking methods to deal with that.

‘Stuffed’ means burying meat inside meat.  This place cleans and marinates fresh fish, then minces lamb and pork, mixes it with rice and a heap of spices, stuffs it into the fish belly, and roasts it over a fire.”

After listening, he asked, “You’ve learned to cook?”

“Nope,” Su Lingxi answered fluently, then pinched her nose and didn’t bother hiding it. 

“It was Yuan Yin. He came here to learn.”

One of the famed Twelve Witches, after being injured and unable to continue cultivating or doing other things, had unexpectedly found a second calling.

Zhang Jin, after training the Empress, considered his work done and became obsessed with nature—gardening, tending flowers, completely immersed. 

If the Northern Court hadn’t stirred his emotions again, he might’ve vanished into the mountains by now.

Tian Shuang, who had studied puppet arts for nearly a century, was now fascinated by mechanical contraptions in the human world. 

She was fully engrossed, and who knows what her patient master and second-in-command thought of it all.

As for Yuan Yin, once a genius at calculating fate and destiny, he dove headfirst into the kitchen.

The others in their half-retired, half-disabled squad fully supported his new obsession. After all, none of them could cook.

Unfortunately, life rarely goes according to plan.

The secret recipes Yuan Yin collected from various masters never matched what he actually made. 

Not even close.

It was Su Lingxi, who, after hearing him ramble so often, had some secondhand knowledge just from repetition.

If Tian Jiang were here and heard the name Tian Shuang or any news of the Twelve Witches, she’d probably jump on the spot. 

But Ye Zhuxu’s face showed no ripple of emotion. 

He simply gave a quiet “mm” and let his gaze drop to her sharp chin.

“And you? Is there anything you especially like to eat?”

“No,” Su Lingxi said. 

“But my kind of ‘not liking’ is different from yours. When you dislike something, you don’t touch your chopsticks. When I say I don’t like something, I mean I don’t have a favorite—but I’ll eat anything. I’m not picky.”

Zhang Jin once said she had lost a lot of weight. Xue Huai and Xue Hui had also commented on it offhandedly. 

The cooks assigned to her were even from the imperial kitchens.

But to her, it didn’t make much difference—and she stayed that thin.

Su Lingxi figured she was just tired.

Maybe even angry.

Either way, she just lived with it.

Ye Zhuxu sipped his tea. 

A faint, shallow smile formed at the corner of his lips, but he’d lost his appetite completely.

Seeing this, Su Lingxi said nothing. 

She quietly drank her tea. 

The conversation had led them back to the past. 

She couldn’t recall everything, but someone surely did—and that was inevitable.

After all—

The horse was already hitched.

In this world, how many long-separated reunions happen without bitterness? 

Time is never two straight lines, each held by one person, where no matter when they meet again, they return instantly to the height of love and affection.

Easy conversation, tender gazes, passionate embraces, kisses, and sleep—then finally growing old together.

Su Lingxi glanced at the man across from her and thought of how he’d been last night, drenched in cold sweat. So much like the illusions.

In truth—

Even getting close seemed to carry a hidden pain.

After bringing him back, Su Lingxi felt unsure and uneasy, uncertain how to get along with him. 

But in that one sentence—“Don’t hide from me”—she caught a glimpse of his intent.

Forget the past. 

For her, the pain wasn’t sharp anymore. 

But bringing up the old days still made her feel guilty. 

So other than drinking tea, she didn’t know what to say.

Ye Zhuxu picked at his food a few times, then set down his chopsticks.

Steam rose in white wisps before his eyes. To avoid the heat, he finally glanced lazily out the window and said:

“You do have favorite foods, and you are picky. You’re just hard to please.”

Su Lingxi raised her brows: 

“Hard to please?”

She didn’t seem to believe it, and asked again to confirm: 

“Very hard to please?”

Ye Zhuxu’s calm expression said it all.

Hard to please. Free-spirited, temperamental, picky, delicate.

Su Lingxi muttered, “Then I’m hard to please,” and didn’t argue further. 

After all, she knew she wasn’t exactly easygoing—especially recently.

She rested her cheek in one hand, watching the street beyond the window. 

The morning sun lit up the marketplace. 

The noise of the crowd, hawkers shouting, steam rising from breakfast stalls, all stirred a warm vitality.

A few children chased each other down the street, brushing past adults’ robes, darting between vendor carts, their laughter crisp and clear. 

One of them tripped and fell, immediately starting to cry. 

His playmates gathered around to pull him up, and soon, the tears turned into giggles again.

Su Lingxi watched in a daze, then slowly said, “I used to think this kind of life was boring.”

Ye Zhuxu looked at her, silent.

She turned her head, speaking with a bit more seriousness now, “Really. I thought the hustle and bustle was noisy, that being among people was exhausting, that the mundane world was full of petty troubles. But now I’m not so sure.”

Ye Zhuxu asked, “What changed?”

She thought for a moment. 

“Maybe… losing things.”

That sentence lingered between them for a while.

Then Su Lingxi chuckled. 

“I’ve been told I was born in the wrong place. Floating jade palaces, divine techniques, peerless cultivation—those should’ve been my world. But I’ve always been… different.”

Ye Zhuxu held his tea, his fingers tightening slightly around the cup.

Su Lingxi didn’t notice. 

She kept going, softly, “So I always liked the street stalls, the bustle, the fights over prices, even the gossip that comes with hot tea. Maybe I’m not hard to please. Maybe I’m just tired of being pleased by the things I was supposed to love.”

Ye Zhuxu finally spoke: “And now?”

“Now?” 

She smiled. 

“Now I just want to live.”

He stared at her for a long moment, and for the first time since waking, a trace of warmth flickered behind his eyes.

The sword puppet on the table, who’d been acting like a dead object the whole time, suddenly twitched. 

It peeked up, sniffed, and stared at the steamed fish that had just been served.

Su Lingxi, amused, pushed the plate forward. 

“Want a bite?”

The puppet nodded fervently.


Ye Zhuxu watched this whole interaction with a raised brow. 

“You’ve spoiled it.”

“It’s alive,” Su Lingxi said simply. 

“Even if it’s made of wood, it wants to live.”

That last sentence struck something in both of them.

The puppet lowered its head and, pretending not to hear anything serious, began pecking at the food in small, exaggerated bites.
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