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    Introduction


    Hello and welcome! Before we get into the amazing work that is Guan Xin Ze Luan’s Love Like The Galaxy, there are a few things that I feel should be addressed before you dive in:


    First: This is a time travel novel. Our CSS was a university student before she was teleported to this world. It isn’t too jarring and a lot of the time she just uses her past experiences to compare situations or explain why she behaves a certain way. She has good survival instincts so she doesn’t try to fix things right off the bat.


    Second: There’s slow burn, and then there is slow burn. It takes 34 chapters for our ML to even speak and it isn’t directed at CSS. It’s not like in the drama where he’s always aware of her (that we as readers can tell).


    Third: This might not be an issue for people, but CSS is thirteen at the beginning of this novel. She ages throughout the novel but it might squick people out.


    ENJOY!

  

  
    Volume 1: Grass by the Qingqing River, Willows in the Lush Garden


    Chapter One: 
Time Traveling and Reasoning Without a Maid


    The one-story building was made of bricks. Long and rectangular in shape, it had three rooms divided into equal parts. The main hall was in the middle and looked like it could hold a lot of people in it, the other two rooms were located on either end of the hall. Yu Cai Ling’s room was located on the east side. It was a simple room, with polished yellow mud walls that were clean and smooth. A large square stove was built in the middle of the room, seemingly made out of clay. The design looked old but it gave off enough heat to warm the entire room. Despite being calm in nature, the events that had followed made Yu Cai Ling nearly faint from fright…


    There were no beds, benches, or chairs. Instead, a flat wooden board on the floor took up one-third of the room. The bed was just a layer of bedding placed on top of the board. Beside it were a few circular cotton cushions that served as seats and a small, square table for meals. Yu Cai Ling felt she had woken up in a room that resembled the barren, ancient Japanese rooms from the Akira Kurosawa films she liked to watch.


    When she first came to consciousness ten days ago, this very fact made her so frightened that she fainted again, wishing she were dead.


    Her hometown, Jingnan, was a very small 1800 tier town*. It was surrounded by mountains and valleys and had a mix of different cultures and customs. It was originally so remote that being able to come and go freely was extremely difficult. Later, when those who were able to leave for the big city for work returned home, they spoke about the foreign devils*. The old village chief was full of righteous indignation, and ordered the villagers to put rat poison in the yams, sweet potatoes, and dried radishes to donate if they ever met again. Unfortunately, no one encountered any more foreign devils, and the rat poison wasn’t used.
[China has an unofficial tier-city system that is like a hierarchical classification for Chinese cities. The tiers are from 1 to 3. Obviously, an 1800 Tier Town is a massive exaggeration for how small Yu Cai Ling’s hometown was.
They mean the Japanese when they say foreign devils.]


    It was only after the foundation of the People’s Republic of China that the government opened up the mountains, building the roads, bridges, and tunnels that made her home a small mountain town.


    “Young Mistress, it’s time for your medicine.” A middle-aged woman carrying a thick wooden tray entered the room and turned to the little girl holding a heavy cotton curtain next to her. “A’Mei, put down the curtain. It’s cold outside.”


    Yu Cai Ling quickly regained her composure and straightened up (actually, she was kneeling). The woman placed the tray down on the small table. On the tray were two pottery bowls, one large and one small. In the large bowl was a hot medicinal soup and the small bowl held three candied fruits. Yu Cai Ling lifted the larger bowl and took a sip, her mouth filling with bitterness. The medicine was harder to drink than dichlorvos*, she was sure of it, and she had never tasted dichlorvos before.
[Dichlorvos is used as an insecticide for household pests. It’s super poisonous and can cause death.]


    After finishing the medicine, she picked up a piece of candied fruit and sucked on it, examining the woman sitting across from her. This woman had told Yu Cai Ling to call her Zhu. Yu Cai Ling was not used to calling people a single-word name because it reminded her of the owner of a multifunctional hair salon in her old town, who would coquettishly call out to her like she was calling out to a lover. She was hesitant to decline without knowing the local customs. The day before yesterday, she heard A’Mei talk about a child who had gone crazy after a nightmare and nearly died from a monk’s ‘healing.’ Therefore, Yu Cai Ling decided she would call the woman Zhu.


    Zhu had a square face and strong body with a solemn expression. She was wearing an ash gray linen jacket with a short train, revealing trousers from below her knees. Yu Cai Ling assumed it was more for the convenience of work than fashion. The thick cotton coat circled her waist and extended to the back of her heels. As for the ten-year-old girl next to her, A’Mei was simply dressed. She wore a short cotton coat and ran around the yard with her thick, cotton trousers exposed.


    More than ten days ago, Yu Cai Ling had been lying on the ‘bed’ in a semi-conscious state, eyelids feeling like they weighed a thousand pounds, when she heard a shrill female voice. “… you incompetent, stupid woman! My Madam gave you this task but you have done nothing but neglect it. If anything happens to the Young Mistress, your whole family will be fed to the dogs!”


    A muttering female voice said, “At first you told me to ignore her, let her scream and curse, stamp out her temperament and let her deal with her punishment –”


    “Outrageous!” The shrill female voice interrupted. “Even if she’s at fault, she is still the Master’s daughter. How can you be so careless?”


    Yu Cai Ling drifted off to sleep again, only to feel that someone was feeding her medicine. Her survival instincts kicked in and she forced herself to swallow the medicine. In a daze, she heard the shrill female voice laughing. “…I won’t hide it from you. This is a hot potato and now that she is so sick, no one is willing to take responsibility. You’re lucky you’ve been begging me for a few days…”


    Then came the gentle and slow voice of Zhu, who smiled and said, “The Young Mistress is very sick and I am able to do this job. I only hope that Master can remember me and my family well so that A’Mei and A’Liang can have prosperous futures.”


    There was a sound of coins clanging together and the shrill female voice said with satisfaction, “That’s fine. Since you accept this job, do it well.” Then she left.


    Yu Cai Ling, who prided herself in getting top marks in logical reasoning, deduced that even if she was burning with fever, her body was that of a young lady who had made a mistake in an ancient aristocratic family. The previous caretakers had failed to do their duty, causing this girl to fall ill and nearly die of fever.


    When she first saw Zhu, with her shallow knowledge of ancient times, Yu Cai Ling had hoped for her to have the braids from the Manchu era or wearing a chest exposed Tang dress – she didn’t mind marrying a half bald headed husband or living through a cold winter. Unfortunately, she couldn’t place when these types of dark robes were worn in ancient times.


    Yu Cai Ling was disheartened for three days until, on the fourth day, she regained her health and followed A’Mei to see a bride off, suddenly feeling happy – naturally, at the time, A’Mei didn’t know why this usually melancholic Young Mistress had suddenly cheered up for no reason.


    Zhu was also examining Yu Cai Ling. In order to recover from her illness, the medical staff had prepared a lot of ingredients. Aside from the first time she instinctually spat out the bitter medicinal soup, Yu Cai Ling would always take her medicine and not complain. She would grit her teeth and purse her mouth with a stubborn and tough expression. Zhu herself was quite reticent and didn’t expect this young lady to be even more so than her. Besides talking to A’Mei, she often stayed depressed during the day and wouldn’t say a word. It was completely different from what others had described her as, and left Zhu feeling confused.


    After finishing the medicine, the round-faced A’Mei snuggled up to Yu Cai Ling’s side and said, “Young Mistress, it’s warm outside today. Let’s go and play.” Yu Cai Ling was so tired of staying inside and nodded in agreement.


    “It’s good to go out and get some sun,” Zhu said with a smile. “But the guards aren’t here today. Don’t go far and bring A’Liang with you.”


    Yu Cai Ling gave a strange look to Zhu. The woman was quiet, and not only had she spoke more than normal today, she also allowed her to go out and play without an adult companion.


    A’Mei made a face at her mother and quickly waited for Yu Cai Ling to put on thick soled cotton shoes, then wrapped herself in a thick cloak. The two girls happily joined hands and went out to play.


    Walking outside, Yu Cai Ling took a deep breath and faced the wave of ice and snow. The charcoal fire in her chest dissipated and filled her with a fresh and cold air. She looked up to the sky and felt that the blue sky and white clouds she used to read in elementary school were not false. Looking at the high and broad sky, which was clean as clear ice water, Yu Cai Ling felt very happy.


    The small courtyard had a wide bamboo fence that circled the house. Although it was a rural cottage, it had a towering roof and all three rooms inside were wide and spacious without any hint of timidity or melancholy. Such a tall and spacious house was not like the style of Japan.


    Yu Cai Ling nodded with satisfaction as she pulled little A’Mei and a seven-or-eight-year-old boy out of the yard. In the distance, she saw two people on horseback dressed in combat gear galloping towards them, accompanied by snow and dust. A’Mei, with her sharp eyes, suddenly said, “That’s Father… and Brother.” She then broke free from Yu Cai Ling and shouted, “Father! Brother!”


    The two horsemen came to the front of the yard in a neat stop and dismounted the horses. As soon as the middle-aged man saw Yu Cai Ling, he clasped his fists and bowed his head, smiling, “Young Mistress.” The younger boy, who was around seventeen or eighteen years old, also followed the usual practice of clasping his fists.


    Yu Cai Ling nodded and smiled, “Welcome back Fu Yi.”


    “Is Young Mistress going out to play?” The middle-aged man raised his head and gave a cheerful smile. “Just now, we passed by a temple to the river god. You should go and see the excitement.” He turned to his son. “Deng, don’t go to the house yet, join them.” The young man handed his father his horse’s bridle. The group stepped on the creaking thin snow and left.


    Fu Yi was the husband of Zhu. Yu Cai Ling had heard two guards call him Leader Fu and she also called him that. However, this frightened Fu Yi half to death. When she saw him for the first time, seeing how intimately he was behaving with Zhu, she assumed he was her legal spouse.


    After leaving the courtyard and walking westward for about ten minutes, Yu Cai Ling heard the tinkling of the stream and the noise of people. She saw a small stream about ten meters wide. The stream was clear and visible, with a shallow depth of only half a meter and a width of only three or four meters. Although it was a small stream, it was abundant in resources, with constant fish and shrimp throughout the year, which greatly subsidized the livelihood of the villagers. On the shore not far upstream, the three elders of the village led the villagers to build a small shrine to worship the gods of mountains, forests, streams, and water on both sides, hoping to be protected by the gods to have more fish, shrimp, fruits, and vegetables.


    As soon as she saw the temple ahead of her, A’Mei pulled Yu Cai Ling and ran inside. She took out some coins and bought a bamboo tube of earth-made incense from the monk at the door. She also bought some fruits that Yu Cai Ling didn’t recognize from a girl who was holding a basket to sell. The girl saw how handsome Fu Deng was and threw an orange at him, looking at him with a smile. Fu Deng’s face went red.


    A’Mei smiled and said, “My brother is getting engaged soon!”


    Yu Cai Ling teased, “Why do you still charge us fruit money since you like him?”


    The girl said brightly, “Although he is handsome, my family still needs to eat.” This made everyone laugh loudly.


    The so-called temple was a large house with two halls stacked one in front of the other. The villagers had seen Yu Cai Ling and her party several times now and knew that she was the young lady of a nearby wealthy family, so they called for them to enter. The front room was filled with incense, and high on the platform stood several grotesque and ferocious deities. Guanyin was not like Guanyin, and Jesus was not like Jesus. There were also several pools of blood splattered at the foot of the stone statues, and off to the side were a few chickens and ducks still kicking their legs in a large wooden basin.


    Yu Cai Ling shook her head for the nth time. The deities in this era were made so terrifyingly and worship methods felt crude and primitive. How could believers enter the mood of selfless worship and pay for their feelings? She wished she could teach these practitioners how to make benevolent statues, add some flowers and goldfish, and pretend to sing poetry and recite scriptures to ensure that business flourished and wealth flowed. 


    This was obviously just her opinion. The surrounding women, children, and elderly found this very useful. They were either kneeling down or standing in awe with their hands clasped and reciting words. A’Mei quickly handed Yu Cai Ling three incense sticks and pulled her to kneel on the grass matt.


    Yu Cai Ling sighed. The last time she had paid her respects in her previous life was when she and her three roommates went hiking in the mountains. The four girls bowed down devoutly under the statues of Sanqing.*
[Sanqing or, Three Pure Ones, are the three highest gods in the Taoist pantheon.]


    The SMS roommate prayed that she could receive a full scholarship again at the end of the term.


    The blogger roommate prayed that the handsome guy next door, whom she secretly loved, would break up with his girlfriend and fall in love with her at first sight.


    The QQ roommate hoped to get an internship opportunity from the NZND company in advance.


    Yu Cai Ling hoped that the eleven-page application to join the Party,* which she had just written the day before, would be cleared. Her uncle told her he would buy her a laptop if she joined.
[I’m assuming this means the Communist Party of China. People who join usually end up getting good jobs.]


    After praying repeatedly, the four of them recited Amitabha* in unison and happily went out to play, without paying attention to the strange expression of the old woman kneeling beside them.
[Amitabha (Amituofo in Chinese) is used in Buddhism and Taosim as a way of greeting, to express gratitude, apologize, praise, etc. In this context, the girls are saying this as a way to end their prayer respectfully.]


    After bowing, Yu Cai Ling inserted the three incense sticks into the jar in front of her and sighed lightly. From this perspective, worship was still very effective. In her previous life, she was brave and courageous. If she hadn’t died, would she have still joined the Party? She didn’t know if the wishes of her three roommates were realized, either. Yu Cai Ling deeply hated her bad luck and missed opportunities, so she sternly refused A’Mei’s invitation to enter the hall to hear an explanation of the latest prophecy from a monk.


    The last time Yu Cai Ling had seen the monk, he fooled her into doing witchcraft to sneak around. He probably heard that Yu Cai Ling was a young lady from a rich family and wanted to earn money. He thought her a fool. Even if she had money, she would rather learn from her cold and newly rich father to help ladies of the night than rely on gods. At least then it would contribute to a harmonious society.


    “Everyone says that monk is powerful.” A’Mei pulled at Yu Cai Ling’s sleeve.


    “If they are really that powerful, why haven’t they been invited by dignitaries and officials?” Yu Cai Ling asked. “Why are they still in a small place like this?” After her father’s business began to take off, he begun to believe in those gods. The key was to find someone with actual skills and not worship a random god.


    “That’s hard to say. Mother told us that the Immortal Yan, who met the emperor in the past, refused to become an official. Now he lives in seclusion in the country and only wears fur to fish every day.” A’Mei was quite knowledgeable.


    Fu Deng was dissatisfied and said, “The Immortal Yan was originally a master of Confucian classics. He was already a first-class scholar and divination was only for fun. He didn’t specialize in it.”


    A’Mei agreed to play by the stream with a mournful expression on her face. Little A’Liang was very happy, and took the siblings out of the temple and headed towards the stream.


    Children and teenagers gathered by the stream, giggling and playing lively. At this time, folk customs were simple, and children’s playtime involved throwing flat stones on the water and enduring the bone-chilling stream to touch a few blunt crabs and shrimp. The most luxurious thing was to use homemade high-legged wooden clogs to play in the stream. Watching A’Mei and A’Liang playing on the shore, Yu Cai Ling took a few steps back and looked around. She saw a large boulder that had been dried by the sun and sat down. Fu Deng followed quietly to the side, not saying a word.


    Yu Cai Ling glanced at him. Out of all of Zhu’s children, Fu Deng was the most like her; he was quiet and it was extremely difficult for her to get information about her own situation. A’Mei and A’Liang were too young to answer questions, while the governors were all saw-mouthed gourds. If she asked too many questions, she was afraid it would attract Zhu’s attention.


    Yu Cai Ling found out just a few days after coming here that this was a very superstitious society.


    When she recovered from her illness, Zhu invited  monks to sing and dance to reward the gods. In the courtyard, a new stove was built and Zhu killed another lamb and offered several plates of fruit to the Kitchen God. Even when it snowed heavily the day before yesterday, Zhu solemnly offered two jars of winter wine. Yu Cai Ling didn’t know whether it was for the snow to stop quickly or for it to fall even harder. Yesterday, the sun shone brightly and the snow on the ground gradually melted away, making it easier to collect mushrooms and wild vegetables. Zhu happily killed a pair of live chickens and ducks. Yu Cai Ling didn’t dare ask questions.


    The most pitiful thing to Yu Cai Ling was she didn’t know the name of this body yet.


    A’Mei yelled and laughed in front of them as a boy bullied A’Liang. A’Mei picked up a frozen piece of ice from the grass and stuffed it in the back of the boy’s shirt to vent for her brother. The boy jumped and screamed like a shrimp, and the children laughed.


    Yu Cai Ling smiled. She was very grateful to Zhu and her family.


    Although she was groggy more than ten days ago, she could feel that the surrounding environment was not good. Under her was a hard wooden board and thin cotton wool. The surrounding rooms were cold and humid, and the air was filled with an unpleasant smell. After arriving, Zhu changed all her clothes and bedding into warm and thick materials. She and some rural women worked hard to move a large stove to warm the whole house. After cleaning it several times, Zhu took some lit mugwort and smoked the room inch by inch and examined it carefully, afraid that there were still small insects and ants left. Afterwards, she built a stove and piled firewood, and cooked daily to nourish Yu Cai Ling. In this way, her illness only improved every day, but she was still tired and thin.


    Unfortunately, it wasn’t so easy to recover from such a life-threatening illness, especially in a time when the level of medical care was low. Even today, Yu Cai Ling was in such a good mood, but she still felt weak and could not walk too fast or for too long. To make her happy, Zhu found a bull cart and asked two guards to take her and A’Mei for walks in the country side.


    People have to live first to think about how to live well. Yu Cai Ling was here and she couldn’t do anything about it. She was a selfish and practical person by nature, and couldn’t afford to be sentimental. She had to survive.


    …
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    Chapter Two:
Continued Reasoning About One’s Own Situation


    While Yu Cai Ling was out with the children, Zhu and Fu Yi were discussing her.


    “The Young Mistress is much more energetic today. When I first saw her in such a state, it nearly scared me to death.” After washing, Fu Yi rested in the warm bedroom and asked his wife to comb his hair.


    Zhu paused for a moment and pursed her lips. “She was already so much better when you arrived. The Young Mistress almost lost her life that day. It was also my negligence. I was a few days late and I thought A’Yue…” When she mentioned the name, her face darkened.


    “People are fickle. It’s been ten years,” Fu Yi looked at his wife. “Young Mistress just turned three when the General and Madam left. I remember the General riding off on his horse, he kept looking back and his eyes were red from crying. Don’t mention A’Yue. Her first husband died under the General’s command and her new husband has connections to the Ge family. How can she be fully devoted to Madam?”


    Zhu slapped the comb onto the desk and raised her voice. “A sword has no eyes. Following adults to earn a future is not a certain thing. Madam has always been generous to the widows and children of soldiers and never stops them from remarrying! That time it was rumored you had died in Nanding City I made the children wear mourning clothes and had to find another to marry, did I delay the duty Madam gave me? Afraid of death – ha! If you’re afraid of death you should have your man stay in the village like A’Xiao did. Although there is no future, at least one’s family is safe. There is no such thing as having a bright future and peace at the same time!”


    Fu Yi’s lips twitched, but in fact, after the Battle of Nanding City, he had quickly sent someone home to report the situation. It hadn’t taken more than a few months and he really wanted to comment on his wife’s plan to remarry. Wouldn’t it have been more appropriate to consider remarriage after a year?


    Fu Yi changed the topic. “Don’t be angry. By the way, I have heard a number of times since I came back that as the Young Mistress gets older, she becomes more mischievous, has a violent temper, is prone to beating and scolding maidservants and acts unbearably. But now I see that the Young Mistress is a very good child, plus the children like her very much.”


    Zhu snorted, picking up the comb to continue to brush her husband’s hair. “I’ve never been to the main house so I don’t know how she was there. I just thought it was those despicable women who taught her poorly. She’s still very young. When Madam comes back, she can instruct her. The Young Mistress is a good child and has been very kind since she woke up. I was afraid she would be depressed and asked A’Mei to take her outside to play. She was in such good spirits after coming back from seeing off the Qiu family’s Eldest Daughter to be married.”


    Fu Yi nodded in satisfaction, paused and then asked, “Did Old Man Qiu marry his daughter again?” Every time he returned, he seemed to hear that the old man had married off his daughter. “How many daughters does he have?”


    “I told you it was the Eldest Daughter, who are you listening to? The Qiu family has two sons and one daughter, who is the oldest. When you came back last time she had remarried and this time it was her third marriage.”


    Fu Yi shook his head. “Old Man Qiu is too lenient with his daughter. It’s okay for a widow to remarry, but her husband was a good man. She always breaks up the marriage and marries another because she likes another man. Neighbors will gossip.”


    “Her new husband is indeed born well and has a gentle temperament,” Zhu smiled.


    Fu Yi glanced at his wife and calmly looked back. Fu Yi immediately softened; he comforted himself and followed the Master’s house as a servant. Compared to the General, his class of husband was more vibrant. That day, the wife was watching jugglers at General Wan’s mansion, and praised a strong and beautiful performer. Not only did the Qiu General not dare to refute, he also served wine to join in the fun and said, “My wife has a good idea. Although that person isn’t as good as me, he’s the most handsome among the performers.” General Wan sprayed the wine directly out of his nose, not knowing whether if he was scared or angry.
[Fu Yi is basically priding himself in being a good husband and happy that Zhu is obedient.]


    Fu Yi looked at the small wooden letter on the table – it was brought back by him at posthaste – and asked his wife, “What did Madam say?” He couldn’t read.


    Zhu glanced at the letter and slowly said, “Everything is ready. Just waiting for the Madam to come back.”


    Fu Yi nodded. “When?”


    “In a few days from now.”


    —–


    Playing until the middle of the day, the children by the stream gradually dispersed and went home. A rural boy who came to pick up his siblings stole a look at Yu Cai Ling for a long time, blushed, and handed three fat headed and brainy fish to A’Mei, then ran away in panic. A’Mei happily called to Yu Cai Ling, “Young Mistress, someone has taken a liking to me.”


    Yu Cai Ling clenched her teeth and turned to look at Fu Deng. “A’Deng, haven’t you found a good mirror grinder yet? I can’t see anything clearly with the bronze mirror in my room.” She really wanted to see what this body looked like and figured it would be a good thing for A’Mei as well. The rural boy continued to steal glances in their direction several times, and there was only herself and Fu Deng next to the big boulder. Unless the boy wanted to see Fu Deng… eh, probably not.


    Fu Deng smiled and said, “The New Year is coming, and all the craftsmen who want to visit have gone home.” He then said to his younger sister, “What nonsense are you talking about? That fish is for the Young Mistress.” He had also noticed that the young man was stealing glances.


    Yu Cai Ling had nothing to say and walked sullenly down the country road. In this barren, ancient time, it was difficult to get anything. The bronze mirror and reflections from the stream water were no help and distorted her features. She couldn’t see the size of her eyes and mouth. The only thing she knew was that her skin was fair. She didn’t know if the boy who had given her the fish had peculiar tastes when it came to beauty.


    For example, her father, who liked her educated and intelligent mother when he was young, married her despite their difference in intelligence. After his business began to take off, her father began to like the pretty and dumb types. After years of debauchery, her father was nearly bankrupted by his business partner. After, her father became enlightened and married a widow who was a hard worker. She had no culture but was determined, and both husband and wife thrived together.


    Although Yu Cai Ling hated her old man, she was well aware that she inherited his quick brain. Since she came here, she never stopped planning for herself. Holding the fat fish, she looked left and right and sighed. She really wished she could be born to look better. Modern women could still rely on studying and working if they were ugly, but there were few ways in ancient times.  Could she study martial arts diligently to become a female mountain ruler? However, she did consider herself to be lucky, she could be dressed to serve as a maidservant or concubine.


    Yu Cai Ling wrinkled her brow; she had become increasingly fond of recalling the events of her past life. Why dress up as a woman? She could dress up to be a man and become an official or a merchant or a farmer She didn’t mind being gay. There had to be many poor and difficult handsome men in this world waiting for her to save them.


    The cold wind was refreshing. After returning home, Yu Cai Ling handed the fish over to Zhu and smiled, “There’s plenty of catfish oil from the past few days. Fry the fish head until it’s scorched, and bring those fresh mushrooms to make fish soup. A’Mei’s father and brother came from afar, and the soup is the most nourishing.” At this time, even though they weren’t able to make a perfect iron pot, and stir fry was not possible, it was still possible to fry in oil and water.


    As soon as these words were spoken, Fu Yi and Fu Deng remained silent, A’Mei and A’Liang cheered. A’Mei clapped her hands and said, “That fish soup is the best to drink, and there are fish tails. Let’s eat it with ginger pepper and soy sauce as usual.”


    Zhu smiled. People often cooked by steaming, boiling, grilling, and dry frying. Unexpectedly, a few days ago, the Young Mistress had followed A’Mei to see the villagers slaughter pigs and brought back a bowl of fat from the belly of the pig. She asked Zhu to boil the fat in a hot iron pot. The aroma of the meat and oil was overwhelming, and attracted neighbors from several miles away. There were so many ways to cook with this oil and all of it was delicious.


    She had asked the Young Mistress where she had come up with the method, A’Mei rushed to say, “When killing the pig and dividing the meat, a piece of fat happened to fall onto the edge of a nearby brazier, with the iron basin pressed against the fat, and the oil seeped out with a fragrant aroma. That is when the young mistress came up with it.” This was all told to her later, as she was busy playing with other children when this happened.


    “I already used those up, but I killed a few chickens yesterday. I boiled some of the chicken fat from the belly fat and it tasted very good,” Zhu said with a smile. Actually, this method wasn’t completely unknown to her. There were some people who caught dripping grease to cook with. She didn’t expect frying the fish in the oil to be so delicious and there was no fishy smell. The method was easy to do but cost too much firewood and meat that it could really only be used by wealthy families.


    Thinking of this, Zhu increasingly felt that the Young Mistress was exceptionally intelligent. In the future, she would be a great bride to marry off. Those unpleasant rumors outside must have been fabricated by those despicable women to discredit the Madam’s reputation.


    Zhu was a naturally shrewd woman. If it weren’t for her loyalty and wishful thinking, she would have noticed that something was wrong with Yu Cai Ling a long time ago.


    Yu Cai Ling was taken aback when she heard this. She didn’t think that the people of ancient times were stupid. In fact, apart from modern insights, she was no better than them. She only taught Zhu how to boil oil once, and she immediately learned to boil butter, chicken oil, duck oil, and even experimented with adding ginger slices, pepper, cornel, and other seasoning to make sesame oil and spicy oil, which was easy to preserve. If it weren’t for such a clever woman, Yu Cai Ling would have questioned A’Mei about her body’s age, dynasty, and physical parents who had eight generations of ancestors.


    “I just steamed the rice, poured it with soy sauce and meat soup, and served it with fish soup. Young mistress, please have some more.” Zhu looked at Yu Cai Ling’s eyes, which were so kind that they could almost melt into water.


    Meals usually consisted of mixed rice or rice and vegetables cooked together, with meat or vegetable stew poured over it. Wealthier families paired it was grilled fish or side dishes. Yu Cai Ling already liked Zhu’s cooking, so she put on a slightly shy expression, lowered her head and went to wash up for dinner.


    The lunch was indeed sweet and delicious, with a rich and tangy sauce and meat soup mixed with rice. The mushroom and fish soup was both refreshing and delicious. Not just the children, but even Fu Yi and Fu Deng had big appetites. Originally, people only had two meals a day but as Yu Cai Ling was recovering from a serious illness, Zhu couldn’t help but feed her five meals a day. Naturally, A’Mei and A’Liang benefited from this as well.


    After dinner, holding a sweet orange and roasting by a warm stove, listening to A’Mei’s chatter about local gossip, Lu Cai Ling thought that these days weren’t so bad, and she might as well continue to endure this punishment.


    Unexpectedly, Zhu suddenly said, “Tomorrow there will be someone from the main house to bring the Young Mistress back.” These words poured cold water over Yu Cai Ling’s head, and she was stunned for a while, and didn’t know where to start.


    The difference between being reserved and outspoken is that if Yu Cai Ling cried and said, “I miss my father and mother!”, an outspoken person would take advantage of the situation and tell Yu Cai Ling everything about her father and mother from how they met each other, got married, gave birth, to how they left their daughter. However, a reserved person, such as Zhu, either would silently lower her head and say nothing, or sigh deeply and say, “I know.”


    If Yu Cai Ling pretended to be a child and asked, “Zhu, do you know what kind of people my parents are?” Zhu would reply in a regular manner, “How dare we, as servants, speak more about our Master’s affairs” and say no more. At this point, Yu Cai Ling wasn’t even sure if the parents of this body were still alive.


    Similar insinuations had been tried by Yu Cai Ling several times during these past days. She didn’t dare ask directly; who was in power at the main house? Who was in charge of her daily life? What were her parents’ situation? Smart people would know that something was wrong when they heard those questions, not to mention a person as intuitive as Zhu.


    Seeing Yu Cai Ling’s lost face, Zhu couldn’t bear it. She wanted to tell her something, but remembered that her Madam had instructed her not to say much. She whispered, “Don’t be afraid, Young Mistress. Let’s calm down and you can do whatever you want this evening.”


    Yu Cai Ling looked at Zhu and knew she had to ask directly, but her expression remained pitiful. She asked with a sigh, “Zhu, did I really make such a big mistake?” She couldn’t help but praise herself for asking in a way that wouldn’t raise suspicion.


    “What’s wrong with the Young Mistress?” Zhu asked in indignation. “You didn’t kill anyone or set fire, nor did you steal or take something forcibly.”


    It was better if it wasn’t a criminal case. What could civil litigation do to punish minors? Yu Cai Ling breathed a sigh of relief and asked, “So…why am I being punished so harshly?”


    “Those are not good people! To bully the Young Mistress…” Zhu angrily said, braking hard and exhaling. “Don’t worry, Young Mistress. They dare not be presumptuous to you.”


    Could it be that the parents of this body were really dead? Yu Cai Ling was puzzled. She could understand what Zhu was trying to say but held back. After thinking for a long time, she had to whisper, “I’m afraid I will die if I go back.”


    Thinking of the girl who nearly died from illness ten days ago, Zhu sighed and took Yu Cai Ling’s hands, saying, “This servant swears on her life that no one will dare harm Young Mistress.” Zhu couldn’t help be let out a hint.


    Yu Cai Ling felt a strange sensation in her heart.


    That afternoon, the entire Zhu family was clanging and bustling outside for a long time. That night, she had a full sleep and woke up the next day to find the entire courtyard was different again. All of the warm and caring daily necessities were gone, and the bottles, jars, sauces, and salt on the stove were mostly missing. The entire courtyard looked cold and quiet. What was especially important was Fu Yi and his son had left before dawn.


    Who knew the people coming from the main house were so slow. It wasn’t until Yu Cai Ling had just fallen asleep in the afternoon that she heard the two carriages coming late. She despised them in her heart: it was only a half a day’s journey from the house to here. If you set off before dawn, you should arrive before noon. It was evident that the despicable woman’s servants had become lazy and not set off until the sun rose.


    Yu Cai Ling was pulled into the cart. She had intended to ask a few more questions, but unfortunately, there wasn’t an opportunity to do so away from prying eyes. A’Mei and A’Liang were particularly reluctant to part with her.


    The interior of the carriage was piled with brocade and embroidery, and there was no shortage of smoked stove bedding. Unfortunately, ancient carriages did not have shockproof equipment. After two sticks of incense, Yu Cai Ling was completely awake. From the moment she got on the carriage, she couldn’t help but listen to a chattering and sharp female voice – in fact, she had been talking about how she lacked the demeanor of a lady, how she was rebellious and difficult to discipline, and how her Madam worked hard to cultivate her.


    Yu Cai Ling looked up at the skinny woman and narrowed her eyes. She had just heard Zhu call her Supervisor Li. She didn’t like this woman very much and, by the way Supervisor Li was looking at her, she didn’t like her much either.


    Supervisor Li was dressed in dark blue robe, with a crimson brocade belt wrapped around her waist, and a lot of gold and silver on her head. Unlike Zhu, who only had a round bun at the back of her neck, her hair was wrapped in three large buns, with two of them hanging in a crescent-like shape at her temples. The triangular bun on top of her head towered high, and three thick golden hairpins were stuffed in, like three incense sticks. Her makeup was heavily applied to her face. Yu Cai Ling once again wondered about beauty standards in this era and worried about her appearance.


    “Did Fourth Young Lady hear what I said just now?” Supervisor Li’s voice became even sharper.


    Yu Cai Ling was also unhappy. She was not a kind-hearted person. After her parents divorced when she was young, she originally wanted to be Sister 13 in Young and Dangerous.* Who knew she made the mistake of going to college and becoming a good citizen?
[Young and Dangerous is a movie about triads.]


    “I didn’t hear you clearly,” she calmly straightened her wide sleeves.


    Supervisor Li was filled with anger. She had thought that Yu Cai Ling would be honest after suffering for so many days in the country and didn’t expect her to be so difficult. She had to suppress her anger and said urgently, “I said, Madam is lenient and has forgiven the mistakes of Fourth Young Lady. This time, when Fourth Young Lady returns, she must obediently listen to Madam’s words.”


    Yu Cai Ling narrowed her eyes; she was a very reasonable person. Whoever was good to her, she would be as obedient as possible to. If anyone was rude to her, she wouldn’t be polite. She didn’t come to this terrible place just to swallow her anger. If she was killed, she would just be reincarnated again!


    “So many madams, which one?” Screw you and your father’s eighteen generations of ancestors! Why not just call him Mama-san?
[Here Yu Cai Ling is basically saying ‘go fuck your father.’ Mama-san is a derogative towards brothel owners (and also slights the Japanese). Not 100% sure but what I think she is saying is ‘fuck your father and call him a whore.’ Either way, potty mouth! Thanks to sunshinesarah for also clearing this up in her own chapter!]


    “Madam is your Aunt!” Supervisor Li raised her voice, “You don’t even know who your Aunt is!”


    “Of course, I know.” Yu Cai Ling smiled coldly. “Uncle’s old Mother!”


    “You, you…” Supervisor Li nearly fainted in anger and pointed her finger at Yu Cai Ling, trembling uncontrollably. “Do you know what filial piety is? What gentleness and respect is?! If you are so rude, do you still want to be punished?”


    She found it quite strange. This girl was someone she had underestimated since she was a child. She bullied the weak yet feared the strong, was domineering towards servants, but became soft when someone more powerful came along. Over the years, every time her Madam punished her severely, she would come back more obedient if Supervisor Li comforted her.


    “I was seriously ill and almost died,” Yu Cai Ling said, raising her eyebrows. “I’ve accepted that this is my nature and how I behave. Don’t even think about making things difficult for me! If you have any sense, don’t come near me, otherwise I’ll get off now and never come back.”


    The past ten days had not been in vain. She had gone out every day to see rural customs and listened to the stories of women and children. The lower class seemed to imitate the upper class, so the social norms weren’t too polarizing. This area was where the private estates of several wealthy families met and just in the past few days, Yu Cai Ling had heard of three divorces and four remarriages from different households. There was also a case of newlyweds fighting each other. She felt that local customs were rough and bold, and the etiquette and laws far less strict than what she thought ancient times would be.


    Supervisor Li saw that the girl was fierce and aggressive, so she quickly pulled out the elder card and loudly said, “Your parents don’t care about you anymore. Your Aunt has been raising you for ten years, day and night. Look how shameless you are!”


    Upon hearing this, Yu Cai Ling’s first reaction was that the parents of this body weren’t dead, and her second reaction was, ‘Did this body also have to deal with her parents divorcing at a young age?’


    Yu Cai Ling’s parents were the first couple to divorce in her town after the reform. Although there were many divorces later, the discussion among the people in the town was unprecedented at the time, causing Yu Cai Ling, who was still in kindergarten, to be criticized every day. She did not feel inferior and timid under the pressure of public opinion, but instead adopted a wonderful devil-may-care mindset, and developed a thick skin and hard heart.


    Yu Cai Ling pulled out the hairpin in her hair, opened the small cover of her hand warmer, rolled up her sleeves and slammed her hand on the desk. Channeling her inner tomboy, she said fiercely, “Don’t think I won’t throw this in your face, you bitch!”


    …
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    Chapter Three:
The “Good” Aunt and Further Reasoning


    Supervisor Li looked at the flickering charcoal and was speechless. This was the vulgar and tyrannical Fourth Young Lady she was familiar with. She used to get angry and scold the maidservants in the same way but never dared to do this to her. Had she become this bold just from suffering a serious illness?


    Yu Cai Ling stared her down, sneered, and put the hand warmer cover back on. She replaced her hairpin and said coldly, “If you dare say one more rude thing to me, I will jump out of this carriage, dead or alive. I will never go back with you.” If she hadn’t been so aggressive, this little girl who lived with her widowed grandmother, had no father or mother, would have been bullied to death by the people in her town. It didn’t matter who her uncle was.


    “You, you…!” Supervisor Li was stunned for a moment. It was common for the masters to scold their servants, but Fourth Young Lady was always trying to please her.


    Just as she was about to retort, Supervisor Li remembered the current situation and snapped her mouth shut.


    When Supervisor Li heard that a ‘serious illness almost killed her,’ she felt guilty. This was initially her fault, and her Madam didn’t ask to take the Fourth Young Lady’s life. Her Madam planned to spend several months slowly grooming the girl; first she had to suffer some hardships and then spend several months to slowly and tenderly caress her so that the Fourth Young Lady would be completely submissive by the time her parents came back. Who knew that they would be so cunning? The letter said it would take months for her parents to return but yesterday, she was suddenly brought a message stating that they would return in just a few days. This caught everyone off guard. How could this be? Supervisor Li was dumbfounded.


    Looking at Yu Cai Ling’s stubborn face, Supervisor Li could only hold her breath and think to herself that the Madam would take care of her as soon as they were back.


    Yu Cai Ling left her alone and found a pillow to rest on. She remembered a story she had heard in the village that day: it was said that someone had been harmed by a powerful man in the previous dynasty, and the enemy knew that the wealthy man had no children or nephews under his belt. The daughter had already married and had children so he secretly rejoiced. Who knew that the married woman would take the knife to seek revenge, and eventually killed her enemy in the capital pavilion. Then she went to the elders to confess her guilt and lay by the law. As a result, the governor of the area submitted a memorial to the court praising the woman’s heroic behavior. They had not only pardoned her but also carved stones and erected a monument to showcase to the world. 


    This was very different from her impression of ancient times.


    In her impression, the feudal etiquette regulations were for women to give a spoonful to a pot, a dustpan to a basket, ranging from women’s morality and appearance, to walking a few centimeters and saying a word that could lift their head several inches high. They were all like international weights and measures. There were clear and strict regulations, and women were controlled and lifeless, like wooden people.


    Here, people’s thoughts and minds seemed to be so lively and natural, with a sense of both this and that; the world was vast and there was nothing wrong with it. Although the family’s daughter was praised for being quiet and virtuous, she was also praised for her bravery and daring.


    Like the Qiu family, although Aunt Qiu married again and again, due to her brave and resolute nature, whether it was during the war between her two brothers or after returning home with disabilities, she often led the gang to fight and scold her parents and family when bullied. No wonder the old man loved his daughter, and all the children were convinced of this powerful girl. Apart from making vulgar remarks and laughing at weddings, the locals had not heard such as ‘a good horse doesn’t deserve a second saddle.’


    The conclusion to this was that although women were to be gentle and kind, they were easy to get married, but not as bold and fierce as in later generations.


    —-


    As if to confirm the truth of Yu Cai Ling’s recent illness, halfway through the journey, she developed a low fever. She then vomited all of her lunch and continued until just bile came out. Supervisor Li was afraid in her heart and urged the driver to hurry. By the time they reached the house, the fever turned into a high grade one, and she developed a splitting headache and drowsy state. She couldn’t see what the house looked like, just knew that the carriage had driven all the way into the courtyard.


    Supervisor Li was eager to get rid of this burden. When she saw the entrance, she didn’t show any signs of impatience and let the servant help her. She jumped out of the carriage on her own and hurriedly helped Yu Cai Ling out of the carriage and to the house. Fortunately, the girl was so small that walking with her on her back was effortless.


    Yu Cai Ling’s cheeks burned red and she sneered in her heart: every time she went out in the countryside, Zhu made her wait for the morning cold to subside before going out, and she had to make sure she was warmly dressed. But these people just pulled a sick child, who was only dressed in normal clothes, out of the warm carriage and were so in a hurry to hand her over. If she was to say how much the so-called aunt doted on the owner of this body, she would never believe it. She vowed that, once given the chance in the future, she would make each of these wretched people pay!


    It was easy to get to the door of the house. A dozen or so women dressed in expensive attire stood on the steps. Yu Cai Ling’s eyes were blurry and she was unable to focus. She figured the one clustered in the middle of the women, dressed in purple brocade and wrapped in fur with a big white face, was her ‘good aunt.’ At the sight of this ‘good aunt,’ Yu Cai Ling wanted to laugh. If Supervisor Li was as thin as a chopstick, this ‘good aunt’ would be its pair, and both master and servant could stand together and pick up vegetables.


    Madam Ge saw the scene in front of her and asked what was going on. Supervisor Li hurriedly replied, “Madam, this is trouble. The Fourth Young Lady is very sick. I rushed here, tired and anxious all the way, afraid that I would miss your task for me!”


    Madam Ge glanced at Yu Cai Ling, who had been nurtured by Zhu these days and flushed with fever. She put on airs and slowly refused. “Don’t pretend. Children do not have so many illnesses.” Everyone in the courtyard thought to themselves, ‘The more you say this, the more likely children are to get sick.’


    At this time, a rough hand touched Yu Cai Ling’s forehead, and an old voice said, “It’s not good, she’s burning badly. Madam, this is going to create trouble.” Then she raised her voice and said, “Someone, hurry and hire a physician! Ask for that Zhang one in the south of the city, please!”


    “Nanny.” Madam Ge seemed dissatisfied with the old lady, and then stretched her hand out to touch Yu Cai Ling’s forehead. The heat coiled around her fingers and she immediately exclaimed, “Oh, it’s so hot. Hurry up and hire someone!”


    Yu Cai Ling used the last of her strength to lift her eyes and saw an old woman with gray hair standing next to Madam Ge, then everything went black and she went unconscious.


    The next step was the familiar process of pouring medicinal soup. Yu Cai Ling didn’t know how long she had slept and took countless drugs in a daze, feeling that the treatment this time was excellent. The bedding under her body was softer and more fragrant than it was in the countryside, and the warmth of the room was more evenly ventilated. There were many hands helping to undress and clean her but, unfortunately, their movements were not as gentle as those of Zhu.


    With little strength, Yu Cai Ling was lifted up to take medicine. The taste was bitter and it smelled disgusting. She was so close to recovering from her illness and it was all thanks to those stupid women that she fell sick again and had to take medicine. In a fit of anger and resentment, she used her arm to knock the bowls off the table. They fell to the ground with a loud sound and the brown medicinal soup spread all over the floor. Madam Ge jumped to her feet in anger and wanted to scold Yu Cai Ling. She held back, knowing that she had to get better as soon as possible.


    “…Madam, why do you torment the child? It’s Madam Xiao you don’t like,” the old lady said.


    Madam Ge hated her and said, “I just can’t stand her! Even if she’s a second married woman, she dares to put on airs in front of me! My Ge family is richer and cleaner than her, why should I tolerate her!”


    The old lady sighed and said, “The Xiao family used to be so illustrious. Who knew that when the world was in chaos, the family was broken and left to be a migrant or a thief. At that time, she was a worthy heroine in our town, and the Cheng family was far inferior. Why do you have to fight against the First Madam? There are no grievances or hatred.”


    Yu Cai Ling was about to fall asleep but upon hearing this, she suddenly was wide awake. Amitabha, she knew that people in the world would not always be as shrewd and tight-lipped as Zhu, and there would always be a big mouth to tell the story of the past. She pretended to be asleep, her ears pricked and listening carefully. Even the fever seemed to have improved a bit.


    “No grievances or hatred?” Madam Ge unconsciously raised her voice and was immediately hushed by the old lady. She lowered her voice and said, “I was supposed to marry Eldest Brother-in-law, to have the higher status!”


    “That is beside the point. I saw you grow up. When did you fall in love with the Cheng family? When Madam Xiao was married the first time, Master was already wooing her. Everyone in the village knew it. Later when Madam Xiao had the falling out with her first husband’s family, Master stood by her side even before the marriage was annulled. To put it bluntly, if it was our Ge family who proposed marriage to Master, it would have been rejected.”


    Madam Ge became even more angry and said, “It’s all my parents’ fault for marrying me to the Cheng family.”


    Yu Cai Ling was quickly able to deduce: her family’s surname was Cheng, and the number of brothers was at least two. The eldest was the biological father of this body and seemed to be doing quite well for himself.


    It sounded as if the old lady was patting Madam Ge’s shoulder. “You’re talking nonsense again. No one knows how the Xiao family was defeated, and it was only one county away. Isn’t it that Eldest Madam’s father and brothers all died at the hands of strong people? At the time, the Xiao family was not only wealthy, but Madam Xiao’s great-grandfather was the third elder in the town. In order to resist the bandits looting the town, she led the family out and injured a lot of thieves. Who knew the thief had a grudge and only pretended to retreat? When everyone was relaxing their guard, they took advantage to sneak in and kill all the members of the Xiao family. Thankfully the thieves didn’t know that big families were accustomed to building cellars, so Madam Xiao hid a few women and children there. It’s a pity that all the men died and the property is gone.”


    The old woman took a sip of water and continued. “It’s a mess that men could recruit a few bandits and dominate the country. Whoever is wealthy is killed and robbed, and the women suffer even worse fates. Our Ge family is so big and rich – it’s dangerous. Although the Cheng family was poor, Master had a reputation in the countryside. He has his own skills and even leads a group of men who can fight and kill. At that time, Old Master Ge felt that it was better to not be a second Xiao family. During that time, Master had just requested to marry Eldest Madam, and the Third Son was still too young. If you didn’t marry your husband, who else could you marry?”


    “You say this and that, but persuade me to bow down to her!” Madam Ge seemed angry. “Don’t you think about it? I married into the family around the same time as her. In money, talent, or looks I am superior in every way. But what kind of life am I living? I subsidize the Cheng family with dowry money, and she subsidizes her family with Cheng family money! She struts around every day, of course I am angry!”


    “Let me ask Madam, has your dowry been the same over the years?”


    Madam Ge was speechless.


    The old lady took advantage of the silence and said, “When you first got married, Madam did indeed use her dowry to subsidize our family, but it wasn’t long before Master rose to power. Every time we fought a war, boxes of money and cloth were sent home. Your dowry has already been replenished and even exceeds what it was to begin with. It’s no big deal for Madam Xiao to take some of that money to cover her family’s expenses.”


    Madam Ge sneered. “My parents* are here and I don’t own private property. The family hasn’t been separated yet, and Elder Brother’s money should be managed by the parents. All three brothers and all three households should have a share!”
[The women who marry into the family call their in-laws Mother/Father, etc. It’s a bit confusing so I’m trying to keep it coherent.]


    The old lady sighed again and said, “That’s right. But the money was brought by Master Cheng and Madam Xiao has always been by his side. The money always passes through her first. It’s messy outside, and there are wars everywhere. Who cares about these rules? Even now, when we go out of the states and counties that our emperor controls, there’s still chaos outside.”


    The room was quiet for a while. Yu Cai Ling waited for them to continue, thinking to herself that there was still a war outside at the moment, and she didn’t know what the situation was like. She urged them to keep talking.


    “So, Madam intends to take the life of Fourth Young Lady? Are you trying to make trouble with Madam Xiao?” the old woman asked.


    Madam Ge sneered. “I originally wanted to leave that bitch, but who knew she was so cruel. She would rather leave her child and follow her husband! Elder Brother helped her, and she was skilled in her tactics. She invited a powerful shaman to prophesize, and she took all her sons with her in a daze, leaving only such a daughter. That’s right, I wanted to teach the Fourth Young Lady badly, make her dull, but I didn’t want her life!”


    Upon hearing this, Yu Cai Ling sneered in her heart. It seemed that she didn’t have the favor of her parents. In her previous life, her parents divorced, but in this life, they didn’t divorce and still threw her away.


    When Yu Cai Ling’s mother was young, she was an intelligent woman who lived in a rural community. There were many local youths that wanted to marry her, some of them had stronger fists and stronger momentum. However, her mother only favored her father. She knew that living a good life was more important than face. Those people lead a group of brothers to yell and drink all day long, but didn’t have much food to store and or wool to use. Yu Cai Ling’s father was different. Shrewd and slippery, while his mother was warm and kind.


    Yu Cai Ling’s mother wasn’t satisfied with working as an accountant in a small town. After resuming the college entrance examination, she immediately began to review and persevered for several years to get into university. She was also assigned a promising position in a big city, and even encountered a childhood sweetheart who had been married in the early years and coincidentally just happened to get divorced. The next thing happened naturally. The only miscalculation was her mother giving birth to her.


    On this side, Yu Cai Ling’s thoughts were a bit distant. On the other, the more Madam Ge thought about it, the more wronged she felt and said in a resentful voice, “… Besides neglecting her upbringing, I can’t do anything else. Don’t you know that when we hear any news, the old woman next door will send a servant to see if I beat the Fourth Young Lady or punish her for not eating?”


    The old lady sighed, “Madam, listen to me. The Cheng family is no longer the Cheng family it used to be. However, our Ge family is still the same. The time is different, so don’t twist it. This time I came to see you at noon. In a few days, I will go to Qingzhou with my children and grandchildren. After the emperor took over there, he has finally cleared the bandits in recent years, and there is a lot of barren land available for cultivation. They’re posting notices for people to go, and the taxes are light, and the land has only been cultivated for a few years.”


    Madam Ge was startled. “So early?” she asked. “It’s just past the winter solstice. Why don’t you leave after the New Year?” Although she had known the old woman’s family was planning to buy an estate in Qingzhou, she still refused to part with her when it came to it.


    The old lady smiled and said, “Your elder brother* has been saving money for a small business in recent years. He is very happy and has found a shaman to divine. He said that when he migrates to a distant land to buy a house, he must invite his ancestors together to bless the whole family. Therefore, we plan to visit Qingzhou on New Year’s Day, so that the whole family can worship and bless the our future prosperity.”
[*Not Ge’s actual brother. This is showing how close she is to this family and the old woman refers to her son as Ge’s brother.]


    Madam Ge remained silent for a moment and sobbed softly, “Nanny, although you have been living outside for more than two years, I can always see you when I want to see you. If you go to Qingzhou, what can I do? Didn’t I say that I wanted to find a future for your son?”


    The old lady smiled and said, “It’s great to go to Qingzhou. My nephews are also going with the whole family, and the large number of people are not afraid of being bullied. Besides…” she paused and said, “Madam, think about it. In recent years, our Ge family’s children have had a bright future, and they haven’t been able to enter Imperial Academy. Not to mention my husband.”


    “It’s all that Xiao bitch’s fault,” Madam Ge said resentfully. “Eldest Brother does everything she wants.”


    The old lady smiled and stopped talking.


    Although Yu Cai Ling was dizzy from fever, her head was not broken. She didn’t need this old woman to say that she could make up for it in her heart – this brainy aunt only knew how to use her brain in crooked ways. You keep talking down to Madam Xiao all day and still want her husband to help your mother’s family?!


    Yu Cai Ling realized that she would have been smarter than this woman by the age of ten. If you hit someone on the cheek and still want them to lick your fingers, then Madam Xiao is not one to be abused. Madam Ge needed to drink two bottles of toilet cleaner to calm down. The only one with a clear mind around her was about to run away, probably in despair of her low intelligence.


    “How is Madam preparing now? It seems that Fourth Young Lady’s illness won’t recover in the next few days,” the old lady asked.


    Madam Ge said, “Nanny, you have to help me think of something to say! Fourth Young Lady is not good and it was just some trivial mistakes. She quarreled and cursed with other young ladies, and even hit people at the garden party. It would be great if the Fourth Young Lady could make a big mistake. I was careless. I used to be young and didn’t cause a lot of trouble, but now I am old and haven’t arranged things properly. I thought it would take a few months for them to come back. That cunning Xiao said it would be months, but they’re returning in a few days!”


    The old woman sighed. “Let me think about it. How about this. Didn’t Second Young Lady come back the day before yesterday to cry about her husband’s mother’s bad behavior? You said that the young ladies were grown up now and will have husbands, so they need to be dignified and virtuous. However, Fourth Young Lady is still so ignorant and you decided to punish her well. It isn’t your fault that that Li Zhu woman neglected her duties…”


    “Nanny, that’s a good idea! Let’s do it that way. If that Xiao bitch nags at me, I’ll just tell her every absurd thing that Fourth Young Lady has done over the years. Let’s see if she thinks she needs to be punished.” Madam Ge was very pleased.


    Before they could finish speaking, there was a shout from outside. A young maid’s voice screamed, “Madam, it’s not good! The Master and his family are back! The driver is already at the gate! There are more than ten large carriages, and the Old Madam told us to go quickly.” Then there was a flustered sound of footsteps outside, coupled with a series of repeated calls.


    Upon hearing this, Madam Ge exclaimed in surprise, “Why so fast?” She paused. “That’s not right. Why hasn’t there been any movement at General Wan’s house next door? I’ve been keeping people there watching! Doesn’t Elder Brother always follow General Wan?” Her voice rose again and she shouted, “Come on, go and find my husband!”


    The old lady picked up Madam Ge and said urgently, “Madam you are confused. Don’t worry about how the Master is home right now. Let’s go out and welcome people first, don’t lose etiquette… No, no let’s go to Old Madam’s place first and go with her!”


    Madam Ge stamped her feet heavily and angrily said, “Look at the good marriage my father has found for me. What kind of Confucian classics does my husband study all day? Uncle Ji is many years younger than him and has a higher official rank. Mother pretends to be foolish and only cares about her own comfort.”


    The sound of speech gradually faded away, and Yu Cai Ling struggled to shift her arm to a sleeping position, touching her hot forehead. Her body was soft and tender, and she sweated profusely. She didn’t have much thought for the moment, only that sleeping was the best option, otherwise all the dichlorvos she had taken would have been for nothing.


    Those damned women with the last name Ge, who have no ability to confront their enemies head-on, come and seek the misfortune of their children. She deserved her husband’s lack of luck! Instead of taking out her anger, couldn’t she find a few lovers to occupy her time? She could find three handsome men, one to feed her grapes, one to massage her feet, and one to dance to keep her happy. Will finding trouble with her niece and sister-in-law make her complexion smooth and radiant? She must have come from eighteen generations of half-wits who never accumulated any good deeds!


    …
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    Chapter Four:
The Fate of the Parents and the Final Reasoning


    When Yu Cai Ling fell asleep, she dreamed of the boy from next door who was handsome and tall as the tree in her grandmother’s back yard. She stood beside him and looked up in admiration.


    She had been obsessed with him since she was a child. Why was it that the combination uneducated men and educated women from rural communities allowed couples to have a loving relationship? Their ostentatious style was to follow the wife to read more books, donate a public library or set up a scholarship for elementary schools, rather than going to the prosperous customs industry like her father.


    When she was young, Yu Cai Ling often looked up at the wall while lying on her stomach to look at this happy family of three. She was envious and jealous. When she got older, she started to become obsessed with the son’s behavior, only for him to take his girlfriend home and smile at her saying, “This is my sister from the family next door.”  The only thing more tragic than being put in the friend-zone was being put in the family-zone.


    In other words, in the drama club of the department back then, President Xian Yu secretly poked fun at her. If she hadn’t always thought about him as a child, Yu Cai Ling wouldn’t have died without experiencing a good love life. It really was a big loss.


    After indulging in the past for an unknown amount of time, Yu Cai Ling, who was semi-conscious, felt weak all over and unable to move. She felt someone help her sit up and fed her a mouthful of cool and spicy soup. After a few mouthfuls, Yu Cai Ling felt her head clear a bit and she tried to open her eyes. It was like trying to forcibly open a closed box and she was sure the creaking of hinges could be heard.


    “Wake up! Wake up!”


    Yu Cai Ling recognized the voice as the joyful and relieved voice of the ‘good aunt’ Madam Ge.


    “The attendants in the palace are really good, the medicine is working after just a few doses. Congratulations Mother, Brother, and Sister …”


    Before Madam Ge could continue, an elderly woman with a weird voice said, “Don’t get so worked up. Others will think we did something to their daughter. After ten years, we’ve endured all sorts of hardships to raise her and there’s a lot of hard work without merit. There is nothing wrong with the little doll, but after burning with fever for a few days she is a mess. If you are so worried, you should raise her yourself.”


    Yu Cai Ling opened her eyes and saw a dozen maids sitting on their knees in the room. She followed the voice and saw a plump and tall old woman surrounded by a group of her own maids sitting on a brightly painted sandalwood bed. She was wearing a dark purple straight necked robe, with many gold thread patterns faintly embroidered on top. Her waist was wide and loose, tied with a jade belt four or five fingers wide, and there was only a round bun on the back of her head and a long hairpin. Upon closer inspection, the hairpin was all gold, as thick as a firewood stick. She had a large red gold pendant strung around her earlobe, nearly drooping her ear. Under the candlelight, it looked particularly shiny.


    Yu Cai Ling felt angry looking at her and thought to herself, ‘Did you open a gold shop? Why don’t you insert two gold chopsticks into your nostrils to fill the elephant’s gold teeth?’*
[Golden elephants can represent good luck and prosperity. Yu Cai Ling is making fun/pointing out how outrageous it is how much gold this old woman is wearing.]


    The old woman’s face was pulled long, her eyes disdainful, as if she was constantly dissatisfied. Sitting next to her were Madam Ge and a handful of servants, either holding lacquer trays or hand warmers, with a grand appearance. Only one of Madam Ge’s hands were empty, and she was anxiously looking to the side of Yu Cai Ling.


    Yu Cai Ling realized that a middle-aged man and woman were sitting next to her bed. The man was tall and burly and she unable to see his face clearly due to his large beard. He wore a red velvet robe inside and a dark purple robe outside, his right arm bare. A pair of dark gold and heavy iron wristbands were on both of his wrists. This was the outfit of a military general.


    The man had already removed his armor, but he exuded a powerful aura of fighting in a sea of blood. He was looking closely at Yu Cai Ling and his eyes showed concern. The woman kept her head bowed and didn’t say anything and was crying. Yu Cai Ling couldn’t see what she looked like but felt that she was graceful and tall, with a pleasing figure.


    Hearing the old woman’s words, the woman who had been kneeling and supporting the weeping woman suddenly straightened up. She was dressed in a dark blue dress, with delicate features, and although she was middle-aged, her voice was very clear. “What Old Madam said was really a joke, as if the Fourth Young Lady was kept at home because Master didn’t want to take care of her. I dare not presume, but I also know that the Fourth Young Lady was left to show filial piety to Old Madam. If it weren’t for the shaman’s divination, would Madam be willing to leave behind her three-year-old child?”


    Yu Cai Ling immediately understood who these people were and, as she quickly looked around, she realized that this was no longer the house where her ‘good aunt’ had placed her. The room was a bit small and the decorations were also very simple. It had a shiny wooden floor, but it was covered with thick fur carpets. The stove warmed the inside, and everyone wore thick socks.


    Several short square scales were placed on the ground, some resembling the footed chessboard in The Soul of Chess,* with plush leather cushions on top. Some people knelt and sat on them, which was about the purpose of a stool, but more people knelt directly on the shiny floor.
[The Soul of Chess is a film about Go, which is like a Chinese version of chess.]


    “A’Qing, don’t talk nonsense.” The weeping Madam Xiao raised her head and said to Old Madam Cheng, “Forgive me Mother. A’Qing has such a temper, she feels sorry for the Fourth Young Lady.”


    However, Old Madam Cheng refused to give up and said angrily, “Lowly maid, don’t you dare make a mistake! Someone, the palm stick…”


    Before the words were finished, the general coldly interrupted, “What’s wrong with what A’Qing said? I left Niao Niao to fulfill filial piety, but now it’s being said that we as parents refused to raise her and, instead, I’m being seen as unfilial and am bothering Mother. Filial piety for Mother should be done, but it’s time to be straightforward.”


    “Shi’er, you…!” Old Madam Cheng couldn’t bear to hear the words ‘we as parents.’ She was both surprised and angry, and thought to herself that although her eldest son had always listened to his wife more than his mother, there were hardly any face-to-face retorts like this.


    Yu Cai Ling was dizzy but managed to pay attention to one key point, her name was Niao Niao. Obviously, it was a girl’s name, but Niao Niao? Could it be that there is something missing to make up for?
[Here her father calls her 嫋嫋 but she refers to herself as 鸟鸟. 嫋嫋 means delicate/graceful and 鸟鸟means bird. It’s can also be used as ‘to pay attention,’ or ‘damn/goddamn.’ I’m not 100% sure but I’m thinking the author is doing some fun word play that I’m just not getting. If anyone knows, please feel free to let me know!]


    A’Qing turned her head and saw Yu Cai Ling’s glazed expression. She said softly, “The Fourth Young Lady is in better spirits. You haven’t seen your father and mother in many years. Anyway, let’s give a bow first.” As she spoke, she gestured to the two maids next to Yu Cai Ling.


    Yu Cai Ling had seen Fu Deng greet Zhu and Fu Yi, but she didn’t know if there was anything unusual here, so she weakly raised her arms and made a crooked gesture. The two maids were very clever and immediately approached Yu Cai Ling, lightly supporting her arms and half kneeling on the bed. They pressed her right hand against her left hand, and covered her arm with her sleeve, raised her hands to her forehead and bowed down on the bed. A maid whispered in Yu Cai Ling’s ear, “The young lady asks how my parents are doing.” Yu Cai Ling followed her words and then was lifted up, raised her hand to her eyebrows and finally put down her arm, which concluded the ceremony.


    Madam Xiao was looking at her daughter with a somewhat complicated expression and only said, “Good.”


    Only then did Yu Cai Ling see Madam Xiao’s face clearly and couldn’t help but exclaim in her heart. After being in this era for a while, she hadn’t seen a lot of beautiful women. They either had buck teeth or protruding eyes, hunky waists or thin as bamboo poles. This woman was more beautiful than those vixens her father had kept around. Yu Cai Ling was suddenly very excited to see what she looked like.


    Probably because she got up a little too quickly, Yu Cai Ling became dizzy again and leaned against the maid’s shoulder, half-conscious.


    Cheng Shi saw that his daughter was thin and small, and her voice was childish and pitiful just now. There were still tears left on her face from when she slept. She leaned against the maid and looked even smaller and as thin as a paper doll. Her face was only half the size of his own palm. His own daughter’s pitiful appearance made him feel heartbroken, so he exclaimed, “I am guarding and killing enemies outside. In such difficult times, even my wife can take care of the troops and raise our children. The first three sons and the youngest born after are all in good condition. Only Niao Niao can be raised like this in this happy house of the capital! Can’t we ask a question?”


    With these words, Madam Ge, as the actual person in charge of raising the children, turned pale. Cheng Shi clearly blamed her.


    Truth was, Cheng Shi had wronged her. Except for this emergency illness that was indeed caused by her own neglect, the rest of the days were provided with good food. Old Madam Wan from next door would occasionally visit with an expression of ‘pity for the child without parents; if you can’t raise her well, why not send her back to General Cheng?’ Old Madam Cheng was old and lazy and, as long as someone was next to the Fourth Young Lady, she didn’t care if one wanted to vent anger as long as there were no overly insidious methods used.


    The girl was born with a petite and lonely appearance, no matter how much chicken, duck, or fish she ate, and she had a small face. At five years old, she looked three. At ten years old, she looked seven, and at thirteen years old, she still looked like she was starving and didn’t have enough food. Others would think that her aunt was mean when they saw her, but in the past ten years, apart from deliberately pampering and scolding her from time to time, she couldn’t do anything about it.


    Old Madam Cheng suddenly became angry with her son taking advantage of her. She pounded on her chest and cried loudly, “As expected, I am old and despised! You haven’t come back for many years and when you do, you only remember your little one. You don’t even ask if your own mother is good or bad. I am also very sick these days…” As she spoke, she quickly coughed a few times to show her authenticity, then continued to cry. “What did you say when your father passed away? If you want to be filial to me, it’s good to not be angry with me now!”


    Crying and pounding on her seat was not enough. She straightened up, her eyes red, and howled like a wild boar. “If you find me inferior, why don’t I die and give Fourth Young Lady my life!”


    Old Madam Cheng, who was originally a rural peasant woman, had a tall physique and made the house shake when she erupted. Li Zhui saw the opportunity and hurriedly pushed Madam Ge. She quickly approached and said, “Don’t be sad. Brother is a high ranking official. Isn’t the emperor the most filial person today? So how can Brother be unfilial?”


    Cheng Shi couldn’t get angry with his mother, so he turned to Madam Ge and said, “A few years ago, Mother’s health improved. I once sent someone to pick up Niao Niao. At that time, what did Sister say in the letter? You said that Niao Niao was excellent at home and everything was fine, but you were afraid that going outside would be inappropriate!”


    Yu Cai Ling felt great joy in her heart. This old man Cheng had no gentlemanly demeanor at all, and was not bothered to call out women.


    Madam Ge was frightened by this loud scolding and hurriedly shrank aside. Upon seeing this, Old Madam Cheng said sharply, “You don’t have to turn around and scold me, I won’t let the Fourth Young Lady leave! The shaman said, although I was fine at the time, who knows if it will change as soon as the Fourth Young Lady leaves.” Madam Ge’s words also reminded her of something, and hurriedly said, “The filial officials outside, they are all those who cut blood and flesh for the sake of their parents’ illness. A girl is sick, so you are anxious to get angry!”


    Looking down at Madam Xiao, who was kneeling respectfully, Old Madam Cheng sneered. “Or, take her and leave Shaogong to me. They are twins of the dragon and phoenix after all. Leaving either one is the same. If not… you are my son and I cannot bear to part with you. But your wife is such a good bride, I must sue her for unfilial behavior!”


    “What does this have to do with her?” Cheng Shi asked. “Mother, why do you always look to blame her?”


    Madam Xiao kept her head lowered, but Yu Cai Ling’s eyes were sharp. Looking at it from this angle, she saw a sarcastic smile pulling at the corner of her lips. When she raised her head again, she looked sad and respectful.


    She bowed long and low to Old Madam Cheng and said in a mournful voice, “Don’t be angry, Mother. Don’t you know what type of temperament your son has? These years outside, he has been frustrated that he can’t personally serve you on his knees. What he thinks in his heart is not something he can say out of his mouth.”


    Old Madam Cheng looked at her and sarcastically said, “I don’t have your skills. Just now, didn’t Shi’er say you were so capable that you can take care of both troops and children, yet I can’t even take care of a small child? In the early years, Shi’er discussed everything to do with the Cheng family with me, but since you entered the family, no matter how big or small, inside or out, whenever you open your mouth Shi’er is ‘yes, yes, yes, right, right right.’ Does Shi’er still take his mother seriously?”


    After hearing these sour complaints, Yu Cai Ling dared not move her neck, but shook her head in her heart. This old lady consciously wanted to postpone her retirement, thinking herself young. But, as a son and daughter-in-law, you do not let the other person continue to shine and heat up. You deserve to be punished.


    Cheng Shi had a headache and said, “The sage said, there are disciples who work hard. The bride also took care of family affairs for the sake of filial piety to her mother, so that her mother could enjoy the blessings of …”


    That was not the thing to say. As soon as Old Madam Cheng heard this, she became even angrier. “Sage my ass! Those noble ladies outside only praise you for being virtuous, but they don’t look up to me as an old lady. I can’t make friends with ordinary people. General Wan’s mother lives next door but she hasn’t been able to say three words to me over the years. Whenever we meet, it’s not enough to praise your new wife, but to ask the Fourth Young Lady how she is doing, as if her aunt and I are about to eat her! This time, you’ve had a lot to do outside and haven’t said how many you’ve captured or how many rewards you gained. If you don’t tell me, no one will, and I am just a blind woman!”


    After such a long rant, Yu Cai Ling only agreed with the first sentence, and didn’t know what the last part meant.


    Madam Xiao repeatedly prostrated herself and apologized, “It’s my fault I offended Mother. It’s getting late, you should hurry back and rest.”


    Old Madam Cheng ignored her daughter-in-law and only looked at her son with a sneer, saying, “I’ll rest when I’m dead, and you’ll be all right. I don’t care. This time you come back, you’ll have to give your uncle a few hundred stone rank, he’s been working hard for many years. Also, find another 20,000 yuan to give to your aunt. The Dong family is going to marry a new wife.”


    Cheng Shi couldn’t bear it anymore and said, “I already know that it’s not marrying a new wife, it’s taking a concubine and maidservants! My cousin is a few years younger than me; how many are there? They have no children yet still need a lot of money…”


    Old Madam Cheng looked at Madam Xiao, who was still kneeling on the floor, and up to her son, saying in a weird manner, “Over the years, you haven’t blinked at how much money you spent for Xiao Feng to study and marry a bride. Your bride’s brother is a brother and your mother’s brother is an outsider! What’s more, finding more maidservants and concubines to help serve the husband, uncle, and aunt are virtuous brides of An’er, unlike others… Hmph! If you are really filial, you should also take a few more to serve me.”


    Cheng Shi felt that his mother was being unreasonable and said angrily, “It is right to study and marry a woman, but to accept a concubine…”


    Madam Xiao suddenly turned around and gently interrupted. “Husband, don’t say anything. Just do as Mother says.” She turned her back to Old Madam Cheng, Madam Ge, and the group of maidservants, and her eyes flickered slightly towards her husband, as if it were a signal.


    Cheng Shi closed his eyes and helplessly arched his hand, saying, “What she means is that it is getting late, it’s time for Mother to settle down.”


    Seeing that her son and daughter-in-law had conceded, Old Madam Cheng stood up and left contentedly, followed by seven or eight maidservants, shaking their heads and tails and resembling the Prime Minister of the East China Sea Dragon Palace. Madam Ge quickly followed, feeling secretly happy that she passed the trial of Fourth Young Lady’s illness. It looked like Madam Xiao was still afraid of her mother-in-law and dare not ask any questions. She was panicked for a few days and didn’t spare any excuses. Before going out, she looked at her confidant Li Zhui proudly, as if to say, ‘Look, it’s okay.’


    Li Zhui had wanted to make a joke out of it and hurriedly stepped forward to help Madam Ge, but was surprised. Ten years ago, this kind of mother-in-law, daughter-in-law warfare occurred frequently, and most of the time it ended with Madam Xiao bowing to make amends. When the trouble was severe, Cheng Shi and his own wife would exchange insults and the confrontation quickly ended.


    Today, although Madam Xiao repeatedly apologized, her attitude wasn’t very anxious, and she even had a hint of superficial intent; and Cheng Shi was even more strange. In the past, it was necessary to make a lot of noise out of such a situation. Today it would have been easy to end the disagreement, and he didn’t think to hurry to help Madam Xiao up off the floor. Thinking about it, Li Zhui dared not say anything. She knew that Old Madam Cheng didn’t like her own Madam, but she disliked Madam Xiao even more, and Madam Ge was the bridge to deal with her.


    Watching Old Madam Cheng and Madam Ge leave the room like flowing water, the smile on Madam Xiao’s face disappeared. She turned around and quietly looked at Cheng Shi. Don’t say a word. Cheng Shi sighed and sat down on the bed where his mother had just sat. He turned his head to look at his daughter, who was leaning against the maid and had fallen asleep. He sighed again.


    A’Qing stood up and asked the two maids holding Yu Cai Ling up to lay her down. She carefully touched her forehead and put down the heavy brocade hanging curtains from the bed railing. Then, in silence, she gestured to the other maids to exit and close the door.


    In such an isolated space, Yu Cai Ling lay on her side facing inward, trying to regulate her breathing and continue pretending to be asleep. She clenched her fists and closed her eyes, her palms were sweating, unsure of what the couple would say privately – she was now extremely curious about the parents of this body.


    Madam Xiao had a cautious nature. If it weren’t for Madam Ge’s unpreparedness, she would only vacate a few rooms for Cheng Shi and others in a hurry. Madam Xiao refused to put her daughter back in Madam Ge’s place. She would never have stayed in her daughter’s room to speak.


    Not long after, A’Qing came in through a door and brought in a woman. The woman greeted and called, and Yu Cai Ling immediately recognized the person was A’Zhu!


    “A’Zhu, get up,” Madam Xiao personally went to help her up. “These years it’s been hard for you, and you can only reunite with A’Yi sporadically.”


    A’Zhu looked at Madam Xiao with tears in her eyes and sobbed, “Madam has not changed at all but you are more powerful than before.”


    Cheng Shi smiled for the first time since entering the room, touched his beard, and turned to his wife, saying, “A’Zhu is still the same. If she doesn’t speak, she will. Whenever she speaks, she always tells the truth.”


    As soon as he said this, everyone from Yu Cai Ling pretending to be asleep to Madam Xiao, who was calm, twitched the corners of their mouths. A’Qing covered her sleeves and chuckled lightly.


    After a few pleasantries, Madam Xiao sat with a straight face and said, “Tell me about it.”


    A’Zhu solemnly raised her hand and said, “Back then I stayed in our estate just as Madam instructed. There was no movement for several years. I only vaguely heard of Young Mistress’s reputation for stubbornness. A month ago, I heard that Young Mistress had an argument with someone at the plum blossom banquet and she didn’t know the truth or falsehood, so she was punished by the Ge family and went to the garden. It was Li Zhui’s cousin who was ordered to take care of the young lady. On such a day when the water dripped into ice, the Young Mistress was left alone in the cold brick house that had been abandoned for a long time. There was no hot soup and no hot rice. Young Mistress fell ill within a few days. By the time I rushed to bribe Li Zhui to serve, Young Mistress was already burning with fever for many days…”


    Cheng Shi was furious and slapped the palm of his hand on the bed railing. He heard the carved railing crack in response and said, “That woman is really despicable. It’s time to ask Second Brother to divorce her!”


    A’Zhu quickly bowed, “It was my fault.”


    Madam Xiao waved her hand and said, “It’s not about you. It’s not you who was on standby at the house. It’s great that you made it in time.”


    “A’Yu…” A’Zhu opened her mouth, and Madam Xiao simply said, “Don’t say it, I have a number.”


    Yu Cai Ling was speechless. Listening to Madam Xiao’s decisive and capable tone at this time, she couldn’t believe that it was the same woman who bowed her head and apologized softly just now. She really was pretending to be a pig and eating a tiger.


    A’Qing looked at the faces of her Master and Madam, her eyes turned and she joked to A’Zhu, “That’s the first time you’ve seen the Young Mistress. I heard the Young Mistress has a bad temper, and she once scolded you.”


    A’Zhu sobbed softly and said, “What’s the blame? When I rushed over, Young Mistress was on the verge of death. Poor little one, burning hot all over, lying on such a damp and cold floor. She was feverish and confused, and the medicine couldn’t be swallowed. At the time, this servant was so scared, afraid that the Young Mistress would not make it, and would fail Madam’s trust!”


    Cheng Shi looked back at the bed with the curtains hanging low, remembering the fragile and childish appearance of his daughter he had just seen, and regretting the four sons who wanted to stay by their side, each as strong as a calf.


    “As for Young Mistress’s temperament, I dare not say much. Only adults and women were invited to check on her after she recovered from her illness.” A’Zhu said angrily. “Whether someone deliberately spread rumors or not, everything is known.”


    Fu Yi and his wife followed Cheng Shi for more than a decade, and he was well aware of their temperament. A’Zhu dared to say that his daughter was not like the rumors outside.


    A’Qing carefully observed Cheng Shi’s expression and turned her head to smile, saying, “Madam has a plan. She left someone on the estate long ago, otherwise it would have been a bad thing. Who would have thought Madam Zhong was so cruel.”


    Cheng Shi’s face darkened again. Madam Xiao glanced at him, but slowly said to A’Qing. “There’s no way. Who told me that I met a fool? I’m not afraid to meet a smart person. You know they can’t do stupid things, but it’s not good to meet a fool.”


    At this point, she chuckled contemptuously again, as if chatting slowly, “Do you still remember the step wife married by the Dong Lu family in the village that year? The original wife’s family was not powerless, and the son-in-law was not blind. Who knew that she gave birth to a son, and when the men went out to inspect the thieves, she sold the one son and one daughter from the original family, and said they were lost. It scared everyone, and I was shocked how there could be such a stupid woman. But there are such idiots in the world, who feel that they can be safe and sound after doing evil.”


    A’Qing continued, “Later on, when the woman was brought out for questioning, she still yelled that the Bo family had her child and couldn’t kill her biological mother. However, later on, the leader of the Dong Lu family took the initiative and ordered her to commit suicide. Alas, unfortunately, her biological child died young within a few days. Not long after the Dong Lu family welcomed a new bride and she gave birth again. Who still remembers her?”


    Madam Xiao said, “It’s a pity that the children who were originally born were the ones who killed the culprit. What if the two families are heartbroken, like a good golden boy and jade girl, they have never been able to find them back, and don’t know how what is like to be spoiled.” The voice turned, “Moreover, our family is not as good as the Dong Lu family. If Niao Niao really dies of illness, can adults still kill her aunt for a younger generation? Besides, there is still Mother above.”


    Having said that, Madam Xiao’s gaze was fixed on Cheng Shi’s face, and Cheng Shi looked at his wife without speaking.


    A’Qing looked at the head of the household and his wife’s gaze, and said softly, “I’m dull. If you want to be scolded in the house, nothing will happen, but if you go out the door, you can’t guarantee it.” When the Young Mistress arrived at the house, there were no servants to care for and protect her. If she would run into a rogue man and was bullied, she would not know what to do.


    Madam Xiao looked at her husband’s gloomy and unhappy expression and sneered, “Fortunately, our family comes from a rural background and has a poor family. Over the years we have built two small estates together. If it is like the Yuan family, the world is expensive, the family property is not complicated, and the manor stretches for two or three counties…”


    Cheng Shi closed his eyes and said in a deep voice, “You don’t have to say anything. I understand all of this. A’Qing, go and ask Cheng Shun to wait for me in the front yard.”


    A’Qing’s face lit up and hurried away in response. Upon seeing this, A’Zhu also respectfully retired.


    Madam Xiao stood up slowly, walked to her husband, stroked Cheng Shi’s thick shoulders with both hands, and said, “Didn’t the letter say that A’Yiqu Cong was also unfilial? These years, Mother has really…”


    Cheng Shi covered his wife’s hand on his shoulder with one hand. “I understand. When the family was poor in the past, Mother was not like this. She had surplus food and was willing to help the poor neighbors. Although she had a bad mouth, her heart was real. Over the years, she has become increasingly arrogant, often asking for official money for my uncle’s family, and being instigated to embezzle their land. Not to mention my uncle’s family. I worked hard in front of him, and he only fought against my mother when he collected money from behind.”


    At this moment, A’Qing returned and said, “My Lord, Cheng Shun has arrived.”


    Cheng Shi stood up and said to his wife, “You have been tired all the way. Take a rest. In a few days, the children will arrive with General Wan and his team. Don’t be tired. “After saying this, he pushed out the door.


    Madam Xiao remained silent and turned her gaze to the bed. A’Qing understood and went over to the bed, gently opening the curtain to look inside. The little girl was in a deep sleep, her nose red. She lowered the curtain and turned back to her Madam. “It seems that the fever has not completely subsided but she is sleeping soundly.”


    Madam Xiao sat on the bed, supporting her waist, and said, “The illness is like a pulling silk. The doctor has seen it and said to take a few more medications. She will be fine.”


    Pretending to be completely asleep, Yu Cai Ling was so excited in her heart. Her mother in this lifetime was much more exciting than the one in her previous life and it seemed that no one was suspicious of this body’s personality change. She deserved an Oscar for her performance!


    A’Qing walked over and gently rubbed her Madam’s waist. “Master must have made up his mind.”


    “My husband has wanted to do this for a long time now,” Madam Xiao said. “It’s just that Mother was always in the way.”


    A’Qing sighed, “Old Master passed away at an early age and it is not easy for the Old Madam to be widowed.”


    Madam Xiao smiled. “If Father were alive, Mother would be easy to deal with.”


    A’Qing couldn’t help but smile.


    Madam Xiao sneered. “The son of the fallen emperor, who loves to sing and compose music, has a broken family. At the time, the empire was chaotic and everyone had no food to eat. Who would still listen to music and sing? If you can’t marry Zhuo Wenjun, who is crazy and rich, you won’t be able to become Sima Xiangru.* Seeing that he is hungry and discouraged, he has to ask for a wealthy peasant woman. When Father was alive, he couldn’t even talk to Mother patiently. When he bought the new house, he hurriedly occupied the big residence and took care of himself. He also said he saw his old wife a few more times a day, and couldn’t eat anymore.”
[* Sima Xiangru and Zhu Wenju were a pair of poets that eloped in 2 century BCE. Sima would go on to be invited to the court of Emperor Wu (r. 141-186 BCE), who commissioned poems and spread his work. It’s a cute ancient love story.]


    Remembering Old Master Cheng’s disdain for Old Madam Cheng before his death, A’Qing smiled and said, “Old Master was good to you. He protected you during his lifetime.”


    “Of course. The rhythms he wrote are only understandable to me throughout the family. After decades of being a married couple and having children, Mother thought that Father was learning how to draw talismans from shamans. She wanted him to set up a stall for divination and supplement some household expenses.”


    A’Qing couldn’t help but burst out laughing.


    Madam Xiao did not smile and sighed, “Later on, the world became more chaotic. The Cheng family was not wealthy, and it was thanks to the support of Mother, who was able to make a living. Since childhood, he saw his mother working hard and father being indifferent. As the eldest son, how could he not be distressed?”


    Upon hearing this, Yu Cai Ling sneered maliciously, and she now understood why Old Madam Cheng’s resentment was so great.


    A’Qing sighed. “If only Old Master were still alive, he wouldn’t have let Old Madam bully you. You wouldn’t have had to be separated from Young Mistress for ten years.”


    Madam Xiao sighed and was silent for a moment. “If only one of the two could live a long life and enjoy happiness, it should be Mother.”


    A’Qing was startled and said, “Madam, you are confused.”


    “It’s one thing that she doesn’t like me but, in my heart, I respect her,” Madam Xiao said. “She went up the mountain to pick vegetables, down to the fields to cultivate them, went home to spin, wash, and sweep, and had her husband and children to feed. When the sky was about to fall, she was exhausted and had to stand up straight to withstand it, not her husband who manipulated silk and bamboo. Now, it’s her turn to enjoy the blessings of her children and grandchildren.”


    Yu Cai Ling felt a budding respect for Madam Xiao, feeling that although she was skilled in calculation, she still had a clear distinction between right and wrong.


    “Besides, Mother is much stronger than my own mother.”


    A’Qing didn’t dare to discuss her Madam’s biological mother, so she had to digress and say, “Did you see that the Young Mistress is like her maternal grandmother?”


    Madam Xiao’s cold face once again showed a complex expression, “It would be great if she didn’t have a bad temper. It’s useless. It’s better to be like her grandmother.”


    Madam Xiao’s cold face went blank. “It would be great if she didn’t have a bad temper. It’s better to be like her grandmother.”*
[She is talking about Old Madam Cheng here.]


    “Don’t worry,” A’Qing chuckled hastily. “Regardless of her temperament, she still looks like her mother.”


    Thinking of Old Madam Cheng’s meaty and majestic demeanor, Madam Xiao chuckled softly.


    Watching Madam Xiao’s face, A’Qing said, “Actually, what do you think Old Madam is working so hard for? Master has been supporting the family since he was ten years old and she hasn’t worked hard for a long time.” Then she worried and said, “You can put your heart into dealing with Old Madam.”


    “If she were that type of woman, I don’t know how many times she would have died,” Madam Xiao said confidently.


    She looked up at the high beams of the house and said to herself, “There’s no bride in the world who can’t compete with Mother. It’s just the son refuses to help.”


    Yu Cai Ling was stunned by this opinion, and suddenly realized that her mother in this lifetime was not only an outstanding actor and fighter, but also a philosopher with materialistic dialectical thinking!


    However, why was it that she always encountered such a powerful mother figure? The predecessors were so outstanding, and it’s difficult for the future generation to break through. Maybe she should set a small goal first, for example, reincarnation?


    …


    So, lots of characters and backstories introduced here! It is a little confusing because the author calls the same character a different name depending on the context. Here’s a handy-dandy little cheat sheet for the characters so far.


    Yu Cai Ling / Young Mistress / Fourth Young Lady: Our FML, Cheng Shaoshang. Her name does become CSS eventually.


    Madam Xiao / Madam: CSS’s mother.


    Master / General Cheng/Shi’er/Cheng Shi/ Eldest Son: CSS’s father.


    Old Madam Cheng: The hilarious grandma.


    Madam Ge / Second Aunt: The aunt who was in charge of CSS’s upbringing.


    Zhu / A’Zhu: The woman who took care of CSS at the beginning. They began calling her A’Zhu this chapter and it sticks.


    Also, I’m sorry if some parts were a bit confusing! Some parts were a bit vague and that made it hard to translate into something coherent.
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    Chapter Five:
The Incident and Eating Melon


    Most of human fear stems from ignorance. Before, more than half of Yu Cai Ling’s depression was due to her worries of the unknown future. After these few days of eavesdropping, she settled down. Her parents were shrewd, capable, and she came from a wealthy family. She had a number of brothers, including her own dragon and phoenix twin. No matter what, she would not be wronged to any extent.


    Once the mind settled down, sleep became particularly sweet, and the medicine brought to her by her parents was very effective. She slept until dawn, her heart and lungs clear, and felt a bit more stable.


    Turning her head joyfully, she saw that A’Zhu was already sitting on the sofa, arranging bowls, dishes and cups. Yu Cai Ling was both surprised and delighted to ask about the situation. Only then did she know that A’Zhu had become her own nanny at the behest of Madam Xiao. The two maidservants kneeling behind A’Zhu were also assigned by Madam Xiao to serve as well.


    Yu Cai Ling wanted to ask about A’Mei and A’Liang but stopped herself and asked, “Have my parents come back? I don’t want them to leave this time.” Thank you, President Xian Yu for introducing her to Stanislavski. She hadn’t forgotten the self-reflection of an actor. How could a good child ask after her friends without thinking of her parents first?
[Stanislavski is a Russian character actor in the 19th century.]


    A’Zhu’s expression darkened. “Young Mistress has grown up and it’s time to be aware of things. After the Master and Madam come back, they will be in charge of everything for you. You don’t want anything to do with the people your aunt and grandmother appointed for you.”


    This was very telling. Yu Cai Ling pouted, pretending to be unhappy about it. “Since Mother knew Aunt wasn’t treating me well, why didn’t she send someone earlier? She asked me to endure all these hardships.”


    A’Zhu smiled and said, “In the early years there was a lot of chaos outside and letters couldn’t be delivered properly. Besides, the trivial affairs of the inner house couldn’t be controlled in a timely manner, even if the Madam knew something. Your aunt and uncle were in charge of the family, and they assigned people. What’s the point?” Madam Xiao’s original words were: loyal servants are rare. Now was the time to hire people. Don’t get caught up in the activities of the women of the inner house.


    Yu Cai Ling had had a smart and mean mouth ever since she was a child, and she wanted to take a stab at the ‘wise and omnipotent’ Madam Xiao. She couldn’t bear to when she saw A’Zhu’s exhausted face.


    Since coming to this place, the closest person to her was the reserved, honest and considerate woman in front of her. At the time, in order to act cautiously, A’Zhu did not dare to find more servants to help and handled all the affairs herself. When Yu Cai Ling couldn’t swallow the medicine, A’Zhu took a bit of the concoction to feed her; in order to reduce her fever, in such cold and snowy weather, A’Zhu boiled water several times a day to wipe her down and change her clothes. As a result, the well water froze and she could only scoop snow to melt. A’Zhu’s fingers, which were originally well kept, had frostbite; because she disliked the greasy broth, she personally went to the mountains to dig through the snow and find little mushrooms and vegetables to put into her soup. It looked like A’Zhu hadn’t had a good rest in quite a while, so Yu Cai Ling decided to save her some trouble.


    Yu Cai Ling lowered her head and said, “I will listen to Nanny.” The more time she spent with someone, the harder it was to keep from revealing things. It wasn’t that she was afraid someone would say she wasn’t herself, but the people here were so superstitious that Yu Cai Ling wouldn’t put it past a shaman or monk to pour boiling talisman water on her and say she was possessed.


    A’Zhu was satisfied and began to serve Yu Cai Ling porridge.


    If the original attendants were here, they would be amazed at how the Young Mistress became so talkative. However, after taking care of Yu Cai Ling for so many days, A’Zhu felt that she was a good child with a pure and kind nature.


    Three small lacquerware bowls of the same color were placed on a wine-red wooden tray, and had strange little beasts depicted along the sides of the bowls. The slightly larger bowl had a fragrant rice porridge. The small bowl on the other side was filled with pickled vegetables – one of A’Zhu’s specialties. The last lacquered bowl had two small pieces of sweet milk cake. She didn’t know how much sugar was put in it but knew that sugar was hard to come by during this time. The two pieces of malt sugar candy she had in the countryside were enough to make the children salivate uncontrollably.


    These were all things Yu Cai Ling loved to eat, and she ate them happily. A’Zhu looked at her with a smile, as if seeing the girl satisfied with her meal was enough to fill her own stomach.


    During the meal, Yu Cai Ling asked after A’Mei and her brothers. A’Zhu said, “Thanks to Madam, A’Mei will serve the Young Mistress in the future. I’m not sure which Young Master A’Liang will follow, but they have become accustomed to the countryside. Now, Qing Cong is looking for someone to teach them the rules.” She turned and introduced the two maidservants behind her.


    The round-faced maid was younger, about thirteen or fourteen, and her name was Qiao Guo. The other oval-faced maid was slightly older, about fifteen or sixteen, and her name was Lian Fang. According to A’Zhu, Madam Xiao, the ‘wise and omnipotent,’ had been trying to find reliable and loyal maidservants for her daughter for years. These two were the results of a thousand choices.


    The corners of Yu Cai Ling’s mouth twitched. Shouldn’t a confidant be reliable when they’re nurtured by herself?


    “Who is Qing Cong?” Yu Cai Ling asked, nibbling on a piece of sweet milk cake.


    A’Zhu smiled. “She is Madam’s sworn sister. Thanks to her help all these years, you should treat her with respect in the future.”


    Yu Cai Ling nodded. So, she was an aunt.


    After finishing the meal, Qiao Guo carried the tray out of the room and Lian Fang quickly took out the half-foot-high lacquered wooden cylinder that was warm, and poured hot water into a copper basin to wash Yu Cai Ling. Yu Cai Ling was still hungry, but A’Zhu only gave her a small meal and told her, “Drink the soup later.”


    After washing up, A’Zhu dragged Yu Cai Ling – who just wanted to lie down and nap – out of her bed and began walking with her around the room. “It’s cold outside and Young Mistress is still weak. Let’s walk around the room.”


    Yu Cai Ling didn’t want to, but the reality was that in the past, Yu Cai Ling, who used to be able to dance, do the splits, fight and split bricks, was panting after walking just two laps around the room. Obviously, she had been able to hike in the countryside before, but with her illness relapsing, she had to begin from scratch. This filled Yu Cai Ling with anger. She took a break and cursed as she walked. She cursed that those with the last name Ge would fall, bend and twist their backs when they went out, and when they turned around, they would encounter another who cheated money and feelings!


    By the eighth lap of the room, Yu Cai Ling was gasping. The round faced Qiao Guo arrived with steaming hot soup. As soon as she lifted the curtain of the room, a pungent and bitter odor wafted over.


    A’Zhu helped Yu Cai Ling sit on the sofa and brought the bowl up to her. Yu Cai Ling took a sip. Numbness spread from the tip of her tongue to her forehead. It was bitter, spicy, and had a fishy smell. The combination made Yu Cai Ling burst into tears immediately. Seeing this, A’Zhu hurriedly said, “This is the medicine prescribed by the Imperial physicians. It’s bitter but good for life. Yesterday, Young Mistress took a dose of medicine and immediately reduced her fever.”


    Nonsense. If it weren’t for the desire of a speedy recovery, ghosts would eat the moldy thing that the eighteen generations of ancestors didn’t accumulate. Yu Cai Ling groaned and lifted the bowl again with tears in her eyes. At that moment, she heard the voice of Lian Fang call out, “Lord Father and Mother are here.”
[I think this means the taste is so bad that she would rather have no good karma for eighteen generations. The better the karma, the better next life will be.]


    Looking up, she saw that Cheng Shi had retired from his military uniform today, wearing only a dark-colored gold-embroidered silk robe, a large belt of dark silver, and no gold or jade ornaments around his wrists. Madam Xiao was dressed in a deep purple dress with large purple flowers, under which exposed a two-palm-wide light purple skirt, with a circle of snow-white fox fur around the neckline, her hair was a half-high bun with a golden phoenix and jade hairpin, and white jade earrings, which reflected her beautiful complexion and extraordinary demeanor.  


    Cheng Shi saw that his daughter was feeling much better than yesterday, and he was happy in his heart. However, he didn’t know where to start. He could only sit on the bed with a smile, and Qing Cong helped Madam Xiao sit beside him. As a child, Yu Cai Ling had to continue to kneel on the futon with her head lowered.


    Not only did Cheng Shi not know where to start, Madam Xiao – who was resourceful and scheming – also didn’t know how to begin. She could only cough softly and say, “How are you?”


    Yu Cai Ling replied in a soft voice, “I’m much better.” She didn’t mean to, but her voice naturally became weaker when she spoke to them.


    He shouldn’t have looked up. As soon as he did, Cheng Shi saw his daughter’s tears and reacted immediately. “Why are you crying?”


    He was about to ask which bastard would dare bully his daughter so soon after returning until she said weakly, “I’m fine… the medicine is too bitter.”


    Yu Cai Ling didn’t know how pitiful she looked. Her skeleton was weak, shoulders thin, and skin almost translucent after the initial recovery of a serious illness. She had a slender neck that looked like it was difficult to support her head and, to kneel on the floor, she tilted slightly. The voice was even weaker when she spoke. Cheng Shi felt that grabbing a cattail fan would crush his daughter like a baby bird. His heart and voice softened. “Why don’t you add some malt sugar candy to it?”


    These words made Madam Xiao roll her eyes and solemnly said, “Husband is talking nonsense. Can you add anything to the medicine prescribed by the doctor so carelessly? Good medicine tastes bitter and you can only add sugar.”


    Cheng Shi hurriedly said, “What Madam said is right.” He turned his head to his daughter. “Listen to your mother. When you recover from your illness, Father will take you to ride a horse and watch the lantern festival after New Year’s Day.”


    These words caught her attention. Yu Cai Ling smiled happily at Cheng Shi; her pale skin tinted with a hint of blush. She was as cute as a jade doll.


    Cheng Shi felt true joy in his heart, realizing that his daughter was indeed the most beautiful little lady in the world. The daughters born to General Wan could not compare to his morning glory. Next time he was out drinking, he needed to boast and be proud. Madam Xiao still had a complex expression when she saw the appearance of Yu Cai Ling.


    Cheng Shi’s imagination was still lacking, and he turned to his wife with a smile, saying, “We have a beautiful daughter.” Then, he added, “It’s all thanks to my wife.”


    Qing Cong rolled her eyes to the sky. She had always known that her Master was blind, and the Young Mistress was clearly not born like her parents. In her opinion, although the Young Mistress had a decent appearance, she was pitiful and not very grand. How could she compare to Madam Xiao’s high-spirited demeanor?


    People had a preference for strong and tall women in terms of aesthetics during this time. Could this little girl grow taller and fatter? Old Madam Xiao was originally weak but her figure was not inferior. Qing Cong was thinking about it, and casually turned her eyes to see the Young Mistress looking at her parents with great interest. Her big eyes were black, her demeanor that of a newborn beast in the forest, she was lively and wild. Qing Cong was momentarily stunned.


    According to A’Zhu, Madam Xiao had given birth to several children, including a girl who died young, and her figure was still voluptuous. This made Yu Cai Ling secretly happy. Cheng Shi was a lucky man.


    Madam Xiao didn’t know what her sworn sister and daughter were thinking and turned to her husband. “…Don’t go out and talk nonsense. What’s the use of bragging about a girls’ beauty all day long? It’s more important to learn about virtue and integrity.”


    Seeing him like this, Madam Xiao remembered how passionate her husband was since his daughter was born. Because of his mother’s and wife’s insistence, he had no choice but to be separated from her for ten years. Her demeanor softened and she sighed softly, saying, “Everyone has eyes. When Yong’er and his brothers come back with General Wan’s family, let’s take Niao Niao out to a banquet and garden. Just us.”


    As everyone was chatting, a sharp and coarse older woman’s voice could be heard in the distance. It started with a sad and mournful main melody, and ended with an indignant ‘aaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaah~’ that lasted a good seven or eight seconds without pause.


    Yu Cai Ling couldn’t help but admire the sound and appreciated the emotional investment added to the long and loud cry. This was simply Old Madam Cheng embracing her inner Pavarotti and Li Shuang Jiang.* Then she wondered how could the cry be so crystal clear? Maybe the Cheng household wasn’t as big as she thought.
[Luciano Pavarotti and Li Shuang Jiang are two famous tenor opera singers.]


    Only when she saw that there was no fluctuation on Qing Cong’s face and caught the look Cheng Shi and his wife exchanged did she realize that a good show was about to begin.


    Old Madam Cheng’s cry quickly turned into a wail, “My son… my son…!” The sound quickly drew nearer, and Yu Cai Ling became increasingly more aware that this household was indeed not very big.


    After the couple finished their silent exchange, Cheng Shi coughed and stood up to greet Old Madam Cheng. Madam Xiao unhurriedly helped her husband tidy up his clothes and didn’t forget to tell Yu Cai Ling, “Don’t just stand there, hurry up and drink the medicine.”


    The couple was about to leave the room, but underestimated how fast Old Madam Cheng could move. Before Qing Cong could lift the door’s curtain, she was pushed back by a strong force. Old Madam Cheng rushed in like a wild boar hit by an arrow, nearly tearing the door curtain off.


    This time, there was no display of a long string of servants behind her, only Madam Ge and two other women whom Yu Cai Ling didn’t recognize. The first one was about the same age as Old Madam Cheng, with a similar roughness in appearance, face full of tears and snot. The other was pretty and shrewd, looking to be in her thirties, even though the powder on her face was a little thicker, she was crying too.


    Old Madam Cheng was in a very disheveled state, her gorgeous clothes torn apart at her lapels, the big golden hairpin as thick as a fire rod was gone, and she had only one big golden earring in. Tears and snot hung on her face and she kept saying, “You have to save your uncle…he will die…”


    As soon as she saw Cheng Shi, she rushed forward with a heartrending cry. Everyone could only watch as Old Madam Cheng’s fist, as big as a wine bowl, began to pound on her majestic and full chest, making a frightening sound. At the same time, she didn’t forget to pull out her hand to beat her son. Cheng Shi, who was physically strong, staggered back a few steps.


    The corners of Madam Xiao’s lips twitched as she took a step back and watched, thinking that it was a pity that her mother-in-law had been born a girl. If she had been born a man, she would have been a brave general. Old Madam Cheng’s fists were flying around and she took another step back. When she turned around, she saw her daughter moving to the corner in the same way she did, and she even turned her head and said something to A’Zhu. In the commotion, she only heard the words ‘…Grandmother should be a general…’ before A’Zhu pushed the little girl behind her to hide.


    Madam Xiao was taken aback.


    Seeing the chaotic situation, A’Zhu wanted to drag Yu Cai Ling out of the room, but Yu Cai Ling was so excited that she wasn’t willing to leave at this moment.


    A’Zhu couldn’t move. She saw the Young Mistress clutch the bowl tightly, her body trembling. She figured it was because the Young Mistress was frightened and knew it wouldn’t be easy for her to go out into the wind like this while she was still recovering. The Madam didn’t say anything, so A’Zhu decided to just let her be for now.


    While A’Zhu was making her decision, Yu Cai Ling, who had heard the clues from Old Madam Cheng’s howling, combined with everything A’Zhu had told her over the past few days, was able to figure out some of what was going on.


    Old Madam Cheng’s maiden family was the Dong family. During the war, the Dong family ran away from death and only Old Madam Cheng and her younger brother survived. Things were tough until Cheng Shi began to make a name for himself. By that point, the Dong family relied on the Cheng family to make a living.


    Unfortunately, Madam Xiao’s fingers were tight, and what fell into Old Madam Cheng’s hands was not abundant, let alone what was left to give to the Dong family. It was better to teach people to fish than to give them fish. In order to make the Dong family more prosperous, the ‘clever’ old woman asked Cheng Shi to find a job for Uncle Dong. Unfortunately, Uncle Dong didn’t know how to read books, and disliked the cumbersome and slow income of farming and repeatedly hit a wall.


    Finally, a few years ago, the old woman heard that the war was beginning to ease up, so she forced Cheng Shi to secure a position in the military for Uncle Dong. He thought that with his nephew taking care of him, he would never be bullied again, and Madam Xiao had no excuses anymore.


    Sure enough, in the past few years, Uncle Dong straightened his back and earned more money. He occasionally passed on news of Cheng Shi and his wife to Old Madam Cheng. Old Madam Cheng became more and more proud, and often asked her son for more money to give to the Dong family– the two siblings had a very comfortable life.


    Old Madam Cheng was originally waiting for her younger brother to come back and report on her son’s recent developments. Before any news came, she received bad news. It turned out that Uncle Dong had secretly stolen military equipment and supplies and sold them off for profit.


    For such things, even with leniency, family members would be fined, have their property confiscated and officials fired. The offender would also be beheaded and abandoned.


    Upon hearing the news, Aunt Dong brought her daughter-in-law to seek help. Old Madam Cheng nearly fainted when she heard it. So, Da Xiong came to find Doraemon, who had already begged for his wife and was not very obedient.
[This is a Doraemon reference that I’m not too sure about. I’ve never seen the show and from what I can tell, Da Xiong is considered lazy but still a good friend to Doraemon? If anyone knows, let me know!]


    Cheng Shi used all of his strength to peel off his mother’s hand, turned his head and caught Madam Xiao’s eyes. Yu Cai Ling noticed another silent communication pass between them and thought to herself, ‘Here it comes.’


    Cheng Shi took a deep breath, shook out his wrinkled robe sleeve, bowed deep and long, then knelt straight down at Old Madam Cheng’s feet with tears in his eyes (Yu Cai Ling secretly cheered – look at his acting skills!). He sighed mournfully, “Mother! I heard this from my subordinates earlier this morning, and I wanted to tell you this but… I really didn’t know where to start…”


    Qing Cong once again rolled her eyes. She knew her Master could really pretend to be a fool. She had come to visit the Young Mistress early in the morning but was trapped because she underestimated the speed of Aunt Dong and her daughter-in-law.


    Madam Ge, who was holding onto Old Madam Cheng, saw the opportunity and said in a coquettish voice, “This is Uncle Dong! No matter how embarrassed Eldest Brother is, you have to save him!” As she spoke, she looked at the tall and upright Cheng Shi.


    Cai Ling felt disgusted and thought to herself, ‘Another person who lacks a good mirror. You are at least eighteen times inferior to Madam Xiao in terms of physique, appearance, temperament, and knowledge. Why don’t you just save it, Pan Jin Lian?’
[Pan Jin Lian is a fictional character in the 17th century novel Jin Ping Mei and was considered a femme fatale and one of the most notorious villainesses of classical Chinese literature.]


    Madam Xiao immediately took a step forward and said to Madam Ge, “It’s my husband who is kneeling down before Mother. If my sister doesn’t get out of the way, is she going to be bowed down, too?”


    Before Madam Ge could speak, Old Madam Cheng backhanded her and angrily said, “Did you come here to see the jokes made of this old lady?” She didn’t want too many people to know about her maiden family’s scandal, but Madam Ge rushed over as soon as she heard the news. Old Madam Cheng knew about Madam Ge’s foolishness, she was just too lazy to pay attention to it.


    The slap was loud and heavy, and immediately a large red mark appeared on her cheek. Madam Ge, ashamed and angry, covered her face and cried as she ran out of the room.


    …


    Eating Melon in the chapter title has a similar meaning to ‘grab the popcorn’ or the like in English. In Chinese, it’s used to say that there’s some hot, juicy gossip or drama happening to someone else and CSS definitely was enjoying the drama unfold in front of her!


    I also want to thank everyone who has been reading so far! The response to this has exceeded my expectations by 1000% and I’m so grateful to you all! 


    


    


    


    Enjoyed the chapter? Support me on Patreon to get early access to new chapters, exclusive content, and more! Your support helps me keep bringing you these translations. Thank you!


    Disclaimer: Your support on Patreon goes directly towards my work as a translator and helps me produce more content. It does not constitute support for the original novel or its author.


    
  

  
    Chapter Six: 
Melon Seed Shell


    Madam Xiao forced her sister-in-law back with a word, then stood quietly to the side. On the contrary, Madam Dong Lu, the new bride who had been supporting the crying Aunt Dong, quickly raised her head and glanced at Madam Xiao. Who knew that Madam Xiao seemed to have eyes on her cheek, and she turned to face her. She turned to look at her as if it had deep meaning.


    Madam Dong Lu was greatly shocked and quickly lowered her head.


    Cheng Shi was still kneeling in front of his mother and explained, “I told Mother in the letter that Uncle Dong’s hands are not clean every time. Fortunately, I am right in front of him and I can make up for what I can. I can hide what I can. But in the Battle of Yi Yang six months ago, General Wan was injured and I was transferred to lead soldiers under General Han’s command. I couldn’t take my uncle to manage the weapons under General Han. Before leaving, I said something, but to my surprise, my uncle couldn’t stop for a few months and someone caught him! What does Mother want me to do? Do you want me to let go of such a great opportunity, not strive for wealth and fame, just to see my uncle out of jail?!”


    Old Madam Cheng was speechless for a while. She had known that her younger brother was stealing, but relied on her son’s cover to keep herself ignorant. When she asked, she choked for a long time before saying, “So what is your uncle going to do now? Is he going to die? Have his property confiscated?” Upon hearing the word ‘confiscated,’ Aunt Dong cried even louder and two thick yellow boogers dripped from her nostrils, making Yu Cai Ling nauseous.


    Cheng Shi expressed his embarrassment in a diplomatic tone, “If you don’t want to, you really can’t.”


    Upon hearing this, Old Madam Cheng lashed out, took the strong arms and vigorous physique that she had when she went up the mountain and down to the field, and kicked the small table where Yu Cai Ling’s soup bowls and snacks were, smashing the furnishings in the room into a mess. She grabbed Cheng Shi’s front like a pair of iron tongs, mouth-foaming, she cried and cursed, “You black-hearted bastard! You’re just watching your uncle die like this… I – I’ll sue you for disobedience!”


    If a child is unfilial, one could go down to the government office to sue for disobedience, ranging from fines and beatings to being dismissed from an official office. This bad idea was contributed by the Ge family, and in recent years, Old Madam Cheng often used it to manipulate her son and daughter-in-law, achieving great results.


    Cheng Shi tried his best to tug on his collar and said angrily, “Mother, go and sue me. What’s more important – national affairs or family affairs? The theft by my uncle has been reported. Because I refuse to listen to my mother’s order of covering the crime, I am not afraid of such ‘unfilial acts’ even if they are reported to the emperor.”


    How can Old Madam Cheng, a rural woman, know all of this? She only knows that ‘disobedience’ is ‘unfilial,’ and unfilial ‘can be sued.’ Now it sounded like country is even bigger than filial piety. She had no choice but to wail and fall onto the bed, rolling around like a wild boar.


    Yu Cai Ling watched the show with relish. She could feel the bowl in her hands was getting cold and quickly downed the rest of the medicine before watching more of the drama. She was so invested that she didn’t notice the bitterness this time. Unexpectedly, Madam Xiao looked at her coldly. Qing Cong, who was watching her, followed her gaze and saw Yu Cai Ling’s actions.


    Madam Xiao said in a deep voice, “A’Zhu, cover Niao Niao tightly and lead her to my room to rest.” The drama of grandmother and father was always hard for younger generations to watch.


    Yu Cai Ling was disappointed, but didn’t dare to resist. A’Zhu quickly grabbed a robe and wrapped her in it. Lian Fang and Qiao Guo hurriedly picked up several boxes of snacks with hidden bags and cushions. The three of them hugged Yu Cai Ling and quickly walked out of the room, bypassing the corridor about ten steps and then went into another room.


    The room was obviously tidied up temporarily, the interior as simple as her own. Yu Cai Ling nibbled on a piece of candied fruit while craning her ears to listen to the faint cries and curses coming from her room, imagining how the battle was going. It was a pity that she never encountered such a live broadcast before today.


    For the next few days, Yu Cai Ling continued to eat, drink medicine, sleep and walk around the room three times. Cheng Shi and Madam Xiao were very busy, not being at home for most of the day and she didn’t know what they were doing. Only Qing Cong came every day to sit in Yu Cai Ling’s room and talk, asking how her body was recovering.


    Qing Cong’s appearance was just ordinary, with clean and soft eyebrows and eyes, and smiling lines on both sides of her mouth. When she didn’t smile, she still looked as if she was smiling, making people feel close to her. Yu Cai Ling thought she was coming to assert herself, but who knew that Qing Cong was such a gossip. Sometimes she would bring delicious little snacks that Yu Cai Ling had never seen before, sometimes she would bring small things like jade hairpins, gold hairpins, or earrings. After a few days, Yu Cai Ling finally allowed herself to lower her guard around her.


    “The Madam and Master have brought a lot of things for Young Mistress, but they are trapped in the back of the carriage which has not been dismantled. These days, there are so many trivial matters to attend to, so we can only open the box when we settle down later.” Qing Cong smiled, folded her hands in front of her knees, and sat down.


    Yu Cai Ling nodded and said, “Well, it’s almost New Year’s Day. Father and Mother must be busy.”


    Qing Cong’s eyes flashed, she couldn’t deny it.


    Due to her daily conversation, Yu Cai Ling learned that her real name was ‘Cheng Shaoshang,’ and she had a twin brother named ‘Cheng Shaogong.’ It is said that her grandfather, Old Master Cheng, had been in a state of illness for several months before they were born. He was overjoyed when he heard Madam Xiao had given birth to twins, coughed up a mouthful of thick phlegm, and lived for another half a year. Although he still died later, it was a great fortune for Cheng Shi who was at a critical juncture in battle for the first half of the year.


    Everyone knew that the twins were auspicious. As soon as the musician Old Master Cheng was feeling better, he wrote a passage that said, “I didn’t expect to see these two children again. The Shennong Qin has five strings on it and Emperor Wen added two strings, calling them Shaogong and Shaoshang. That will be their names.”


    Undoubtedly, apart from Third Uncle Cheng who was away studying at the time, only Madam Xiao in the family knew what Old Master Cheng was talking about. Therefore, the name ‘Cheng Niao’ that was originally planned for the newborn girl became a nickname.


    “When will my brothers be home?” Cheng Shaoshang smiled and accepted the new name, abandoning the name given to her by her previous father without any regret.


    “Young Mistress shouldn’t worry. There are still many carriages and horses and other miscellaneous items behind us, which need to be taken care of by several young men. The Madam and Master rushed back first.” Qing Cong said.


    Cheng Shaoshang smiled at the word ‘miscellaneous’ and understood; at the same time, it was strange why people in the Cheng family loved to call her ‘young mistress.’ Although she was the only daughter of this family, if they wanted to add up all three of the Cheng family’s houses, then the Third Uncle had an even younger daughter.


    …


    Cheng Shaoshang’s health gradually improved, but the days were long and boring. She couldn’t help but ask with a hopeful tone every day, “How is the Dong family’s situation?”


    A’Zhu didn’t hide it from Cheng Shaoshang, but she really didn’t have the talent for gossip. Her answers were, “I won’t say” and “I still won’t say.” If she was lucky, A’Zhu would occasionally respond with “I refuse to say no matter what.”


    Unlike the loyal and taciturn A’Zhu, Lian Fang was more considerate. She was the daughter of Cheng Shi Biqu and had taken care of the many younger brothers and sisters in her family as a child. Seeing the Young Mistress’s shining eyes and heart unwilling to be trapped in the house, she softened. In the following days, Lian Fang would occasionally tell Cheng Shaoshang about some of the ‘good shows’ she had seen outside.


    Qiao Guo couldn’t understand and asked privately, “Madam Qing Cong taught us to talk less, listen more, and do more. Sister, why do you always tell Young Mistress about things outside?”


    Lian Fang smiled and said, “The Young Mistress and Madam haven’t seen each other for ten years. How can they become close? The two of us must follow Young Mistress in the future. If she doesn’t believe in us and doesn’t become close with us, wouldn’t it be a waste of Madam Qing Cong’s teachings? Besides, what I’m telling her is known to the whole family, and it’s just as important to teach the Young Mistress to relieve her boredom.”


    Qiao Guo listened and thanked Lian Fang for her guidance.


    A few days later, A’Zhu noticed Lian Fang was spreading her stories. However, Lian Fang smiled and pleaded, “To spread the word is to fabricate a story, distorting it to please the Madam, but what this servant said is not false.”


    Seeing that A’Zhu was still dissatisfied, she continued, “Madam Qing Cong often praises that our Madam is reasonable and capable of not losing to men. She said that Madam has been in charge of family affairs since she was six or seven years old. Do we want to keep Young Mistress in a cage for the rest of her life, so that she won’t know the wind and rain outside? If I am wrong, just scold me. Regardless of whether it is good or bad, shouldn’t we let the Young Mistress learn so she can learn to distinguish whether it is right or wrong?”


    After looking at Lian Fang for a while, A’Zhu said to herself, ‘Although this is a good statement, this maid is not prudent enough.’


    But she also thought about letting the Young Mistress know about the grievances of the elders, so as not to alienate her parents by thinking about her ten years of upbringing. After, A’Zhu stopped talking and only paid attention secretly.


    The eloquence of Lian Fang was very different from that of A’Zhu. When it came to rumors, Lian Fang spoke with both eloquence and emotion. It was only then that Cheng Shaoshang felt that life had gained some flavor.


    After the fight between mother and son, Old Madam Cheng cursed and said she had to pay for Uncle Dong’s order by herself, but the money box was half empty, and there was no hope for it. Instead, she sent to see Uncle Dong being escorted in the prison carriage. According to the servants who had attended, Uncle Dong looked embarrassed and haggard.


    Old Madam Cheng made a few more troubles for her son, but after none worked, she resorted to doing a hunger strike. It was said that several women in the previous dynasty used this tactic to deal with the emperor’s son. Unfortunately, Old Madam Cheng had lived a life being hungry and scared and did not want to go through that again. The hunger strike ended after only two missed meals. According to the servants in the kitchens, Old Madam Cheng ate a smoked chicken, half a roast goose, two pickled hooves, and three large bowls of rice for the first meal after ending the strike. She had also found a doctor to prescribe medicine for digestion in advance.


    Old Madam Cheng was struggling, but the situation of the Dong family was even worse. Dong’s son was also detained, and the Dong family’s farm and shop had been sealed off. Madam Dong Lu’s performance was excellent. In order to show that she couldn’t ask Old Madam Cheng to ‘fight alone,’ she angrily sold around twenty maidservants and concubines in her husband’s house, and raised a large sum of money to give Old Madam Cheng. Old Madam Cheng immediately felt like this was a truly good niece who had been cultivated for centuries.


    The recent news was that Aunt Dong came to cry every day these days. After dinner Old Madam Cheng drank two cups of wine, which made people brave. She directly used a cloth-cutting knife to intimidate her son again, saying that if her son refused to save his uncle, he would die for him and then she would sue for disobedience. Cheng Shaoshang felt that there was something deeply wrong with this order of events.


    Cheng Shi couldn’t bear to be disturbed anymore and casually said it was either he couldn’t save Uncle Dong, or he would bear the charge, say that Uncle Dong stole under his command. Then, he would be beheaded in exchange for Uncle Dong, and all their property would be confiscated and given to the Dong family. What did Mother think of that?


    Old Madam Cheng immediately became mute. Although she loved her younger brother, she never thought of exchanging her son for him. Unexpectedly, Aunt Dong was enlightened and blurted out, “My nephew is a high-ranking official, and even if he has committed a crime, it won’t be too bad. At most, he can be fined. Why don’t you ask my nephew to confess to this crime?” As soon as the words were spoken, both mother and son of the Cheng family turned pale with anger.


    Others thought that it was fortunate the Dong Family was incompetent and couldn’t enter the prison. If they were able to visit Uncle Dong, it was possible that collusion could happen, and the Cheng family would be framed.


    Cheng Shi immediately became furious, and regardless of whether anyone heard him or not, he shouted to Old Madam Cheng who was standing in the hall. “Fine! Filial piety is the top priority. As long as Mother orders, I will report to the Northern Army Prison! From now on, Mother will live with my second and third brothers!”


    Many people, both inside and out, heard this, and the servants and stewards all said that their Old Madam was crazy. Madam Xiao hid in the room and smiled slightly, cursing without good words. Once the dispute started, even the best relationships would be hurt.


    At this moment, Old Madam Cheng was shaken from her drunken stupor and vigorously slapped Aunt Dong, leaving her unable to come out of her room. Cheng Shi ordered the servants to not allow Aunt Dong to set foot in the Cheng household, and to break the legs of anyone who dared let them in. Old Madam Cheng didn’t dare to speak up. The matter froze until Madam Dong Lu came to apologize on the third day.


    According to Qing Cong (as told by Lian Fang), for the father and son of the Dong family, the old loves money, the young loves sex, and Aunt Dong is a fool. Madam Dong Lu was the only one in the Dong Family who understood; however, this understanding was also in exchange for a lot of suffering.


    The Dong and Lu families were originally wealthy farmers, and their grandfathers had already made a marriage agreement for their grandchildren. Unfortunately, Old Master Dong passed away early and the world was war-ragged. As a result, the family’s fortunes deteriorated day by day, while the Lu family was able to maintain themselves. In order to keep his promise, Old Master Lu married his little granddaughter into the Dong family, who didn’t even have enough to eat. In the early years, Aunt and Uncle Dong treated the bride well. However, Cheng Shi was too powerful and within a few years he became well-known. Looking at the brides married by the Cheng brothers, the Dong family felt that their daughter-in-law’s eyes were not her eyes and her nose was not her nose. If it weren’t for Madam Dong Lu giving birth to a number of children and being good at flattery, she would have been divorced early.


    Cheng Shaoshang didn’t know what Madam Dong Lu and Old Madam Cheng said. From dawn to noon, Old Madam Cheng’s temper had completely dissipated. In the evening, stammering messengers sent someone to call Cheng Shi and Madam Xiao over so she could express her remorse.


    When hearing the summons from Old Madam Cheng, Cheng Shi and Madam Xiao were calling to Cheng Shaoshang to have a meal together and to do some parent-daughter bonding. Seeing the look of the maid kneeling by the door, Qing Cong smiled and said, “It’s a little earlier than Madam expected. It seems that Madam Dong Lu is very eloquent.”


    Madam Xiao smiled without saying a word, and was about to get up to go out. Cheng Shi didn’t forget to tell his daughter, “Niao Niao, you should eat your food first, and have more meat!”


    Cheng Shaoshang paused in the posture of raising her arms before saying, “Yes. Respectfully sending off my father and mother. Father and Mother will come back early.”


    The girl’s voice was soft, as if kneading a dough ball. Cheng Shi liked this in his heart and nodded out with a smile.


    Cheng Shaoshang continued to sit on her knees, head lowered over her meal. Beside her, A’Zhu noticed this was a bit strange. Qing Cong looked at her and smiled, “Don’t be upset, Young Mistress. Madam and Master will eat with you often in the future. Something really came up today.”


    Cheng Shaoshang responded in a low voice.


    It’s a pity that even the exquisite Qing Cong guessed wrong. Cheng Shaoshang was not thinking about that – she didn’t like others calling her Niao Niao because her nickname was Lingan, although the person who called her that passed away a long time ago.


    …


    Every time she walked into Old Madam Cheng’s room; Madam Xiao felt dazzled. Old Madam Cheng’s requirements for her house was very simple, rich, rich, and rich. From the floor to the table, the bed, the seat, everything that could be inlaid with gold was inlaid with gold thread and silk.


    At first, Old Madam Cheng was a little embarrassed to speak, but once she began, the more she said and the smoother it became. She took Cheng Shi’s hand, with a tearful face and runny nose and said, “Your sister-in-law said it well, when I am old, who can I rely on if not my son? You’ve been working for credit with your blood all these years so that I can live a good life of eating meat and drinking alcohol. How could I not value your life and death more seriously than others…”


    Cheng Shi and Madam Xiao glanced at each other but didn’t speak.


    Old Madam Cheng continued to cry, “Your uncle asked me to take care of the family before he passed away, but I didn’t take care of it. Your other uncles died and scattered, leaving only this one. I feel sorry for my parents who have passed away, so I thought about subsidizing the Dong family more. If you are not happy in the future, I will never do anything…”


    Madam Xiao looked at Madam Dong Lu with admiration in her heart. After only half a day, she had completely changed Old Madam Cheng’s mind. She glanced at her husband and Cheng Shi understood. “Mother, what else did Sister Lu say?”


    Old Madam Cheng firmly remembered Madam Dong Lu’s words: to show weakness, you must also show weakness. She said with a sigh, “She said as long as you are promoted to a rank of merit, the Dong family will naturally benefit. Asking your uncle to serve in the military was to poach your corner and drag you down.” At this, her tone changed and she ground her teeth together. “It turns out that the Dong family has not saved much money over the years. It’s either your cousin asking to find women for fun, or your vicious and heartless aunt took it to help her maiden family!”


    Although Old Madam Cheng loved to help her own maiden family, she hated others who helped their own maiden family. She had scolded Madam Xiao several times for helping her side of the family, but now that she knew a lot of the money she had given her younger brother and been given to his wife’s family… it made her extremely furious. If she ever saw the opportunity in the future, she would grab Aunt Dong’s hair and give her a good beating.


    “Son,” Old Madam Cheng patted Cheng Shi’s arm. “Just save your uncle once. They have a field and a house, and won’t be hungry or cold. I won’t trouble you again in the future!” She turned to Madam Xiao and said, “From now on, you’ll be in charge of all the affairs of the family. When I am old, I’ll just enjoy a peaceful life.”


    Madam Xiao’s gaze was like a deep pool, unmoving. After entering the room for so long, she finally spoke, “It seems that Mother understands, but in fact, Uncle is not irreparable…”


    Old Madam Cheng secretly rolled her eyes while wiping her tears, but before Madam Xiao could finish speaking, she jumped three feet high and said violently, “Well, your uncle was indeed framed by the two heartless people, just to judge me! I am your Mother! How dare you do this. I want – I want…”


    “What does Mother want me to do?” Madam Xiao interrupted coldly, “What can Mother do to me?”


    Old Madam Cheng was momentarily speechless, and Cheng Shi remained motionless, leaving the room completely silent.


    Madam Xiao slowly got up, covered the door curtain more tightly, turned around and said, “Expel me. I think you have heard some rumors that I have made some small contributions in the city and outside of battle all these years. Besides, can you force my husband to divorce me? I’m still alive -”


    She smiled slightly, with a peculiar sarcastic curve at the corner of her mouth and said word by word, “I’m still alive, but others may not be.”


    Old Madam Cheng froze as if a basin of ice water had been poured over her.


    Madam Xiao looked at her quietly for a moment and said, “Madam Dong Lu said so much, she didn’t say this?”


    Old Madam Cheng began to tremble. Her son used her own younger brother to control her. It wasn’t that she hadn’t thought about using Madam Xiao to control her son, but what Madam Dong Lu said was vivid in her ears.


    “I heard from outside that Xiao Sister-in-law treated the wounded and sick before the battle, comforted people in the war. Many people praised her up and down. The court praised her, but you will force General Cheng to divorce her. So what? She can still starve to death and freeze to death in shame, but it’s just that people will say you are stupid and vicious. The general’s anger hasn’t spread to the Dong family yet. Can your brothers and nephews still survive? After you wait a hundred years, the general will welcome her back, and she will continue to enjoy her children and grandchildren, but what about the Dong family?”


    Looking at Madam Xiao’s icy and calm face, Old Madam Cheng’s voice was stuck in her throat. Fingers trembling, she turned to Cheng Shi and said, “My son, are you just watching her bully me like this?”


    Cheng Shi said in a deep voice, “I know Mother always feels that I am looking towards Yuan Yi, but could Mother think that I was like this as soon as I was married? Over the past ten years, what Yuan Yi has done, what Mother has done, I have seen everything one by one.” He turned to look at his wife and then back to his mother. “What Yuan Yi means is what I mean. The Dong family can’t be tolerated. Mother, you should also rest, it is not your responsibility to manage it and you should not manage it in the future.”


    Old Madam Cheng sank to the floor, feeling powerless and unable to speak or scold. Cheng Shi felt pity in his heart and looked at Madam Xiao. Madam Xiao nodded slightly, and Cheng Shi said, “Go back to the room first and ask someone to close the door tightly.”


    Madam Xiao looked at Cheng Shi with a slight smile and said, “Okay.”


    …


    Another chapter down! I personally love the novel’s version of Mama Cheng. She’s still a horrible mother to CSS but feels way more fleshed out. She’s a badass, and when we get into her backstory it shows why she is the way she is. Does that excuse her? Hell no. But I love her. 
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    Chapter Seven:
Struggle


    Old Madam Cheng raised her head in a daze and watched her daughter-in-law leave the room, closing the door behind her. There was only mother and son left in the room, and the charcoal in the gilded copper basin with the head of a chicken and body of a snake made a gentle cracking sound.


    Cheng Shi relaxed his stance and helped Old Madam Cheng to sit on her bed. He softened after a moment and said softly, “Mother, you haven’t seen your son for ten years. Look at your child, has he changed?”


    The gentle tone of this opening line had been taught to him by Madam Xiao seven or eight times, and he felt that he was quite good at it.


    When she heard this, Old Madam Cheng burst into tears, and touched her son’s rough and weathered face with trembling hands, feeling heartbroken and resentful, saying, “You… you… heartless man!”


    Her son’s temples were stained with frost, he was still a cheerful young man in his twenties when he left, and he came back a dignified and unfamiliar middle-aged general. She asked how the days were going, and whether he suffered from any pain, and for a while the mother and son said a lot of personal words, without comforting them. Old Madam Cheng couldn’t help but complain again.


    “You are Mother’s firstborn son, the flesh that fell from your mother’s body. Why wouldn’t I miss you anymore! But your heart and soul has been given to your wife, and no more is left for me, this old woman!” Old Madam Cheng became sadder as she thought about it. “In the past decade, you brought back several bamboo slips. You either talk about the Fourth Young Lady or say something about the clouds that I don’t understand. You… you know how I live…”


    Cheng Shi grinned, “I would have liked to write a few words for Mother, but Mother doesn’t know how to read.” As he spoke, his face darkened. “I’m not willing to ask Madam Ge to read what I write to you.”


    Old Madam Cheng wiped her tears and asked, “Is that why you look down on her so much? Isn’t it…that name?”


    Cheng Shi said in a deep voice, “Chuo’er died before she was two years old. Madam Ge was lucky, she gave birth and named the child Chuo. Eventually she would call her, ‘Chuo’er, Chuo’er.’ Where can I have peace of mind?” *


    Old Madam Cheng knew about this matter. The two names had the same pronunciation and Madam Ge was foolish and thought that a man must have a son (Old Madam Cheng also thought so). Originally, this was done to poke at Madam Xiao’s heart, but who knew the one hurting the most was actually Cheng Shi.  
[*Here is another tricky thing that I’m only 95% sure I get. Cheng Shi and Madam Xiao have had six children in total. The oldest was this girl Chuo 娖, who unfortunately passed away early due to the family being poor. When Cheng Yang was born however, Madam Ge, in the ultimate bitch move that has ever bitch moved, decided to call her Chuo 婥 to spite Madam Xiao. However, it was Cheng Shi who ended up hurting the most, and that is the reason why he dislikes her so much. It’s a bit confusing because when Cheng Yang arrives in the next chapter, the character used for her name is 娖. Since it’s confusing to me (and will probably be to the general audience), I’ve decided to take the liberty to continue calling her Cheng Yang and Yang Yang like in the drama. Either way, Madam Ge is a cold-hearted bitch. Like damn.]


    The little girl looked like a doll when she was born, with Madam Xiao’s bright eyes and Cheng Shi’s thick eyebrows and wide forehead. Cheng Shi was a first-time father then, and he loved her so much that he didn’t know what to do. After giving birth, Madam Xiao was weak and they had no extra servants at home. As soon as he was able to, Cheng Shi swaddled the child around him as he went about his day. But at the time, it was the most difficult time for the Cheng family, there was only enough food and clothing for daily life, not to mention the various supplements and many other things not taken into consideration. So, sadly…


    Old Madam Cheng had a rough temper and it took many years for her to gradually see the hidden pain in her son’s heart. However, Madam Xiao, who was very smart, didn’t say anything about it and deliberately made Madam Ge cause great trouble. It wasn’t known yet, which showed how powerful and tolerant Madam Xiao was.


    “I told Second Daughter-in-law, but she said that the name was given by Old Master Ge, and would go  against her elders.” Old Madam Cheng couldn’t help but say something for Madam Ge. Although she didn’t like this daughter-in-law, she was in charge of the marriage.


    Cheng Shi snorted coldly. “She only used her father to block you. If it weren’t for Old Master Ge’s loyalty and honesty, and how helpful he was to me back then, I would have ordered Second Younger Brother to divorce her!”


    “Hmph! This kind of woman, who makes trouble out of nothing every day, instigates and gossips, and wishes the whole family could not be peaceful, only then feels happy in her heart. If she manages to maintain a good family, she will be disturbed by such people!” Cheng Shi became angrier as he thought about it. “A few days ago, I went to see Second Younger Brother, and he was depressed. Didn’t care about anything, as if he was old…”


    Old Madam Cheng interrupted and said, “Second Son was never talkative, when he was young…”


    Cheng Shi interrupted, “Not being talkative does not mean being lifeless! Although he was quiet when he was young, he also came with me to climb trees and shoot birds. When I got in trouble, he also made friends everywhere. How is he inferior to others?!” The older brother was just like a father, his Cheng siblings were like his children. They can scold themselves, but they can’t be looked down upon.


    “Begging a frustrated and tongue-in-cheek woman, who points her nose every day and tells him he can’t do this or that. What else can Second Younger Brother do?!” Cheng Shi slapped the small table next to the bed, which creaked softly. “I shouldn’t have been greedy for the wealth of the Ge family and harmed Second Younger Brother!”


    Old Madam Cheng looked at the slightly swaying black crane patterned lacquer wooden table. It was exactly the same as the one in Old Madam Wan’s house next door. Every time she slapped the table, a burly man like General Wan shrank in on himself and bowed to the ground, kowtowing and begging his mother. She had seen Old Madam Wan lose her temper several times and was envious. She thought she could use her own table to handle her son like that. Unfortunately, she never had the chance, and now her son was using it instead.


    “This is all Mother’s fault. I was still hesitant at the beginning, saying that I wanted to see the character of the Ge family before accepting the proposal, but Mother hurriedly agreed!” Cheng Shi became angrier the more he thought about it. It was around the time when he had offended Old Madam Cheng with his marriage to Madam Xiao and he didn’t dare insist too much on the Ge family’s marriage.


    Old Madam Cheng felt guilty and sighed in her heart – her eldest son was young and mature, caring for his family at a young age. He was the head of the family, but if he had any doubts, he would go to his mother for advice. This taught her how to make a case for herself and show off her authority.


    “I know Mother is interested in Second Sister’s dowry to supplement my uncle! That woman thought it was for Yuan Yi – hmph – I, Cheng Shi, have an indomitable spirit. No matter how bad it gets, I would never use Second Sister’s dowry to support my wife!” Cheng Shi scolded one after another. “For the face of the Dong family, I never said it out loud, but Uncle is quite prideful!”


    As soon as her younger brother was mentioned, Old Madam Cheng also raised her voice and said, “You can watch your uncle’s family starve to death?!”


    Mother and son both had the same temperament and when they roared, they were also more powerful than the other.


    Cheng Shi immediately replied bluntly, “In the same field, people can harvest ten bushels of millet while my uncle only has three or four bushels. Farming requires hard work to achieve a good harvest. Uncle is picky and fears heavy things, and wants to eat refined foods for every meal. After eating a meal of wild vegetables and coarse grains, he comes to find Mother and cry, and he still has the audacity to blame others!”


    Old Madam Cheng struggled to explain, “Your uncle has not worked since he was a child, and he is weak now. How about –”


    “The world is in chaos, and all the states and counties outside have all changed their food, and my uncle is still wealthy!” Cheng Shi said coldly, “A’Xu was only four or five years old when she went up the mountain to dig wild vegetables. Once, she was almost taken away by a wild wolf and none of her ten fingers healed properly. At night, she had to learn how to hold a needle and it was so painful she couldn’t sleep, but she didn’t see her mother distressed!”


    Since the family was in a difficult situation, the oldest son and daughter suffered the most. Old Madam Cheng couldn’t argue with that… but, she caught hold of one thing her son said, “What about Xiao Feng! He only eats and doesn’t work, and while you haven’t supported him all the way, he still will study and get married!”


    Cheng Shi’s voice also raised, “How old was A’Feng when the incident happened in the Xiao family? He was younger than Third Younger Brother! At least our family had food at the time. I couldn’t bear to order Third Younger Brother to work, how could I ask A’Feng?! But how old is Uncle Dong and how old is Cousin A’Yong? They are lazy and don’t even know about seedlings!”


    Old Madam Cheng swallowed bitterly and said, “Fine, that’s okay. Why don’t you help establish the Xiao family? What has become of them? The mansion was burned down by thieves and you needed to rebuild it…”


    “Mother, don’t say anything!” Cheng Shi interrupted sharply. “It must have been Madam Ge who told you again, that loose tongued woman!”


    Old Madam Cheng turned her head, not looking into her son’s eyes. Cheng Shi said with disdain, “I’m not afraid to tell Mother that not only did I help A’Feng rebuild the Xiao mansion, but also bought back a lot of the fields that had been sold, and all the old servants that could be found were rehired!”


    Old Madam Cheng was furious and pointed at her son. “You, you…!”


    Cheng Shi said proudly, “At the beginning, Yuan Yi said that she wanted to marry a man who could help her revitalize the Xiao family. If I couldn’t she would find someone else to marry. I agreed.” Thinking of his wife’s difficulties back then, Cheng Shi couldn’t bear it and his voice softened, “Yuan Yi was pitiful, the dignified daughter of the Xiao family, but she was persecuted for that.”


    Old Madam Cheng hated iron for not becoming steel, so she raised her fist and forcefully pounded her son’s shoulder, saying, “You good-for-nothing son, marrying a second-married woman. Her family was ruined and her wealth was sold off. You are so rare! If she didn’t marry you, who else could she marry?”


    “I am a rarity!” Cheng Shi covered his slightly sore shoulder and spoke nonchalantly, “When I saw her for the first time in the Xiao mansion when I was young, I was a rarity. Besides her, I didn’t want to marry anyone else. It’s a good thing the world was in such chaos, otherwise how could I have such luck?”


    As soon as the conversation turned, he said, “Mother, don’t say such cheap words. Although the Xiao family was in a state of decline, there were people who wanted to marry Yuan Yi. Do you think she is A’Xi, only after posting so much dowry once or twice can she be allowed to go out?”


    When it came to the youngest Cheng daughter, Old Madam Cheng was also discouraged and could only sigh.


    Cheng Shi continued, “Yuan Yi is a hero among women and she keeps her word. All these years, she has followed your son through wind, rain, mountains and seas of fire with your son. How many times has my life been on the line? Thanks to Yuan Yi, I lived.”


    “Yes, yes, yes, only your bride is the best.” Old Madam Cheng grumbled. Even if she knew this was the truth, she refused to accept it.


    “Yuan Yi is good!” Cheng Shi said loudly. “Mother, look around. Those generals and marquises who have made great achievements, seven out of ten of them are powerful and from powerful households from the original village, either merchants or aristocratic families. The remaining three, although from poor backgrounds, have already joined His Majesty and made great contributions for the dragon. But what about our family?”


    Old Madam Cheng knew this was true. The Wan family next door was originally one of the wealthy families in the local state and county. General Wan’s deceased father left behind a large amount of wealth, land, and other tributes, which was the capital of General Wan’s fortune.


    “What do you rely on to start an incident? If you want people to ask for money, even if you can raise arms and call for some men, what about the military pay, food and supplies, the wounded and disabled soldiers have to be compensated. Isn’t watching their orphans and widows starve to death chilling the hearts of others? Our family was originally farmers with a small surplus of grain, how could we take it out?” Cheng Shi remembered the difficulties at the beginning and his voice caught. “Although the walled city has been captured and the contributions of the rich people distributed, it can’t be searched exhaustively. Once you lose your reputation, how is it different from bandits and robbers?!”


    “Unfortunately, our hometown lacks dragon spirit. Whether it’s His Majesty or a few heroes who have galloped around the world, none of them are in the vicinity.” Cheng Shi was also very frustrated about the geological location of his hometown. He was not an ambitious person, and just wanted to quickly find a reliable leader to serve under, work hard, and seek a future. Obviously, there are also mountains and rivers in his hometown, so why couldn’t he be the leading elder brother?


    “From Emperor Li’s usurpation of the throne to all the heroes in the world, until I made acquaintances with General Wan, in just over ten years how many people who raised flags and rebelled were wiped out without a sound? Yesterday, they were drinking and eating, surrounded by beautiful women. Today, just hang the head under the city gate or on top of the flagpole. Wives, children, and the elderly were thrown away in the war or died in an untimely way. Yuan Yi told our sons we cannot follow bandit’s behavior. We just want to be happy and it comes down to the art of preservation.”


    Cheng Shi got up and paced back and forth in the room, his voice getting louder and louder, “At that time, you must carefully calculate the cost of every yuan you get. You must repair the ordnance walls, recuperate from injuries and illnesses, and recruit capable people everywhere! Our family didn’t have a big reputation. Why should other heroes serve others? Isn’t it because of their good reputation, benevolence, righteousness, compassion for the people and love for the soldiers? Yuan Yi herself was reluctant to eat or wear anything extravagant, and even the silk and brocade were exchanged for food and supplies. If it weren’t for this, Chuo’er … Chuo’er wouldn’t…”


    At the thought of his oldest daughter, Cheng Shi couldn’t help but exclaim, “So, while resisting bandits and scattered soldiers of foreign plunder, while appeasing the villagers, the wealthy families and people in several counties around the country also recognized your son’s name, and gradually your son established a foundation, so as to not end up with the bandits. Mother always felt that her son was rich and didn’t want to give her any money, but you don’t know how difficult it is!”


    Old Madam Cheng wasn’t really fond of wealth, but after Madam Xiao entered the family, she saw her son entrust everything to Madam Xiao’s management, making her jealous. She had heard these words before, but she always felt that her son was evading, giving money to the bride as freely as possible, while giving money to the old woman was obstructing her, which made her increasingly angry. This time, she saw her son’s eyes glistening with tears and was completely convinced. Old Madam Cheng hesitated and said, “Didn’t some famous generals come to recruit you later?”


    “Recruitment?! Ha, I was just a scapegoat!” Cheng Shi said coldly, “Before I met General Wan, how many times did I suffer losses? Those general who sounded so famous knew that I came from a humble background, so they didn’t care. Those who have a good reputation will even use gold, silver, and jewelry as ‘inviting you to discuss big matters together.’ Those who entrusted me with more will only speak empty words and if there are no military rations, you will be told to go over and listen to their orders!”


    Cheng Shi glared at Old Madam Cheng and said, “Thanks to Yuan Yi’s vigilance, she has always been on guard. She told your son that ‘it’s easy to charge into battle, but it’s difficult for a good minister to choose the master,’ so she must not entrust her family easily. That’s why I have kept Mother and brothers in the village all the time. If something went wrong, your son and Yuan Yi could immediately get out of the cavalry and leave. In this way, Mother complained all day long that ‘only Yuan Yi is with me to enjoy the blessings, but I make my parents and brothers suffer in the countryside!’ Didn’t I bring you from the countryside after I made friends with General Wan?”


    Old Madam Cheng’s thick skin finally blushed a little, and she said embarrassingly, “It’s no wonder why you always put our family next to the Wan family all these years.”


    “Yuan Yi has good foresight. She could tell who the ‘thief-seeking generals’ were after a few days. He was either big-eyed and empty-hearted, or cruel and didn’t treat his subordinates as human beings. Only General Wan, although talented and not necessarily first-class in the world, was generous and magnanimous, kind and benevolent, and had a good helping hand. With our efforts put together, we could always find a way out in this chaotic world. If it weren’t for this, how could we have lasted until the day of surrendering to His Majesty?”


    Speaking of the benefits, Cheng Shi was strong and reasonable, “The Wan family is the number one noble family in Sui County, not counting the clan of General Wan. Old Madam Wan herself has more than one-hundred family guards. Ordinary bandits and thieves cannot get close, and it’s close enough to guard the female family. Yuan Yi persuaded her that since I had formed a brotherly alliance with General Wan, she might as well entrust her family to ensure peace and sincerity, and have the best of both worlds.”


    Cheng Shi paused and looked at his mother with determination, saying, “The Cheng family is how it is today because of Yuan Yi’s great contributions. I made a solemn oath in the tent that day, if I owe Yuan Yi in this life, I will not have a good death.”


    He realized that he had already made his position clear. Who knew that Old Madam Cheng had been patient listening to her son’s praise of his bride for such a long time? She was naturally a clamshell and hated someone using big principles to oppress her. Even if she was convinced in her heart, she wouldn’t give in on her lips.


    Old Madam Cheng’s jealousy surged and, Uncle Dong momentarily forgotten, hatefully said, “You start your sentence with Yuan Yi and end your sentence with Yuan Yi. What about your mother? Have you ever thought about how well your mother is doing?”


    “Eating and dressing well, being wealthy and prosperous… what’s wrong with Mother?” Unfortunately, all the tenderness and contemplation of Cheng Shi’s life was spent on Xiao Yuan Yi alone, and he was unable to understand what his mother was so dissatisfied with.


    Tears welled up in Old Madam Cheng’s eyes. “Among the five children, I love Third Son and you the most. But after you two got married, you only care about your brides and only talk to them. If you don’t care about your mother, your mother’s knees are empty, and your heart is empty. How can you feel better?!”


    Since she came from a rural background, she wasn’t afraid of suffering. However, no matter what her son did after the incident, she was always in a daze. On the contrary, Madam Xiao was always with him and there was nothing she didn’t know. It made Old Madam Cheng feel like an outsider.


    Cheng Shi felt that his mother’s complaint was unreasonable. “It’s just like this for a man to start and set up a family. In a hundred years, the mother will be buried with the father and the sons will be buried with the wives.”


    After talking for a while, Cheng Shi looked at his mother’s resentful look, and ‘very cleverly’ understood that her mind had gone to other places, “Since Father passed away, Mother has been lonely. I don’t know if Mother has someone who can be trusted. If so, why not remarry?” He thought to himself that as long as his mother likes it, even if he has to add more to the dowry, it’s okay. He should always make his mother happy in her old age.


    Old Madam Cheng’s eyes, which were originally as wet as a rainforest, immediately became a desert and she looked at her son angrily.


    Cheng Shi realized that he was very generous, and said, “Mother, don’t be shy. Mother works hard for the family, the children all see it with their eyes. If Mother wants to remarry, her son and two younger brothers will have nothing to say. What’s more, the Cheng family has a thin population. If the gods protect them, it would be a good thing for Mother to give birth to new siblings in the future. Your son will be treated as brothers and sisters with his father!”


    Old Madam Cheng finally couldn’t bear it any longer, picked up the black lacquered table and smashed it on Cheng Shi several times. “You stand up, get out of here! If you die first in the future, I will definitely find a good man for your bride to remarry and give birth to a bunch of new babies!”


    … This was the last sentence of the heart-to-heart conversation between the mother and son who hadn’t seen each other for ten years.


    …


    In the next wing of the house, Qing Cong was gently massaging the shoulders of Madam Xiao. She vaguely heard shouts from not too far away and smiled, “Master and Old Madam both have loud voices and I don’t know what to say. I just hope the Old Madam changes her mind. When people change their minds, the family must always be harmonious.”


    Madam Xiao slightly curved her lips and said, “There are only some rotten grains and sesame seeds left. They were hard in the beginning and now it’s time to soften. I told him to praise Mother’s hard work, and to talk more about how a mother and child has to rely on each other to live. Don’t mention me or my Xiao family, focus only on mother and son.”


    Qing Cong smiled and said, “Madam is wise. Master will definitely succeed this time.”


    …
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    Chapter Eight: 
The First Family Banquet (Part 1)


    Madam Xiao wasn’t happy for long. When Cheng Shi returned to her room, she saw a lump on her husband’s forehead and asked for the truth. After a moment, she couldn’t help but feel angry. She picked up a lacquer wood wine jar and smashed it on the other side of his forehead, making a perfect set of lumps for General Cheng.


    That night, Cheng Shi waited until his mother’s anger had dissipated, and then went to her room with a pair of well-proportioned lumps on his forehead. Finally, he showed his acting skills and true feelings that he hadn’t during the day, and the mother and son finally reconciled.


    The next step was to consolidate the situation.


    First, Cheng Shi brought out an old woman with a hard-working face and gray hair, and Old Madam Cheng burst into tears when she saw her. When the Dong family was prosperous, Old Master Dong once hired some farmhands. This old woman was the daughter of a farmer who helped the Dong family. Old Madam Cheng grew up playing in the countryside with her and they had a sisterly bond. Later, when the family’s financials became more and more difficult, Old Master Dong had to dismiss the helpers.


    Madam Xiao was quite scheming. When she went around with her husband, she kept looking for fellow countrymen who had fled from all directions. She wanted to find a few distant relatives of the Dong family for help, but there was no news from them. It was obvious that the Dong family were almost dead and had scattered.


    As Cheng Shi fought and his reputation grew day by day, the old woman named Hu came to him on her own. When Old Lady Hu left her hometown with her newly married husband, Old Madam Cheng had just given birth to Cheng Shi. If it was any other son of the Cheng family, Old Lady Hu might not have dared to come forward and reach out to him.


    Madam Xiao realized this was a precious opportunity and quickly arranged for Old Lady Hu’s injured son and grandson to be brought back to the capital. Cheng Shi planned to bring Old Lady Hu directly to his mother once they arrived, but Madam Xiao dissuaded him and decided on a four-step strategy.


    “Mother is the elder of her own family, not an enemy army to be conquered by soldiers. If you bring down your hammer, you can kill or injure anyone, and defeat them.” Madam Xiao smiled and said, “You need to take your time. First, ask Mother to take away the anger of these ten years. Then mother and son will have no grudges, and then an older sister will recognize the other and get to know each other again. Only then can things come to fruition and get twice the result with half the effort.”


    Old Madam Cheng was really overjoyed, hugging Old Lady Hu and crying and laughing, slapping Cheng Shi and scolding him as to why he didn’t invite Old Lady Hu earlier. Cheng Shi quickly remembered his mental outline and said, “At that time, Mother was angry. If I brought Old Lady Hu here, it would seem like I had an ulterior motive. Now that Mother is happy, I brought her to you. I’m just trying to make Mother happy.” Old Madam Cheng was even more moved when she heard this and knew that Cheng Shi had included the Hu family’s children and grandchildren and left Old Lady Hu by her side to accompany and manage affairs. Only then did she feel that her son really treated her with care.


    Old Lady Hu had suffered for decades on the outside. She was well-versed in the world, could coax and persuade, and her ability to probe Old Madam Cheng’s mind was far better than Aunt Dong. She already saw how powerful Madam Xiao was and naturally knew how to speak and act.


    Even better, throughout the entire process, Madam Xiao made herself scarce. She busied herself with household affairs, letting mother and son catch up with the old woman. They spoke about the difficulties of war, the countryside, and past experiences. For a moment, mother and son were simply more in love with each other.


    Old Madam Cheng heard from Old Lady Hu how fierce the war was. Many generals were missing arms, legs, eyes and ears. She felt the old wounds on her son’s body, and her heart shattered. Thinking that it was not easy for her son, Uncle Dong would have to dig a wall and make money in the back. She wished she could immediately cut off her younger brother’s flesh to make up for her son.


    Madam Ge wanted to visit Old Madam Cheng’s place several times to give some eye drops. Either she ran into Cheng Shi telling a story and mother and son didn’t want a third party to intervene and ignored her, or Old Madam Cheng and Old Lady Hu were immersed in feelings of the past, and was scolded out of anger.


    Cheng Shaoshang didn’t know the specific process. She only knew that every day her father seemed to be happier than the day before, until Cheng Shi told her about Old Lady Hu joining her grandmother. After knowing a little about the causes and consequences, Cheng Shaoshang couldn’t help but sigh. Before, Madam Xiao was busy working hard with her husband. Family business was important. She didn’t have time to argue with Old Madam Cheng or Madam Ge. Once she freed up her hands, she had to tidy up family affairs, and she could easily handle these ignorant women in minutes, crushing their strength.


    When she got up early that day, A’Zhu had a smile on her face and said to Cheng Shaoshang, “The whole family will eat lunch together today.” She realized today would be the day the battlefield was cleared.


    As she finished drinking her medicine and circled around the room three times, Qing Cong brought out a new dress and a lacquered wooden box. The brocade dress was woven with branches of plum blossoms on a beige brocade, and the collar and cuffs were inlaid with four-finger wide vermillion satin. The inner dress was made of a brand new, snow-white fine cotton. Lian Fang and A’Zhu helped Cheng Shaoshang dress. The exquisite brocade was tied up around her multiple times, and it was matched with a dark red jade-decorated belt with the same four-finger width. Even without a full-length mirror, Cheng Shaoshang could feel the beauty of the clothes.


    Then Qing Cong personally combed Cheng Shaoshang’s hair. Facing the blurred bronze mirror, Cheng Shaoshang vaguely saw her combing a pair of playful and cute double locks for herself, and the excess hair in the back was simply tied up. At this time, Lian Fang opened the small lacquered wood box, and Qing Cong took out a pair of dazzling pearls, and fastened them onto her double locks, one by one.


    A’Zhu looked at it and frowned slightly, saying, “Madam Qing, this…”


    Qing Cong smiled and said, “Don’t worry.” She bowed her head again and said to Cheng Shaoshang, “These good things have been saved for the Fourth Young Lady for a long time, and can finally be used.”


    Because Cheng Shaoshang was still young, she only wore a pair of lightweight gold lilac earrings and a pair of thin gold bracelets with bright red coral beads on her wrists. A’Zhu, Lian Fang, and Qiao Guo watched and praised her repeatedly.


    Cheng Shaoshang was wrapped in a gray fur cloak and ushered along down the corridor. She looked around unobtrusively, it really was a small courtyard and she could see the second gate ahead. She became more and more puzzled. Compared to her luxurious clothes and accessories, why was the house so small? Could it be that the housing market in this time was sky-high?


    Within fifty or sixty steps, they arrived at Old Madam Cheng’s residence. Lian Fang helped Cheng Shaoshang up the steps and removed the heavy fur cloak. The snow-white flannel socks stepped on the dark red lacquered wood floor, making her look more petite and exquisite. People were divided into two rows during mealtime during this era, and it was one person per table. Cheng Shaoshang was the last to arrive and immediately felt that something wasn’t right.


    Sure enough, the ‘good aunt’ Madam Ge, who was sitting at the third table on the left, couldn’t help herself and said shrilly, “Oh, the elders are all here and it is the Fourth Young Lady who we are waiting on. How did your aunt teach you in the past? To be filial and polite, today…”


    Before she could finish speaking, Old Madam Cheng, who was sitting in the middle at the head of the room, became impatient and said in a rough voice, “Don’t start. Everyone here is older than you except for the small ones, and we haven’t opened our mouths. What is the matter with you?”


    Old Madam Cheng was not afraid to speak straight and bluntly. In her early years, it was easy for people to feel embarrassed when they were in front of her. In the past, Madam Xiao had been the target for scolding’s and Madam Ge always enjoyed it. Now that it was directed at her, she found she didn’t like it as much.


    A’Zhu quickly helped Cheng Shaoshang to her knees and she began to greet the elders, one by one. First, Old Madam Cheng, who was front and center, then Uncle Dong, who was leaning slightly in his seat. Then, Cheng Shi and his wife, who were in the first positions on the right and left respectively, followed by Uncle Dong’s son, who was sitting in the second position on the right. She was instructed to call him her uncle. Madam Dong Lu, who was sitting in the second position on the left, stood up and left her seat. “Niao Niao really is beautiful and I didn’t even realize it. These days, when Sister-in-law tidies and dresses up, her daughter changed into a different person.”


    Cheng Shaoshang was dizzy from all the greetings and didn’t respond, but everyone else knew what Madam Dong Lu meant. Madam Ge straightened up and asked angrily, “What are you saying, that I treat the Fourth Young Lady poorly every day?”


    Madam Dong Lu glanced at Madam Xiao and smiled back, “Sister-in-law is thinking too much. I meant the Fourth Young Lady has reunited with her parents after a long separation. When she is happy, her energy comes back and her complexion improves.”


    Madam Ge sat down angrily. When Madam Dong Lu returned to her seat, she said in a ‘soft voice’ that everyone else could hear, “Poor child, it’s obviously the father that bought good clothes and things with his life outside, every time I come and see her, others have picked and decided what she should wear.”


    As soon as these words were spoken, Madam Ge and the girl sitting at the end of the table blushed. Cheng Shaoshang rubbed her forehead and thought, ‘Madam Ge must have taken what her father had given her.’ Before she could think about it again, A’Zhu pressed her into another bow for her Second Uncle Cheng Cheng and Madam Ge one by one. Madam Ge was trembling with anger and couldn’t speak.


    Cheng Shaoshang was directed to three seats and the end of the row. She sat in the middle. On the right was the girl with the red face, and on the left was a white-faced, fat little boy who looked old enough to be able to use chopsticks well*. Both of them were dressed in gold and silver. The girl’s skin was light and honey-colored, with thick eyebrows and big eyes. She was trembling and looked listless, as if her life was worse than Cheng Shaoshang’s.
[The age to use chopsticks well is about 4-6 years old.]


    At this moment, the servants rushed into the room and served dishes to each table one by one. It was a small feast, including a scorched roasted pig, a steamed plump chicken with winter bamboo shoots, venison soup, and two pickled vegetables. There was also wine on the adult tables while Cheng Shaoshang and the others only had a pot of newly made rice milk, which was hot and fragrant.


    Uncle Dong raised a lacquered wooden double eared bowl and said to Cheng Shi, “I’ll pay tribute to my nephew for the first drink. This time I was able to come back safely, thanks to my nephew, I, I…”


    Cheng Shaoshang peeked up and saw that Uncle Dong and Old Madam Cheng were quite similar, both tall and plump. However, it seemed that he had recently undergone a massive weight loss, and his cheeks were sullen and sagging. He was afraid of Cheng Shi, his gaze wouldn’t reach his face, and his speech stuttered.


    Madam Ge’s eyes flashed and she chuckled, “Why does Uncle seem to be scared? My own relatives, what are you afraid of?”


    Madam Xiao glanced at her and slowly said, “The Northern Army Prison is too careless. Although they were asked by my husband to suspend the punishment, they killed several others who shared the same crime in front of Uncle. Uncle is probably scared.”


    As soon as these words came out, Uncle Dong couldn’t even hold his cup. When Cheng Shi led him out of prison, he specially invited him to pass through various torture chambers along the way. Inside, ghosts and wolves wailed and howled, and all kinds of bone-scraping and flogging torture was witnessed one by one. Uncle Dong’s legs were so soft he almost couldn’t walk.


    Madam Ge didn’t know how to answer this. Madam Dong Lu hurriedly said, “Thanks to the general, otherwise Uncle would have suffered a lot.” As she spoke, she glared at her husband on the opposite side. Dong’s son quickly expressed his gratitude to Cheng Shi.


    Younger Uncle Dong had a famous name in opera, Dong Yong. He had a boyish face that was commonly seen in plays. His eyes flickered and his face was loose, showing excessive alcohol and color. While expressing his thanks, he kept looking at Madam Xiao.


    Cheng Shaoshang was immediately amused, wondering if Dong Yong thought that everyone else was blind. He didn’t see the way Cheng Shi’s eyes bulged – for the quick glance, Dong Yong was badly beaten by unknown people on the road the next day. He was left bedridden for several months and would not enter the palace again.


    After staring at Dong Yong, Cheng Shi also raised his cup of wine and drank it all in one gulp, saying, “Uncle, it’s time to enjoy a peaceful life. In the future, take good care of the fields and shops at home and live in peace.”


    Uncle Dong was anxious and hurriedly said, “How can this be done? The so-called tiger brothers, father and son soldiers in battle, my nephew’s words are seen outside. You are fighting hard outside, how can I enjoy the blessings, how can I help…”


    Cheng Shi was impatient to listen to his nonsense and went directly to see his mother. Obviously, the communication between mother and son had been very smooth in the last few days. Old Madam Cheng patted the table and said heavily, “Shut up! Why didn’t my son see you when the war started? Brother who fights the tiger? Why didn’t I see your father and son soldier when my son was fighting for his life? It would be easier for me if you helped less!”


    Uncle Dong looked at his older sister in shock and said, “Sister, you, you…”


    He glanced at Cheng Shi and his wife, wanting to say, “Sister, how could you beat the bride without my help?” But he couldn’t say it straight in front of others. He turned his eyes and said with a smile, “Sister, you are considerate of your younger brother, but my nephew and his bride are busy all day. Sister, if you want to hear interesting things, who will tell you?”


    Old Madam Cheng said expressionlessly, “In the future, when I’m free, I’ll just ask my niece and daughter-in-law to come and talk. You and my son are men, it is not convenient for the women in this house to go in and out. In the future, if you have nothing to do, don’t come back.” She looked at Old Lady Hu, who was serving chopsticks and spoons off to the side and added, “If there is something at home, I’ll ask Madam Dong Lu to tell me. Anyway, don’t come. As the official rank of Shi’er is about to rise, the family also needs to follow some rules. It is not the same as when we were in the countryside. Little uncles and big brothers cannot wander around the house.”


    Uncle Dong was tongue tied and glared at his daughter-in-law, Madam Dong Lu. “You bitch! What did you say to my sister?”


    Dong Yong stood up and rolled his sleeves to slap Madam Dong Lu. Cheng Shi, who was sitting beside him, didn’t get up. He stretched out his arm and dragged Dong Yong down, turning and pressing his arm against the floor. His other hand moved and a loud smack followed. Dong Yong’s face immediately began to swell like a pig’s head.


    Cheng Shi said coldly, “This is the Cheng family, it is not your place to show off your power.” He glanced at Uncle Dong.


    Cheng Shaoshang thought to herself, ‘They really are mother and son. They can scold and fight, but are not tactful at all.’


    Everyone present had different expressions: Old Madam Cheng turned her head and pretended to not see or care, Second Uncle Cheng lowered his head and didn’t know what he was thinking, he really didn’t see or care, Uncle Dong was trembling, Madam Dong Lu covered her face with her sleeves, but the corners of her mouth were slightly upwards, Madam Xiao acted as if nothing had happened. Only Madam Ge and the two children by Cheng Shaoshang were stunned.


    Madam Xiao took a sip of her wine and put it down gracefully, saying, “Uncle and his son are so prestigious. If I didn’t know, I would think you were in charge of the Cheng family.” She turned to Madam Dong Lu and said gently, “Your aunt here is usually lonely. Come and visit her.”


    Uncle Dong knew about Cheng Shi and his wife’s plans and immediately fell to the ground crying. “Sister, you don’t care about your brother anymore! Have you forgotten what you promised before our father passed away? Are you worthy of our father?”


    There really was no way anyone could escape Madam Xiao’s plan. Old Madam Cheng had long been coached by Old Lady Hu and said, “I don’t care about you anymore. Now you wear brocade and fine cotton, eat duck, chicken, and fish, go in and out. There are servants at your beck and call. How could our father have such a good life when he was alive? It’s much more comfortable now than before. How can I not be worthy of our father?”


    Uncle Dong stammered, “But Sister… you have a better life with silk and satin…”


    “What better life?!” Old Madam Cheng interrupted. “The good days of the Cheng family are fought and earned by my son’s blood and fire. What does it have to do with you? If you were willing to contribute one or two times, you could live like this now.”


    Uncle Dong’s tears welled up and he angrily said, “Sister, if you wear gold and silver yourself, can your younger brother only live a slightly better life than the farmer?”


    Cheng Shaoshang was already enjoying herself watching this, thinking, ‘You can only blame your Dong family’s low starting point. There is too much room for improvement.’


    Old Madam Cheng slapped the wooden chopsticks in her hand down. “Then why don’t I move half of the Cheng family’s warehouse to you?” If her younger brother had been gentle and pleading, maybe things would turn around. It was a pity that Uncle Dong used the wrong method. Old Madam Cheng cursed, “Over the years, you have been eating from the Cheng family and using the Cheng family, but now you still want to show off your prestige with the Cheng family?! You have to figure out that you are the son of the Dong family and I am the Madam of the Cheng family. Although we are brother and sister, our ancestors are different now. I can’t give all the Cheng family to compensate you.” Old Madam Cheng spoke bluntly. Uncle Dong was confused.


    Cheng Shi was satisfied with his old mother’s performance and smiled obediently at her through his big beard. Cheng Shaoshang couldn’t help but shiver, but Old Madam Cheng was extremely satisfied and became even happier.


    Uncle Dong lost his composure and quickly organized his words, whispering, “Sister, I dare not show my authority in front of my nephew. But now my nephew is becoming more outstanding and I, I…” He started sobbing. “I just want to shine some light. Who told you your younger brother was worthless? If I don’t succeed in literature or the military, I will not have face to see Father in the afterlife…”


    Seeing her younger brother’s soft submission, Old Madam Cheng couldn’t bear it again. Madam Xiao gave a soft smile and turned sideways to Madam Dong Lu’s gentle words, “Go back and bring the children to see me. I haven’t seen them for ten years and I want to see how they have grown.”


    Cheng Shi said, “That’s right! Those who should study should study and those who work should seek employment. Don’t teach them how to be like their father and ancestors – they only know how to enjoy life and hate work, cheat and play tricks!”


    Madam Dong Lu’s spirit was shaken, and she felt that having a husband was not as good as not having one. Now, all her efforts were focused on a few children. With the words of the Cheng Shi couple, she couldn’t resist.


    Old Madam Cheng turned to her younger brother. “Don’t cry, you know the age of destiny and are set in your ways. Can you suddenly change who you are when you are old? Nephew Yong is the same. If you are really determined, you will not wait until today. Since you are worthless, live an honest and worthless life. Don’t think about taking advantage all day long, bullying others in the name of your nephew, and causing trouble for the Cheng family. Hurry and teach the children what is important. That is how you can be called worthy of our father!”


    Uncle Dong didn’t know what to say at this moment.


    Seeing her younger brother’s lips move as if he were unconvinced, Old Madam Cheng said, “Do not try to deceive me with sweet words all day long. The Empress Dowager from the previous dynasty… didn’t she want to make up for her maiden family? She kept giving and giving the country’s money to her nephew. This is why the world is so chaotic and why so many people had to die! She didn’t know what remorse was until it was too late and had seen what had gone down.”


    Cheng Shaoshang was surprised, why hadn’t she heard of such a wonderful Empress Dowager? She was an incredibly pure science and engineering student, but what about history classes? It felt like she hadn’t attended one for several lifetimes.


    Cheng Shaoshang only knew of two famous empress dowagers in history; Cixi and Wu Zetian, plus a bit of Xiao Zhuang. Xiao Zhuang couldn’t send money even if she wanted to, because of her grandson. If Cixi gave the country’s money to her maiden family, what could the powers do? Could it be that they were talking about Wu Zetian? Cheng Shaoshang looked down at her chest in confusion. If this was the Tang dynasty, why was her collar so high and chest not exposed? Even if she was flat chested, Madam Xiao was voluptuous and still dressed in a conservative way.


    Compared to this unlucky Empress Dowager, Old Madam Cheng felt she was simply too measured and proudly said, “There is also the wife of the third branch of the Dong Lu family, who also subsidizes her mother’s family all day long. The husband said that he was going to study with Yan Shen Xian, and he could only take one student with him. She secretly let her maternal nephew go. Hmph, can’t the big Dong Lu family find a clever child? Her two sons were quite capable! Her maiden family was studying to become officials and the Dong Lu family were to bow down to her! Hmph! All the women in the world should know of this!”


    As she spoke, Old Madam Cheng deliberately glanced at Madam Xiao who had a calm expression. Cheng Shi awkwardly said, “Mother what are you talking about?” The previous story was told by Madam Xiao to tell Old Madam Cheng, while the newest story was about Old Madam Cheng herself. “If the nephews are really promising, I will help. Besides, is the Dong Lu family worse now?”


    Old Madam Cheng glared and said, “That’s the official rank they risked the lives of their children and grandchildren to serve under your command! It is not as good as being an official sitting comfortably in a library!”


    The more Old Madam Cheng spoke, the more confident she became, and she said to Uncle Dong, “Don’t think too much about it. This time, you stole military supplies and caused a lot of trouble for your nephew. And you still want to continue to implicate him. You come to get rich and enjoy the blessings, and my son suffers and fights for his life. How can there be such a good thing! You are the ancestor of the Cheng family, so you must be supported!”


    The Dong family’s father and son didn’t have anything to say to that. The whole room was silent, save for Dong Yong, covering his face and whimpering. Cheng Shi was very satisfied, and turned his head and said fiercely to the Dong family’s father and son, “If I am to find out there is an injury to Madam Dong Lu, I will make sure it happens to the two of you!”


    Cheng Shi had been fighting hard in the sea of blood for many years, and this show of ruthlessness was no small matter. The Dong family’s father and son were soft-legged shrimps, so they could only agree. Cheng Shaoshang shouted ‘bravo’ in her heart. This idea was too genius, taking into account everything without any flaws; there was nothing to say at home or outside.


    Cheng Shi glared at the Dong family’s father and son and said in a deep voice, “Do you understand?” Dong Yong was fearful of being beaten again and quickly nodded. Uncle Dong nodded after a slow nudge.


    “Let’s eat then!” Cheng Shi shouted, and the Dong family quickly returned to their seats, picking up the wooden chopsticks, faster than rabbits.


    Everyone also raised their chopsticks and began eating, only Madam Ge was restless at the table. A few days ago, after Aunt Dong was expelled, she faintly felt that something was wrong. Old Madam Cheng seemed to have reached an understanding with Madam Xiao. When they met in the past few days, the mother and daughter-in-law were not angry anymore. No matter how much she poked and prodded, they only found her boring and ignored her.


    She looked at her husband across from her and then at Old Madam Cheng who was in charge. Just now, there was a stormy argument, and she couldn’t even get in the way. Besides, it was related to the Dong family, and the slap in the face from a few days ago was still slightly painful.


    After enduring it again and again, as the atmosphere calmed down, Madam Ge couldn’t help but smile and say, “Mother…”


    Cheng Shaoshang was as happy as a happy little mouse. Here it comes, here it comes, here it comes! Here comes a deserved beating.


    Unexpectedly, without waiting for her to continue, Cheng Shi said, “Today’s banquet has two purposes. One is to welcome home my uncle, and the other is that I have a happy event to announce.”


    Interrupting Cheng Shaoshang’s good show, she thought angrily to herself, what kind of happy event, do you want to please your little wife?


    …


    Next Chapter: The First Family Banquet (Part 2)
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    Chapter Nine:
The First Family Banquet (Part 2)


    Without waiting for Cheng Shi to continue, Old Madam Cheng said, “I know that my son has made great contributions again this time. The emperor is going to increase your official rank!”


    Madam Dong Lu interrupted with a smile and said, “It’s natural to increase your official rank, and you have worked hard. For your merit, you will also be rewarded with gold and silver fields.”


    Cheng Shi smiled and said, “The Emperor is kind and generous, he never lets meritorious ministers fail. What can I say about this? What I want to say is another matter.” He glanced at everyone and when his gaze fell on Cheng Shaoshang, his face was full of love. “Plus, Yuan Yi and I have four sons and a daughter. Fortunately, the four sons walked slowly with General Wan’s family and did not come back with us. Otherwise, the house is small and there is nowhere to live…”


    Madam Ge quickly interrupted, “Brother, you cannot blame me for this. You said in your letter that it will take half a month to come, but who knew you would arrive so soon. In an instant, I didn’t have the time to tidy up the house for you.”


    Old Madam Cheng exclaimed, “Shut up. It was too late at the time, and now they have been back for several days, did you just sort out the house? Eldest Son is the head of this family. You have been lucky and occupied the largest house and refuse to leave.”


    Madam Ge defended herself, “Mother agreed when I moved over. It was the shaman who said the residence was advantageous for children to rest in it. You see, it wasn’t long before I gave birth to Ou’er…”


    “It didn’t take long. But it’s been a few years and there’s only one child.” Old Madam Cheng pointed to the chubby boy who lowered his head and ate fiercely. She had children and raised them herself, so naturally she had the same requirements for her daughter-in-law.


    Madam Ge’s anger was half dead. After Cheng Shi and his wife left, Cheng Cheng complained that she was a hindrance and that the relationship between them was not good. After that, they either refused to cooperate or put in the bare minimum when working together. How could she have thriving offspring?!


    She turned to Madam Xiao and began to weep. “I am an incompetent person! Sister-in-law is so blessed and I’m reminded of it when I’m in front of your Second Younger Brother. It’s a pity that there’s only one son under his knee while the general is thriving! The prophecy is there but the heavens must pity me.”


    Old Madam Cheng disagreed. “Eldest Son has four sons. I heard that Marquis Yu has thirteen sons now. That is the style of wealthy families with great achievements for generations! If the feng shui of the house is really that good, it is time for Eldest Son and his wife to live in it. It is useless for you to live in it, anyway…”


    Madam Ge was not convinced and said, “Marquis Yu has a house full of concubines and beauties. The thirteen sons were not born by Marquis Yu’s wife alone!”


    Cheng Shaoshang was embarrassed and thought, Aunt, you are devious.


    “That’s enough!” Cheng Shi shouted loudly. “What’s all this nonsense? You can’t even listen to this happy event!” He really was annoyed with these broken women. He looked at Madam Xiao again, for fear that she would be displeased, but Madam Xiao didn’t seem to mind at all.


    “What is the relationship between concubines and sons? Does Second Younger Brother have a concubine? It’s not just the Dong Lu family who has children,” Cheng Shi said.


    Dong Yong quickly hunched his shoulders. Madam Dong Lu proudly puffed out her chest.


    “Concerning concubines, I’ll accept one if I want one and reject if I don’t. I don’t want one, and I have a lot of children…” Cheng Shi turned his head and glanced at Cheng Cheng, who was drinking with his head down. “Second Younger Brother, you might as well accept a few. Third Younger Brother got married late and already has one daughter and two sons. Could it be that Madam Ge is no longer able to…”


    Cheng Shaoshang became even more embarrassed and thought, Father, you are also devious. She had an inkling that before her general father made a name for himself, he was a happy man who loved to gossip.


    Madam Ge’s sharp voice rang out, “What does Brother-in-law mean by this? How can you be so critical…?”


    “Husband,” Madam Xiao finally couldn’t stop herself from interrupting. She closed her eyes and said, “Let’s get down to business.” It had been more than ten years since she experienced this quarrelsome atmosphere and wasn’t used to it.


    Cheng Shi stroked his beard and cleared his throat, saying, “Mother, recently Third Younger Brother wrote a letter saying he wants to return to the capital city to report his work. This year we can celebrate New Year’s Day at home. It’s rare that us three brothers can reunite neatly under Mother’s knees and must have a lively time. I feel that our children and grandchildren are busy, and this house is not enough to live in…”


    Old Madam Cheng wept with joy and said, “Third Son is coming back, it is a blessing from heaven! Finally, you three brothers can reunite. Over the years, you two have been one east and one west, and I’m worried about something happening to you all. This is great! The house is small, but we can squeeze in more people, just come back.”


    Cheng Shaoshang noticed that when it came to Third Uncle’s return, Cheng Cheng, who spent most of the meal looking half-dead, straightened up with a look of joy on his face.


    Cheng Shi smiled and said, “It’s okay to squeeze more in for now, but what if there are more children of Second and Third Younger Brother’s in the future? Even if the girls get married, the number of our sons’ children will also increase. In the future, they will get married and also have children. A group of small children, Mother, there won’t be room to squeeze them…”


    These words were exactly what Old Madam Cheng loved to hear. Thinking of a room full of little children rolling around by her side in the future, she was so happy that she jumped up and nodded repeatedly, “Yes, yes!”


    “I wanted to change my family to a bigger house years ago,” Cheng Shi said. “Unfortunately, I searched and searched, and most of the larger empty houses are far away from the central city. Good houses are all taught to live in by others. But in the future, the children will go to the Imperial Academy to study so the closer the better…” In the past, the family was poor, and one yuan had to be divided into two. After ten years of conquest, money was more than enough, but there was nowhere to buy a manor that met his standards. Most of the high-ranking generals, nobles, and relatives of the Imperial Family who followed the dragon were full of vigor and vitality, and who would want to sell their good residences?


    When Cheng Shi spoke about the Imperial Academy, Madam Ge’s expression changed but she didn’t dare interrupt.


    Old Madam Cheng sighed. “It’s not our fault our family arrived late.”


    Cheng Shi smiled and said, “But who knew we didn’t need to search, the house came to us! Do you know the Bu family that lived on the front street? The one who rebelled at the beginning of the year?” Cheng Shaoshang’s mouth twitched. Father Cheng, speaking of rebellion like this, does your Emperor know how happy you are?


    Old Madam Cheng was still a bit confused, but Madam Dong Lu said cleverly, “I know. Isn’t it the Bu family who escaped from the capital with his brothers, wife, and children while His Majesty was struggling in the fierce battle? I heard they escaped to the sea, entangled with their previous subordinates.”


    Madam Xiao looked admiringly at Madam Dong Lu and said, “That is the one. After reading the letter of Third Younger Brother, I learned the prefect of Langya had chased his remnants and had killed them all.”


    Madam Dong Lu sighed, “His Majesty is so kind, and he treats his subjects with kindness. This family had such a high title, why did they run away? They lost the lives of the entire family in vain.”


    No matter how high the title, Cheng Shaoshang thought, it would never be as satisfying as being the emperor.


    “Old Master Bu was originally a hero in the country,” Cheng Cheng suddenly said. “He was defeated by His Majesty and surrendered out of desperation. Of course, this would not be reconciled.”


    Cheng Shi saw that his second younger brother was finally willing to speak up and said happily, “A person who surrendered the heads of his own allies to lower His Majesty, what kind of hero is he? Second Younger Brother, you are in the capital, what else have you heard?”


    “Not only Old Master Bu, but several families were unwilling, ready to move, or secretly communicating with foreign thieves,” Cheng Cheng said. “A while ago, His Majesty ordered several ministers to be imprisoned. His Majesty is not easy…”


    This was a very familiar scene; the world devastated by war and heroes are united. The one who stands on his own as king today could be the one promoted to emperor tomorrow, just like the Gu king competes. Very cruel and scientific, the one who kills the last Gu worm is either the strongest, the luckiest, or both.
[Gu is a legendary venomous insect.]


    The emperor that Old Master Cheng took refuge in was only one of the small kings in the country at the beginning. When the founding of the country began, he was surrounded by enemies on all sides, but Madam Xiao – with her first-class foresight – was just as good at picking her liege as she was picking her husband.


    “But… what does this have to do with the house?” Old Madam Cheng looked bewildered.


    Cheng Shi smiled and said, “General Wan was injured due to his meritorious service this time. His Majesty intends to pay a pension and has given the Bu family mansion to General Wan. General Wan knew that I was planning to move houses, so he gave up the big house next door.”


    “Gave up?” Old Madam Cheng’s voice trembled. “My son means, they gave us the house? No need to spend money?!”


    Uncle Dong was also surprised. When viewed from above, the Wan household and Cheng household looked like a gourd with a small head and large body. The Wan household was about four or five times larger than the Cheng household, with only one wall separating the two houses. At that time, the emperor was only one of the heroes and his power was still weak. Although he had established the capital here, many wealthy families were not optimistic about it. They were worried that there would be a war, so they sold their homes and returned to their hometowns to avoid disaster.


    The rich Wan family bought the two adjacent houses in one go as soon as they came to the capital, and half sold/half gave away the small house beside it to the Cheng family, so that the two families could take care of each other. Uncle Dong also fawned over General Wan, but he was never spared a glance.


    “Exactly.” Cheng Shi smiled. “When I came back the day before to meet Old Madam Wan, the old woman said she would simply love to move over before New Year’s Day and worship the ghosts, gods and ancestors of heaven and earth in the new house; she also asked us to move earlier, so the New Year will be prosperous!”


    Old Madam Cheng was so happy she didn’t know what to say and nodded repeatedly.


    “Old Madam Wan is generous,” Madam Ge said. “Brother-in-law, why don’t we go and help?”


    Madam Xiao’s eyes flashed. “No need. General Wan has been injured and it is not easy to move around. Old Madam Wan has been moving her belongings for more than ten days now, and we haven’t helped much. We’ve already moved around in the past days. When General Wan returns to the city, he can go straight to the new house to rest. We’ll then visit to have housewarming wine.”


    Old Madam Cheng was so happy she could only say, “Okay.”


    “She started moving more than ten days ago! Why haven’t I heard about it?” Madam Ge exclaimed in surprise. She kept asking her servant to watch the movement of the Wan household.


    “Old Madam Wan is a war hero of the world,” Madam Xiao looked at her with a profound expression. “The Imperial family is like an Imperial army, if it can be used it can be shown that it cannot be used. If it is used, it can be shown that it does not need to be used, and is like a mountain. Although the household is being moved quickly, on the surface it looks like a still, deep pool with not much movement.”


    Madam Ge’s heart became cold and she lowered her head. She secretly scolded Old Madam Wan for being an inflexible old biddy.


    “Mother, I’ve already thought it over,” Cheng Shi smiled. “We will break through the wall and connect the two houses together. Mother will live in Old Madam Wan’s current residence and your son and Yuan Yi will live where General Wan used to live. Isn’t it true that Second Younger Brother likes to study in quiet? The place is big, let him choose wherever he wants to go!”


    Old Madam Cheng trembled with excitement. The most enviable thing in the second half of her life was Old Madam Wan, who was majestic and solemn. To put it bluntly, General Wan was a filial son. He gave his mother the best and most comfortable place in the house. Could she live like Old Madam Wan in the future?


    She couldn’t help but shed tears and her heart softened. She felt that although she had been arguing for ten years, her son still cared about his old mother in his heart. She suddenly realized that the world was not as good as her own son. All younger brothers and nephews stepped aside first. She was confused before, but can’t break her son’s heart for the Dong family’s father and son any longer.


    Madam Dong Lu was obedient and quickly exclaimed, “Congratulations to my aunt, congratulations to my aunt. May you enjoy endless blessings in the future.”


    Everyone at the table straightened to congratulate each other. Dong Yong was ignorant, but Uncle Dong knew the situation was over. His nephew was determined to separate him from his sister and not allow him to take advantage of it anymore.


    “Every time I go next door, I like it so much in my heart,” Madam Ge said with a smile. “I really didn’t expect that we would one day live in it.”


    Cheng Shi rolled his eyes and angrily said, “You don’t need to go. Didn’t you say that the house you live in now benefits you? Just live well and no one will get in your way.”


    Cheng Shaoshang had to stuff her laughter down. He asked the husband to go to the Wan household and choose any place, but told his wife not to move. How would it be possible for Madam Ge to have more children now?


    Madam Ge’s face was purple, and she choked for a moment. She wanted to say how could couples have children when they are not in the same room, but could only stutter, “You, you…” She had thought when Madam Xiao returned, she would ask for the right to return to the main residence. Although she couldn’t refuse, she could make it difficult for them. As for the main residence, Madam Ge refused to let it go, and if she were forced to do so, she would cry.


    Madam Xiao never mentioned a word about changing houses since she returned. Now she would be able to reject the servants Madam Ge had raised in the house and fill the new house with her own confidantes. There was no room for Madam Ge to speak.


    Madam Ge’s mind suddenly became clear; she had known her sister-in-law for several years, and also learned about her methods at the beginning. If she guessed right, the Wan family was almost finished moving. Maybe this time, it was Madam Xiao who was guarding the door of the new house. The family she brought back, how could she manipulate these people? If she moved to a new house, Madam Xiao would at most ask her to bring a few servants, so what was the use of her efforts in the past ten years?


    Before Madam Ge could come up with an answer, Dong Yong looked envious and smiled, “Auntie, I haven’t been to the Wan family’s manor yet. My father and mother were allowed to see it, can I…?”


    Madam Xiao’s eyes showed contempt. Although Uncle Dong was greedy, he was a smart enough person to know when not to talk. This Dong Yong didn’t have any strengths. At his age, he thought he could be coquettish in front of his aunt, relying only on his thick skin to pretend to be a cowhide cream; when she turned around, she would find someone to tear apart this cowhide, letting him know that the sky is high and the earth is thick.


    Madam Ge quickly tried to think of a way to fix this. “I am a woman, I don’t understand external affairs, but we are all family. Uncle and my brother have made mistakes, and the punishment for being a sister is enough. How can we break off our relationship?” Uncle Dong was her good helper in hating Madam Xiao, and she could only win when he came over.


    Madam Xiao smiled and looked at her husband. Cheng Shi’s face darkened. Old Lady Hu smiled and went to see Old Madam Cheng, and the meaning of her expression was, ‘What do you think? Let me make the point, she really would say that.’


    Old Madam Cheng yelled, “What do you have to do with the affairs of our Dong family? You dare to be long-winded about things Eldest Son and I have decided? Who are you in this family? You are so reluctant to let go of the Dong family, just go to the Dong family! This old body will not stop you from being happy!”


    It was said that farmers were sincere, and when scolded, they directly attacked them in three directions. Cheng Shaoshang’s eyes lit up.


    As soon as these words came out, Madam Ge’s face turned as pale as a pig’s liver. Although she grew up in the countryside, she was the beloved daughter of Old Master Ge. She was served by maidservants since childhood and never received such vulgar abuse. With a wail, she pushed aside the table and ran out of the room with her sleeve over her face.


    Cheng Shaoshang used this excitement to look at Second Uncle Cheng. His expression hadn’t changed and he poured himself a drink; no one else in the room reacted. For example, Uncle Dong, Cheng Shi, and the others knew of Old Madam Cheng’s fighting spirit, while Madam Xiao, and Madam Dong Lu had known about the drama today.


    After a moment, the big-eyed girl next to Cheng Shaoshang flushed with embarrassment and clenched her fists. The chubby boy on the other side, who was still eating, probably didn’t understand what happened.


    After spouting off to her daughter-in-law, Old Madam Cheng was in full spirits. Old Lady Hu filled her with wine and said with a smile, “You have been talking for a long time, hurry up and moisten your throat.” She then cut off a piece of chicken for Old Madam Cheng. “This steamed meat is what I cooked today. Can you taste the tase of our childhood?”


    Old Madam Cheng took a big bite, was surprised and praised, “This is the taste!” She smiled at Old Lady Hu. “You have loved cooking since you were a child. I haven’t tasted your cooking for many years.” Turning her head to look at Dong Yong, who was stupefied, she said, “What are you looking at? Eat!”


    Old Lady Hu smiled. “Master Dong and the Young Master were born with wealth and fortune, they probably won’t like these rural dishes.”


    Cheng Shaoshang tapped her hands against her thighs. This old lady had a talent for speaking.


    Old Madam Cheng looked at Cheng Shi after hearing this. He was eating heartily, as if it had been a long time since he had had such a meal. She knew there wouldn’t be good food and drink in the battle ahead, and felt distressed. “When your father was here, he was watching. After he passed, I watched. Where did the father and son suffer, while my children suffered the hardships?”


    Uncle Dong didn’t pick up his chopsticks, and could only apologize.


    …


    Next Chapter: Mother and Daughter
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    Chapter Ten:
Mother and Daughter


    According to Cheng Shaoshang, this was a dinner of unity, a dinner of river crabs, and a dinner of victory.


    Everyone slowly went about their business after the meal ended. Old Madam Cheng drank a few more glasses of wine, sang and laughed, and was just about to get up and dance around before Old Lady Hu helped her back to her inner room to rest. Second Uncle Cheng got up to leave. Only then did Cheng Shaoshang notice he had a slight limp as he walked. Cheng Shi grabbed him to prevent him from walking off, saying that he wanted to have a long talk between brothers, and pulled a reluctant Second Uncle Cheng away.


    Cheng Ou, the chubby little boy, yawned and was taken away by his nanny. The big-eyed Cheng Yang followed behind her brother, head down. Cheng Shaoshang had been eyeing her since they started eating, and wanted to follow her to make friends. Unfortunately, Qing Cong intercepted her and dragged her over to Madam Xiao, saying that it was time to see off the guests.


    The Dong family’s father and son left feeling disheartened, while Madam Dong Lu left in high spirits. Madam Xiao had always been extraordinary in her actions and directly sent her two guards with her. If the Dong family’s father and son wanted to beat her, they could immediately take action; after a few years, she held the Dong family in her hands, both inside, and out, and no longer feared anything.


    Madam Xiao was very thoughtful, and before she left, she gave Madam Dong Lu a few words, “At this point, except for one thing, the Dong family’s father and son have nothing to control you. If your husband becomes insane one day and wants to go to the government to sue, using the children to blackmail you, what should you do?


    “You might as well tell them that you have no children, you will remarry and remarry, and the matter of stealing and selling military equipment and occupying people’s land is not over. If they refuse to live an honest life, you can report it at any time to see if they survive.”


    Standing on either side of Madam Xiao, Qing Cong and Cheng Shaoshang looked at each other. Qing Cong wasn’t surprised by what Madam Xiao said, but was surprised how such words could be heard by the Young Mistress. Cheng Shaoshang was thinking about her father’s report. Was it serious?


    Madam Xiao turned and smiled, “My daughter, what do you think of Mother’s words?”


    Cheng Shaoshang was caught off guard and a little dumbfounded. She turned to look at Qing Cong and then the servants around them who were sitting about seven or eight steps away from the corridor with heads bowed, as if they hadn’t heard these words at all, and the maids of the Ge family were not allowed to approach at all. Cheng Shaoshang looked up again at Madam Xiao, who was over a head and a half taller than herself, and saw the jade earrings shaking slightly, the snow color across the branches in the distance revealing a refreshing brilliance reflecting her fair face.


    “That is… that is…” Cheng Shaoshang shook her head. “What Mother said is very true.”


    “Oh. What did I say?”


    Madam Xiao’s eyes were cold and wise, and Cheng Shaoshang couldn’t help feeling guilty at first, but if she knew the word ‘afraid,’ she would not have been such a delinquent in her previous life.


    “Mother’s words are correct, good for the Dong family, good for the Cheng family…” Cheng Shaoshang said vaguely.


    The corners of Madam Xiao’s beautiful mouth were slightly raised, with a hint of sarcasm. She fixedly looked at Cheng Shaoshang and, after a long time, said, “Go back to your room first.” Qing Cong nudged Cheng Shaoshang, who was standing still, and then raised her hand. The servants who were kneeling respectfully around her stood up and followed.


    Despite being winter, Cheng Shaoshang was actually sweating on the way back to her room. Lian Fang and Qiao Guo had made the room warm. Seeing Madam Xiao and her party had arrived, they quickly bowed down to greet them.


    Madam Xiao walked directly to the bed in the middle of the room and sat down. With a wave of her hand, Qing Cong held back the servants. Cheng Shaoshang quickly followed, and Lian Fang hurriedly handed Qing Cong the mouthwash juice that had just been prepared. She quickly pulled Qiao Guo out of the room.


    Qing Cong poured the juice into two small cups, presented one to Madam Xiao first, and then to Cheng Shaoshang.


    “We have not seen each other for ten years. It’s natural to feel unfamiliar.” Madam Xiao took a sip of her juice. “I don’t know what your aunt taught you but I have only one thing to say to you. What’s the point of telling lies and falsehoods?”


     “Madam…” Qing Cong said nervously.


    Madam Xiao raised her hand to stop her from speaking, looked directly at Cheng Shaoshang, and said, “I have been too busy these days to have a good conversation with you, but your father comes to see you every day and he says you are smart. Why pretend to be foolish?”


    Cheng Shaoshang slowly lowered her cup, raised her head, and said calmly, “How can I live in front of Aunt if I don’t pretend to be foolish? The more stupid your daughter is, the more proud my aunt will be. If I was smart since childhood, Aunt would have to find other ways to deal with it.”


    “So, you can’t even read words?” Madam Xiao asked with a smile.


    Cheng Shaoshang considered herself to be thick-skinned, but she couldn’t help blushing when she heard this.


    She originally thought that traditional Chinese characters were used here, and she confidently asked Qing Cong for some books to read to try and figure out where and when she was. But when Qing Cong held out a few scrolls of heavy bamboo slips from the tray, she felt that something was wrong. As expected, she couldn’t understand any characters inside. Words were somewhat familiar, as if she had seen them on TV dramas or signboards, all types of twists and turns, strange and similar. They were familiar, but she didn’t know them.


    Qing Cong watched her and brought a few more rolls of bamboo slips that looked to be relatively new. Thank goodness, this time she was able to recognize three or four out of ten words, and she almost was moved to tears.


    Since Qing Cong found out she couldn’t read, naturally Cheng Shi and his wife knew it too. Madam Xiao was fine, she had already prepared for the worse for her daughter who had been raised by Madam Ge for ten years, but Cheng Shi was furious and shouted several times, “I want that Ge woman out!”


    Cheng Shaoshang hesitated and said, “I know a few words…”


    Madam Xiao sneered. “Do you also know those few characters? Besides, the characters you know were originally created by petty officials, and although they are simple and easy to understand, they are also commonly used by the people of the time…” She frowned. “But the characters in the pre-Qin classics are not written like these.”


    She knew that Madam Ge’s character didn’t have a lot of ink, not to mention that she didn’t want to teach. Even if she wanted to, she couldn’t teach anything of substance.


    Cheng Shaoshang felt like she had returned to her elementary and junior high school days. Every day she was criticized by her teachers and she said sullenly, “I told Aunt that I don’t like reading. She was so happy.”


    Madam Ge was unlucky. The second day after Cheng Shi learned his daughter couldn’t read, he led her to see Old Madam Cheng. He happened to encounter Madam Ge who had also come to greet Old Madam Cheng (with eye medication) and immediately scolded her. Madam Ge quickly said that Cheng Shaoshang herself only wanted to have fun and not study. Even so, she was still scolded by Cheng Shi.


    “Madam Ge is really…” Qing Cong said bitterly. “Madam is so knowledgeable, she actually made your daughter become, become…” illiterate! Cheng Shaoshang finished for her. She could imagine how happy Madam Ge felt every time she saw Cheng Shaoshang’s ignorant appearance.


    “It’s okay,” Qing Cong said with a strong smile, “The future is long, and the Young Mistress will be able to make up for it in the future. Don’t you know, the knowledge of Madam back then was famous, not just in the town, but the entire county…”


    Cheng Shaoshang felt slightly uneasy and smiled, “Actually, Aunt was not all wrong. I really don’t like to read, maybe I followed after Father…” That day, to comfort his illiterate little daughter, Cheng Shi kept saying that he had been illiterate as well.


    Qing Cong was stunned, for the first time in her life she felt like she was ‘staggering while sitting,’ and looked at Madam Xiao at a loss.


    Madam Xiao, who had seen many things, smiled in her heart and said to herself, ‘The rumors about this girl from the outside are completely wrong.’ However, she had already had enough of fools like Madam Ge, who didn’t know fear until they saw blood. It was better to be smart than stupid.


    “Then learn slowly,” Madam Xiao said. “Your father has been busy with farming since he was a child, and then he has been fighting non-stop. He only started to study when he was thirty years old. Now he can read government memorials and reports from all over the country without hindrance.”


    Cheng Shaoshang felt bitter in her heart, so she had no reason to decline.


    Madam Xiao said again, “You have also seen the family affairs of the past few days. Do you think your father and I are too aggressive?”


    “How could I think so?” Having said that, Cheng Shaoshang dared to answer. “The Dong family relied on the protection of Grandmother, and they attached themselves to Father like a blood-sucking leech. Helping one or two is a trivial matter. Father told me they are still bullying people outside. What should we do in the future if they cause a big disaster?” The past few days, she tried hard to learn the tone of how people spoke around her and consciously tried to mimic it.


    If it were other madams, even if they wanted to teach their daughters, they wouldn’t be so blunt and public about the ugliness of their elders, and be frank about their private affairs. However, Madam Xiao suffered great difficulties when she was young and hated raising her children without realizing the dangers of the world.


    In her previous life, Cheng Shaoshang almost never had a mother and, in this life, her mother was cold and distant… She didn’t know how to do a mother daughter relationship, so she discussed things calmly. The correct answer at the time should be, “It’s the business of the elders, how can us younger generation speak recklessly?”


    However, Madam Xiao had obviously pinned the blame on Madam Ge’s ‘indulge and not teach.’


    “However…” Cheng Shaoshang hesitated slightly and glanced at Madam Xiao. She always felt that Madam Xiao could see through her temperament, and pretending to be foolish would only annoy her, and she felt that her character was not good. It was better to speak the truth.


    “Speak,” Madam Xiao said. “It’s okay.”


    “Since they made a mistake and asked Father to arrest them, why didn’t they ask the government to deal with them? It’s their own flesh and blood and beheading would not be acceptable,” Cheng Shaoshang said. “But I heard Father say they can be sentenced to exile. Wouldn’t sending them to a foreign country be easier?”


    “You’re a little girl and know what exile is,” Madam Xiao frowned. “With how much the father and son enjoy eating, drinking, and having fun, how could exile be an option for them? It would be against harmony.” She sneered. “I have also thought about this method. Do you know why I didn’t use it?”


    “Why… what?” Wasn’t it because it was against human harmony? She had just said that.


    Madam Xiao lowered her body and whispered to Cheng Shaoshang, who was kneeling on the floor, “Think carefully about it yourself.”


    After finishing this sentence, Madam Xiao stood up and left the room, leaving Cheng Shaoshang alone to think.


    Lian Fang and Qiao Guo came back in, served Cheng Shaoshang and changed her into fresh clothes, wiped her face, rinsed her mouth, then stuffed her into the hot quilt, pulled up the thick curtain and whispered to ‘please’ take a nap.


    Cheng Shaoshang wanted to laugh, she was already put into bed, what else could she do besides sleep? Lying on the bed, she suddenly remembered a mother and daughter-in law pair in the town in her previous life. The mother-in-law had scolded the daughter-in-law for being a thief and had been supporting her family for many years. Now, even her grandson’s school district housing money had been stolen from her family, and she insisted on her son’s divorce. In the end, Cheng Shaoshang wasn’t sure what happened, but the man from that family was so angry that he went out to work and refused to pay his wife anymore. His son also followed his grandmother and refused to listen to talk to his mother. The daughter-in-law yelled at the man on the street all day for being heartless.


    In essence, the old lady from the Cheng family was not completely a fú dì mó [woman who devotes herself to supporting her little brother (assisting with studies, giving money, etc.)], unlike the daughter-in-law who would rather eat rice husks and vegetables with her husband and children than let her family live a moderately prosperous life. Otherwise… well, Madam Xiao probably would only hurt others. In fact, the Dong family should thank Old Madam Cheng, otherwise Madam Xiao would not know what methods she would use to deal with them.


    …


    Fortunately, Madam Xiao, who had not hurt anyone, returned to her temporary room and saw Cheng Shi half lying on the bed, full of alcohol, and the face that was not covered by a beard was very red.


    Madam Xiao was not surprised at all. She slowly removed her hairpin and bracelet, then asked Qing Cong to tie her sleeves up. She skillfully released Cheng Shi’s collar, revealing his sweaty and hot chest. She waited for the servant to bring a large basin of hot water in and began to wipe down her husband. Cheng Shi woke up, took the sobering soup offered and drank it in one gulp. He giggled at his wife and said, “Yuan Yi.”


    Qing Cong and several accustomed servants were all hiding their faces and giggling. Madam Xiao glared at Cheng Shi, untied her sleeves, dismissed the crowd and sat down next to her husband. “I told you to talk to Second Younger Brother, not drink like this!”


    Cheng Shi wiped his face with a hot towel. “Second Younger Brother has been quiet for so many years and I don’t know how to open up with him. These days, I’ve been talking to him about him moving to the new house, but he’s always so quiet. When he’s in a hurry, he says he doesn’t need to move and will stay here to study. I’m so angry!” He coughed. “Isn’t it a bit inconvenient for his legs? If I don’t take advantage of the time when he is already a bit drunk and feed him more drinks, how can I get him to speak his mind?”


    Cheng Shi draped the towel over his face and said in a muffled voice, “He just kept saying to me, ‘Brother, you didn’t forgive me, it’s because I’m worthless,’ and his tears were all over my sleeves.”


    Madam Xiao was also stunned. Remembering the past, she sighed. “In our family, the most wronged is indeed Second Younger Brother.”


    Cheng Shi pulled the towel off and whispered, “When we were young, we were poor and had no money to let Second Younger Brother go to school. Later, during the war, we met a few Confucian students. Some people introduced him to the Bailu Mountain to study with Teacher Sang but…” he had tears in his eyes, “we are fighting outside, someone has to take care of the family. He asked to stay and let Third Younger Brother go.”


    Madam Xiao wept and said, “Later on, Third Younger Brother achieved success in his studies and was awarded an official position by His Majesty. Second Younger Brother was happier than anyone else. It’s just… it’s a pity for himself…”


    Cheng Shi wiped away his tears and said, “He is different from Third Younger Brother. He studies and does not make a fortune for officials because he enjoys studying the classics. This time, I must fulfill his wish!”


    “Did Second Younger Brother agree?” Madam Xiao joyfully asked.


    “He finally agreed!” Cheng Shi breathed a sigh of relief, thought for a while, and said narrowly, “Back then, it would have been better to ask Third Younger Brother to study at Bailu Mountain. He was born the most like Father and he won the pearl of Old Master Sang’s palm.  Now our family has already stepped on the threshold with one foot. If someone recommends him, he can go to any great scholar’s house.”


    Madam Xiao patted the bed decisively and said, “Okay, I’ll take Second Younger Brother out after New Year’s Day. Just in time, I want to deal with that despicable woman!”


    Mentioning Madam Ge, Cheng Shi became furious. “Second Younger Brother is so depressed when there is such a woman by his side every day, accusing him of being worthless and useless! This bitch, if she just gossips in the inner house, fine, but she took advantage of our absence and decided to sell A’Ding’s family! If the war wasn’t so urgent, I would immediately come back and whipped her!” He coughed again. “How much does Old Master Ge love her? She doesn’t look up to Second Younger Brother, let her remarry then. The Ge family won’t refuse, either! Why bother to look at each other so disgustingly?”


    Madam Xiao sneered. “Do you think she hasn’t taken to the idea of remarriage? She thought of it more than ten years ago!”


    “Why didn’t she?” Cheng Shi felt regretful.


    Madam Xiao gave him a blank look and said, “Don’t worry about this matter.” She began to tidy herself up, looking like she was going out.


    “Where are you going?” Cheng Shi asked.


    Madam Xiao turned around and coldly said, “That bitch just received a scolding from us at the banquet. Just now, you were at Second Younger Brother’s place, and she couldn’t handle it. Now that you are back, she is not going to cry to him. We are all back, I will not watch Second Younger Brother be bullied by that bitch!”


    …
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    Chapter Eleven:
Rolling


    The courtyard was not large, and it was only two corridors and three turns from the temporary guest room of the Cheng Shi couple to the main residence. Madam Xiao, along with Qing Cong and a group of martial servants, arrived in just a few steps. As expected, Madam Ge’s sharp cries and curses came from the inner room.


    “… are you considered a man?! Watching your wife suffer such a great insult, you didn’t say a word. Why don’t I give you my skirt and robe and you can wear it out for others to see! You can’t study, you can’t be an official, you’re still a cripple – what else can you do?! My life is so miserable, having followed such a cowardly person like you…”


    This was originally Cheng Cheng’s library, and several servants guarding the door were about to come forward and block Madam Xiao. The closest one was Madam Ge’s confidant Li Zhui. She was already a bit nervous when she saw that Madam Xiao was followed by not ordinary servants, but powerful military servants carrying swords and bows.


    She quickly bowed and apologized, saying, “Madam…” Before she could continue, Cheng Cheng’s voice came from within.


    “Enough! If you are angry, you can go back to your Ge family and my brother will give you more gold and silver…”


    “Don’t even think about it! When I got married, your Cheng family was in dire straits. Now that your brothers have achieved great success, you want to abandon me. Don’t even think about it! If you had called me back before, I would have respected you and had some courage. Why, your Elder Brother has come back, and your weak bones have grown brave. You know how to talk back to me. You will be an incompetent waste of your life, relying solely on your brother…”


    Madam Xiao couldn’t bear it anymore. A few of the martial servants approached and tied up Madam Ge’s servants with their arms bent. Qing Cong twisted Li Zhui’s arm and threw her to the ground behind her. The courtyard emitted a series of painful cries, and before Li Zhui could call out, she heard a ‘bang’ sound. The door of the main residence was kicked open by Madam Xiao.


    Madam Xiao walked straight into the room, only to see Cheng Cheng half leaning against the side of the bed, the alcohol still lingering, and trembling with anger. Madam Ge stood opposite him, jumping and cursing loudly. Upon seeing Madam Xiao enter, Cheng Cheng lifted his head with an embarrassed expression on his face and a hint of grievance. His eyes were filled with tears and he said, “…Older Sister…”


    Madam Xiao felt a pain in her heart. Since marrying into the Cheng family, she regarded Cheng Shi’s siblings as her own. Cheng Xu and Cheng Xi were married, and Cheng Zhi went away to study. In the daily household management, only Cheng Cheng could provide her with much assistance. Now seeing his withered and watering eyes, although he was only just a few years younger than Cheng Shi, he looked like an elderly man and Madam Xiao felt hate deep in her bones.


    Madam Xiao didn’t speak and gestured for Qing Cong to help Cheng Cheng away. Madam Ge stepped forward to interfere. Madam Xiao punched her heavily in the stomach with a sleeved fist. She then backhanded her face with a loud slap, using so much force that she knocked Madam Ge silly and fell to the floor. Qing Cong used this moment to quickly retreat with Cheng Cheng.


    “You, you…!” Madam Ge felt a sharp pain in her belly. She covered her cheek with one hand and her abdomen with the other. “You dare to hit me?”


    Madam Xiao was different from Old Madam Cheng. She was raised by a true scholar and noble family. For so many years, she never raised her voice to her sister-in-law, but had reached her limit. Madam Xiao’s eyes were cold as ice, and she said in a cold voice, “Not only do I want to beat you, I also want to divorce you!”


    Madam Ge endured the pain and quickly climbed to her feet, cursing, “I won’t leave. The Cheng family was poor at the time…”


    “I heard all the words just now,” Madam Xiao said calmly. “So what? Now the Cheng family is strong and the Ge family is weak. I can beat you if I want to beat you, and I can get rid of you if I want to get rid of you. What can you do?”


    She slowly took a step forward and Madam Ge involuntarily took a few steps back, afraid she would be hit again. “How dare you?! My father is kind to the Cheng family!”


    “What? Donating military supplies and rations? Which big family in the township and county never donated?” Madam Xiao sneered. “My husband guards the countryside thoroughly so that all the people will not fall into the flames of battle. How many lives have been saved, and it’s considered a virtue to donate some supplies and rations? I’m afraid that Old Master Ge himself don’t dare to say he was kind to the Cheng family.”


    Madam Ge looked at Madam Xiao suspiciously and said, “How… why… everything has changed.” Where was the kind and gentle Madam Xiao, who was dignified and meticulous in speaking, and didn’t care about her? Her expression, words, and even her manners have changed.


    Madam Xiao said nothing and stared coldly at her.


    Madam Ge understood a little, grit her teeth and said, “In those years, you made a good appearance of being subservient. Mother couldn’t help but take care of you. Father praised you for being gentle and virtuous until his death, which was a blessing for the Cheng family. Before his death, he even scolded Mother in front of so many people to not embarrass you. You… you are good at acting!”


    Madam Xiao smiled lightly. She slowly said, “Do you think I’m a fool like you? At that time, I was weak and my family was starved for nourishment. How could I have the confidence to talk back to Mother? I endured it for more than ten years, what about it? Today, I’ll settle accounts with you.”


    Madam Ge was startled and apprehensive, then puffed up again. “Settle accounts? You just granted me divorce!”


    “Not really.” Madam Xiao walked slowly over to Madam Ge’s side. “Actually, you thought about remarrying many years ago.”


    Madam Ge was shocked.


    Madam Xiao continued without hesitation. “The first time, you had only been married for two months, you instigated Second Younger Brother to start a new life, raise a banner, and use your dowry as military capital to make a new career, didn’t you? But Second Younger Brother refused, and you angrily went back to your maiden home to stay for more than ten days, asking your family to choose a new husband for you, didn’t you?”


    Madam Ge was very scared and blurted out, “How do you know –” then quickly shut up.


    Madam Xiao smiled. “You always say that I have a good life and I married a hero. If you have the ability, you can marry one yourself. If you really find a good one, Old Master Ge wouldn’t stop you. What are the kinds of things you are looking for? The ‘King of Zhenshan’ and ‘Emperor Baoze Shengtian,’ those were the ones you asked your servants to inquire about. Hmph, it only takes a few months for someone to chop off their heads, and the mob of bird and beasts scattered, pitiful for their concubines and sisters. They are all divided up, the more beautiful ones are better, people are always wanting them. The ones with ordinary looks, it’s unknown whether they are filled with food or women’s support, and what about the Chen County slaughter…”


    “You don’t have to say it!” Madam Ge exclaimed, blushing with embarrassment and anger. Many years ago, she had almost forgot her secret, and today someone suddenly spoke about it as if she had been stripped of it.


    Madam Xiao didn’t let her go and continued, “After this time, you’ve been honest for a while, and finally you know that the conquest and fighting is a major event in the world, not just for fun. But not long after giving birth to the Second Young Lady, your mind came to life again. Hmm, let me see… you were so honest before, probably because you were afraid you wouldn’t be able to have children.”


    Madam Ge was so angry in her heart but dared not answer back. She had been married to the Cheng family for several years before getting pregnant. At that time, Old Madam Cheng’s face was no longer attractive, and with Madam Xiao giving birth one by one next to her, with the exception for the First Young Lady who had passed away early, the latter two were both sturdy and round boys. No one outside praised Madam Xiao as the wife of the Xing family, which made her even more unable to lift her head. At the time, she was afraid that her body would be flawed, and even if she remarried, she would not get better. Of course, she stopped her efforts.


    Madam Xiao continued with great interest, “Not long after giving birth to Second Young Lady, you said you wanted to recuperate yourself, so you went back to the Ge family. This time, you have learned to be obedient. You don’t mean anything, just pester your father and brother to choose a good son-in-law for you to remarry. In fact, I know what you mean. You just wanted to suppress me, but later on, did you get it?”


    Of course not, otherwise how else would Madam Ge be sitting here at that moment.


    Madam Ge’s heart was filled with hatred. After giving birth to the Second Young Lady, the heroes of the world had almost formed a climate. In the countryside, one could find a hero to marry. Although there were high-ranking families, they still had the ambition to accept concubines and the Ge family naturally refused. But, if she married an ordinary person, it would not have been as good a person as Cheng Cheng – at least his older brother was becoming successful. After spending half a year at her mother’s house without any success, Madam Ge reluctantly returned to the Cheng family.


    Madam Xiao looked at Madam Ge and didn’t hide her disdain. “You are such a foolish woman with half-hearted intentions. It is only because of Second Younger Brother’s kindness that you were allowed to come here. Do you think you have the ability to tame Second Younger Brother? We will move house in three days, so stay here and wait for the Ge family to come.”


    Madam Ge was startled and her lips trembled as she said, “Someone’s… coming…? You’ve already gone to my house…”


    Knowing that Madam Xiao had been spying on her for so many years, secretly recording her every move, she felt a chill in her heart. At this moment, she heard this with infinite fear, knowing that the couple on the return journey were really about to move themselves.


    What should she do now? What should she say? Should she break off marriage with Cheng Cheng? What should she do after returning home from a divorce? Madam Ge was extremely flustered and didn’t know how to put it right.


    No matter what Madam Ge was thinking, Madam Xiao only sneered a few times, and slowly walked to the door. Halfway through, she suddenly stopped and turned her head and said, “You have tried to remarry several times but couldn’t. I will give you a guarantee that one day Second Younger Brother will be divorced from you and within the next month I will be able to find him a marriage. A virtuous and beautiful wife who will never let him suffer any grievances.” She turned to leave.


    Madam Ge was truly afraid, and when she was dizzy, she suddenly shouted, “I didn’t treat Fourth Young Lady harshly!” Her voice shook the door slightly.


    Madam Xiao turned her head again, lowered her face, and looked at her indifferently. Madam Ge recoiled from her gaze.


    It took a long time until Madam Xiao was able to smile and said, “It is cold today, and Qhingzhou is a long way away. I wonder if your mother has already set off.”


    The words were thoughtless, and Madam Ge didn’t understand for a moment. She looked up and saw the sarcasm on the corner of Madam Xiao’s lips, and her heart sped up. She became smart for the first time and asked, “Could it be that Nanny Fu has colluded with you…”


    “Your brother is very ambitious and was willing to work hard all his life. When he was young, he thought about killing enemies and building achievements. Unfortunately, he was unable to get a on horse due to illness when he was young,” Madam Xiao said. “After that, he thought about doing business and cultivating the land for his family to prosper. They are all a family, and I always have to help.”


    Madam Ge trembled all over, and she didn’t know if she was angry or scared. Thinking of all the things over the years, she said in her heart, “No wonder.”


    Madam Xiao showed slight conceit on her face, and said, “Otherwise, why would Old Madam Wan always come to the Cheng house at just the right time?”


    Madam Ge slumped paralyzed on the floor, unable to believe that her Nanny Fu would betray her like this. A biting chill went all over her body; no wonder whenever she made up her mind on what to do, Old Madam Wan always came over to beat her for a while.


    Madam Xiao continued, “She has been watching over you for me for ten years, and she is very old-fashioned in doing things. It’s a pity that just a month before I came back, she was busy packing up her family for the move. With such little negligence, you made my daughter seriously ill and almost killed her!” Speaking the last four words, there was a profound meaning in her voice.


    Madam Ge jumped in fear. “No, no, I didn’t, I didn’t think… I didn’t know that the Fourth Young Lady would be so sick. I, I… I didn’t mean to…”


    “Intentionally or unintentionally,” Madam Xiao waved her sleeved robe and said calmly, “if anything had happened to Niao Niao, do you think you would be standing here right now?!”


    Madam Ge said stiffly, “What can you do to me? It’s no big deal if I’m not a Cheng wife!”


    Madam Xiao look at her quietly, seeing Madam Ge rant and rave. She knew that Madam Xiao was different from herself. For more than ten years, she had followed Cheng Shi’s crusade to the east and west, and she had done everything to calm the chaotic people and investigate carefully. There really was human blood on her hands.


    Madam Xiao looked coldly at her and said, “It’s not so easy. Don’t you still have children? Even if you don’t love them, you still have the Ge family. There will always be someone you love, and I will repay you well!”


    After finishing this sentence, she walked out the door, ignoring Madam Ge’s curses behind her.


    The courtyard in the afternoon was warm and beautifully illuminated by the winter sun, and Madam Ge’s servants in the courtyard were nowhere to be seen. There were two rows of her own servants standing respectfully around the porch. Madam Xiao stood at the bottom of the corridor and commanded Qing Cong. “Keep an eye on her. We’re about to move, don’t let her ruin the auspicious day!”


    Qing Cong knew what she was referring to and smiled, “Don’t worry Madam. Even if she is given a knife, she would not be willing to kill herself.”


    Years of old grudges would be repaid today. Qing Cong felt a deep sense of malice. Madam Xiao glanced at her and said, “This is our family’s misfortune, don’t be overjoyed.”


    Qing Cong quickly suppressed her smile and said, “What Madam said is right.”


    After enduring it for a while, Madam Xiao laughed first. After laughing, she sighed again. “I hated you so much at the beginning, but in the past ten years, I have been traveling with the general and seen so many human tragedies out there. This is nothing.” After thinking for a moment, she shook her head and realized it was funny.


    Walking around the corridor back to her residence, she saw Cheng Shi, already sober, rummaging through boxes and cabinets in the room with his stooped body. Madam Xiao didn’t bother to ask what he was looking for and went to the bed and sat down. Qing Cong helped her take off her brocade robe, and then went out to find hot water to wash and remove makeup for Madam Xiao.


    Cheng Shi closed the door and looked up in surprise, saying, “Back so soon?”


    Madam Xiao glared at him and stated proudly, “There’s nothing to delay with the matter of a few words. It is not a negotiation between two armies. I have taken care of her and, in a few days, Second Younger Brother and the children will move out with us. Keep her locked up and see what the Ge family says.” After a moment, she sighed again. “… I tried it out when I scolded her, she still won’t admit defeat.”


    “The Ge family hasn’t said anything until today?” Cheng Shi was surprised.


    He stopped looking for things and sat beside Madam Xiao, saying after a long time, “… Old Master Ge is a good man. His leg was broken to save me…” He paused, “I should be afraid that Madam Ge would know and be even more unscrupulous to Second Younger Brother, so Old Master deliberately didn’t say anything.”


    Madam Xiao looked down at the bright wooden floor, and said in a low voice, “…It’s all my fault.”


    Cheng Shi sighed. “I can’t blame you. You only got it wrong once in your life. It’s also that Chen bandit who was too good at acting. We all believed him and almost died.”


    Madam Xiao felt sad, and said in a low voice, “Both of us are selfish people. For this kindness, even though we knew that Madam Ge wasn’t right, we still kept her and caused Second Younger Brother to be wronged.”


    Cheng Shi slammed the edge of the bed, and said in a hateful voice, “When you and I were here, how could Madam Ge be so domineering, and when we were not at home, she dominated inside and out, and with the protection of Mother, she became even more arrogant.”


    While talking, he got up again and continued to rummage through the boxes. “Repaying kindness, you have to use other methods. You can’t take the life of Second Younger Brother to pay for it. Old Master Ge is not the only one with so many children and grandchildren, and he will always be welcome at our house. You don’t have to take it too seriously. Second Younger Brother is not a dying child. A man stands between heaven and earth, and it is his own fault to be bullied by a woman. Just beat him up. He is kind and soft-hearted… well that is because of his bad legs that he has such low self-esteem and self-contempt. It is okay to suffer a loss. I’ll talk to him later and go out to practice. When I see the world, I’ll just make him tough… Hey, I obviously am staying by your side, where would I go?”


    “… I didn’t just get it wrong this time.”


    Madam Xiao didn’t know what happened before. Cheng Shi turned to look at her and saw her smile slightly. “When I first got married, I chose my husband myself, and that was a big mistake.”


    Cheng Shi grinned and deliberately boasted, “In this matter, my vision is much better than yours. I married the right person the first time. It can be said that my vision is like a torch, and I can see everything.”


    Madam Xiao burst out laughing, flicking her sleeves and stroking her blushing cheeks, she looked even more like a beautiful jade, and said softly, “It’s in the brocade bag with your quiver.”


    Cheng Shi shook his head. “How do you know what I’m looking for?”


    “Isn’t it the jade gemstones you want to leave Niao Niao?” Madam Xiao deliberately stiffened her face. “I only care about our daughter; shouldn’t you think about what Old Master Ge will say when you see him later?”


    Cheng Shi pretended to think hard for a moment. “Well, that’s it. Let’s say that because of Madam Ge making waves here these years, she should have broken her legs before taking a break. Now, for the sake of your old age, we’ll just take a break.”


    “Impudent man! Stop talking nonsense!” Madam Xiao huffed out a laugh, picked up the hidden brocade bag and threw it at him.


    …


    Next Chapter: Moving House
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    Chapter Twelve:
Moving House


    Cheng Shaoshang knew that Madam Ge had been dealt with without anyone informing her. Not only had the faint daily screams disappeared, she also didn’t see her Second Aunt on the day of the move.


    Moving houses was a big event the whole family should be involved in. However, Madam Xiao didn’t expect any help from Old Madam Cheng or Cheng Shaoshang, so she gradually settled the new house on her own, moved the household utensils, tidied up the forest garden and plants, burned the fire walls and stoves of each residence, and moved the gold and silver inlaid items that Old Madam Cheng would use to her new residence.


    On the day of moving to the house, Cheng Shaoshang was woken up before dawn. She was caught in a daze by A’Zhu, dressed warmly and fed, then put on a thick fur coat (newly given to her by Cheng Shi), and was escorted by a walking carriage surrounded by curtains.


    Cheng Shaoshang looked around and saw the gold lover Old Madam Cheng, her crippled Second Uncle Cheng, and her shy cousin Cheng Yang. Even the fat, sleepy little Cheng Ou was bundled in Nanny Fu’s arms. A long line of people walked towards the door.


    The rest of the people were fine, either thin or young, except for Old Madam Cheng, who was plump and tall enough to withstand two and a half Nanny Fu’s. Madam Xiao had long since made preparations, and specifically found some sturdy soldiers instead of servants to carry them. The walking carriage swayed like lilies in the wind, plantains hit by rain and… uh… Cheng Shaoshang was thankful to the flower farmers for their bumper harvest.


    Cheng Shaoshang endured the deep winter’s chill, and even though she was breathing white, she deliberately poked her head out from the walking carriage and looked forward, feeling very happy in her heart. A’Zhu, who walked alongside her, looked at her and said, “Young Mistress, don’t worry about your grandmother, she is settled.”


    Cheng Shaoshang didn’t respond.


    At this moment, the sky seemed to be covered with a layer of blue-gray gauze, and the servants on both sides were either holding lanterns or torches in their hands. The cold morning air was dotted with flames, and it felt straight out of a dream. In such a situation, Cheng Shaoshang felt at a loss.


    The original Cheng and Wan family households were only separated by a small door, and they passed directly from the front door to get closer. However, the relocation of the house was naturally not possible. Everyone walked out of the small door of the original Cheng house solemnly, and then walked around more solemnly to the main entrance of the original Wan Family manor.


    The Cheng Shi couple greeted them with smiles at the open gate. Two rows of guards were standing majestically in the shape of wild goose wings and maidservants with lanterns in front of them flanked the couple. As soon as Cheng Shi saw the crowd heading his way, he quickly stepped forward and helped Old Madam Cheng out of her carriage while Cheng Cheng and his children were helped by servants.


    “It’s such a cold day, Eldest Son will freeze!” Old Madam Cheng said, looking happy. “Why not start the gong earlier?”


    “If the elders don’t come, who would dare start the gong?” Cheng Shi laughed and raised his fingers to show his sincerity. “Heaven won’t allow disrespect or unfilial piety.”


    Cheng Shaoshang, who was shivering from the cold, rolled her eyes and said to herself, ‘What you’re saying now sounds good, as if no one saw the fight between you and your mother a few days ago.’


    At this time, Cheng Shi waved his hand, and the drama of exorcising demons began with the ancient chanting and sound of gongs. Cheng Shi helped Old Madam Cheng lead the way in, and the demon exorcists were always singing and dancing not far ahead of them. The shaman, who was accompanying him, shouted loudly the blessings of driving away demons and welcoming in the new year. Although the day was not yet bright, the torches around shone like daylight.


    Old Madam Cheng, who had come from a rural background and never seen anything in the world, had never seen such a show. When she arrived at the willow by the pond, Cheng Shi deliberately had someone break open the thick ice on the surface, and sent a bucket of “live fish” out to his mother for her to release them, and then everyone around clapped their hands together in a very appropriate manner. Old Madam Cheng felt extremely happy in her heart. She no longer remembered the Dong family, only knew that her son was still filial to herself…as long as she didn’t provoke the Xiao family.


    This was also the first time Cheng Shaoshang had seen the residences of the high-ranking officials and nobles of this era. They couldn’t be compared to the scale of large parks in Beijing, Shanghai, and Guangzhou but the little gardens from her hometown couldn’t begin to compare with them. It was neither as soft and gentle as the Jiangnan gardens she had seen before, nor as closed off and towering as the vast courtyards of wealthy families to the north.


    The houses were built tall and magnificent, with straight ridges and clear eaves. All the buildings were aligned with a cross axis and spaced sparsely from each other. There was an amazing sense of symmetry regardless of the main house and the secondary court, as well as the pavilions and towers. The square was just square, the circle was just round, straight was straight, and wide was flat and wide, without any sense of embellishment.


    The entire house may not be grand and majestic, but it was full of a simple and robust classical beauty.


    When they arrived at the main house, there was another slaughter of livestock to pay homage to this god, that immortal, and the ancestors of the Cheng family. They would kneel and then stand, and recited strange poems after Cheng Shi. Cheng Shaoshang was completely unaware of the superstition system at this time, only to find that there was no Guanyin Bodhisattva or the Earth Hidden Tathagata, and her heart was very strange. After suffering from a concurrent illness and weak health, she took the opportunity to lean beside A’Zhu to catch her breath, her breathing only slightly louder than her chubby little cousin who slept in Nanny Fu’s arms. This made Madam Xiao look back at her, dissatisfied.


    This busy schedule lasted for two hours, and it wasn’t until the middle of the day that the entire ceremony was completed. Old Madam Cheng was still in high spirits, easily jumping up from the futon, and the women beside her all exclaimed they were inferior.


    Old Madam Cheng turned her head and furrowed her brows slightly. The spacious hall made the Cheng family look even more sparsely populated. As a result of her temperament, she wanted to say a few words about her daughter-in-law, but Madam Ge was locked up. Her Third Daughter-in-law, Sang, was even further away. As for her Eldest Daughter-in-law, Xiao, if her son had a fit, what would he say? “Yuan Yi has four sons and you only have three. It’s better to blame yourself first when you criticize her. I think the ancestors of the Cheng family must be very satisfied with Yuan Yi.” Then everyone’s faces would not look good.


    Old Madam Cheng tried to suppress her tongue and turned her head to ask Old Lady Hu, “Why don’t we invite a few guests? Our own family is so lonely.”


    “Master hasn’t been rewarded by the emperor yet,” Old Lady Hu whispered back. “What would it do to invite guests now? Wouldn’t it be more glorious to wait for the official rank to be promoted and then hold a feast? … I can charge a few more for gift money, I asked about it secretly. In the future, you must not mention the gift money or I will be punished by Master.”


    Old Madam Cheng frowned and nodded. Cheng Shaoshang stood next to A’Zhu, feeling on the verge of death (now that she was really tired), and thought that if she didn’t die of illness, she would definitely be eligible to be ranked among the top three in the Cheng family’s intelligence.


    In the next few days, Old Madam Cheng couldn’t help but walk excitedly around the house, admiring the home she had long admired with joy. Thinking that Old Madam Wan once sat in this pavilion, even if the north wind howled, she wished she could sit all day. Thinking that Old Madam Wan once lived in the main room, she hugged the bed and didn’t want to get up. Both Cheng Shi and his wife were satisfied with the state of affairs, and the Cheng family was in unprecedented harmony.


    Second Uncle Cheng was allocated a clean and elegant place, with a small two-and-a-half story attic next to it to use as a library – although there were no books. Without Madam Ge being noisy and cursing, Second Uncle Cheng’s face became rosy after a few days, and he was able to speak a few words during mealtime and took the cold jokes of Cheng Shi.


    Cheng Shaoshang was given a beautiful courtyard, with flowers and trees in front and a bamboo forest in the back, a path paved with clean white round stones leading to one side, which was very charming, and next to it was a large empty house. It currently had no purpose, but perhaps it could be used to store her dowry in the near future – if she could get married. The only downside was that it was too close to Cheng Shi and his wife’s residence. If she wanted to do something, Madam Xiao would be there in no time to put a stop to it.


    Cheng Shaoshang quickly found out there was nothing to do in her daily life. As she recuperated from illness, because her body was weak, she had no time to learn cultural knowledge and could only continue to be illiterate, reading bamboo slips to guess characters in her spare time.


    A few days later, Cheng Shi excitedly told everyone at the afternoon refreshment table that the emperor had not only rewarded him with a new official rank, but also named him the Marquis of Qu Ling.


    Cheng Shaoshang touched her father’s hand and smiled, “Father must have won a great battle at Qu Ling and made great contributions.”


    Cheng Shi saw his daughter’s recently rosy complexion and his heart was filled with joy. He smiled and said, “That’s not true. Qu Ling’s battle was a small battle. In fact, it was at Yi Yang that your father made some great achievements. Oh, the great battle in Yi Yang, that’s what is called joy!” He stroked his beard and sighed, looking sideways. “How joyous, joyful!”


    Old Madam Cheng, who was sitting on the upper bed, put down her cup and asked in confusion, “Then why make my son the Marquis of Qu Ling? Why not the Marquis of Yi Yang?” Cheng Yang, who was sitting to the side, lowered her head and said nothing. She gently filled her cup with buttermilk, behaving softly. Madam Xiao nodded secretly.


    “Niao Niao, guess why,” Cheng Shi urged.


    Cheng Shaoshang tilted her head for a moment. “Last time, Father told me that Yi Yang is an important town with a deep city and intense fighting conditions. This battle could be considered a peaceful one. Hmmm…” Her gaze lit up and she said, “His Majesty said he will leave the title of the Marquis of Yi Yang to others.” Madam Xiao stopped holding her chopsticks and stared at her.


    “Our Niao Niao is so clever,” Cheng Shi couldn’t help but praise her. “The current Marquis of Yi Yang is General Han.” He turned his head to his mother. “Although we are only countryside officials, it is an unexpected pleasure. There is another reward. The Elder Brother of the Wan family has been promoted to the Marquis of Shi Yi.”


    “So, what kind of official is my son now?” Old Madam Cheng couldn’t help but exclaim.


    Cheng Shi and his wife looked at each other and knew each other well. Madam Xiao smiled and said, “How can it be so fast? Titles are bestowed one by one. General Wan has just been promoted. Alas, this time he injured his leg. I don’t know if he can fight again in the future…”


    Cheng Shaoshang saw the gaze of Cheng Shi and his wife, and slowly placed the lacquer wooden spoon on the table in front of her. Old Madam Cheng was not pleased with Madam Xiao’s words and gave her a blank look, saying, “What’s wrong with this? The Wan family has so much money and such a high rank, so what if they don’t go to battle? I hope my son doesn’t have to fight anymore.” She lifted her cup and drank it all in one gulp.


    “Grandmother, you should wait to have dinner until later,” Cheng Yang poured Old Madam Cheng a half cup of wine and respectfully said, “If you drink too much, I am afraid it won’t be good for dinner.”


    “You are very filial,” Old Madam Cheng said, putting down her cup. She deliberately looked over at Cheng Shaoshang.


    “Yes,” Cheng Shaoshang smiled, “I heard my cousin is not only filial but also very capable. I hear Second Uncle and Cousin Ou’s daily life has been taken care of by my cousin these days and no one says it is inappropriate.”


    Old Madam Cheng wanted to speak but was cut off by Cheng Shi’s cold voice, “It seems that Madam Ge was right to send baby Yang Yang back to her maiden home just after birth.” His expression darkened. “Old Master Ge’s family upbringing is much more advanced.”


    Cheng Yang’s eyes filled with tears and she knelt low, not daring to answer. Cheng Shaoshang suddenly had the interesting feeling of ‘Oh, I’m like a malicious female partner who instigates discord.’


    Madam Xiao couldn’t bear to look down and said gently, “Yang Yang is a good child, and the girls from the Cheng family should all be like her.” She glanced at her husband, forbidding him to continue. Old Madam Cheng’s mouth shut with a snap.


    Cheng Shaoshang lowered her head and took a sip of warm rice milk, laughing in her heart that was still a tomboy and not kind at all.


    After finishing with refreshments, Cheng Shi and his wife bowed and retired, Cheng Yang continued to be filial, while Cheng Shaoshang honestly and unceremoniously followed her parents out of Cixin Residence – which was the name General Wan gave his mother’s residence back then.


    The new house was huge, and to get to the couple’s residence from Cixin Residence took walking through five or six different corridors and crossing a white stone path. Halfway through the journey, Cheng Shaoshang, who was following closely, suddenly asked, “Father, are you going on another expedition?”


    Cheng Shi, who was ahead, was startled and turned around. “What did you say?” He quickly looked at Madam Xiao, his eyes full of ‘I didn’t tell her.’


    Madam Xiao waved her hand, held back her maidservants, calmly looked at her daughter and asked, “How do you know?” She had also kept it to herself.


    “I guessed.” Cheng Shaoshang paused, furrowing her delicate brow. “The title and financial rewards have all come down. I believe that Father has made real contributions this time, but unfortunately, there is no official position. By Father’s expression, he doesn’t seem to have been ostracized or afraid of anything else. That’s because the authorities have something else to do with Father… Father, is there a risk? Now the family doesn’t lack anything, if you can push it, just push it.” In this family, besides A’Zhu, her favorite was her father.


    “My daughter really is extremely intelligent!” Cheng Shi listened to his little daughter’s childish concern, and his heart warmed up and he chuckled. At the same time, taking a careful look at his wife, he quickly said, “Don’t worry, this time it isn’t a battle. It’s not until the following month after New Year’s Day. All right, you’re not fully recovered yet. Hurry back to your room and rest, don’t get cold and sick again.”


    …


    Back at the couple’s residence, Cheng Shi removed his thick brocade robe. “You have to treat Niao Niao better,” he complained. “She has been wronged for more than ten years. Always praising Yang Yang like that will make her unhappy.”


    “She has been in this world for thirteen years and several months so far, and she was separated from us at the age of three. How can it be more than ten years?” Madam Xiao raised her voice. “Don’t tell me I shouldn’t praise Yang Yang!”


    She took Cheng Shi’s robe and said, “Her birth mother is an unsuccessful idiot, and she has lost such an important person, but she doesn’t complain, is humble, and does a good job on her own every day. Now she is in charge of the daily life of Second Younger Brother and Ou’er. You don’t know, Ou’er doesn’t mess around these days and can probably recognize more characters than our daughter. Not to mention Second Younger Brother only praises his daughter. But look at Niao Niao…”


    “What’s wrong with Niao Niao?” Cheng Shi said. “Yang Yang has been taught since childhood. Has Niao Niao been taught?  The bride of the eldest son of the Ge family is a well-known, kind, and virtuous person in the village, and Old Master Ge still has good foresight. He personally met his eldest daughter-in-law and spent half of his family’s fortune as a betrothal gift. How could it be worse if Yang Yang stayed by their side? How pitiful it is for our Niao Niao to follow such a good thing!”


    Madam Xiao stayed silent for a long time, then said, “No matter how pathetic, you have to teach. Otherwise…”


    “Otherwise, nothing.” Cheng Shi smiled and said, “She’s as smart as you want to be. She guesses what is right and is correct. So, if you marry a wife, you should marry a smart one. It’s good for the children!”


    “What’s the use of intelligence alone? Integrity should be first priority…”


    “Isn’t that me? I have integrity! Niao Niao is smart like you and her character is upright like me!” Cheng Shi patted his chest and laughed loudly.


    Madam Xiao felt choked with anxiety and she gave her husband a blank look. She lowered her head, not knowing what to think, and sighed inexplicably for a long time.


    Outside the door, Qing Cong stood in place with hot water. After listening to those words, she sighed.


    Back then, Old Madam Xiao was not intelligent, but clever. She used to take people’s blame, guess their deeper meanings, and evade responsibility. She only had a little cleverness, no great wisdom, and used the cleverness on herself. She only cared about people and things related to herself, and only knew how to live a comfortable life and let herself be weak and delicate by nature. When a big crisis comes, she takes no responsibility.


    …


    Next Chapter: The Cheng Family Brothers
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    Chapter Thirteen:
The Cheng Family Brothers (Part 1)


    About ten days before New Year’s Day, General Wan and the Cheng family’s four sons finally arrived in the capital city with a huge army of luggage. The two families split, and the Cheng family retrieved the ‘luggage’ of seventy or eighty carts. Cheng Shaoshang shook her head; no wonder her brothers had stayed behind to help.


    According to Eldest Brother Cheng Yong, as soon as General Wan saw the capital, his tiger eyes were filled with tears and he shouted, “Mother, I’m coming!” He didn’t even stop to say hello to anyone and flew his carriage towards the new home. As the responsible eldest son of the Cheng family, he had to escort the Wan family’s supplies first before returning home.


    “My weary grandmother has been waiting for a long time.” Eldest Brother was described as calm, broad-minded and the resembled Cheng Shi the most. He was eighteen years old.


    “Not tired, not tired! Not tired at all” Old Madam Cheng said, almost incoherent with joy.


    According to Second Older Brother, Cheng Song, they were already the last of the generals who returned to the capital for debriefing. Some people thought they were not pleasing to the eye and wanted to say a few things, but General Wan went to the door as soon as he heard the news, hugging his legs in front of them, crying bitterly ‘Oh my legs, my legs, my miserable legs…’ with a thick voice, and it went straight to the Three Mile Camp. Cheng Song remembered it so vividly that everyone laughed, even Madam Xiao couldn’t help but smile, not to mention Old Madam Cheng who laughed so much her back rows of teeth could be seen.


    “Is General Wan’s leg really injured that badly?” Second Uncle Cheng asked.


    “If you hurt your hamstring, you can walk the road, play cuju, or slowly walk the horse. You can’t gallop.” Riding a horse at high speed on the battlefield required both legs to tighten the horse’s belly.


    Second Uncle Cheng caught the key point and said, “You can play cuju, but can’t run a horse?” Cheng Shi glared at his son, and Madam Xiao shook her head and smiled bitterly.


    Cheng Song knew he had made a mistake and quickly made a serious effort to make amends. “It’s just a matter of taking a break and walking slowly. However…” He suddenly lowered his voice and said to his parents, “Just now, Uncle Wan was in a state of excitement. He was about to mount his horse, and so many soldiers and school officials were at the entrance of the city watching. Fortunately, I quickly shouted for the Wan family’s carriage to come over.”


    Cheng Shi let out a groan and said to Madam Xiao, “Let’s go talk to the old lady later.” Madam Xiao nodded slowly.


    Off to the side, Cheng Zhu, a first grade aged child, slapped his little palm against the table imposingly. “Second Brother, really!” he yelled. “I was still in the carriage! He pulled me out and threw me away. If Third Brother hadn’t caught me, and I fell to the ground, I would have lost my teeth! How would I be able to eat then?!”


    Cheng Song pointed at him and smiled. “Is it possible that if I don’t throw you away, you won’t lose your teeth?! Those teeth on your left were thrown away by me?”  Cheng Zhu, who was in the period of tooth replacement, covered his mouth with anger, his chubby face turning red. He wished he could throw his chopsticks in his hand as a hidden weapon and poke his older brother with four holes in one go!


    Everyone laughed loudly, and even Second Uncle Cheng trembled with laughter, leaning on the table. Old Madam Cheng dropped her chopsticks with a smile, and hugged Cheng Zhu into her arms. Among Cheng Shi’s children, he was the only one who had been born outside and so Old Madam Cheng had never seen him. When they met, she called out with a kiss and a heartful embrace and had him sit beside her for dinner.


    Actually, Cheng Ou had been around her since childhood and should have the better relationship. However, Madam Ge’s son was not easily conceived, and she protected him like a glass cover. Cheng Ou was arrogant and stingy, and Old Madam Cheng didn’t really like that. Cheng Zhu was easy-going and lively.


    So, Old Madam Cheng secretly argued to herself. She would not argue with Madam Xiao, not because she was afraid of her eldest son, but because of these good grandchildren. Her ability to raise children was still good.


    The spacious main hall, whether it was the Wan family or the Cheng family before it, had no place to play. Today, everyone laughed heartily, and their laughter flew, giving them a sense of prosperity. On the wall of the hall hung thick candles of animal fat more than a foot long, with fireworks burning high. Three rounds of the banquet were held, except for the young Cheng Ou who went to bed early. Everyone had a table in front of them, which was one circle larger than usual and much richer than usual in terms of wine and vegetables.


    Cheng Shaoshang looked down and saw that the black painted wooden table was directly made with straight raised lines, with exaggerated and eerie animal patterns painted in heavy vermilion along the edge. Suddenly, she felt eyes scanning her. She looked up to her right and saw a fair and delicate young man surveying her.


    “Shaogong, why aren’t you talking today?” Madam Xiao looked over at her son with a smile.


    “Mother, I am looking at my sister,” Cheng Shaogong said. “We’re twins, how come Shaoshang doesn’t look like me at all?”


    The smile on Madam Xiao’s lips froze.


    “I just now saw Niao Niao and was really surprised,” Cheng Song said. “You look better than all us brothers combined. I haven’t seen you in so long. Eldest Brother has brought many delicious and fun things for you…”


    Cheng Shaoshang noticed Madam Xiao’s discomfort and snorted softly. She sat up. “Recently, Mother has been advising Shaoshang to read and practice more and play less,” she said.


    “Don’t pay attention to your Second Brother,” Cheng Yong smiled. “He just wants to play around. I brought you many excellent things for calligraphy and ink, including a piece of rosin ink.”


    “That ink is good!” Cheng Shaogong quickly interrupted. “It was given to me by Eldest Brother during his apprenticeship that year. It’s been hidden away for many years; I can’t bear to use it on a regular day. Please, use it for me.”


    “Third Brother, you’re using it?” Cheng Zhu was quick to call his older brother out. “If it weren’t for Eldest Brother’s attention, you would have just gotten rid of it!”


    Second Uncle Chen, who was taking a sip of liquor, choked and almost spat it out. Amidst the laughter Cheng Shaogong grumbled bitterly. “Yellow mouthed child, where is your conscious? If I knew you would be like this, I would have let you fall face first into the mud!” He turned to look at his sister. “Shaoshang, don’t listen to A’Zhu. I wanted to keep it for you!”


    Although the four brothers had different temperaments, they all looked at Cheng Shaoshang with a look of longing for intimacy. Her heart softened and she put away her joking expression, thanked him softly, and said mischievously, “Actually, I love to play. I just hope that in the future my brothers will not think I am causing trouble.”


    The girl had beautiful skin, a sincere tone, and clear eyes. Speaking these words had double the effectiveness. Indeed, from Cheng Shi to Cheng Zhu, everyone smiled happily, thinking that this sister was as beautiful as a white jade doll, so small, and had a better voice than others (big mistake).


    “Don’t worry, Sister,” Little Cheng Zhu said, not to be left out. “No matter how much trouble you cause, you can’t compare to me. If you don’t believe me, ask Father!”


    Old Madam Cheng next to him wanted to say, ‘Good grandson, you have misread that evil little creature.’ She held her tongue.


    “Every time Father scolds A’Zhu, we all have to sit with him,” Cheng Shaogong whispered. He obviously held some grudges. “After he’s done, he instructs us to have brotherly harmony! We all wish we could crush A’Zhu, how can that be considered harmonious?”


    Madam Xiao couldn’t help but laugh and fell against Cheng Shi, who was almost drunk. Old Madam Cheng burst into tears, smiling, and hugging Cheng Zhu to her. The rest of them were all overjoyed, laughing.


    Cheng Shaoshang was smiling when she noticed something moving around her skirt. She looked down and saw a plate full of candies gently moved by her knee on the floor. To her side, she saw her twin smiling.


    Cheng Shaogong took advantage of everyone’s laughter and pushed the plate over from under his wide sleeves. Cheng Shaoshang looked up and saw her already empty plate of candied fruits. She picked up a large candy and tossed it into her mouth, bulging out her cheeks. Cheng Shaogong smiled with curved eyebrows and sparkling pupils. He had discovered that he had flowers in front of him, and realized that his twin sister was indeed hundreds of times better than his younger brother.


    The action was only seen by Cheng Yang, who was sitting across from them. She couldn’t help but feel envious as she watched. This made her think of the Ge family’s cousins, who used to dote on her when she was a child. However, Cheng Shaoshang had only tasted this for the first time today, and Cheng Yang felt pity for her.


    Cheng Yong was observant and caught a glimpse of Cheng Yang’s lost expression. He smiled and said, “I almost forgot… Yang Yang, we didn’t know you had come back and weren’t prepared.  After accepting your handmade shoes and socks, this stupid brother is ashamed to not have anything ready. I will have things prepared for you as soon as I can.”


    Cheng Yang quickly returned to her senses, waved her hands in front of her and said awkwardly, “It’s okay, it’s okay! Just be careful, brothers, don’t worry about it.”


    Madam Xiao was satisfied when she saw this.


    After a few more rounds of drinking, Second Uncle Cheng, who wasn’t used to drinking, was the first to lie down on the table. Madam Xiao advised everyone to stop drinking, saying, “You can’t drink too much today. In a few days, Third Younger Brother will arrive and there will be a big family banquet.”


    Upon hearing that her beloved little son was about to arrive, Old Madam Cheng reluctantly let go of the wine and was helped back to her residence by Old Lady Hu. Cheng Yang quickly told her maidservants to carry her own father away.


    Madam Xiao helped Cheng Shi up to leave the table. Cheng Shaoshang, who was supposed to follow along, felt her sleeve being tugged. She turned to see her brothers preparing to leave. Cheng Zhu was swaying and unsteady due to being fed a small amount of wine by Old Madam Cheng. Qing Cong touched the little boy’s flushed cheek and angrily ordered someone to bring hangover soup to each residence. Cheng Yong skillfully picked up the little boy and adjusted him in his arms, beckoning his younger brothers back to their respective residences.


    “Brothers, please wait.”


    Cheng Shaoshang rushed forward and pulled out a bunch of insects made of twine from her sleeve. There were small grasshoppers, praying mantises, and small bats. The weaving was not exquisite, and it was obviously done by an amateur. Cheng Shaoshang stuffed it into Cheng Zhu’s sleepy arms, pretending to be shy like she had once been in junior high in her previous life. “I only know a few words, and don’t know how to embroider or do needlework. I just learned this when I was in the countryside. Wait for me to learn more and I will make something better.”


    Cheng Song and Cheng Shaogong were heartbroken when they heard those words, and kept saying, “No need, no need,” “Take your time and don’t worry,” “Why are you so polite to your brothers?” and “Don’t be too tired, your health is important.”


    Although Cheng Yong didn’t speak, he looked at his younger sister, who was nearly two heads shorter than himself with the appearance of a young girl and felt a rush of father-like protectiveness. Silently, he reached out and touched the round bun on Cheng Shaoshang’s head, smiled, and bid farewell.


    Cheng Shaoshang bowed and bid farewell, with a sweet smile on her face that persisted all the way to her own residence. As Lian Fang took out her hairpin ring, she smiled and said, “Young Mistress is looking happy today.”


    Cheng Shaoshang smiled and said, “I’m happy to see my brothers.” She turned her head to look at A’Zhu, who was holding a charcoal pot to warm her bed and quilt, and said, “Nanny, the brothers are treating me very well.”


    A’Zhu straightened up, smiled, and said, “Good.”


    Cheng Shaoshang’s cheeks hurt from all the smiling and laughter that evening. She rubbed her cheeks, wishing that Vice President Bai Yu, who always looked down on her acting skills, could come and see how to laugh in the face of tragedy. How to turn three weak points into five speechless grievances – Vice President Bai Yu always thought she could become the female protagonist because President Xian Yu was obsessed (in fact, she also thought so at the beginning, and secretly rejoiced that she could take the path of beauty to the top), but now it seems her potential had not gone to waste.


    The effort was not in vain. Before she could finish drinking her medicine, the gifts promised by the Cheng brothers were carried in overnight, with a half person tall box containing three or four pieces. Upon opening, it was a dazzling array of colors, including several pairs of smooth and flawless jade discs, seven or eight boxes of rare but very precious hairpins and pendants (straight men didn’t understand matching jewelry, no matter the time period), dozens of exquisite and soft brocades, several calligraphy and ink stones packed with precious sandalwood boxes, as well as many children’s toys like gyroscopes, stuffed chess pieces, slingshots… even various Po Bo’s tools.


    “The larger items are still tied up within the carriage,” the attendant who delivered the boxes said. “They will be delivered when dismantled.”


    A’Zhu smiled and led people over to organize the boxes.


    Cheng Shaoshang was holding a gold silk jade pendant in her hand and took a closer look. The jade was translucent in color and shone brightly in the candlelight, reflecting half of her cheeks with an unclear expression and didn’t know what to think.


    Lian Fang knelt down on the floor and unbuttoned Cheng Shaoshang’s thick stockings to prepare for foot washing. She carefully looked up at her Young Mistress.


    Whenever the Young Mistress showed such an expression, she always exuded an aura of respect and fear. Before coming here, whether it was Qing Cong or someone else’s words, the underlying meaning was the Cheng family’s Fourth Young Lady was afraid of strength and bullied the weak. Her expression was domineering but not assertive.


    But these days, Lian Fang felt that none of the rumors were true. First of all, why had no one mentioned the beauty of the little girl and just focused on her bad temper? Lian Fang felt that the jade pendant was not as good as her Young Mistress’s cheeks.


    Cheng Shaoshang looked at the jade pendant for a half day, and then a strange smile appeared at the corner of her mouth, sweet and adorable, but also somehow mocking. Lian Fang smiled cautiously and said, “Why is the Young Mistress smiling?”


    Cheng Shaoshang smiled innocently. “I have a good family.” Impishly, she tossed the jade pendant into the air.


    “My parents are loving, elder brothers cherish each other, and the family is harmonious.” Smiling, she clapped her hands together as she caught the jade pendant. She didn’t know what Madam Xiao thought of her but tried not to be too bothered.


    She knew from a young age that it took a lot of effort to change the prejudices people had against her.


    She had been admitted to a key high school and prestigious university and no one in her whole town squinted and said some nonsense like, “I’ve seen her differently for a long time.” She was quite happy to make her once pale uncle, Mayor Yu, look up and flush with embarrassment, while also making other parents nag to their children, “She doesn’t have a mother or father, yet she can do better than you in exams.” She had become a nightmare for those children who had given her cold looks.


    The question was now, how should girls in this world work hard? If she couldn’t get ahead in her studies, should she go into business? She didn’t know if her father passed on a bit of profiteering talent or not. When she had the opportunity, she would have to investigate carefully.


    …


    Next Chapter: The Cheng Family Brothers (Part 2)
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    Chapter Fourteen:
The Chang Family Brothers (Part 2)


    Three days later, Cheng Zhi’s family arrived. Before he arrived, Cheng Shaoshang already knew that her Third Uncle had to be Old Madam Cheng’s favorite son.


    When she finished her daily homework (greeting Old Madam Cheng), she was pleasantly surprised to find that her grandmother had no time to make things difficult for her. To be precise, even if she couldn’t go to greet her grandmother, she wouldn’t have been noticed. Because Old Madam Cheng was busy asking Madam Xiao eighteen questions in quick succession, from the rice milk Cheng Zhi loved to drink, to the foot wash, to the filling of naan pancakes Cheng Zhi loved to eat, to his pillow preference. The richness of imagination and boundless divergence were truly the level of an international event commentator!


    Madam Xiao couldn’t bear it anymore, and glanced at Old Lady Hu. She quickly stepped forward, leading Old Madam Cheng to reminisce about the past of “my son A’Zhi.” From wetting the bed at a young age until the formation of his Adam’s apple, even Old Lady Hu couldn’t handle it.


    In this situation, Cheng Shaoshang became vulgar again. Those who knew Old Madam Cheng knew she was about to see her son, while those who didn’t know her thought that she was being reunited with her long-awaited lover.


    However, when she first saw Third Uncle Cheng Zhi herself, Cheng Shaoshang immediately reflected on how narrow-minded she was. Cheng Zhi was a beautiful man who made people forget about vulgarity. He looked to be about thirty, with a few strands of scholar’s whiskers under his chin. His face was white, clean, and handsome. He looked as green as a green mountain and his smile was like a spring breeze. Since coming to this place, Madam Xiao was certainly the most beautiful woman Cheng Shaoshang had seen, but there was no such person among men who could stand against Third Uncle Cheng.


    Cheng Shaoshang was in a daze for less than two seconds, only to hear Old Madam Cheng in front of her let out a coquettish sigh. She touched her fiercely undulating chest with one hand, tears in her eyes, and then rushed over with a stack of ‘my son’ sounds. She touched Cheng Zhi’s chest and asked why he was so thin, then hugged him and cursed, “You little heartless person who hasn’t been back for so long!” Old Lady Hu couldn’t stop her, and she was pretending that his wife, Sang, didn’t exist.


    Cheng Shaoshang nearly burst out laughing. She had a fixed way of thinking on ancient dramas and thought this would be an overbearing mother welcoming home a favored son scene. Instead, this was like an old sister spending money to be able to hold onto her oppa scene. 


    Cheng Shaogong took a gentle step forward and breathed into Cheng Shaoshang’s ear, “Careful. Mother is looking at you.” Cheng Shaoshang looked and, sure enough, Madam Xiao was looking at her with a displeased expression. She quickly flattened the curved corners of her mouth and stood solemnly. Fortunately, Madam Sang came and pulled Madam Xiao over. The two of them laughed, said something, and Madam Xiao no longer paid attention to Cheng Shaoshang.


    While everyone was walking towards the hall of the main residence, Cheng Shaogong leaned over again. “Your face is too stiff.”


    Cheng Shaoshang said with a sad face, “Why does Mother stare at me all the time? I know I don’t behave properly, but I’m slowly getting better.”


    Cheng Shaogong chuckled and said, “Mother is afraid that we might get used to it. In the future, when we go out, we might accidentally have someone see something inappropriate. Before, she didn’t have the time to stare at us, so she would deliberately have someone watch us.”


    “That’s right, the older brothers practiced the same as their predecessors.” Cheng Shaoshang’s eyes were full of suspicion.


    Since they arrived, the first two brothers had been fine, busy with looking for teachers and visiting friends. However, her twin brother came by at least three times a day and they grew closer.


    “No, we paid off the people who were watching us,” Cheng Shaogong said. He put his hands in his sleeves and looked well-educated.


    She stiffened her face and refused to speak to this junior high school student again. The pride of a prestigious university student needed to be maintained.


    The twins followed the crowd slowly. Cheng Shaogong glanced sideways at Cheng Shaoshang; if his twin sister was truly as foolish and domineering as was rumored, he would not have been so enthusiastic. However, he never expected his younger sister to be so interesting from the beginning. So childlike, yet occasionally aged and full of worries. Sometimes sensible and clever words that made one feel sorry, sometimes sharp and harsh words that made one want to vomit blood.


    As for when to be well-behaved and when to be mean, according to her own statement, “It depends on the mood or weather.” At that moment, Cheng Shaogong wanted to hold down and beat up this child who was a head shorter than him.


    Whenever they met these days, she kept asking about the situation outside, such as where have the bandits been eliminated? Could women go out and play? How many stones can be harvest from the fields? What are some businesses people can do for a living? Sometimes even the most ordinary things she needed to ask, like a child, or like a wild person from the deep mountains who had just arrived to this mortal world, truly ignorant.


    This peculiar situation of contradictions made him wonder how Madam Ge raised Cheng Shaoshang before. Cheng Shaogong couldn’t help but feel sad, so he decided not to beat her up.


    At the banquet, all kinds of dishes were available. Madam Xiao took out the roasted bear’s paw that had been cooked in advance for most of the day. Cheng Shaoshang divided it into half. She thought it was plump and fat, sweet and tender, and the more she chewed, the more delicious it became.


    It was the first time in her life that she had eaten such a rare food. Cheng Shaoshang was so absorbed in eating, and when she raised her head again, she saw Third Uncle Cheng had been pulled to the side of Old Madam Cheng’s table and was being monopolized. He couldn’t even hold his own chopsticks. He tried a few times to get his older brother to help, but Cheng Shi just sat in front of his own table with a satisfied smile. Cheng Shaoshang saw the obvious gloating in his eyes.


    Madam Xiao seemed to be very friendly with Madam Sang. The two put their two tables together, drinking and talking happily. Compared with Third Uncle Cheng’s handsome appearance, Madam Sang’s appearance was truly ordinary, which could be considered above average. However, her handsome appearance and natural and approachable demeanor were better than a beauty of seven or eight points.


    Cheng Zhi and his wife had a daughter and two sons. The eldest daughter was around the same age as little Cheng Zhu, and she had just lost her canine teeth. Like her father, she was a little beauty. The sons were also twins and around the same age as Cheng Ou. Like their mother, they were elegant and dignified. The three children had been carried by Nanny Fu to the residence to eat and rest due to the fatigue of the journey.


    Old Madam Cheng’s enthusiasm was like a fire, but only Cheng Zhi was burned, and she didn’t realize there were others, except for Madam Sang’s faint ‘hmm’ when she saluted her, there seemed to be no such bridge.


    Cheng Shaoshang’s gossipy heart soared, and she subtly moved her table a few inches towards Cheng Shaogong, whispering, “Why doesn’t Grandmother like Third Aunt as well?”


    Cheng Shaogong looked around and saw that no one was paying attention to them. He moved his table more than a foot closer to her and leaned directly against it. He pretended to cough twice and asked in a low voice, “Why does Fourth Younger Sister say ‘as well’?”


    Cheng Shaoshang rolled her eyes. “If you want to say that Mother and Grandmother have an affectionate and harmonious relationship, just forget I asked.”


    Cheng Shaogong sighed and held his half of his bear’s paw in front of her. “Third Aunt was asked for marriage by Third Uncle himself, but Grandmother thinks that Third Uncle can find someone better. When he was young, his reputation was unparalleled in the countryside.”


    Cheng Shaoshang looked at the bear’s paw in front of her and, with a snow-white fist, thanked him. She chuckled and said, “Third Uncle looks so beautiful, not at all like Father and Second Uncle. Is he like Grandfather?”


    Cheng Shaogong liked the cute and simple appearance of his little sister, and said everything in the moment.


    Of course, Old Master Cheng was a handsome man. In his last years of the previous dynasty, the people were destitute. The Cheng family was destroyed by the exploitation of the family. He was a scholar and had no skills except for music. Finally, he was arrogant and never made a dirty living, and ended up living in the countryside. At first glance, Old Madam Cheng took a fancy to him, and they were married.


    From then on, Old Master Cheng had a warm place to stay. In turbulent times, he would not wander around, feeling hungry and cold. In his spare time, he could also touch bamboo slips and write the melody of the qin. Old Madam Cheng got a beautiful man like a flower. Although she didn’t understand most of his words and actions, her beautiful husband could eat two more bowls of food every day. Sleeping in the same place at night was more like being in a cloud of flowers.


    “What a good marriage!” Cheng Shaoshang didn’t dare raise her voice, so she could only tap on the table lightly.


    Cheng Shaogong stared at her, feeling that there was a problem with her understanding or maybe his explanation. In their later years, the couple would hardly say three words a day to each other, and they were resentful. The brothers grew up with watching their parents love each other, so naturally they didn’t agree with this icehouse couple model.


    “A marriage, if you can get what you need, is a good marriage.” Cheng Shaoshang lowered her voice and taught this junior high school student step by step. “In the future, you will know when you grow up and get married.”


    The reason why Second Uncle Cheng and his wife were not doing well was because Second Uncle Cheng couldn’t give Madam Ge what she wanted, so she became a resentful wife, while Third Uncle Cheng and his wife could get what they wanted from each other, and naturally were harmonious and happy.


    Cheng Shaogong was about to sneer back at her, “If I were to get married, wouldn’t you?” when Old Madam Cheng suddenly raised her voice and angrily said to Madam Sang, “I’m here to ask you, I have entrusted A’Zhi to you for all of these years. Why is he so thin?!”


    The twins quickly stopped talking and looked over. It turned out that Cheng Zhi couldn’t bear the ‘maternal love’ any longer and struggled to break free and get back to his seat. Seeing her son treat her like that, Old Madam Cheng couldn’t help but vent some of her anger on Madam Sang. Cheng Zhi’s face was clearly rosy, his posture was appropriate, and was in healthy condition.


    Faced with this obviously difficult question, Madam Sang smiled in a calm manner. “Naturally, the outside is not as good as it is at home. If he didn’t want to be an outside official, he would be at home with his mother. How about…” she glanced at her husband and asked without hesitation, “How about Mother coming with us next time?”


    Cheng Zhi looked panicked and said with a guilty smile, “I naturally want it, but how can your Eldest Son be so good and the mother has to follow her son and suffer outside. Isn’t this hitting Eldest Brother in the face?”


    The ball was kicked to Cheng Shi, who was enjoying himself. He remained calm and said, “It’s okay. Mother can rest assured, so just follow and live for a while but…” He deliberately lengthened his word and sighed. “It’s not like the capital outside, as long as Mother can endure it.”


    No, Old Madam Cheng softened.


    She was afraid of hardships in the early years. Although she was a little lonely in the large house these years, she was used to it. Even though she loved her son, she didn’t want to suffer any more, and the topic was dropped.


    Cheng Shaoshang looked at Madam Sang with interest, who looked back and smiled at her. She was taken aback. When everyone was busy drinking and chatting again, she hurriedly lowered her head to ask about Madam Sang’s background.


    Cheng Shaogong said, “Third Aunt is the daughter of the Lord of Bailu Mountain. At the time, Father’s official rank was not high, and Third Uncle was still studying so his reputation was not obvious. This marriage can be regarded as a high-profile affair for our family. However, Grandmother thinks Third Aunt is not good enough for him.”


    Cheng Shaoshang snorted. “Forget it, would Grandmother be happy with any beauty assigned to Third Uncle? Besides,” she sneered, “Grandmother herself is just as suitable as Grandfather.”


    Cheng Shaogong looked at his sister and said, “Shaoshang, it seems that you have no respect for Grandmother.”


    Cheng Shaoshang used her knife and chopsticks to slowly dismantle the half bear paw. “Take a look at Second Uncle,” she said.


    Cheng Shaogong couldn’t understand and turned to see Cheng Cheng silent, drinking, feeling lonely and aloof. If it weren’t for Cheng Shi occasionally greeting him and talking to him, he would be drunk. Cheng Yang, who was at the end of the banquet, also sat with her head bowed, occasionally softly persuading her father to drink less wine. Cheng Shaogong only then remembered that since Cheng Zhi returned to the household today, Old Madam Cheng never said a word to Cheng Cheng.


    “I heard Aunt Qing say Second Uncle’s leg was lame for the family.” Cheng Shaoshang smiled, but her eyes were indifferent, and she continued to divide the bear’s paw. “He buried himself at home for more than ten years, also for the sake of the family. Father and Third Uncle are outside, and there has to be someone here in the capital, even if they are just ears and eyes to spread news faster. But for everything he has done for this family, does Grandmother have any sympathy?”


    Cheng Shaogong grunted in his throat, unable to speak.


    “It is said that people in the world are snobbish, but who could guess parents are also snobbish with their children? Grandmother relies heavily on Father and loves Third Uncle, but she has completely ignored Second Uncle for ten years.”


    The little girl’s voice was very sweet, but her words were as sharp as the silver knife in her hand. “She clearly knows that Second Aunt was bullying Second Uncle. With her power, how could it be so difficult to suppress Second Aunt? But she didn’t. As long as she lives comfortably, she doesn’t care about the rest. Second Aunt can please her and help her do this and that, so she can’t see the suffering of Second Uncle.”


    Cheng Shaoshang put down the knife and chopsticks, divided half of the bear’s paw and gave it back to Cheng Shaogong. “Everyone has their own strengths and weaknesses. As parents, if we also want to judge our children based on their potential and appearance, why should us younger generations respect them?”


    Cheng Shaogong held the plate in a daze. Cheng Shaoshang began eating her part of the bear’s paw with relish, as if the mournful words she had just said didn’t come from her.


    Cheng Shaoshang ate for a while, then suddenly raised her head and said to him, “Don’t spread what I said. I will be reprimanded by Mother again later.”


    Cheng Shaogong snapped out of his daze. “I’ll never say what we spoke about. You know, we stayed together in the womb for nine months. Apart from our parents, we are the closest!”


    Cheng Shaoshang smiled and, for the sake of candied fruits and bear paws, decided to trust this thick-browed junior high school student. However, many years later, she wished she could slap herself a few times…


    That night, in Cheng Shi and his wife’s residence, there were two half-person high bronze animal fat lumps standing on the left and right, illuminating the lacquered wood floor as bright as black jade. Cheng Shaogong, who looked guilty, knelt down in front of his parents and repeated what his twin had said during the day, thinking that if she were here, she would definitely be scolded!


    Upon hearing this, husband and wife had very different expressions.


    Cheng Shi caressed his beard and sighed, “What heavy love and righteousness! She has seen and remembered all the sins her Second Uncle has suffered over the years.” His eyes were moist as he spoke. “There are still people in this family who care about the hardships Second Younger Brother has suffered!”


    Madam Xiao frowned and said, “That child is ignorant, how can she criticize the elders?!”


    After saying this, the couple looked at each other.


    Cheng Shaogong ignored the gaze of his parents, wiped his forehead with his sleeve and said, “Father and Mother, don’t sell me out, or I won’t tell you again in the future! Mother, don’t go scold Shaoshang either. Otherwise, she will know everything!”


    Without waiting for Madam Xiao to reply, Cheng Shi waved his hand and said, “Don’t worry. She won’t know. Now, you go back.”


    Cheng Shaogong bowed to leave, and as he walked, he turned around to remind them to not reveal the truth. He was impatiently scolded by Madam Xiao and he left quickly.


    Seeing her son leave, Madam Xiao glared at her husband and said, “She is criticizing your mother!”


    “So what?” Cheng Shi said nonchalantly. “I also criticize Mother.”


    Madam Xiao was speechless.


    “Besides…” Cheng Shi took a sip of the hangover soup and set it down heavily. “What is wrong with Niao Niao’s words?! Mother just wants to surround Third Younger Brother every day, no matter who he marries. Also, Mother is indeed a snobbish person! She never cared for Second Younger Brother since he was a child, always saying he was incompetent, but he was easy to handle!”


    Madam Xiao was angry. Just as she was about to open her mouth, Cheng Shi took the conversation away, “Don’t repeat ‘elders do nothing wrong,’ either!”


    “I can’t stand the tone of those Confucian scholars! The elders are also human beings, not immortals who never make mistakes forever. Are the elders wrong and the younger ones allow them to be wrong? This is called filial piety?” Cheng Shi complained. “According to what you said, Mother will bully you and I will watch? Our family only survived until today because A’Zhi and I didn’t listen to what Mother said, and went out separately to find a way of life. What should we do? That’s why we have it good today!”


    The example was too powerful for Madam Xiao to refute. After a long time, she sighed. “The truth is right, but it’s not appropriate to criticize elders in such a harsh way for those with less business. There is also Shaogong, who still has problems with tattling. It seems his two brothers didn’t beat him up enough in the first place. These two will be broken sooner or later!”


    Cheng Shi chuckled and said, “Are they twins? There are still similarities!” Then he sighed, “I understand what you mean, but you are too preoccupied with getting her ready to be married off. I was hoping Yang Yang could help, and they would form a sisterly bond. Who would have thought Yang Yang avoids Niao Niao like a mouse avoiding a cat. Fortunately, Shaogong is a good child and he also cares for Niao Niao, this is not wrong!”


    “Yes, yes, you are a loving father and I am a strict mother!”


    Madam Xiao feigned anger, thought for a while, and then said, “Don’t blame Yang Yang, either. In my opinion, she is the one who understands reason and etiquette. She can distinguish right from wrong in her heart, knowing that her mother is wrong, but she doesn’t blame her mother. Should she tell Niao Niao, ‘I’m sorry, I know my mother has been malicious for the past ten years, bullying her family and squeezing the farmers outside, using her tongue to stir up trouble internally, and repeatedly stopping your mother and father from taking you to their side?’ It’s really a bad thing to do.”


    Cheng Shi glared and said, “Why can’t we say it? Just clarify the truth so the whole family can move on. Do I criticize my mother? But I should be filial and continue to be filial. Is the relationship between mother and child so weak? It’s because you read too much into this that you’re in such a difficult situation.”


    Madam Xiao was so angry that she turned her head and refused to speak.


    Cheng Shi suddenly changed his tone and said leisurely, “I think you should learn from me. From time to time, if one were to ‘criticize’ one’s mother, one will be calm. One won’t accumulate any resentment in one’s stomach, and then one won’t be able to criticize her anymore.”


    Madam Xiao trembled slightly as she turned her back and remained speechless for a long time. “You can tell…”


    “I’m not blind.” Cheng Shi slowly moved his tall body over and whispered, “I saw your mother from afar in the early years. At first, I didn’t expect it. I just thought that although Niao Niao is beautiful and she didn’t look like you or me, but later I slowly remembered…”


    He put his hands on his wife’s shoulders and rubbed them softly. “Back then, Madam Ge made you suffer a lot, but you were so tolerant and when you talk about Niao Niao, knowing ‘a mother can’t delay her children.’ However, you are very picky about Niao Niao.”


    The couple didn’t speak for a while and sat leaning against each other. Finally, Madam Xiao let out a long breath and said with a smile, “What you’re saying is that it’s me who is the demon. I will have to change in the future.”


    Cheng Shi was delighted and vigorously pressed kisses against his wife’s face. “My wife is an open-minded person, as she should be!”


    Madam Xiao pushed her fussy husband away, scolding with a smile, “Just pass on your rules of criticizing elders, one day it’ll be your turn!”


    Cheng Shi said solemnly, “No, no, no. It took three generations to cultivate a noble family. Now that we have just left the grass, we can naturally criticize and criticize, but after three generations, we won’t be able to criticize. That is to say, our grandchildren won’t be able to criticize us anymore! If they dare, my wife will bring out the sage’s great teachings, combine all the classics of filial piety together, and make them copy them to death!”


    Madam Xiao couldn’t handle it, and finally burst out into laughter.


    …


    I love how Papa Cheng calls Mama Xiao out more in the novel than in the drama. And, despite how their parenting skills can be questionable, their relationship with each other is so cute. It’s adorable.


    Next Chapter: Divorce Case (Part 1)
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    Chapter Fifteen:
Divorce Case (Part 1)


    Madam Xiao decided to straighten her mind and do what she said she would do. She thought that since this daughter grew up next to someone like Madam Ge, who had ulterior methods, she had to teach her first instead of rectifying her character.


    On the second day, she sent more than ten tubes of bamboo slips to Cheng Shaoshang, including four volumes of ‘Jijiu Zhang,’ four volumes of ‘Pian of Generals,’ and several volumes of ‘Cang Jie Pian.’ She didn’t know if it was because it was near the end of the year or it wasn’t customary to ask for tutors in this era, but Madam Xiao couldn’t find a teacher for Cheng Shaoshang. Usually, Qing Cong and Cheng Shaogong would come up to teach a few words when they had spare time, but it wasn’t every day.


    Sometimes, Madam Xiao would condescendingly point out Cheng Shaoshang’s posture of holding a pen, and said that after learning these she would start to recite the basic classics, Confucianism, Taoism, Strategist, the Book of Song, Chu Ci, Sima Fu, making incense sticks, flowers, throwing pots, and cuju… all requirements for her to be regarded as a qualified noble lady.


    Shaoshang didn’t agree with this. She had already decided she wanted to make it on her own in the future, and what she really wanted to learn was not these things. Literacy was okay, but those classics… What’s more, literacy didn’t delay learning practice. After enduring it for two days, she couldn’t bare it anymore. “This is taking too much time. I want to learn more about economics and the affairs of the world.”


    Unexpectedly, Madam Xiao sent her away with a light sentence. “Reading and understanding is the foundation of everything. If you understand the book, why worry about not being able to achieve something in life?”


    At this moment, Cheng Shaoshang understood the pain of Yang Xiaguo. So eager to learn martial arts and live a safe life but asked to memorize a moral code… which one would be the most reliable during a fight? After she mentioned this to her backer, Cheng Shi, Madam Xiao quoted a set of classics that even he didn’t know. As a result, she could only continue to memorize and read, without leaving the house. Woohoo.


    It began to snow heavily a few days later. The northern land was high and cold, and the snowflakes didn’t melt when they fell to the ground. A thick and velvet blanket of snow quickly accumulated on the ground, covering the sky and earth as white as a flour mill.


    The father and sons of the Cheng family rarely went out to visit friends and socialized these days. The whole family sat around the stove, chatting and drinking like in the cold days of the past. When it came to happiness, the three brothers of the Cheng family even sang their hometown tunes with wooden chopsticks tapping on their wine cups. The singing was either rough or clear, and the sound lines swirled around the columns. When they were in high spirits, Madam Xiao and the Sang family also chimed in. The fun of singing was so abundant that even the servants who were patrolling outside smiled to each other. Among the younger generation, only Cheng Yang could keep up with a few words, while the rest could only smile and clap their hands.


    Old Madam Cheng was a musical idiot and couldn’t carry a tune to save her life. Now that the children and grandchildren were so full of joy, she was so happy that not even her two unsightly daughters-in-law could temper her mood.


    A servant girl suddenly interrupted to report: Old Master Ge had arrived.


    Cheng Cheng’s chopsticks, which were just about to hit his wine cup, fell with a clank onto the table. His eyes were wide with panic.


    Everyone looked at each other in confusion.


    Although Cheng Shi had sent someone to the Ge family to inform them of what had happened, he thought they would arrive at least after New Year’s Day. However, it was only four days until then, and Old Master Ge had come in person. Cheng Cheng was at a loss to do, and when he stood up, he knocked over his wine jar. Only when Cheng Yang heard that Old Man Ge had brought his eldest son and daughter-in-law did her eyes light up and she couldn’t conceal her excitement.


    Old Master Ge had a gray beard and hair, rich figure but simple clothes – probably because of his haste on the road – and his face was full of wind and frost. His eldest son and daughter-in-law supported him on both sides. The three members of the Ge family had gentle faces and gentle words, with the kind of appearance that made people think they were good people. Cheng Shaoshang had a hard time connecting the three of them with the surly Madam Ge.


    According to Lian Fang, Old Master Ge had brought more than ten large carts carrying a pile of New Year goods such as pigs, sheep, rice, millet wine, juice, and dried fruits.


    Old Madam Cheng couldn’t be bothered to put on airs and hurried out to greet them. Cheng Yang, who was following behind her, could only hold back for so long before she broke from the crowd and tearfully knelt down in front of Old Master Ge. “Grandfather! Uncle! Aunt!”


    Aunt Ge quickly stepped forward to help Cheng Yang up. At that time, her eyes were wet, and her loving expression couldn’t be concealed. She stroked Cheng Yang’s face and murmured, “… Our Yang Yang has grown taller and looks so pretty.”


    Cheng Yang cried and laughed, hugging Aunt Ge and refusing to let go. She wanted to drill her head into her aunt’s warm clothes and beg them to take her back to the Ge household in her arms. Uncle Ge couldn’t let go of his old father and craned his neck to watch, with a look of concern on his face that only a truly loving father would show.


    “Uncle has brought you a lot of things,” he said. “Don’t cry, don’t cry, it’s cold and you’ll freeze your face…”


    This was quite impolite but no one cared.


    Cheng Shaoshang slowly took a step back, the playful smile on her face fading. She leaned quietly against the edge of the porch, hiding herself in the corner, and did not come out until everyone had exchanged greetings and walked in to the inner hall. She lowered her head and shook out her clenched fist; there were four dark pink nail indents on her snow-white palm. Looking at the direction of the crowd, Cheng Shaoshang turned her head and went straight back to her small courtyard. She didn’t care about the reprimand she’d receive later.


    She had no objection to Cheng Yang. From the honest and kind-hearted words and deeds in her daily life, one could tell she had been taught well.


    However, she knew from a young age that the most hateful thing in the world was not that her parents were cold and indifferent, but to watch the wonderful and loving parents around her, and she couldn’t catch up with them.


    …


    Madam Xiao didn’t have the time to take care of Cheng Shaoshang at that moment. She not only wanted to open the guest room for the three members of the Ge family, but also accommodate a large group of people accompanying the Ge family’s caravan. Seeing that her feet were not touching the ground, Madam Sang volunteered to help, went to take Madam Ge, who had been locked up for days, out of the old house and tidied her up so she could be returned to her family.


    Because Madam Ge couldn’t go out, she could only eat and sleep those days. Not only did she not lose weight, but her cheeks were a little plumper. When she knew that her family had arrived, she proudly stated, “You just wait! I have suffered a lot these days. I must have an explanation for my grievance!”


    Madam Sang looked at her incredulously. “Do you think your father came here for you?” Not to mention the current Cheng family, even the Cheng family who had yet to make a fortune, had never been subservient to the Ge family.


    Madam Ge was stunned. Although she was locked up, there were still people who were able to inform her about the goings on outside. She knew that Cheng Shi had been promoted and made a fortune, and her own family could no longer control her. This was just her habitual stubbornness.


    Madam Sang felt that her intelligence would be lowered the more she continued to speak to Madam Ge. She quickly commanded the martial servants given to her by Madam Xiao to drag the woman into the new house’s inner hall.


    At this moment, the inner hall was still ablaze with fire, making the whole room warm, but it no longer had the cheery atmosphere. The younger generation had been cleared out and food and drinks all rearranged. However, no one touched their chopsticks and it left only a room full of awkward silence. Even Cheng Shi, who had always run the train with his mouth full, didn’t know where to start. It was Old Master Ge who took the lead and spoke up.


    “…I felt sorry for her when she lost her mother at such a young age and ended up spoiling her too much. I knew she had many faults, but still had the courage to marry her into the Cheng family and have caused only suffering for others. I have been patient all of these years and will apologize first!”


    As he spoke, he fell down to pay his respects to Old Madam Cheng and Cheng Shi, Uncle Ge and Aunt Ge following suit. Old Madam Cheng was frightened and she shrank back, nearly knocking over the food table.


    Cheng Shi quickly took a step forward and vigorously supported Old Master Ge, repeatedly saying that he couldn’t.


    Kneeling to the side, Madam Ge shrieked, “Father! What are you talking about? The Cheng family has wronged me so much…” Before she could finish, Uncle Ge couldn’t bear it anymore. He got up and walked over in a few strides and slapped Madam Ge hard. Half of her face was bruised and half of her body was paralyzed on the ground.


    “Father has always been loyal to you since the day you were born. How much love and care have you had? Have you ever been filial for a day?! Day after day, you cause trouble! Father turned seventy this year and, for you, has braved the wind and snow, day after night, to travel. And yet you still feel no guilt! You are like pigs and dogs! Animals!”


    Uncle Ge himself was also a grandfather, quite prestigious in the countryside, and yet he still had to come to the Cheng family to make amends for his ignorant younger sister. Thinking that his father’s suffering was worse than his own, he grew even more furious.


    Madam Ge was beaten dizzy. She looked up to see Uncle Ge gnashing his teeth in hatred, his eyes were bloodshot; he was afraid and guilty, so he had to turn his head away and didn’t dare open his mouth again.


    Old Master Ge didn’t look at his daughter and allowed himself to be supported by Cheng Shi. He continued to talk about his daughter’s various evil deeds while they sat down, apologizing profusely. The apologies were sincere.


    “Grandfather’s behavior is making me feel ashamed,” Cheng Shi said, feeling embarrassed. “If you hadn’t helped me with food and supplies before, how could I …?”


    Old Master Ge waved his hand to prevent Cheng Shi from continuing. “Don’t speak of it,” he sighed. “Only ignorant women like my daughter talk about food and supplies every day. The world was in chaos, the army a mess, and bandits and thieves were rampant. People like my family, who had thin assets but no dependence, were just as thin as the mouth of the hungry wolf. There were countless destroyers outside. It’s thanks to the General that out neighbors were saved. As for the Chen incident, the General doesn’t have to worry about it…”


    As he spoke, he smiled bitterly and said, “To put it bluntly, that Chen thief plundered wealthy families everywhere, leaving no trace of land behind. He robbed property and wouldn’t let people go. If the property was destroyed, the Ge family would inevitably be destroyed. How could we ever thank you?”


    Cheng Shi had already rolled over these words several times and he realized that he didn’t owe anything to the Ge family. However, now that Old Master Ge himself said them, and said it from the bottom of his heart, he felt embarrassed again. He had no choice but to sit silently, thinking that this good person was much harder to deal with than the bad one.


    Old Master Ge turned to Old Madam Cheng. “To put it in my heart, if a woman like my daughter were to be given to my family as a wife, I would definitely have given up. It’s a pity that the Cheng family has been kind and patient to this day. For the past ten years, I have been in the country, and I thought her temperament would gradually improve as she got older. But after hearing the reports of the messenger, I realized these evil ways were not only not corrected, but it has worsened and caused suffering to Second Son-in-law…” He looked over at Cheng Cheng and wept, “I didn’t teach my daughter well myself, but I hurt you…”


    Cheng Cheng had been restless before, but he fell to his knees in front of Old Master Ge and began to weep after hearing those words. “Don’t say that! I’m not… I’m not hurt. She was originally…” As he was about to blame himself, Cheng Shi secretly cursed him for not making any progress but didn’t want to speak up.


    Unexpectedly, Old Master Ge didn’t ask him to continue, and said in his trembling old voice, “Don’t say anything. You have been looked down upon by an old man since you were young, how can I not know your character? I thought it was a great fate for you to become my son-in-law in this life, but I didn’t expect this to make you suffer and lose your spirit! How can I face you? Today, you will issue a letter of divorce, and I will take this evil creature back! In the future, if you still agree to recognize me as an elderly neighbor, please call me Uncle.”


    As he spoke, the old man was in tears and Cheng Cheng couldn’t help but cry.


    Although he disliked the Ge family, he had a lot of admiration for this kind-hearted elderly man who supported the weak and pitied the poor since childhood. When he was young, he thought it would be great to have a father like Old Master Ge. When he first married into the family, he was satisfied in his heart and never expected to land in this situation today.


    Cheng Shi originally thought this matter would be entangled for a long time and didn’t expect Old Master Ge to be so straightforward. He was overjoyed and had the intention to end it on the spot, but he saw three members of the Ge family and Cheng Cheng crying. The atmosphere was touching. Although he wanted to send for someone to write out a divorce letter, that seemed… unkind for the moment.


    Cheng Zhi, who had been silent for a long time, finally straightened up, cleared his throat and said, “Uncle, let me say something. Now that it is almost New Year’s Day, writing a divorce letter during this time… it is unlucky.”


    Cheng Shi breathed a sigh of relief. “Exactly. Why not, why not…” he trailed off, looking around. He remembered that Madam Xiao had escaped under the pretext of getting things ready for the Ge family. He couldn’t help but secretly scold his wife for being too cunning and hiding away. Where could he find someone? He needed ideas!


    Seeing that it was not going to end well, Madam Sang quickly stepped up to help. “It’s better like this,” she said softly. “Anyway, after New Year’s Day, Second Brother will be leaving for Bailu Mountain. It’s better for Uncle to take people back first and wait for the future…” She carefully considered her wording. “No matter what is decided in the future, my family will send someone to inform the village. My lords, do you think this is good?”


    As soon as the words were spoken, everyone in the Cheng family breathed a sigh of relief, feeling that the ‘separation before divorce’ plan was a good idea; they could save face for both families and not end it on the spot.


    Madam Xiao, who was outside of the door, heard this and clenched her toes. As one of the top few victims of Madam Ge, she really didn’t want to get involved. What would she say if she went in? She was perplexed when she said good things to Madam Ge, but when she said bad things, she would inevitably make things worse. Thinking about Old Master Ge’s kindness and honesty, she simply didn’t enter.


    The thick snow trampled and creaked under foot as she walked out of the courtyard. Madam Xiao thought for a moment. Since she was idle, she may as well go and educate her daughter. Unexpectedly, as soon as she arrived at the entrance of Cheng Shaoshang’s residence, before she could remove her shoes and go up the steps, she heard the gentle voice of Qing Cong coming from inside.


    “…how could the Young Mistress just leave on her own? You didn’t greet Old Master Ge, it’s too rude.”


    “Is Grandfather here to visit relatives?” Madam Xiao heard the lazy laughter of Cheng Shaoshang. “They are here to do ‘big things.’ What are you doing next to me, watching Second Uncle write the letter of divorce? Second Aunt has been in trouble for the past ten years and ‘exerted herself’ on me. Do you want to hear him say “I’m sorry’ to me? Mother told me the day before yesterday that I should avoid talking about my elders’ right and wrong, so I just avoided it. What’s more, not long after I left, my three elder brothers came over so they must have been sent away…Speaking of which, Aunt Qing, you are really good. It’s rare for Eldest and Second Brother to have the time to tell me about their experiences in the Imperial Academy and you drove them away…”


    This girl was very eloquent, reasonable, and coquettish. Qing Cong was silent.


    Outside the door, Madam Xiao slowly shook her head. In her opinion, her daughter was more difficult to deal with than eighteen Madam Ge’s combined. In just a few days, Qing Cong’s words were no longer a match for Cheng Shaoshang.


    Was leaving on your own the same as being dismissed by an elder? She was at a loss for words.


    “Of course, leaving on your own is different from being sent away by the elders,” Cheng Shaoshang suddenly said. “It’s because I didn’t think carefully. Aunt Qing turned around and helped me talk to my mother. In fact, I knew I was wrong as soon as I walked away. It must be changed in the future. It must be changed.”


    Now Qing Cong had nothing to say. At one time, she felt pity for the girl who had suffered under Madam Ge’s hands, but now it was understandable to be disgusted with the Ge family and she felt her words made sense. It would be embarrassing to meet and greet her so it was better to quietly avoid it and be straightforward.


    Madam Xiao furrowed her brows and immediately thought of two things: wisdom was enough to refuse advice, and, words are enough to cover up wrongdoings.


    …


    Next Chapter: Divorce Case (Part 2)
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    Chapter Sixteen:
Divorce Case (Part 2)


    After dinner that day, Madam Xiao caught Cheng Shaoshang, who was planning to continue chatting with her brother about Imperial issues, and said she wanted to greet everyone in the Ge family. Cheng Shaoshang knew when to stick her neck out, and when not to, so she simply agreed. When they arrived at the guest’s residence, neither Old Master Ge or Uncle Ge were there, only Cheng Yang was lying on Aunt Ge’s lap, crying softly.


    “Aunt, take me back. I want to go home! I want to go home!”


    “Silly girl, this is your home, with your parents and family…”


    This made Cheng Yang cry even harder. “Aunt taught me to be filial since I was a child, and Father is lonely, so I can still serve a little bit. But Mother… the second day I came to the Cheng house, she drove Niao Niao away. I later heard that Niao Niao almost lost her life! These days, she hasn’t said a word to me! Every day, she only focuses on Younger Brother, criticizes Father, says bad things about First Aunt in front of Grandmother, and calculates despicable things. I am truly ashamed… I can’t stay here! Aunt, please! Take me home!”


    Aunt Ge’s heart ached when she heard this. She had held Cheng Yang when she was in swaddling clothes. At the time, she had no grandchildren, and the other children were all older. This little girl was raised by her flesh against flesh, learning to talk and growing teeth. She was obedient and sensible from a young age, honest and genuine, and she loved her with all her heart.


    “Yang Yang, listen to your aunt,” she said with tears in her eyes. “You have a future here in the Cheng family –”


    Cheng Yang cut her off with a cry, “I don’t want a future! I want my Aunt and Uncle!”


    Madam Xiao sighed and told the maidservant to announce them.


    Cheng Shaoshang thought to herself that Cheng Yang was not familiar with the previous Cheng Shaoshang, which was a good thing.


    When they entered the residence, Cheng Shaoshang saw that Aunt Ge and Cheng Yang were desperately wiping away tears and tidying up their clothes. Madam Xiao sat down, acting like she didn’t notice, and greeted them. Kneeling on opposite sides and greeting each other, Cheng Shaoshang learned that Old Master Ge was pulled away by Father Cheng to drink and reminisce.


    [Here Shaoshang begins to mix up what she calls Cheng Shi. She’ll call him Cheng Shi, General Cheng and Father Cheng. It’s interesting that Father Cheng becomes more used as the time goes on.]


    The former in-laws who had just agreed to divorce went to drink, only her husband could do this type of thing. Madam Xiao sneered secretly, with a smile on her face, while urging her daughter to give her greetings. Cheng Shaoshang quickly showed off the results of her training these past few days, bending her arms flat on her side, bowed down in one go, with her head down respectfully. She thought of the gift that the Ge family had brought her with the New Year was not that bad.


    After receiving the greeting, Aunt Ge was full of praise, but the focus of the praise was Cheng Shaoshang’s appearance and greeting posture. She did not mention any other traditional ladies’ talents such as qin, chess, calligraphy, painting, or household managements, which was very considerate of her.


    “My Sister…”


    Originally, Aunt Ge wanted to make amends for the Ge family, but as soon as she began, Madam Xiao interrupted her. “Sister, stop talking,” she said. “Our two families lived next to each other and we don’t know why she is like this. Haven’t you suffered from her? Eldest Sister-in-law is a mother, but she couldn’t beat or punish like a real mother. You’ve suffered losses and there’s nothing to say against it!”


    Aunt Ge sighed. “I have suffered my sins. Later, when she married into your family, it was your turn to suffer.”


    Madam Xiao shook her head. “Now that she’ll be taken home by Old Master Ge, you will have to suffer again. I feel sorry for you.”


    “I’m so old, how can I still let her bully me?” Aunt Ge waved her arm dismissively. “Before leaving, Father had instructed people to tidy up the neighboring village and will have her stay there after we return to cultivate her character!” Madam Ge thought she was still the daughter of the Ge family, who was once known for her noble character.


    Madam Xiao remembered Uncle Ge’s slap today. She nodded. “That’s good.”


    They looked at the two girls next to them while they spoke. Upon hearing her biological mother’s criticism, Cheng Yang became embarrassed with her hands on her knees and head almost lowered to the floor. Cheng Shaoshang had a calm expression, neither angry nor gloating. She just looked sideways at the guest house furnishings, rolled up her sleeves and helped the maidservant to serve the buttermilk in front of everyone, one by one.


    Aunt Ge was secretly amazed, thinking that even though she had been delayed by Madam Ge for the last ten years, she was the daughter of General Cheng and Madam Xiao. She had an extraordinary demeanor, not arrogant or cowardly, and showed no signs of timidness.


    Madam Xiao frowned as usual, feeling that Cheng Shaoshang and Madam Ge had been together for ten years, so indifferent, neither resentful nor unbearable, just heartless.


    Aunt Ge turned and pulled Cheng Yang over to her. “Don’t feel embarrassed when you hear this,” she said earnestly. “The more you shrink away, the more people will stab you. Don’t lower your head. It’s not uncommon for your biological mother to divorce or remarry and it isn’t your fault. You are the daughter of the Cheng family, remember that. Your parents are not only the reason you look like you do, but also affect your character. If your parents’ character is right, you should learn to follow them. If they are not good enough, you should learn from them. Remember, your words and deeds are the best ornaments on your body. Now, raise your head up!”


    Cheng Yang tried her best to lift her head up, with tears in her eyes, and managed to hold her shoulders upright.


    Madam Xiao showed admiration for Aunt Ge, and Cheng Shaoshang put away the contempt in her heart. She originally thought that the family of Madam Ge would not be much better than her, but she now realized how short-sighted she was.


    “It’s said that a man’s ambition is everywhere, so can a daughter forever rely on her parents to live?” Aunt Ge said. “As a child grows up, they always have to establish their own family, and elders cannot be your lifelong support. When my aunt was young, she never expected that there would be a great chaos in the world, and all the poems and songs she had learned before would be useless. She had to work hard with your uncle to plan for food for the people and was constantly afraid. Who would have thought that such a terrible disaster would happen? But she just gritted her teeth and survived!”


    Tears welled up in Madam Xiao’s eyelashes. “When my family was destroyed, Sister and the Xiao family helped a lot.”


    Aunt Ge patted her hand, then turned back to her niece. “Yang Yang, if your life goes well, it will be the blessing of the gods. But life is long and there are many unexpected things. Only if you have a firm mind and strong limbs, not afraid of the mountains falling and the sea dying. No matter where you go, you can be like a big tree. Not only can you stand by yourself, but you can also protect the young and weak flowers and vines underneath the tree. What do you say? Now that the world is about to become peaceful, as long as you learn three or four points from your aunt, you will be safe in the future.”


    Cheng Shaoshang was in awe of Aunt Ge at that moment and looked at Cheng Yang, who was sobbing uncontrollably, trembling, and nodding repeatedly.


    Madam Xiao smiled and wiped her tears. “What did you say?  It seems my sister is so honest and dignified now, yet no one praises her.” Cheng Shaoshang wanted to roll her eyes.


    After talking for a while, Aunt Ge finally got to the point of the conversation and entrusted Cheng Yang to Madam Xiao with tears in her eyes. “It’s a small place in the countryside. I haven’t seen the world and I don’t know the rules of the capital. You have to teach her well. Although she is foolish, it’s better to be honest and obedient.” She put one of Cheng Yang’s hands in Madam Xiao’s, who agreed solemnly.


    Seeing the two women’s display in front of her, Cheng Shaoshang rolled her eyes in her heart. This was more impressive than the scene of Liu Bei entrusting his son to Zhuge Liang in Baidicheng’s Tuogu hall.


    [Baidicheng (White Emperor City) is located in Fengjie County in Chongqing. It’s most famous for the story of Liu Bei (161-223 CE) entrusting his son and country to prime minister Zhuge Liang (181-234 CE). He was the founding emperor of the Shu Han. Tuogu Hall was said to be where this happened. It’s now a tourist attraction and the recreation scene looks… very touristy. Cheng Shaoshang is finding this scene a bit pretentious and put on.]


    Fearing that it would not be easy to see each other in the future, Cheng Yang stayed the night to talk to Aunt Ge. Madam Xiao led Cheng Shaoshang back, reminding her remember Aunt Ge’s good advice along the way. Actually, Cheng Shaoshang fully agreed with what Aunt Ge had said but was sick of listening to her mother’s chatter and quickly interrupted.


    “Why don’t we go find Father, or find Uncle Ge to formally greet him. What about Grandfather? I haven’t properly greeted him yet, so why do I have to rest early?”


    The corners of Madam Xiao’s mouth curled up. Cheng Shaoshang quickly said, “Never mind.” He was running on little sleep and no rest and she assumed he was dealing with that woman at the moment.


    Cheng Shaoshang successfully stopped Madam Xiao from admonishing her. When she stepped out of the gate of the guest residence, she looked back and saw a room off in the distance of Aunt Ge’s residence that was faintly lit with lights.


    Old Master Ge was indeed dealing with his daughter at this time.


    Madam Ge was crying with a runny nose and tears all over her face, almost washing off the ointment that had just been applied to her cheek. She only kowtowed and begged her father. “Father is there really no way? I, I don’t want to leave! I really didn’t know that you didn’t ask your nephews to enter the Imperial Academy and wanted to find a teacher separately. I thought it was that horrible woman… Oh no, it was Sister who got in the way…”


    Old Master Ge’s face was indifferent. “Do you know what regret is now?  It’s too late for regret. Don’t blame Madam Xiao for buying off your Nanny Fu. If you really did something irreparable, would Madam Xiao let you go? Let the Ge family go? Tonight, I came to tell you that we are setting off tomorrow morning. Stop crying and accept it.”


    “Father has such a cruel heart.” Madam Ge was genuinely shocked. “What do I do when I return home? Won’t I be ridiculed if I’m divorced by the Cheng family?! These past ten years, I have worked hard without merit and I –”


    “The villagers already know,” Old Master Ge said coldly.


    “Everyone knows it,” Madame Ge muttered to herself. She had been strong since childhood and always outstanding in front of her family and friends. Now that she knew she was going to lose more face, she was even more unwilling to go back.


    “If I don’t want to go back, I won’t go back!” Madam Ge shouted hysterically.


    Old Master Ge slapped her face with a backhand and, even though his strength was not heavy, he woke Madam Ge up. “Do you think General Cheng is as easy to bully as Cheng Cheng?” he asked. “If you don’t leave… where are the few households that took advantage of the chaos to occupy the Xiao family’s farmland and houses? What happened to them? If you don’t leave, he will send troops to take you away! Drive you away with a whip, beat you up with a stick! Do you want to lose face like that?!”


    Madam Ge covered her face, fear in her heart. “It won’t stop… The Cheng family treats me like this, and they are not afraid of criticism from the countryside…”


    “Even if it’s not the Cheng family, I want you to come back,” Old Master Ge lamented. “When cattle and sheep are whipped, they know how to protect their young. But back then, you were dissatisfied with Madam Xiao giving birth to dragon and phoenix twins, so you used the words of a shaman to say that she hindered your children, and forced her to send them home. A child that had just turned a year old, and you were willing to travel for such a long distance. At that time, being a father was heartbreaking! You didn’t understand filial piety before, I thought you were young and ignorant. But now, I can no longer lie to myself!”


    Madam Ge crawled over to her father and grabbed the hem of his robe, repeatedly saying, “No, no…”


    “Not only are you cold and unlucky, but you have a malicious heart!” he continued. “The Tian family was poor and had been relying on the Cheng family to provide assistance. The Tian family’s son had been following General Cheng since childhood, and has been even more loyal since the uprising. How did he die? He died protecting General Cheng; ten thousand arrows pierced his heart and he died! In all the chaos of the battle, there were no bones left!”


    “General Cheng pitied his family’s elderly mother and widow,” the old man said with tears on his face. “They were all weak-minded people. They were afraid of being conspired against by being rewarded with gold, silver, and property, so now they are sheltered by the clan. They wait for Tian Ding’s son and the crown prince. Everyone in our village knows this story and they all praise General Cheng for his kindness. But you, you…!”


    Old Master Ge became angry. “That year, General Cheng sent someone back to the capital to pick up his daughter. You obstructed it. The Tian family’s Madam said you were wrong, that you were about to sell the orphan and widowed mother of the family. It really was a beast’s act! Do you think no one knew about this? A few years ago, Tian Ding’s widow remarried, and her husband’s house was nearby. Did you really think no news would spread? The villagers are all cursing you for not being human! The Cheng family has divorced you and the villagers can only cheer!”


    Madam Ge grabbed her father’s clothes and refused to let go. “You let those two bitches corrupt my reputation outside?”


    Old Master Ge kicked her away and scolded, “First, you wanted to place your own people in the residence, but the women of the Tian family were in the way and you were determined to get rid of them! Second, are they wrong? You keep General Cheng’s daughter away from him, which is of no benefit to you, just because you want to hurt Madam Xiao! Such viciousness and despicableness are rare in this world!”


    Madam Ge had nothing to say and collapsed to the floor, crying.


    “For many years, you have disobeyed me in every way,” he sighed. “You are disrespectful to me and your brother and sister-in-law, you are greedy for wealth and collect money in the name of the General for theft! I am ashamed of you for being so evil! If you don’t leave, I will tie you up tomorrow!”


    Seeing her father’s resolute attitude, Madam Ge was at a loss of what to do.


    …
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    Chapter Seventeen:
Zhèng dàn (the starring female lead in a Chinese opera)


    The night was short, and the next day the Ge family was about to return to their hometown. It was about New Year’s Day that they would arrive. Old Madam Cheng couldn’t bear it, so she tried to persuade them to let her stay, but Old Master Ge said, “We cannot leave this wicked girl behind to ruin the auspicious atmosphere of the Cheng family’s ancestor worship.”


    Everyone in the Cheng family couldn’t stay, so they had to go out with their families to see them off. Looking around, Cheng Shaoshang couldn’t see Madam Ge anywhere; she didn’t know if she stayed in the carriage obediently, or if she had been tied up and thrown in with the rice and dumplings.


    The breakup scene was very touching. On one side, Cheng Yang held her uncle and aunt in her arms and tearfully said goodbye. On the other side, Old Master Ge spoke kindly to Cheng Cheng while patting his shoulder – this was Cheng Shaoshang’s second time experiencing such a peaceful divorce.


    When Yu Cai Ling’s parents divorced, they didn’t argue at all. They even had three tables in the only restaurant in town and explained the breakup details in front of the two families. Apart from the dark faced mayor uncle and the dull looking scholar uncle, everyone was comfortable, laughing and talking with each other. The receptionist in the restaurant thought this was a wedding event and, when they were leaving, almost wished them a happy future. The townspeople spoke of this as a joke, and little Yu Cai Ling was also part of that joke.


    Cheng Shaoshang shook her head, shaking off her lingering past. She heard Old Master Ge saying to Cheng Cheng, “Don’t be discouraged. You have loved reading since you were a child. My master teaches at the Tian Shu school, and you have to attend for half a day every day to mow and heard cows. In the scorching summer and rainy days, you never stop. The heavens do not disappoint those who work hard, and you will definitely achieve something in your studies in the future.”


    Looking at Old Master Ge’s kind face, Cheng Cheng began to sour his nose again.
[He means hold back tears.]


    “Don’t feel that you are inferior to others. You have inferior limbs and old age which wears away your ambition,” Old Master Ge said. “Yi Yin was originally a slave and assisted the four generations of kings of Shang Tan. Sun Bin was punished by removing his bones, and he was able to write books and fight. As for the ancient sages, how many of them became renowned at a young age? If you read a lot, you won’t show off your old age.”
[Yi Yin (d. 1549 BCE) was a minister of the early Shang dynasty and helped the Tang of Shang (founder of the Shang dynasty) defeat King Jie of Xia.
Sun Bin (d. 316 BCE) was a general, military strategist and writer who lived during the Warring States period. He was accused of treason, had his face branded and kneecaps removed. It’s said he was a descendant of Sun Tsu, and wrote his own ‘Sun Bin’s Art of War.’]


    “But they are ancient sages…” Cheng Cheng said, embarrassed.


    “Yes, and you don’t have to rely on a cane. You are not old and you have brothers who are powerful. Wouldn’t you be stronger than them? Let’s not compare the achievements of the sages, let’s compare their strength.”


    This made Cheng Cheng laugh. Old Master Ge gently stroked his back. “I know your intentions,” he sighed. “When you have achieved success in your future studies, you will return to our village and open a school to teach. Regardless of status or wealth, even those who are still herding cows and mowing grass, as long as they are willing to study, you will teach. We will not waste our lives.”


    The words went deep into Cheng Cheng’s heart, and he smiled with tears in his eyes. “I will live up to Grandfather’s expectations!” he said. The voice was categorical, loud and firm.


    Hearing his submissive Second Brother finally find his courage and ambition, Cheng Shi was both relieved and disgruntled.


    Cheng Zhi came up beside him to whisper in his ear. “Eldest Brother, you have been persuading Second Brother for so many days and nothing has worked. Look at Second Brother’s face after just a few words from Grandfather Ge…”


    “Go away!” Cheng Shi couldn’t help but say. “If I asked you to persuade him, you will only say nonsense that is beyond the pale. After reading so many books, it’s useless!”


    Cheng Zhi smiled. “If Eldest Brother couldn’t do it, how could I?”


    Cheng Shaoshang stood behind them and pondered the situation; this was a very typical case of character analysis.


    Musician Old Master Cheng only focused on his own beauty and neglected upbringing while Old Madam Cheng did not have the great wisdom to replace her father. Therefore, the three brothers flew in different directions according to their respective personalities.


    Cheng Shi was born with a charismatic temperament, precocious and powerful, shrewd and capable. He took on the heavy family responsibilities early on and even led a group of men to establish an army. Even if there was no major battle in the world, he would run horses, take water transportation, and start workshops. It was estimated that his future development wouldn’t be bad. However, when the dynasty changed, it directly achieved a change in class. Cheng Zhi was about ten years younger than his eldest brother, so it was natural that Cheng Shi was more like a father. They had more of a friendship-like father-son relationship in that respect, with more affection than respect for each other.


    Cheng Cheng was the most miserable. Although he admired his eldest brother, who had a bold and outgoing personality, he had a reserved and introverted personality. It was hard for him to form relationships. He was only two years younger and couldn’t emotionally be like a father like Cheng Shi could. On the contrary, he had a faintly competitive relationship since he was a child, and was defeated at an early age. He was constantly compared to others by his neighbors and family members, so he felt that he was more and more inferior to others. Old Master Ge was the image of the ideal father in his mind. It was a pity that Ge’s family was too backward, otherwise it wouldn’t have been impossible for his character to develop in a different direction when he married the Ge daughter.


    The carriage of the Ge family and their party gradually moved away. The Cheng brothers – Yong, Song, and Shaogong – were ordered by their father to ride horses and send people to the front pass, so that the Ge family could leave more easily.


    Cheng Shi breathed a sigh of relief and quickly ushered his family to climb back to their carriage. Old Madam Cheng asked Old Lady Hu to stir the fire inside the carriage, firmly grasping Cheng Zhi in her hand and dragging him into the carriage. “My son is freezing, come to Mother’s place to warm up.”


    She ignored Cheng Cheng, who was already thin and shivering with cold.


    Cheng Shi couldn’t take it and said in a rough voice, “Mother, don’t stir the fire too much. Be careful not to let the carriage burn, I won’t come to put the fire out then!” The then threw the whip to Cheng Shun, abandoning the horse and pulling Cheng Cheng by the arm into another carriage. He pulled out a small animal skin wine bag from his waist and told his brother to drink.


    The four females naturally stayed in one carriage.


    Cheng Yang leaned against the wall of the carriage, sobbing. “I don’t know if it’s safe to go on the road for such a long time at Grandfather’s age.” Madam Xiao and Madam Sang couldn’t help but gently comfort her.


    Cheng Shaoshang was the most impatient with this type of grinding personality. After a quarter of an hour, she finally said, “Don’t worry, Cousin. Your Grandfather is so powerful, everything has been arranged properly and the trip home will surely be successful.”


    Madam Xiao glanced over. “Are you criticizing elders again?” she asked. “So inappropriate.”


    “… Well, then I’ll say something happy.” Cheng Shaoshang said, exasperated. “Cousin, your grandfather is driving the wind and snow like this, and he has to bring Second Aunt back as New Year’s Day is approaching. Don’t be distressed. In the future, if Second Uncle and Second Aunt are reborn, it will definitely be because of today’s meritorious deeds!”


    “Really?” Cheng Yang’s face was still glistening with tears. Although Madam Ge was not a nice person, she still hoped that her parents wouldn’t divorce.


    Madam Xiao shot up and stared at her daughter. “You mustn’t talk nonsense about this.” After thinking about it for a while, she said, “Especially don’t tell your father!” Her daughter’s wisdom was too sharp.


    Cheng Shaoshang fanned herself with her sleeve, driving away her charcoal anger. “Hey, yesterday Mother also said that children should know everything about their parents and not hide it,” she said coolly. “Why am I not allowed to tell Father now?”


    Madam Xiao glared angrily and remained silent.


    Madam Sang laughed out with a huff, stretched out her hand to pinch Cheng Shaoshang’s ear, playfully scolding, “You restless little creature, listen to your mother!”


    Except for the ignorant Cheng Yang, all three people in the carriage were well aware of what Cheng Shaoshang meant. If Cheng Shi had heard what she had said just now, he would know there was still a possibility that Cheng Cheng and Madam Ge would get back together, and try and find him a new bride immediately.


    Madam Xiao felt that this matter should not be concluded so hastily. Cheng Cheng had been living for everyone but himself for half his life, and never thought about his future independently. Now he had time to think about it for himself. Whether it was a division or union, or whether he meets his beloved and marries another, it should be decided by Cheng Cheng himself, not Cheng Shi. It was time for Cheng Cheng to grow up.


    Cheng Shaoshang knew what Madam Xiao was thinking, but she didn’t think much of it in her heart. There were all types of people in the world; some people had their own opinions from a young age. For example, she herself decided before graduating from elementary school that she would be a delinquent and it was no use crying for her grandmother all day. Before she received her first visit from Aunt Flo, she decided she would step away from hanging out with the wrong crowd and study hard. A person was useless if they couldn’t make up their mind. Some people just didn’t have an opinion and needed someone else to give them a push.


    Second Uncle Cheng was a soft-hearted person. He had visions that in the future, when Old Master Ge was on his deathbed, he would be recruited to his bedside while the old man would cry and entrust his family to him. Looking at Madam Ge’s pitiful appearance, he might agree to get back together with her. Then, he would never be able to get rid of her for the rest of his life. Cheng Shi’s approach was to straightforwardly find a gentle and virtuous woman for Cheng Cheng. If she was considerate and loving, wouldn’t he do his best for her?


    Seeing the mother and daughter’s respective concerns, Madam Sang smiled and refused to comment. She took out her kit bag, looked through it, then stuffed the last piece of caramel candy into Cheng Shaoshang’s mouth to stop her from talking.


    It was a matter of trust and loyalty that Madam Xiao took Cheng Yang with her when she dealt with household chores the next day. In order to prepare for the New Year’s Eve worship of the ancestors and gods, Madam Xiao taught Cheng Yang hand in hand, from setting up altar tribute tables, adding offerings and fruits, inquiring about crops returned by the village leader and their plans for the coming year, to handing down New Year’s money to the clan and families of the lonely and widows, and even how to speak to the clan’s women.


    As for Cheng Shaoshang, she continued to read, write, endorse, and stay at home – even though she was burning to know what the world outside was like.


    Finally, two happy things happened.


    First, Cheng Shaoshang had grown taller. When compared to A’Zhu, she was at least two to three inches taller, had a thin waist and soft limbs, and had a slight graceful look when she walked around. She no longer looked like the clumsy and childish girl she used to be. A’Zhu smiled and opened the corners of Cheng Shaoshang’s robe and pants, releasing the excess fabric. She felt that all of her hard work was paying off these days. She allowed Cheng Shaoshang to walk around the courtyard more; even if she ran and jumped around, she wouldn’t dissuade her.


    Second, after receiving her pre-job training, A’Mei had arrived. With this lively and agile little girl chattering around her, Cheng Shaoshang felt that her life was no longer so dull.


    Along with A’Mei, there were more than a dozen new maidservants. Qing Cong pointed them out to Cheng Shaoshang one by one, ranging in age from eleven to fourteen years old. They were tall, short, fat and thin, and could be equipped with everything from being skilled in embroidery to incense and insect repellent to being as strong as mountains and rivers. At this point, Fourth Young Lady Cheng’s team was considered complete.


    This was exactly the opposite of the era Cheng Shaoshang came from. In that time, materials were unprecedentedly abundant, but manpower had become increasingly expensive. Ordinary middle-class families could only hire a nanny for at most an hour’s work. But here… looking at the nearly twenty employees who were ‘serving’ her, Cheng Shaoshang didn’t know what to think. She welcomed her first New Year in this era in confusion.


    On New Year’s Day, before dawn, Cheng Shi and Cheng Zhi went to attend the Great Court Meeting. When they returned, both brothers were nearly purple with cold. It turned out that only officials with two thousand stones in rank and above could enter the hall to congratulate the emperor. Only a thousand stones like Cheng Shi could stand on the steps of the hall and Cheng Zhi, who only had a few hundred stones, could only stand in the atrium. Old Madam Cheng was so distressed about this and nearly asked her young son to resign.


    Cheng Shi deliberately joked to comfort the women. “Thanks to Third Brother’s low official rank, he was sent away after the ceremony. Brother Wan is still waiting to give the emperor food and wine at the moment.” He turned his head to look at Madam Sang. “I saw your brother. I heard that His Majesty has accepted Teacher Huangfu’s advice and, in the future, he will call people to discuss Buddhist scriptures after the annual New Year’s Day celebration of the Hundred Bureaucrats. I think Brother Zihuai is leading a group of Confucian students, and I don’t know if he has time to come to the house to get together before returning to Bailu Mountain.”


    “Huangfu Yi? He, he’s not still…” Cheng Zhi reacted, and before he could say anything, Madam Sang quickly pinched him and said to Cheng Shi with a smile, “I’m sure he’ll come. I was planning to have my brother live at home but, unexpectedly, His Majesty wouldn’t let anyone go, and his mind is all tied up in the discussion platform.”


    Cheng Zhi glared at his wife, but decided to shut up.


    At this moment, Madam Xiao called everyone in to begin the New Year’s ceremony.


    New Year’s in ancient times was more of a ceremonial activity, praying to the gods for blessings, paying homage to the ancestors and continuing to ask for blessings, and then watching the exorcism dance, listening to loud gongs and drums drive away evil spirits, and then slaughtering some animals to engage in superstitious activities and, finally, the inevitable family feast. The members of the Cheng family, regardless of gender, were seated according to age, offered pepper and cypress wine to Old Madam Cheng in turn, then raised their glasses together to wish the old woman a long life and good health.


    The three brothers of the Cheng family thought that they would be separated from each other soon, going their separate ways, so they gathered in front of Old Madam Cheng’s seat to toast, making her laugh. Madam Xiao had worked hard for many days, and was persuaded by Madam Sang to drink more, and she was happy in her heart. She pointed here and said, ‘This was arranged by Cheng Yang,’ and pointed there and said, ‘That was arranged by Cheng Yang.’ At the family banquet, everyone praised Cheng Yang for her virtuousness and intelligence.


    Cheng Yong, who had always been observant, noticed this. After the banquet, he rushed to his mother and asked, “Why does Mother only teach these things to Yang Yang but not Niao Niao?”


    Madam Xiao’s expression was calm as usual. “Niao Niao doesn’t even know a few words,” she said with a smile. “Can she understand the genealogy or read the flower book aloud? Besides, before doing anything, she should understand the reason first, and at least read a few books of the sages first. Everything cannot be done overnight; it must be done step by step.”


    Cheng Yong was extremely filial and, although he felt this was vaguely inappropriate, he didn’t ask much. However, he felt even more pity for his younger sister’s childhood difficulties and being unable to have the proper upbringing as a young lady from an ordinary official family should have.


    After thinking about it for a long time, he unpacked the writing table with four red sandalwood lacquer patterns of Qilin that he had used for many years. This was given to him by his scholar Master Cheng, when he was eleven years old. He instructed his attendants to clean and tidy it up, and send it to Cheng Shaoshang tomorrow. It would be regarded as a New Year’s gift for his younger sister, encouraging her to study and read well. She could use it for now until he found someone to create a new one for her.
[Qilin is a mythical Chinese beast that looks like a unicorn.]


    The brotherly affection was so strong that even a cold-hearted person like Cheng Shaoshang was moved. She knew that ancient scholars, not to mention the writing desk they’d been using for many years, even a pen, an inkstone and a book slip were not something they allowed others to touch easily.


    Cheng Shaoshang never expected that her first large-scale verbal altercation with Madam Xiao would actually be due to this writing desk.


    …


    Next Chapter: The Writing Desk Disturbance (Part 1)
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    Chapter Eighteen:
The Writing Desk Disturbance (Part 1)


    On the day after New Year’s, everything was suitable, including arguments.


    During the time of the incident, Cheng Shaoshang was writing. She glanced at her copybook, wrote down the character, then looked at it again, her tired forehead sweating faintly. She noticed the characters were closer to hieroglyphs, each character like a stick figure. ‘Water’ was a few curved lines, like water flowing, ‘river’ looked like there were houses and mountains next to the water, and ‘eat’ looked like there was a small bowl in front of the line in the shape of the lip and throat.


    She put down her pen and flipped through the wooden slips next to the desk. It was an interesting folk story that Cheng Song had brought to her a few days ago. Each piece was about three inches wide and four or five inches long, with uneven surfaces and small burrs on the edges. The bamboo slips used by ordinary people in the market were not as smooth as the bamboo slips used in the house. Cheng Shaoshang liked it the more she looked at it, since she was able to read about 95% of the words written down.


    She felt a little numb.


    Copybooks, classics, genealogies, and even among scholars, doctors, and Confucians, most of them still used the former picture-like text; but in the folk circulation, and even when small officials took things down, was something she was able to read. This kind of font, even if it was separated by time and space, was something that people around the whole country could automatically convert without much hassle. She still had to study the former text carefully. After all, she needed to be able to read the relevant materials and literature.


    Cheng Shaoshang sighed, raised her pen, and continued to draw on the bamboo slips. A’Zhu looked at her lovingly while at the same time was roasting the bamboo slips one by one on the stove. The common writing carriers of this era included cloth, silk, brocade, and even bronzeware, but the most common ones were wood and bamboo. Madam Xiao ran the family thriftily, and forbade her children to be extravagant and wasteful. Therefore, the wooden and bamboo slips used by Cheng Shaoshang to practice calligraphy were all written and washed, then dried and baked, then worn with hemp rope for continued use. For the convenience of cleaning, the ink used for calligraphy practice was made of soot resin mixed with bran pulp, which was naturally bright and fragrant. Cheng Shaoshang cherished the ink that Cheng Yong gave her even more after discovering this.


    Madam Xiao was the type of boss who only asked about performance and not ask about the number of working hours put in, so the defense of “Do you know how hard she works” was purely a joke.


    The day began early. After swinging his sword one hundred times in Madam Xiao’s newly arranged front courtyard, Cheng Shi dragged his two younger brothers who were still sleeping soundly out of their warm beds, and said they would go together to find Madam Sang’s older brother, Sang Yu, to catch up. Cheng Cheng decided to go along with it, but Cheng Zhi was unhappy. He often saw his brother-in-law over the years and there was nothing old to tell. Not to mention, he wanted to paint his wife the most popular eyebrows in the capital today. Only after being stared at by Cheng Shi did he react, and he had to accompany him when he saw how excited his Second Brother was in front of him.


    Old Madam Cheng had a hangover and didn’t wake up. Even if she did wake up, she probably would have been in a daze for the whole day. Madam Xiao led Cheng Yang to arrange the day’s affairs for her servants. Being a housewife didn’t usually require personal attention but she did it specifically to teach Cheng Yang.


    Madam Sang personally made a few snacks, gathered her three young children, along with Cheng Zhu and Cheng Ou, and leisurely told them short stories, and led them to play games and recite nursery rhymes together.


    Cheng Yong wanted to visit his master’s classmates, but Cheng Song said that the Confucian students wouldn’t have been released by the emperor yet. It was better to go to Uncle Wan to ask for some wine. The two brothers couldn’t decide what to do, so they went to their Third Younger Brother to divine. As soon as Cheng Shaogong took out the turtle shell’s divination money, before he could calculate the position with his fingers, a maid came to report that they were to go to Madam Xiao’s main hall. The three brothers felt foolish.


    “What did you two do wrong again?” Cheng Yong sighed.


    “I knew that no matter where I go today it would be better than staying home!” Cheng Song was furious. “I don’t need divination to tell me that!”


    “Go and ask Third Aunt to come over as well,” Cheng Shaogong said to the maid. The holiday was over and Madam Xiao just had to begin lecturing again. Obviously, this was not a small matter. It was safer to find and bring Third Aunt.


    The three brothers lived the farthest away from Madam Xiao’s Nine Zhui Hall, and arrived last. As they approached from a distance, through the spacious porch, they saw their mother standing high in the center of the upper hall. Beside them, sitting on the left and right, was their Third Aunt, who had arrived early, and the worried Qing Cong. Cheng Yang had her head lowered and she knelt down to the side with Nanny Fu. What even more surprising was that Cheng Shaoshang was kneeling alone on the middle of the floor. Wasn’t today’s protagonist their little brother?


    Madam Xiao’s voice carried outside, and she was angrily questioning Cheng Shaoshang. “…what a good deed you have done! I thought you were just ignorant, but I didn’t expect you to be narrow-minded and greedy for others’ things!”


    Cheng Shaoshang was really confused. “Mother, why don’t you make it clear? I have been studying calligraphy since this morning and I haven’t even taken a step out the door. What did I do?”


    Madam Sang smiled. “Yes, I don’t know what is going on. I wanted to ask you to taste the candy I made, but I didn’t want to…” She cursed Cheng Shaogong in her belly, why didn’t he make it clear what was going on when the message was passed to her?


    “How can you steal your cousin’s things?” Madam Xiao asked Cheng Shaoshang. She then turned to Madam Sang. “You don’t know, but today I finished talking to Yang Yang about general affairs and she asked me to go to her residence to rest. Who knew that I would see this evil servant fighting and hurting the people in Yang Yang’s place, and wanted to snatch a red sandalwood desk!”


    Both Cheng Yong outside, and Cheng Shaoshang inside were both surprised – the desk?!


    As she spoke, Qing Cong brought back five or six servants with swollen noses and faces from the back hall to them. The frontmost was Lian Fang; her makeup smeared, hair messy, and a piece of her dress was torn. Her face was filled with tears and snot.


    “I just asked you to bring the writing desk Eldest Brother gave me this morning,” Cheng Shaoshang said. “And I sent people with you. How did this happen? Did you go out to rob a money shop?”


    Madam Sang looked at her with great interest. Few people could handle Madam Xiao when she was this angry, but the little girl was calm.


    Madam Xiao was surprised when she heard this. “Eldest Son gave it to you?”


    Without waiting for Cheng Shaoshang to open her mouth, Nanny Fu beside Cheng Yang was already speaking. “Maybe the Eldest Son gave the Fourth Young Lady a writing desk, but that red sandalwood desk is not necessarily it.”


    “But it is!” Lian Fang cried. “That’s the desk!”


    “Since Eldest Young Master gave it to Fourth Young Lady, how did it end up at my Mistress’s place?” Nanny Fu asked with a smile. This was not going to end well.


    Cheng Yang flushed anxiously. “Nanny Fu,” she whispered, “stop talking, stop talking.”


    “It was Chang Pu who asked me to bring it!” Lian Fang said quickly.


    “Nonsense!” Nanny Fu glared. “Chang Pu was beaten and fainted and has not yet woken up. You’re blaming her for this!”


    Cheng Shaoshang saw that Lian Fang had also been beaten severely. Her left eye was red and swollen, her cheeks high and swollen, and her speech was slurred. “This is easy to fix,” Cheng Shaoshang said. “Let Cousin see if the writing desk belongs to her, and everything will be clear.”


    “Fourth Young Lady doesn’t know,” Nanny Fu said with a smile, “but when we moved from the Ge house, we brought a lot of things with us, many of which were not even recognized by our Young Mistress.”


    Cheng Yong, who was outside the door, couldn’t bear it anymore and exclaimed, “Then move over and let me see if it’s my desk!” He strode into the hall. “I will know if it is mine or not!”


    Nanny Fu was surprised. She didn’t expect that Madam Xiao would call her three sons to join in the dispute between the two cousins. She wasn’t aware that Madam Xiao had been used to reprimanding one child and having the others there to listen. One person made a mistake and the others were not allowed to make it again without good reason. Madam Xiao had already put away her anger at this time, and waved her hands to tell her sons to sit down in order to her right.


    As soon as Cheng Yong sat down, he cupped his hands and said, “Mother, I did give Sister a writing desk as a gift. It’s the red sandalwood one with the carving of a Qilin that Master Shangguan gave to his son. You’ve seen it before. Why don’t you bring it here? Just look at it and you will know right from wrong.”


    Madam Xiao’s expression was somewhat hesitant, while Qing Cong paused for a moment before getting up and quietly leaving.


    Seeing that the situation was not right, Nanny Fu quickly smiled and said, “It has a Qilin head? Aiyo, I deserve to be punished. I was flustered and didn’t look carefully. If a Qilin is carved on it, it’s undoubtedly the Eldest Young Master’s. But why did it come to our residence? Isn’t it…?” She glanced at Lian Fang. “Could it be this lowly maid intentionally carried a writing desk to show off to my Young Mistress?”


    Cheng Yong thought to himself that this Nanny Fu was really cunning.


    “No! I was told by Chang Pu to bring it there!” Lian Fang cried. “It’s not my fault! I have a flaunting heart, but I was deceived!”


    “Is it showing off or deceiving?” Cheng Yong asked coldly. “Just ask that servant Chang Pu and you’ll know.”


    “Young Master,” Nanny Fu apologized, “Chang Pu has fainted and hasn’t woken up yet.”


    “I can’t touch a lowly maid?” Cheng Song was furious and began to shout. “Splash her with water, burn with fire, chop two of her fingers and see if she’s still dizzy!”


    “What are you yelling for?” Madam Xiao scolded, slapping the table. “Are you telling me what to do?” Although she scolded fiercely, she already knew that there was something else going on here. She glanced at Cheng Yang, who was kneeling on the lower left and feeling uneasy. She felt sorry for her and thought that she couldn’t let this honest child suffer.


    Qing Cong returned, carrying behind her a maid with a wet skirt. This was Chang Pu.


    She had a dignified appearance, with a kind and bewildered expression. Lian Fang was born with a delicate and intelligent face, but was disguised as a pig and ate a tiger. Chang Pu knelt down with a plop and quickly confessed – with interjections from Lian Fang – and everyone finally comprehended what happened.


    Early that morning, Lian Fang commanded four or five maidservants to go to the Cheng Yong’s front yard to carry the writing desk. On the way back, she met Chang Pu. With a flattering face, she said, “My Young Mistress also wants a new writing desk. I wonder if I can ask you to show her the style.”


    When they arrived at Cheng Yang’s residence, they didn’t see the owner. Lian Fang wanted to go back but Chang Pu called a dozen maidservants to surround them. “It’s better to leave the table first,” she said with a smile. “We’ll wait for Young Mistress to come look at it and then send it back to you.” How could Lian Fang agree to that? So, the two sides began to fight when there was a disagreement.


    “So, it’s not that Niao Niao wants to grab Yang Yang’s things, but Yang Yang wants to grab Niao Niao’s things?” Cheng Shaogong said coldly.


    “What are you talking about?” Madam Xiao immediately asked.


    Cheng Yang burst into tears. “It’s all my fault. I really don’t know why this happened. I apologize to my brothers and to Shaoshang.” As she spoke, she repeatedly bowed her head to them.


    “You have been with me since this morning,” Madam Xiao said. “What do you have to do with this?”


    This made Cheng Song angry. “Niao Niao has been practicing calligraphy since this morning, why is Mother –” Cheng Yong pushed his head down before he could say anything else, signaling with his eyes to shut up.


    Madam Xiao froze for a moment and then exhaled. “The maidservants from both residences have made mistakes, they both made their own decisions!” she said. “Chang Pu, Yang Yang can decide if she wants this writing desk on her own, you want to make the call for her?! Lian Fang, move the desk where you are told to move it, what are you doing running around with it? You are the cause of all this trouble now, and you should be punished!”


    Nanny Fu was very alert, and quickly came out of her kowtow. “What Madam said is that we are not strict in discipline. We will teach her when we go back.”


    She glanced at Cheng Yang, who hurriedly said, “Aunt, forgive me. I didn’t properly manage them.”


    Madam Xiao comforted her with a few words of warmth. Cheng Yang cried and apologized, and as the tense atmosphere gradually became harmonious, she looked over at her daughter. Cheng Shaoshang bowed her head and still knelt in the center of the room, without saying a word. She couldn’t tell what her daughter was thinking.


    Madam Xiao was displeased and snorted coldly. The three Cheng brothers hurriedly motioned to their sister, trying to get her to cry and say something about the situation. Unfortunately, people who bow their heads couldn’t see. Cheng Shaogong was in a hurry and hissed in a low voice, “Shaoshang!”


    Cheng Shaoshang snapped out of her stupor and looked up at everyone in a daze. They didn’t know that she wasn’t really in a daze, but was considering a serious problem…


    Should she silently endure the poisonous arrows of fate’s tyranny, or stand up against the endless suffering of the world? Should she cry and beg for mercy, report her mistakes like Cheng Yang, and erase everything just to satisfy Madam Xiao? Or, should she never bow her head and seek justice for herself?


    She chose the third option.


    …


    Y’all okay? 


    On jjwxc, the author had this to say about Madam Xiao: she is the type of person who is just and steady in her beliefs. She focusses not on blood, but upbringing. Because Shaoshang was raised by Madam Ge (who in her eyes was despicable) and Cheng Yang was raised by Aunt Ge (who was noble), she naturally believed that there was a problem with the character of her daughter and needed to be corrected while Cheng Yang was credible and amiable.


    Next Chapter: The Writing Desk Disturbance (Part 2)
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    Chapter Nineteen:
The Writing Desk Disturbance (Part 2)


    “Mother, your daughter has something to say,” Cheng Shaoshang said with a rare solemnity. Cheng Shaogong’s heart jumped for no reason, and his intuition told him that letting his twin sister open her mouth was going to cause a big deal.


    “Speak,” Madam Xiao said.


    She inwardly smiled and turned her body. “Lian Fang,” she said, “come here. Do you know what your mistake was?”


    Lian Fang rolled and crawled over, crying, “… Yes, it’s the servants who made their own decisions…”


    “Actually, I like you making your own decisions.” Cheng Shaoshang laughed and left everyone in the hall dumbfounded. Madam Xiao was disgusted, she disliked this type of glib tone the most.


    “To act on your own decisions depends on your own viewpoints. Those who only listen to one sentence and does one sentence are not slow-witted.” Cheng Shaoshang went on leisurely. According to a saying from her time, this was called subjective initiative. Lian Fang was already dumbfounded.


    “For example, I asked you to go to Dongshi to buy black bean sauce…”


    Cheng Shaogong couldn’t help himself. “Dongshi doesn’t sell black bean sauce.”


    “Shaogong!”


    “Shaogong, shut up!”


    Madam Xiao and Cheng Yong scolded in unison. Cheng Song had to actively work to keep himself from laughing.


    Cheng Shaoshang ignored them. “For example,” she continued, “if I asked you to buy fermented bean sauce, you can make up your own mind on what matters – which way to go, which shop to go to, buying what you think is of good quality, or even, like Third Brother said, you found out there is no black bean sauce in Dongshi. Why don’t you just come back to me with an empty jar? This is not possible; you have to find another place to buy. You can make up your mind about these things. So, what can’t you make up your own mind on? When it comes to the sauce, you can’t substitute it with something else, give it to somebody else, nor can you decide whether or not I need to buy black bean sauce. Do you understand?” This was called exerting subjective initiative.


    Lian Fang stayed silent for a long time, “I will definitely buy black bean sauce in the future!” she said loudly with tears in her eyes. “Ah, no! I will serve you and serve you well!”


    Madam Sang dipped her face behind her double wide sleeve, hiding her smile. The corners of Madam Xiao’s mouth twitched and she tried to resist showing her displeasure. Qing Cong made an effort to flatten the corners of her mouth and knelt behind Madam Xiao.


    Cheng Yang was also foolish and her mind was filled with black bean sauce; she couldn’t quite understand Cheng Shaoshang’s words. Chang Pu continued to bow her head and pretended to be ignorant, but Nanny Fu’s expression was no longer pretty. The three Cheng brothers held in a hint of laughter.


    Lian Fang was grateful and continuously bowed, her forehead hitting the floor with a light ‘thunk.’ Cheng Shaoshang quickly stopped her and patted her shoulder. “I like smart people,” she said. “However, you need to learn the appropriate time to be smart or not. Go to Aunt Qing to receive your punishment yourself. I’ve never punished anyone before, and I don’t know how to punish them properly.”


    Young girls who hadn’t graduated from junior high yet wouldn’t have that type of experience. Cheng Shaoshang waved to signal her to step down, and Lian Fang sobbed and knelt down on the porch before kowtowing and exiting.


    Cheng Shaoshang turned around and waved behind Cheng Yang. “Chang Pu, come here. I have some questions to ask you.”


    Chang Pu looked quite frightened and moved over, trembling.


    The three brothers were unhappy. Although not very old, they had been training with their parents since childhood, had seen true criminals, witnessed cunning and meticulous techniques, and even fled for their father in military preparations from afar. How could a maidservant who caused such a big disturbance be so simple, and why bother to put on a show? In addition to Nanny Fu, one was bold and talkative, and the other was pretending to be stupid. The Ge family sent a pair of good helpers.


    If they couldn’t even see through their façade, the past ten years of training from Madam Xiao would have been in vain!


    “Chang Pu, let me ask you,” Cheng Shaoshang began with a smile, “when Lian Fang saw that my cousin wasn’t there, she wanted to move the writing desk back. You stopped her. But Lian Fang was with several healthy maidservants, and you couldn’t stop them alone and you called for a dozen or so of your friends to surround them. What did you say to your friends at that time? Did you say, ‘Don’t ask them to move the writing desk that Eldest Young Master gave the Fourth Young Lady,’ or, ‘They want to grab our Young Mistress’s writing desk, stop them quickly?’”


    Nanny Fu’s heart sank and she thought, ‘How powerful.’


    “I, I…” Chang Pu stopped pretending to be silly this time and really didn’t know how to answer.


    Cheng Shaoshang’s smile dropped and she said coldly, “Such a trivial matter has alarmed all of Master’s family. After all, isn’t it just that Mother thought I had stolen my cousin’s writing desk? At that time, if someone had come out and shouted ‘Misunderstanding,’ wouldn’t everything be fine? Chang Pu, you fainted and couldn’t tell the truth. Your friends who beat up Lian Fang didn’t faint. They didn’t know the truth and you kept it from them or they knew and let the family misunderstand!”


    Madam Xiao closed her eyes and sighed inwardly.


    With her shrewdness, how could she not see that Nanny Fu and the maidservant beside Cheng Yang were in the wrong? But it was not the right time to attack. The Ge family had just been divorced which caused a loss of reputation for their children. Cheng Yang just learned how to take charge and had only just established some prestige. She had planned to leave some face for Cheng Yang no matter what, and then deal with those stubborn servants later.


    “With a writing desk, the truth of the separation between flesh and blood is true. This crime was either carried out by you or your friends. You choose.” Cheng Shaoshang stared at her.


    Chang Pu began to sweat profusely and couldn’t say a word. She knew that this crime was not ‘to act on one’s accord’ and the five lightly floating words could be vague.


    Cheng Yang’s face turned pale. “No, no, no…” she exclaimed. “How could this be…?” she was completely confused, her heart in a mess, and didn’t even know what she was talking about.


    Madam Sang lowered her head and smiled slightly. Qing Cong was dumbfounded, and unknowingly stopped massaging Madam Xiao’s smooth hand. The three brothers of the Cheng family looked at their younger sister with a calm expression, and compared to Cheng Yang’s flustered appearance, they felt inexplicably proud.


    Madam Xiao sighed. In terms of wits and cleverness, a hundred Yang Yang’s would not be as good as a single Niao Niao. What happened today was so sudden, and she wasn’t aware of it beforehand, but in just a few moments, she understood what was going on and reversed the situation.


    “Don’t be aggressive,” she said in a deep voice. “You have dealt with Lian Fang’s punishment, let Yang Yang deal with her own maidservant’s punishment.”


    “Of course, I will listen to Mother,” Cheng Shaoshang said, smiling.


    Madam Xiao just couldn’t see her contemptuous look. “The fault lies with the maidservant,” she said displeasingly. “The writing desk is a trivial matter and can be given to anyone. You sisters must be in harmony with each other in the future, and not create animosity.”


    Cheng Shaoshang nodded with a smile, not taking it seriously. However, Cheng Yong and Cheng Shaogong were not very comfortable, and even Cheng Song, who was usually careless, felt a faint sense of tightness in his heart.


    It seemed that the matter had come to an end. To everyone’s surprise, Nanny Fu gained confidence from Madam Xiao’s words. “Thank you very much for speaking for our Young Mistress,” she cried loudly. “Our Young Mistress is not as intelligent as the Fourth Young Lady, nor is she as eloquent as the Fourth Young Lady. She is an honest person, and you know that. Just now, when the Fourth Young Lady said what she said – aiyo, let’s not ask Young Mistress to think it out on her own, but write it out and make her recite it. The Fourth Young Lady has three siblings to support her, but unfortunately, Young Mistress is weak and us servants cannot say a word! We worry every day that someone will bully our Young Mistress, trying to be strong everywhere, and we feel that we must ask for a share for her. That’s the only reason I made this mistake…!”


    Cheng Shaoshang squinted, feeling that she had overestimated the old lady. She thought she was so smart, but she turned out to be someone who didn’t know when to pull back. Okay, if you don’t want to give up, then don’t give up.


    Madam Sang straightened up and spoke coldly, “You old woman, where did you come from? What crazy and contradictory words did you say? Where did you get bullied? What are you criticizing? The Cheng family brothers have been close in flesh and blood for decades, and have never separated from each other. Are you saying this to provoke the Cheng’s family harmony? Who taught you, the Ge family?”


    Nanny Fu immediately stopped crying, understanding that she had just made a big mistake. She could say that Cheng Yang was honest, foolish, and easily aggrieved, but she could never involve the Young Masters. She reacted quickly, kowtowed desperately, saying that she was wrong.


    Madam Xiao also frowned, and said in her heart that Nanny Fu could definitely not stay. She had been a servant since she was six years old and didn’t know anything. These days, she walked around with Yang Yang, and the servants couldn’t be more pleasing. It was clear that this nanny was clearly provoking.


    Cheng Yong straightened up. “You despicable woman!” he said angrily. “How dare you talk about the right and wrong of your master’s family. Guards!”


    “All right!” Madam Xiao interrupted. “This is the end of the matter!”


    Cheng Shaoshang waited for a long time, waited for Madam Xiao to punish this Nanny Fu. There was no such sentence. She smiled incredulously in her heart; she could only rely on herself.


    “Mother,” she said lightly, “do you think this old woman’s words are correct?”


    Madam Xiao had had the intention to end this quickly. “You still have things to say?” she scolded.


    “Right is right, wrong is wrong. If this old woman’s words are right, then my brothers and I will have the reputation of bullying our cousin. If it is wrong, Mother, you must immediately punish this old woman and set the record straight!” Cheng Shaoshang looked at her mother quietly.


    Madam Xiao was frustrated again and again today. She was already extremely angry. “How dare you disobey!”


    As soon as these words were spoken, Qing Cong was startled and Madam Sang looked at her sister-in-law in surprise.


    “Mother!” Cheng Yong shouted loudly. What a serious charge disobedience and unfilial behavior is! Once implemented, his younger sister would be doomed.


    Cheng Song couldn’t believe it and stared at Madam Xiao, while Cheng Shaogong was filled with disappointment. “Mother,” he said, trembling, “isn’t Shaoshang your daughter? This old woman just said those rebellious words, and you won’t punish her. Instead, you want to say such a serious thing to Shaoshang!”


    Madam Xiao was so angry she couldn’t speak. She turned her head and sat in silence.


    Cheng Shaoshang sneered in her heart.


    The hall there is tall and spacious, and there was a martial servant standing outside with a sword hanging on her waist. Earlier today, while she was practicing calligraphy, Madam Xiao sent such a cold martial servant to detain her without any reason. Even A’Zhu was not allowed to go with her and, as soon as she arrived, was angrily questioned by Madam Xiao. With such a three-class trial posture, the ordinary little girl was frightened a long time ago. Finally, she was half-mixed. Back then, the Taiwanese boyfriend of her Big Sister* had been beaten up by three pool cues while in the billiard room. She didn’t blink at that, and wouldn’t today!
[Okay. It’s been alluded that CSS was in a gang/group of delinquents as a young teen. Big Sister in this term refers to the ‘head’ of a female gang.]


    Now in the Cheng family, although she was a legitimate daughter of the head of the family, her situation was not optimistic. If she gave up today, she would be crushed and beaten for the rest of her life and never shrink back. She was not a person who could swallow her anger!


    Cheng Shaoshang had already made up her mind and turned her head to sneer at Nanny Fu. “If your words were heard by Father just now,” she said in a harsh voice, “he would have skinned you alive with a single knife. Believe it or not!” When she mentioned Cheng Shi, Nanny Fu began to tremble like a leaf.


    “Mother refuses to scold you, do you know why? It isn’t for you, it’s for the face of my cousin,” Cheng Shaoshang said every word slowly. “You don’t need to feel sad that my brothers are biased towards me. They’re biased towards me because Mother is biased towards my cousin.”


    “Niao Niao!” Qing Cong shouted; her eyes filled with panic.


    “Let her speak.” Madam Xiao’s face sank.


    Cheng Yong felt bad, but it was too late to stop this.


    “Just now, Mother said that the fault of the servant should not be attributed to the Young Mistress,” Cheng Shaoshang said. “Well, that’s a good point. Therefore, Lian Fang, who has only been by me for a dozen days, made a mistake, and Mother didn’t even ask me and detained me. Clearly it had to have been my fault and Chang Pu, who has been by my cousin’s side for more than ten years, makes a mistake and my cousin is fine. Tell me, why is that?”


    Nanny Fu opened her mouth wide and could not make a sound. She had just implicated the three Young Masters and stirred up the water to escape. Unexpectedly, the Fourth Young Lady was even more fierce and directly dragged her biological mother into the water.


    “It’s because Mother loves my cousin.” Cheng Shaoshang slapped her left palm against her right, smiling coldly. “Mother is master of both the pen and the sword, intelligent and capable. Not to mention my three older brothers… they have the strength of thirty older brothers. So, you don’t have to worry about Cousin, with Mother protecting her, no one in the Cheng household would dare bully her!”


    “Presumptuous!” Madam Xiao suppressed her anger. “Are you blaming me?”


    Cheng Shaoshang turned around and smiled faintly. “Mother, after ten years of separation, the first time we had a deep conversation, you said to me, ‘what’s the point of telling lies and falsehoods?’ Your daughter firmly remembered it and didn’t forget anything. Now that you don’t like how the truth sounds, do you want me to lie?”


    Furious, Madam Xiao stood up, pointing and cursing, “You evil creature, where are you coming…”


    Cheng Yong knew his mother was about to have a fit, so he rushed up and tightly hugged her legs. “Mother,” he pleaded, “It’s all my fault! It’s my thoughtlessness that caused this kind of thing. It’s all my fault that I caused you to get angry! Niao Niao is young and hasn’t been taught since childhood, don’t blame her!”


    Madam Xiao was even more angry when she heard him. “If you had sent out two writing desks, this wouldn’t have happened!”


    “Three desks.” Unexpectedly, Cheng Shaogong piped up coldly. “Three writing desks. Wei Wei also needs to practice. Mother only has our cousin in her heart and she even forgot about Wei Wei.”
[Although not mentioned until later chapters, Wei Wei is the daughter of Madam Sang and Cheng Zhi and is just a small girl.]


    Madam Xiao was stunned and stopped struggling with her legs. She pointed at Cheng Shaogong and said, “You…!” Her dissatisfaction with her third son’s gaze cooled her heart. For the first time in her life, her sons opposed her, and she suddenly felt surrounded on all sides.


    Madam Sang quickly came over to try and smooth things over. “Wei Wei can only write a few words, what kind of writing desk do you want? It’s just a little matter, no need to be tense.”


    Cheng Yong knelt down at Madam Xiao’s feet, kowtowed again and again. “It’s all my fault. Please punish me, Mother.”


    “Okay, I will punish you,” Madam Xiao was trembling with anger. “I will punish you…”


    “Why must Mother punish Eldest Brother?” Cheng Shaoshang asked suddenly.


    Cheng Yong burst into a sweat and turned around. “Stop talking!” he shouted.


    “No, I’m going to speak.”


    Cheng Shaoshang straightened up, her thin shoulders were like butterfly wings that would shatter if touched, and the sunlight shone in through the porch, shining on her as if her whole body was submerged in light. Her snow-white and childish face lacked any trace of color, her expression was indifferent, and her voice was cold as ice.


    “Mother can punish me, but not Eldest Brother, because he did nothing wrong.”


    “Why did Eldest Brother only give me the writing desk? It’s because I am vulgar and poor, and Eldest Brother took pity on me so he gave me his beloved writing desk in hopes that I would not be discouraged and study hard. It wasn’t that he went outside to create it specially for me and missed Cousin. What’s wrong with Eldest Brother?”


    The hall was quiet, with no one making a sound except for the gentle cries of Cheng Yang.


    “Mother, I can only write a hundred words now, and I have read even less volumes of books. They are all children’s enlightenment materials. As for my cousin, she has learned everything she needs to learn, and you are teaching her what she hasn’t learned yet. Mother, how old is your daughter this year? I will be of marrying age next year.”


    Qing Cong didn’t even know that her eyes were wet, but the girl kneeling in the center of the hall didn’t shed a single tear. She was so stubborn and proud, holding her thin back straight. Qing Cong had always stood by Madam Xiao’s side for everything in her life, but this time, she wanted to stand on her daughter’s side.


    “If there’s an indivisible wheat cake, and there are two people in front of you. One is starving to death while the other is mostly full. Mother, who do you want to give the wheat cake to? Do you want to tell the person who is going to starve to death that, for the sake of fairness, you can endure it first and give each of you more when I have two wheat cakes?”


    Cheng Yong turned his head to wipe his tears and looked back at his thin younger sister in the backlight, momentarily heartbroken.


    Madam Sang stared at Cheng Shaoshang. She suddenly remembered a small battle she witnessed with her own eyes many years ago. At that time, the opponent’s lord was dead, and only a few soldiers were left in the battle, but they refused to surrender. Later, their entire army was annihilated, and all of them died in battle. In the afterglow of the setting sun, only the broken poles and flags still stuck obliquely on the slope remained.


    She felt that Cheng Shaoshang was like those remaining soldiers, with a sense of solitary bravery and a palpable brilliance on her body.


    “Mother, are you still going to punish Eldest Brother? He’s not at fault.”


    Cheng Shaogong turned his face and quickly shook off the dampness in his eyes, then turned around with a smiling face.


    The wet bluestone road in her hometown appeared in front of her eyes. The winter in the south was actually more difficult than that in the north. It was wet and cold, just like her childhood. She stopped caring about it a long time ago, but it still hurt.


    …


    Do you guys like the little author’s notes I’m translating? Some of them are just being thankful, which I didn’t think would be too interesting, but I’m having fun showing the ones that speak about the story or adds a bit of flair. 


    This time, she wrote: “I don’t know where I heard that childhood hurt is eternal. No matter how successful you are in the future, or if you think you’ve been hurt or not, it will always accompany you. It can’t be cured, but can be overcome, so be strong.” 


    Next Chapter: People’s Bias
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    Chapter Twenty:
People’s Bias


    There was a moment of silence in the hall. Madam Xiao’s chest felt blocked and she couldn’t breathe.


    She had always been strong and decisive, and once she made up her mind to do something, she never turned back. This time, however, she couldn’t keep scolding or punishing her children for their resistance. She could only keep saying to herself, ‘You are right, Yang Yang is honest and sincere. If you don’t protect her, she will only be bullied. You have to suppress this evil creature, and can’t let Yang Yang be wronged.’ Even still, Madam Xiao knew in her heart that this wasn’t good.


    Cheng Song, who had not intervened yet, startled everyone by standing up abruptly.


    Cheng Song didn’t smile. He took a few big steps over and grabbed Nanny Fu’s hair by the bun, dragging her to the door behind him. Then, with a strong arm, threw her outside on the porch. Nanny Fu let out a shriek, and then there was silence.


    Cheng Yang let out a cry and fainted on Chang Pu. Chang Pu also began to tremble. They had never done this before in the Ge family, as the women of the Ge family always treated them fairly, and why they were so used to trying to covet things for their Young Mistress. Now, Chang Pu finally understood that the Cheng family was not the Ge family, and they couldn’t be self-righteous and strong.


    Madam Xiao originally intended to curse her second son, but to her surprise, Cheng Song turned around and she saw that his eyes were filled with tears and his face filled with grief and anger. She couldn’t even bring herself to say anything. Cheng Song walked back and knelt heavily beside Cheng Yong, loudly pronouncing, “If Mother wants to punish Eldest Brother, I will be punished as well!” Then, Cheng Shaogong silently walked over and knelt down, bowing his head without saying a word. It was obvious he meant the same thing.


    Madam Xiao didn’t expect that her three sons would express such strong dissatisfaction with her. She was choked and couldn’t swallow. Seeing the situation could only get worse, Madam Sang suddenly cried out in pain and everyone rushed to her side.


    Madam Sang covered her abdomen with one hand and gripped Madam Xiao’s wrist with the other. “Sister, I seem to have abdominal pain again,” she said weakly. “Do you still have the pill you gave me last time? Hurry and get two for me! Hurry up, hurry up!”


    Perplexed, Madam Xiao turned to Qing Cong to ask her to fetch it. Madam Sang had a lot of strength left and dragged her out of the hall to her inner residence, shouting, “It’s killing me! Hurry and get the pill for me!”


    Madam Sang and Madam Xiao left like a gust of wind, leaving everyone stunned and at a loss for words.


    As soon as they arrived in the inner hall, Madam Sang immediately straightened up and sternly held back the maid beside her. She threw Madam Xiao onto her daily resting bed and glared. “Sister’s great authority today has frightened me!”


    Madam Xiao had been so angry with her children she became dizzy. It was only then she realized that Madam Sang was pretending to have abdominal pain, so as to give everyone a break and avoid causing more chaos.


    She lay on her side on the bed, rubbing her chest. “My authority?” she said stiffly. “Look at that villain, forcing me to say it sentence by sentence, like she’s the only authority!”


    “You deserve it! Who told you that one move was wrong and everything fell down?” Madam Sang walked two circles in the room, then stopped. “You started wrong. Although you were wrong, you refused to say a good word. Since ancient times, your father has been unkind and your son unfilial and you cannot justify yourself. You should have been forced to this point by showing your motherly authority!”


    “Those troublemakers! Madam Xiao said bitterly. “What’s wrong with giving up? One sentence would have been enough. They should have turned around and let it go. Yang Yang’s face…”


    “Yang Yang, Yang Yang, Yang Yang! Stop talking about Yang Yang! It’s nauseating to listen to!”


    Madam Sang took off her close-fitting kit from her waist and threw it at Madam Xiao. “People’s hearts have biases,” she said bluntly, “that’s not unusual. But your bias is too much! You are obviously wrong, and you are talking about things that are completely unreasonable. Shaoshang was not brought up by you! Even if she was brought up by a concubine, you shouldn’t treat her like this! What you said about disobedience just now was crueler than anything you’ve said. You pushed Niao Niao into a corner. Let’s see how you explain this to Eldest Brother-in-law!”


    Madam Xiao took two Heart Clearing Pills from the brocade bag and tossed them into her mouth. A cool and spicy sensation rushed straight to her forehead, and she finally regained her composure. She shook her head. “I was confused and angry,” she said, mocking herself. “I shouldn’t have done such a thing today.”


    She had been favored by her father since she was a child, and she received the same teachings as her brothers. She knew everything about strategy and politics, but her understanding of the subtleties of the inner house was far inferior than that of Madam Sang. In fact, except for a few brief months in her ex-husband’s house, she always existed in the inner house without paying attention to the careful thoughts of several maidservants.


    She had to admit that this time, she was bullheaded, made a mistake, and lost.


    Madam Sang watched her expression gradually turn. “Well, I didn’t expect it,” she said with a smile. “Niao Niao had such a brave expression on her face. If you want to use respect towards elders to subdue her, she is not afraid at all.”


    Madam Xiao glanced at her and was about to get up, but was stopped by Madam Sang. “What are you going out for? Do you want to scold Niao Niao again? Today’s matter is your fault, and if you scold her again, it will only make my three nephews feel more pity towards her. They dare not hate you, but they will definitely resent you. If you really want to do it for your own good, don’t add fuel to the fire. Moreover, have you ever thought about what your husband would do if he found out about today’s incident?”


    Madam Xiao sat back on her bed and thought for a moment. “I will tell him myself,” she said. “I did something wrong, and I won’t cover it up.” She never procrastinates on such matters. “What happened today… just let it go?” It had to come to end.


    “Don’t go out,” Madam Sang said simply, “I’ll go. I’ll just tell those little enemies that you’re angry with them and you’ll let the children come and apologize to you. If you’re vague, the matter will be over.”


    Madam Xiao bowed her head. She had a strong personality and didn’t agree with glossing over these types of situations.


    “Family affairs are not a dispute of political opinions in the Imperial court. There is no such thing as black and white. So what if you win the battle? The children are not convinced, and will only begin to distance themselves from you,” Madam Sang persuaded. “You are a sensible person so I won’t say nonsense. If you visited another household and this sort of thing happened to them, what would you think? Everyone would think that Shaoshang is your niece and Yang Yang was your own!”


    “Nonsense!”


    “Yes, yes, yes. I know that my sister-in-law is the fairest,” Madam Sang smiled, got up and went to leave the room. Before she fully exited, she turned to say, “Some people in this world, in order to show their impartiality, sometimes treat others favorably and their own flesh and blood harshly. What you said today was ridiculous.”


    Madam Xiao’s heart jumped.


    …


    Everyone remained silent in the Nine Zhui hall. Qing Cong walked over and gently pinched the people of Cheng Yang and told Chang Pu to step down.


    Cheng Shaoshang looked at her older brothers, who were also looking at her. They understood each other’s intentions.


    Cheng Yang regained consciousness. She turned around and crawled up to Cheng Shaoshang on her hands and feet, grabbing her sleeve and crying bitterly. “Niao Niao, don’t hate me. I didn’t mean to. I didn’t expect your grievances to be so great. It was all my fault, and your brothers had to apologize…” She was hesitant and could only bow her head and apologize profusely, sniffling and choking as she cried. The three Cheng brothers couldn’t bear it.


    “Cousin, I really don’t blame you,” Cheng Shaoshang stopped her from apologizing. “But things in this world have never been fair.” She helped Cheng Yang smooth out her messy skirt. “You have no mother yet have a motherly figure around, while I have a mother but don’t have one.”


    “Niao Niao!” Cheng Yang rasped. “Don’t speak nonsense!”


    “Then I won’t talk anymore,” Cheng Shaoshang said, spreading out her hands.


    “Although my cousin left the Cheng family from a young age, her aunt treated her like pearls and treasures,” Cheng Shaogong said, sounding gloomy. “After returning to the Cheng family, Mother treated you as if you were her own. But what about Shaoshang…” He trailed off, but everyone understood.


    In her heart, Qing Cong also felt sorry for Cheng Shaoshang.


    The world was truly unfair. She was born as a twin of the dragon and phoenix, carrying blessings, and then her fate turned a corner when she turned three years old. The love that should be obtained could not be obtained, the glory that should be enjoyed could not be enjoyed, growing up in front of two foolish and narrow women. And the daughter of the woman who committed such evil deeds can be allowed to live in the sunshine, be loved, nurtured, and grow up happily – how could this make people’s hearts calm?!


    Cheng Shaogong felt hurt in his heart and whispered, “Shaoshang, I wished I had stayed with you. I’ll stay with you from now on.”


    Shaoshang glanced at him and said, “Then there would be two illiterate people. Why didn’t Eldest Brother send us two writing desks?!”


    Everyone couldn’t help but smile at this, and the sorrowful atmosphere in the room dissipated.


    “There’s still me,” Cheng Song patted his chest. “I’ll give you my writing desk as well!”


    “Forget it,” Cheng Shaogong shot him down immediately. “You haven’t read at all since we came back home. You don’t even know where your writing desk is, I’m sure it hasn’t been unloaded from the carriage yet!”


    Cheng Song laughed and cursed, making the motion to punch his younger brother. Everyone laughed.


    “Niao Niao,” Cheng Yong said, smiling, “in the future, you can tell your brothers what you want, and we will always get it for you.” He made the decision himself that, even if he had to bear his mother’s punishment, he would make his younger sister happy in the future.


    Shaoshang had been waiting for someone to say that sentence. She was overjoyed. She quickly glanced at Cheng Yong’s clothes and began to stutter. “I… I want to go out and take a look at the world. I don’t know where the East and West Markets are, or the Dehui Fang and Liuxin Fang are. I want to know what it looks like outside, but Mother doesn’t allow me to go out.”


    Looking at her young, hopeful eyes, Cheng Yong’s heart softened. Before he could speak, Cheng Song was making promises. “Don’t worry, even if Mother reprimands me again and again, I will take you to see the world!”


    Noticing Cheng Yang was sitting quietly next to them, Shaoshang turned around and said to her, “We’ll go together, Cousin!” Cheng Yang was delighted to hear this.


    “That’s right!” Cheng Shaogong cheered, “if we go too, we don’t have to be afraid of Mother punishing us!” Everyone laughed.


    Qing Cong shook her head and sighed. It was really nice to be young.


    Everyone was laughing, especially Shaoshang, who was very happy, but no one knew what she was thinking in her heart.


    After spending a half day, was she just seeking justice or mercy? Compassion that can’t be translated into practical effects was useless. What’s more, since she was a child, she had been unwilling to suffer in vain.


    With all this pretentiousness, her goal had never been to blame Madam Xiao.


    To impress Madam Xiao? Make her feel compassion? Arguing to make her feel ashamed and regretful, then pamper her? That wasn’t even an option. Never try to wake someone who pretends to be asleep; it’s useless to try any harder if one’s heart was biased.


    She needed to act freely, go out openly, know how to stand on her own in the future, and not be confined to a small world any longer!


    Shaoshang was actually grateful to that stupid old woman and maid; otherwise she wouldn’t know how to take this next step.


    …


    This is in response to someone saying that it was fortunate the original Cheng Shaoshang had died, otherwise it would’ve been even more sad.


    “I want to say that if it weren’t for the heroine to cross over, the original Cheng Shaoshang and her mother wouldn’t be so stiff to each other.


    Cheng Shaoshang was a little girl who bullied the weak and feared the strong, and she had never seen the world before. Madam Xiao had such a powerful demeanor that if she yelled, she would be frightened and be obedient to Madam Xiao. She went wherever Madam Xiao pointed to. Although it wasn’t a close relationship, it wouldn’t have escalated to the current situation.


    But the female protagonist is a person who has already formed three perspectives. She has a complete logic of action and judgement criteria, and will not bow down to Madam Xiao at all. The more she is disliked, the more dissatisfaction she accumulates.”


    Next Chapter: Two Conclusions
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    Chapter Twenty-One:
Two Conclusions


    Shaoshang’s prediction was spot on. When Cheng Shi returned to the mansion and learned about what had happened, he was furious. He wanted to go to the kitchens and grab a knife and then dice the two women into cubes. Madam Xiao easily stopped him and, under the pretext of giving back New Year’s goods, packed Nanny Fu and Chang Pu up overnight and sent them back to the Ge family.


    Therefore, apart from racing against time to beat the two of them up before they left, Cheng Shi did nothing. This time, he believed Madam Xiao was to blame. In protest, he went to eat with Cheng Cheng for three consecutive meals and slept with Cheng Zhi for two consecutive nights. “Eldest Brother,” Cheng Zhi said, “why don’t you spend the nights with Cheng Cheng and have meals with me? I’m not the one who is divorced.” He gave a pointed look and, as a result, Cheng Shi punched him.


    Qing Cong felt that things couldn’t go on like this and begged Madam Sang to mediate. She pushed it onto Cheng Zhi, who ended up going to his three nephews and asked them to find a way to put a stop to this. The three brothers kowtowed in front of their tigress mother and apologized. No one dared to go to their hungry wolf-like father, and no one could agree on what to do. In the end, professional traitor Cheng Shaogong hurriedly said, “The person who untied the bell must tie the bell,” and the ball was kicked to Shaoshang’s feet.


    Cheng Zhi and the others were still hesitant and didn’t expect the Cheng Fourth Young Lady, who was proud, to agree and quickly solve the problem. She only said three things to Cheng Shi:


    “Now that everyone in the household knows that the incident was caused by servants, if you continue to separate yourself from Mother, it won’t matter if Second Uncle wants to know the reason why.”


    “Second Uncle will be off to Bailu Mountain to study soon and it will take at least a few years for him to return home. I hope Second Uncle can go on the road with peace of mind and not have to worry about this. I also think Father should be like this.”


    “Cousin Yang is not only born to Second Aunt, but is also the flesh and blood of Second Uncle. He’s not good at speaking, but I know that he not only loves my cousin, but also feels guilty.”


    Seeing his daughter’s upright and dignified appearance made Cheng Shi’s teeth itch and he thought, ‘This conscious-free girl is worried about who is unjust and who feels guilty.’ So, General Cheng became angry and said, “Since my daughter is so clear about righteousness, why were you so reluctant to forgive that day? Just hold back and let your mother deal with it slowly when she came around!”


    “Of course, you can understand what is just and right when the knife isn’t cutting you,” Shaoshang quickly retorted. “It was me who suffered that day and I naturally refused to let it go. Now that my father is redeeming it for me, I can naturally be righteous!”


    The translation of the sentence really was, “It’s okay to be generous, but be generous to others and not to yourself.”


    Cheng Shi was shocked that his daughter could say such brazen words so confidently. He had always thought he was the only one in the family that had such skills?! But, considering that he now had a worthy successor, he calmed down and went to find Madam Xiao to reconcile.


    Madam Xiao did not make any excuses for herself and matter-of-factly said that she was also at fault. With the matter exposed, the couple had a candid exchange of opinions on their only daughter that night.


    “…At the time, everything was so hectic and Mother was obsessed. We didn’t have time to wrestle with her, and we didn’t even know when we would be able to come back.”


    Ten years ago, several princes and kings who had already surrendered suddenly rebelled, and for a while the already small Imperial realm was full of war. This was not a good thing for most people in the dynasty, but when Cheng Shi was still worried, Madam Xiao made a firm statement: Wealth and honor were in danger; this was a great opportunity for Generals Wan and Cheng, who had just defected.


    Suddenly, the Emperor’s confidant general and his men were unable to turn back from the frontlines, and they used their brothers to come forward for an emergency response. Cheng Shi set out in the formation and Madam Xiao was expected to follow like usual. However, at this time, Old Madam Cheng, who was always strong as an ox, caught a cold for the first time in 800 years. Madam Ge didn’t know where to find a shaman and slyly said that the dragon and phoenix twins were auspicious and had to stay with Old Madam Cheng to maintain her health and prosperity.


    With Madam Xiao’s intelligence, she knew the game Madam Ge was playing, but the situation was urgent and time was of the essence.


    With the army marching out and all kinds of supplies and armaments being called in, the husband and wife were being run off their feet. In a rush, Madam Xiao seized the loophole in the prophecy, and found another shaman who said, “Just keep one of the twins.” After that, the couple set off immediately, and even the three sons followed them soon after.


    The emperor was very satisfied with General Wan and Cheng Shi’s response time. In the next few years, the two sworn brothers fought wherever they were pointed, and went farther and farther away. The more the emperor used them, the easier it was, and the more trusted they became. Now, it seemed that the original decision couldn’t be said to have been incorrect.


    “Since we had to leave one of them, one less was one less. Let me ask you, with children, is it the son who can cause a terrible disaster to the family, or the daughter? You can’t restrain a man who can enter the profession and travel in business from a young age! Zhi Xiangzi thought he was smart and heavenly, and came up with the plan to ‘eat away at Fengyi.’ In the end, he was defeated and died, and more than two hundred of his family members were slaughtered. The foundation of the Zhi family for hundreds of years was destroyed. And Official Chao, who advised the emperor to seize power by cutting off vassals, couldn’t resist the court’s persuasion and ended up being executed! This was a loyal minister! There are countless people who have ruined their families!”
[Zhi Xiangzi (d.453 BCE) was the leader of the Zhi Clan, which was a vassal state of Jin from 770-481 BCE. The story being told here is his downfall, he diverted a river to flood and cut off the enemy from resources. His allies were scared that this could happen to them some day. In the end, the enemy worked together with Zhi’s allies and he was beheaded and his 200 members of his family all executed.


    Official Chao (Chao Cuo d. 154 BCE) was able to see that Han dynasty was headed towards instability. All the princes had been given large territories and were largely independent. To avoid the princes challenging the authority of the emperor, he suggested to cut down the size of their princedoms. Using the Rebellion of the Seven Princes as an excuse, court officials managed to convince the emperor that executing Chao Cuo would end the rebellion. He was cut in half at his waist and his family was executed as well. Unsurprisingly, this did not end the rebellion.]


    Madam Xiao talked openly. Whenever this happened, Cheng Shi could only bow his head and listen.


    Righteousness did not control wealth; kindness did not control soldiers. Both husband and wife had been trained in the fierce sea of swords. If there’s a moment of hesitation on the battlefield it could lead to disaster. They couldn’t bring Old Madam Cheng into that situation so they had to minimize the loss.


    “We both come from humble beginnings and have seen many families suffer from the actions of their sons. Lord Li’s father, brother, and kin were all burned to death in order to rebel against His Majesty. It was shocking! Since ancient times, how many daughters have caused great trouble to their family?”


    “Isn’t the Li family prosperous again?” Cheng Shi couldn’t help but ask.


    “That’s Marquis Li who defected to the Ming Lord!” Madam Xiao glared at him. “Back then, when the world rose together, there were also many people around those who claimed to be kings and emperors. What happened to their trusted family members?”


    “Okay, okay, okay, I know what you mean,” Cheng Shi surrendered. “The son has to be well-educated, otherwise he will be unrestrained. However, I have a family to support. I was afraid that my will would break and become a treacherous and evil person. If the family was small, I would lose my family. If it were big, I would implicate my family. My daughter…”


    He couldn’t continue, the words too vile and wicked that only close relatives could be spoken of; his daughter would always marry in the future and, in the Cheng family, it couldn’t be any worse. As long as she didn’t enter the palace as a concubine or marry into a prominent nobleman’s family, there would be no big storms in these peaceful years.


    “As the saying goes, Niao Niao is our own flesh and blood. I can’t bear to treat her like this,” Cheng Shi sighed.


    Madam Xiao looked at her husband’s face and suddenly remembered something her ex-husband had told her. He said she had been born with a heart of iron and stone, and was more stubborn than a man.


    “When I advocated leaving Niao Niao behind, I had already prepared for the worst,” she said. “No small traitor or villain could do anything. I was originally worried that Niao Niao would be too weak to be raised. To me, the word ‘weak’ is worse than evil or cunning, it’s unbearable. Once a woman is weak and has no opinion, she will be like a fish on the knife, waiting to be abused. I asked Sister Qing to find a clever but honest maid for her, so don’t say I have bias! Ten years ago, I didn’t know that she would grow to resemble my mother in the future. Who knew…”


    “Who knew you were completely wrong?” Cheng Shi was full of pride.


    “You’re right this time,” Madam Xiao sighed. “She’s also too smart.”


    “But you’re more worried?” Cheng Shi asked thoughtfully.


    “Don’t keep saying I’m biased,” Madam Xiao said. “Although Yang Yang is foolish, she is safe in her duty. I can rest assured if she marries into any family because I know she won’t cause trouble. But Niao Niao…” She sighed and raised her voice. “She is fearless. If she is unhappy, she could tear off all the beards of the eight generations of her husband’s ancestors and twist them. We won’t know when the time comes if our Cheng family is marrying or becoming an enemy!”


    Cheng Shi tried his best not to laugh. Smart and sharp, rebellious and unruly, the combination of those two points really was terrible. “Then what do you want?” he asked.


    “In the future, I will find her a kind and sincere home to marry into and live in peace,” she said calmly. “Even if she and her husband quarrel in the future, her father and brothers can support her! This is a good thing for her!” Then, Madam Xiao sneered. “But she is too powerful. Our son-in-law may not be able to bully her, but we have to worry about whether you and her brothers will have to go to your in-laws every day to make amends!”


    Cheng Shi frowned. If the child’s qualifications were mediocre, that type of arrangement would be fine. However, even a blind man could see the ingenuity of his little daughter. “You and I have always strived for excellence ourselves,” he said. “But now we ask Niao Niao to indulge in mediocrity? Would she be willing to do that?”


    “Why not? Marriage is the decision of the parents.”


    Cheng Shi remained quiet for a long time. “You are too arrogant,” he finally said. “Don’t regret this in the future.”


    “I have no regrets!” Madam Xiao said proudly. “I would rather die in this life than regret what I’ve done. What’s more …”


    She gave her husband a blank look. “Do you think the ladies outside are all blind and deaf? Didn’t you hear of Niao Niao’s domineering reputation, or can you not see her unruly behavior? Shun Hua* told me that the first time she saw Niao Niao, she knew she was not an ordinary lady!”
[Sang Shun Hua; Third Aunt Sang; Madam Sang.]


    “Stop talking nonsense!” Cheng Shi said. “Third Younger Brother told me that Sister-in-law likes Niao Niao very much.”


    Seeing that the pair was about to argue again, Qing Cong, who had been waiting outside the door to wait for the results of the couple’s reconciliation, couldn’t help but shake her head. Did she think that Madam Sang didn’t like Niao Niao?


    Cheng Shi was also very interested in his wife’s bias.


    In just a few days, Madam Sang had already given Shaoshang a jade necklace, two golden phoenixes, and three precious volumes of books. If it weren’t for her husband stopping her, she would most definitely change the brocade belt she was weaving for Cheng Zhi to Shaoshang.


    Now she had a newly acquired jade hook on her belt and spoke about how it would suit Shaoshang.


    “Yang Yang is soft and kind, why don’t you love her as much as you love Shaoshang?” Cheng Zhi wasn’t being provocative when he asked this, he was genuinely curious.


    Madam Sang stroked the warm jade of the lace hook and tilted her head, thinking. She also liked Yang Yang but couldn’t deny that she preferred Niao Niao.


    Ordinary girls in their teens, no matter how strong they are, hope to get the love and approval of their parents. Niao Niao was completely different. She never seemed to mind whether Madam Xiao understood her, pitied her, or even loved her.


    What she wanted; she found a way to get by herself. But this time, she got everything she had wanted.


    Madam Sang looked on coldly: Madam Xiao taught Yang Yang how to deal with common affairs, but Shaoshang was trapped at home and couldn’t move, as if she was greedy for something. Madam Xiao had a resolute temperament, and it was difficult to get her to change her mind in the best of times, so it was useless to ask for it. Unexpectedly, a turmoil fell from the sky and gave the girl a great opportunity to kill two birds with one stone.


    First, Shaoshang broke through the bias of her biological mother. Previously, Madam Xiao’s favoritism fell into small details which caused a commotion. Everyone would say that Shaoshang was jealous of her cousin and haggled over every detail. But from now on, Madam Xiao couldn’t be as casual as before. On the contrary, if she was prone to blame her, her husband and sons will doubt whether she is biased again.


    Second, Shaoshang wanted to see the world outside and live freely, but Madam Xiao wanted her to stay in her inner residence. Both of them had their own reasons and were determined individuals. Nowadays, Madam Xiao wouldn’t say anything, but Madam Sang knew that she still had a bad taste in her heart. These past few days, Shaoshang’s brothers had been driving around the city with her. Madam Xiao never said a word against it, so it seemed that she tacitly agreed.


    Recalling the situation in the Nine Zhui Hall that day, Madam Xiao was furious, and Qing Cong persuaded her. The three brothers tried their best to stop Shaoshang from continuing, but the girl had refused to bow her head.


    Why did she love her? Upon closer reflection, perhaps it was because Madam Sang, like Shaoshang, had fought against the world alone.


    “Sister Yuan Yi is good at everything, but she is stubborn,” Cheng Zhi shook his head and sighed. When Madam Xiao married, he was still young, and got used to calling her out sometimes. “But Shaoshang is not right, how could such a calculation be made?”


    Madam Sang put the jade belt hook into the brocade box, and looked back with a smile. “Then I’ll ask you this. Our Wei Wei, do you hope she will be like Yang Yang or Niao Niao when she grows up?”


    Cheng Zhi thought about it. “Niao Niao,” he said. “I’d rather she plot against us than be helpless when she suffers like Yang Yang did. There may not be somebody protecting you everywhere in this world.” Cheng Yang was lucky, but no one could guarantee that luck would always be there.


    “I love Niao Niao because she never complains about others. Whenever she encounters difficulties, she tries to find a solution, even if it’s a bad idea.” There is something refreshing about the girl, even if she was arrogant and rebellious, she was also full of life.


    As she spoke, Madam Sang became sad again. “However, Yang Yang was born with a good fate, and there are people who love and care about her everywhere. All she needs to do is be humble and not plan or calculate. Maybe that’s luck.”


    In this way, the two couples came to two completely different conclusions.


    …


    Something deep within me cackled at ‘professional traitor Cheng Shaogong.’ It’s so fitting and I will forever call him that from now on.


    Next Chapter: Wait A Minute (aka beginning of the LANTERN FESTIVAL!)
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    Chapter Twenty-Two:
Wait A Minute


    Despite being the main topic of discussion, Shaoshang remained motionless. Faced with A’Zhu and Cheng Yong’s desire to speak with her, and Madam Xiao’s complicated looks at her, she ignored them all. Whether it was a daily greeting or dining in the same room as them, she ignored them.


    To put it bluntly, she had been a topic queen since the day of her parents’ divorce. She was a delinquent as a little girl, became the prodigal daughter and came back and studied hard, got into a key high school and a prestigious university, directly scaring the meddlesome women in town. She had always been the topic of discussion.


    No one spoke about mediocre talents! Like her SMS roommate from her previous life; she was said to be the first college student in her village since the People’s Republic of China had been founded. She had shocked village branch secretaries within a hundred miles. She was sent out of the village gate with gongs, drums, colorful flags, and big red silk flowers tied around her. By comparison, Yu Cai Ling’s appearance on the day she left town was weak, completely unmatched by the name of the upstart in Yu Town.


    “Mu Xu, has my cousin been crying at night these few days?”


    Shaoshang rubbed her sore wrists. Since she had won Cheng Yong’s writing desk, A’Zhu’s enthusiasm for urging her to practice calligraphy was unstoppable.


    The girl named Mu Xu was helping Qiao Guo set up Shaoshang’s food table, with a beautiful smile on her melon-shaped face. “Nanny Fu and Chang Pu had been with our Young Mistress for more than ten years. If she isn’t moved by their departure then people would say she is too cold? Besides, after crying for three nights, she should be fine… Oh! There is grilled quail today, it’s delicious! By the way, Sister Lian Fang’s injury is healed. Yesterday, my Young Mistress received a can of ointment and asked me to bring it to Sister Lian Fang.”


    Shaoshang looked at the girl in front of her with a smile.


    There was a famous saying that said when the tide receded, it would be clear who was swimming naked. Chang Pu and Nanny Fu had been driven away, highlighting the previously inconspicuous Mu Xu.


    The day after the writing desk scandal, Mu Xu had come to her door, both to compensate for gifts and defend Cheng Yang. Afterwards, she came and sat for a while every day, facing the cold faces and white eyes of her maidservants and A’Zhu, always smiling. Sometimes she would help with work, sometimes she accompanied others to talk; she spoke about Cheng Yang’s past in the Ge family, old interesting stories of her hometown, about Cheng Yang’s difficulties, and occasionally compliment Shaoshang and her maidservants.


    Not only did she speak decently, but she also was diligent and forthright. Within a few days, even A’Zhu couldn’t decide whether to reach out and hit this smiling person or not.


    Shaoshang thought, ‘It seems that not all those sent by the Ge family were fools.’


    “Fourth Young Lady, don’t be angry with our Young Mistress. You don’t know, but Nanny Fu, who had raised Young Mistress for more than ten years, often claimed that she was the half mother of the Young Mistress in the village. She is too arrogant. The Madam of the Ge family didn’t want her to come to this household with Young Mistress, but General Cheng had been winning battles and receiving rewards all these years. No one in the village knew why should give up the wealth there, but she cried and shouted that she would come. The Ge family was generous and had to agree. Chang Pu was the same…”


    When Cheng Yang had first been sent to the Ge household, they thought that Madam Ge would send someone to pick her up after a few years and they hurriedly found Nanny Fu and a few little maids and didn’t think about changing them. They didn’t know that after a year passed, the Ge family discovered that Madam Ge was as ruthless as ever and had no plan to pick up her daughter at all. Aunt Ge was determined to raise Cheng Yang as her own daughter and carefully selected her companions. It was that time that Chang Pu had been selected.


    “At that time, Young Mistress was nine years old, and Cheng Pu had been with her for many more years than us. Naturally, their friendship was different.”


    Cheng Yang’s situation at the Ge family was very delicate. It was reasonable to say that she was not the daughter of the Ge family and belonged to her natural mother who did not care about her. However, as Cheng Shi gradually developed and good news arrived to the village, the Ge family became more and more respectful towards him.


    When the river rises, the boat will float. Nanny Fu and Chang Pu had long been accustomed of the proud days at the Ge household. Whatever was extravagant, delicious or tasty must be enjoyed by Cheng Yang first. Even after Aunt Ge’s genuine grandchildren were born, the food and clothing were not as refined as Cheng Yang’s was.


    In particular, Aunt Ge knew she was getting old and frail, and she was afraid that she would not be able to take good care of her. She let her daughters-in-laws, nieces and nephews neglect Cheng Yang which, intentionally or unintentionally, indulged the domineering behavior of Nanny Fu and the maidservants.


    Later, Madam Xiao wrote to the Ge family to beg them for Cheng Yang, saying, “My niece has troubled my in-laws for many years and this foolish couple will return soon.” Only then did the Ge family reluctantly return the girl. Once she arrived at the Cheng household, Madam Ge did not show them respect, and they were discouraged for several months. Fortunately, after Cheng Shi and his wife returned, Madam Xiao took great care of Cheng Yang in every possible way, so they reverted to their old ways.


    Nanny Fu and Chang Pu were not big villains, otherwise Aunt Ge would have never let them stay by Cheng Yang’s side. They were just used to living in comfort for more than ten years.


    “I said to our Young Mistress that not only should she not be angry and sad, but thank Master and Madam for helping her to get rid of those two vermin. They did it for her own good. Otherwise, if she had to deal with it by herself, or allowed them to continue serving her, wouldn’t that cause trouble for her? Our Young Mistress has heard it, and regrets indulging them. But she is shy by nature, and these words can only be said by this servant. I hope that you will not hold any grudges with her.”


    Mu Xu spoke frankly. In her opinion, Chang Pu and their companions were really foolish. With Madam Xiao’s love for Cheng Yang, she would inevitably marry into a noble family in the future, and her maidservants would naturally rise up in rank.


    “I also said that even I have to thank Master and Madam, otherwise I, the maid who came after, will one day be able to replace Chang Pu’s position! Oh, thank goodness Young Mistress listened and chased after me to beat me!” Mu Xu beamed brightly, smiled and covered her shoulders. “I was beaten several times, but it didn’t hurt. If I had known that Young Mistress was so weak, I wouldn’t have run away, and my efforts to run away were wasted.”


    Qiao Guo and the maidservants couldn’t help but laugh and A’Zhu shook her head helplessly. Shaoshang raised her eyebrows. Although she had an atypical accepting personality, at least her cousin knew how to take care of her father, little brother, and household.


    But maidservants were still people. After Mu Xu’s constant pleading and snack bribery, aside from Lian Fang who was still recuperating, they no longer remembered the past. Based on the fighting spirit of Mu Zu, it was estimated that it would only be a matter of time before Lian Fang would be worn down by her.


    Why couldn’t Aunt Ge have the ability to reincarnate with Cheng Yang? How much trouble would that save?


    Since the incident that day, Madam Xiao seemed to be discouraged and stopped reprimanding and restraining Shaoshang all the time, letting her play freely. Now that the goal had been achieved, Shaoshang was happy to be obedient and kind these days…


    On the fifteenth day of the first month was the Lantern Festival. It was also a rare time of peace when there was no war in the neighborhood. The emperor deliberately postponed the curfew by two hours, and opened a long and wide street from Dehuifang to the front of the North Palace for his subjects to watch the lanterns and play. After dinner, except for Cheng Wei and her brothers who had a runny nose and were left at home, the entire Cheng family went out to enjoy the festival.


    Cheng Shi was afraid that the Lantern Festival would have too many people, so he sent the women out with several security carriages, then surrounded them with servants to travel.


    Shaoshang excitedly exhaled as soon as she stepped out of the carriage, watching her white breath disappear in the air. Her lips became cold, teeth white, and her face youthful. Madam Sang stood next to her, straightening her wrinkled dress.


    Madam Xiao glanced displeasingly at her then turned to Cheng Yang. She was dressed in a scarlet brocade three-round curved skirt, with a three-finger wide golden embroidered satin wrapped around her. She was beautiful.


    She had prepared the same dress and accessories for the two cousins for them to wear today. Unexpectedly, her restless daughter decided to be foolish and instead put on the cyan blue double curved train and snow pleated inner skirt given to her by Madam Sang.


    It wasn’t that she was unattractive or that her temper was bad. The appearance of this evil little creature was beyond description. Recently, she had grown a lot taller, and the little girl with green clothes and snowy skin, so graceful and delicate, was truly childish and tender. She couldn’t help but pity her.


    Within the ten breaths of getting out of the carriage, several young men in splendid attire had already glanced over and taken a peek. Cheng Shi walked ahead with his head held high and chest puffed out, deliberately pretending not to notice, feeling proud and unable to express himself. After so many years of marriage, Madam Xiao couldn’t help shaking her head because she didn’t know what her husband was thinking. Yes, their daughter was beautiful, and as a parent she had to save face.


    At the time, people revered the beauty of simplicity and grandeur. The streets were wide and spacious, with the narrowest part being two zhang wide.* On either side there were fifty steps on both sides of the lamps that were one-person high, and the copper plates filled with kerosene  was over a foot high. A raging fire was ignited, illuminating the cold winter night as if it were a bustling day.
[A zhang is an ancient unit of measurement. Two zhang wide is around 21 feet.]


    Cheng Shi looked at the copper basin of fire oil for a long time and murmured, “…His Majesty spent a lot of money this time.” The amount of kerosene was enough to fill up a street and was not a small waste.


    Shaoshang’s little ears twitched and she quickly asked, “Father, is His Majesty very frugal?”


    Before Cheng Shi could respond, Madam Xiao’s eyes snapped over. Shaoshang hurriedly waved her hands. “Okay, okay, okay! I won’t ask anymore, will I? Heaven, earth, king, relatives, and teachers, no one can make irresponsible remarks!” There was no way this woman could be so annoying, could it be that her ancestors were eighteen generations of teaching directors?


    Cheng Shi shrugged. He didn’t want to deal with his wife in front of everyone. He would go talk with his daughter when they returned. He pulled his Second and Third Younger Brothers to the front of the group to make Old Madam Cheng happy.


    Madam Xiao pondered for a moment. “There are some things that can be said. Ask your brothers to tell you later.”


    Shaoshang was startled and her three brothers were overjoyed. Cheng Song and Cheng Shaogong were even more overjoyed, thinking that it would be great if their mother and sister could reconcile. “Yong’er, come on,” Madam Xiao quickly said before the boys could speak. She turned to Cheng Song and Cheng Shaogong, “You two shut up and listen to your nonsense. It’s better not to know anything.” They chuckled.


    Madam Xiao turned her head and said softly, “Yang Yang, you too. In the future, when socializing under the feet of the emperor, you should listen to what is taboo and what to avoid.” Cheng Yang happily bowed and agreed.


    Since Cheng Yong surrendered, the brothers’ joy was inexplicably halved.


    Standing back, Madam Sang shook her head. “Sure enough,” she said, “no one is perfect. A female hero like Xiao Yuan Yi, who has literary and military skills, is so careless and arrogant in dealing with her children’s affairs.”


    Only Shaoshang didn’t pay attention and did what she wanted to do. She had endured countless cold words since childhood. If she was sensitive to every little thing, how could she live until she was old and gray?


    Lanterns and rotating lanterns hung on the buildings on both sides of the street.


    The bamboo frame lamp was directly lit with a blazing fire in a round lamp holder the size of a hug.* The lamp frame was wrapped in various dyed sheepskin, including vermillion, turquoise, light yellow, and azure blue. Tonight, many homeowners and shopkeepers hung several large lanterns on strings to attract attention and show off their brilliance.
[The size of a hug, 合抱, means wrapping your arms around a tree to measure its girth. I couldn’t think of a suitable way to translate this and thought hug was something CSS would say.]


    Most of the rotating lanterns were cylindrical, with oil burning inside. When the hot air rises, the movable light frame on the outside begins to rotate, and the patterns drawn on the lamp skin slowly float and swim, which was very pretty.


    Shaoshang was dazzled by the sight, her black and white eyes were wide open as she took in the rotating lanterns one at a time. There were soldiers returning home and their wives welcoming them, children playfully chasing and playing, warriors bowing and shooting beasts, and even fish and birds talking with each other.


    Cheng Shi saw his daughter’s appearance was childish and cute, and he proudly asked to buy more lamps for her to go home and play with. Unexpectedly, Shaoshang shook her head, only took one, and said, “I’ll make it myself when I’m home, and I’ll make it look better.”


    She was a science girl, the kind who could find squares with her bare hands. Although her major was more theoretical, and her hands-on ability not as good as those of her engineering brothers, she was confident that with such a simple principle, she could make one after some practice.


    The Lantern Festival not only had lanterns, but also had stands to sell silk, jewelry, snacks, and even books.


    A person dressed as a Confucian scholar was tearfully telling Cheng Yong and Cheng Shaogong a story about a scholarly family that was persecuted by Emperor Li’s claws until their families had been destroyed, and now they had no choice but to sell books in their homes.


    Cheng Song was holding both Cheng Zhu and Cheng Ou’s hands and were watching a tendon be extracted from the body of a tiger with a drowsy eye in front of a hunter’s booth. It was used to make bowstrings.


    Madam Xiao and Cheng Cheng chatted with each other as they walked. Madam Xiao was encouraging him to perk up his studies without any worries. Cheng Yang accompanied them with a smile.


    Seeing the novelty and wildness of the silk flowers in a shop, Cheng Zhi bought one for Madam Sang’s hairpin. Old Madam Cheng’s face turned as black as an inkstone, so Cheng Zhi hurriedly bought another one for his mother to wear. Old Madam Cheng refused, insisting that the flowers Madam Sang wore were more beautiful. Madam Sang deliberately did not take the initiative to give her flower to Old Madam Cheng and looked at it with a smile which caused Cheng Zhi to become flustered.


    Cheng Shi stroked his beard and shook his head. He bought a silk flower and hid it in his sleeve to give to his wife at home.


    Shaoshang, however, was addicted to watching the lights and trailed behind the Cheng family, followed by two martial maids and three servants. She was not worried about safety and walked slowly. At this moment, a bamboo embroidered ball slowly rolled to her feet.


    …


    It. Begins. 
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    Chapter Twenty-Three:
Bamboo Embroidery Ball and Revolving Lantern


    Shaoshang looked down at her foot. She saw that the embroidery ball was exquisitely made, the pure white bamboo skewer silk was slightly intertwined in circles with a cross, and the bright blue brocade was wrapped in several places. Two or three small bells were also tied to it, and the rolling sound was crisp and soft, like a cat’s gentle cry.


    “Young Lady, forgive my rudeness.”


    A clear male’s voice rang out and Shaoshang quickly looked up. She saw a young man standing about seven or eight steps away from her, with a slender figure, straight shoulders and back, dressed in a lake blue curved train, dark clothes with dots of woven gold, and his hands wrapped in his sleeves. Behind him was a huge torch, burning brightly. He stood with his back lit, but Shaoshang couldn’t see his face clearly.


    Seeing Shaoshang dumbfounded, the person seemed to smile and slowly approached. The military servants beside her immediately put their hands to their waist. This young man didn’t seem to see the guards and walked up to Shaoshang. He bent down and picked up the embroidered ball, with a flexible waist. When he straightened up, his whole figure enveloped Shaoshang. Shaoshang then saw that his long hair, like a crow feather, fluttered slightly as he stood up, and under the flames, it was like a floating silk thread.


    The man gave a respectful bow to Shaoshang, turned around and walked away until his figure disappeared in the crowd.


    That’s it? Shaoshang was left scratching her head.


    The style of flirting in this era was very unique. Shouldn’t he leave the embroidered ball with her and ask for it in the future? That was how the White Lady and Xu Xian operated. Or, did he just come over to pick up the ball, and she was getting too ahead of herself.


    Shaoshang shook her head. She never did well in this aspect of life.


    In her previous life, she withdrew from her gang early, no one cared about the underdeveloped, flat bean sprouts, and the small punks in town had their own aesthetic. After that, most of her youthful and restless years were also enhanced by her obsession with the male god next door and hell-style learning.


    Even if she hadn’t been blocked in her previous life, Shaoshang was not a passionate person, so she continued to leisurely stroll along the street and watch the lanterns.


    The so-called general trend of the world was to divide and merge over time. The Cheng family and their group walked over to a fork in the road, and a disagreement began about where to go next.


    Cheng Shi heard enthusiastic cheers from the other end of the street and suggested they go see the acrobatics; Madam Xiao saw the lights in the Fengshi Building was not far ahead, as bright as day, and the voices of people was so bustling, that she wanted to listen to the Confucian scholars discussing scriptures. The couple stood in a faux standoff, pretending to be annoyed and looking down at each other, but everyone could see the mirth in their eyes.


    The members of the Cheng family took a few steps to either side as they chose where they wanted to go. Madam Sang, Shaoshang, Cheng Song, Cheng Zhu and Cheng Ou stood behind Cheng Shi.


    Cheng Cheng, Cheng Zhi, Cheng Yong, Cheng Shaogong, and Cheng Yang all stood behind Madam Xiao.


    The battle lines had been drawn, with clear barriers.


    Only Old Madam Cheng found it difficult.


    Emotionally, she wanted to stay with her youngest son who was about to leave for a new job soon but intellectually, she wanted to watch the acrobatics. After struggling between reason and emotion, she finally decided to suppress her emotions and follow reason.


    Cheng Cheng hesitated and said, “Ou’er is still young and I’m afraid of causing trouble for Eldest Brother. Why don’t you let us do it?” After all, there were many people on the acrobatics side and Cheng Ou could be difficult to handle.


    Cheng Ou quickly hugged Cheng Zhu’s arm. “No!” he said in a milky voice. “I want to go with Fourth Brother!”


    Kindergarten students always looked up to primary school first graders. These days, Cheng Zhu led Cheng Ou to play all over the house, catching earthworms, fighting crickets, and fighting with wooden swords. In the past, Madam Ge never allowed him to do that and he was making up for it. The cousins were like glue and wanted to have sleepovers every night.


    Cheng Zhu was full of energy and put on a big brother demeanor. He straightened up his little belly and said, “Then, you must listen to what I say!”


    Cheng Ou learned the fist-holding posture used in the army. He circled his fat arms and shouted, “Yes!”


    Cheng Shi looked over at his wife and pretended to be smug. “Looks like my wife’s side is not as numerous and powerful as mine.”


    Shaoshang really wanted to remind him that they only had one extra person.


    Madam Xiao smiled. “Your mother is old, the children are small and my side are all young. If you encounter a troublemaker later on, shout loudly and we will definitely come to rescue you.”


    Everyone in the Cheng family burst out laughing and they began to go their separate ways. Only Cheng Zhi looked back at Madam Sang step by step, muttering, “Why don’t I follow and take care of my nephews…” Madam Xiao couldn’t see him doing that and she winked. The guards immediately stepped forward and dragged Cheng Zhi away. Hearing his younger brother’s exclamations, Cheng Cheng laughed so hard that he couldn’t stand straight.


    For the first time in her life, Cheng Yang doubted her mother’s desire to return home was a good thing. Since Madam Ge left, her father’s solemn aura gradually dissipated, and he became more cheerful and lively day by day.


    She suddenly became envious of Shaoshang’s firm and resolute approach to things. She never hesitated when encountering people or things. If it were her, she would have an opinion on this within a minute, unlike herself.


    The envied Shaoshang was flushed with excitement, watching the skillful people jumping back and forth on the high ropes, flipping freely in the air. She had never seen such a thing up close.


    There was a performer who breathed fire and puffed mist. Old Madam Cheng was too close and nearly burned her hair. Cheng Shi quickly pulled her back, telling the martial servant to firmly hold onto her, and lifted Cheng Ou onto his shoulders. Cheng Song wanted to do that as well but didn’t realize Cheng Zhu was a lot heavier than Cheng Ou. He staggered and the brothers nearly fell upside down together, making Madam Sang and Shaoshang laugh.


    Among the cheers of the crowd, only Madam Sang was the calmest. She smiled and chatted with Shaoshang, who cheered and asked her why she didn’t go to the Fengshi Building with the others. She felt that Madam Sang was a cultured person.


    Unexpectedly, Madam Sang began to joke. “Seeing a sour scholar is enough to make a person dizzy. Seeing more than one sour scholar would be enough to make a person faint to death.”


    Shaoshang covered her mouth and smiled.


    Among all the members of the Cheng family, Madam Sang was now added to the list of her favorite people. Although she was an elder, they talked and laughed like equals. She and her roommates had never had such a close relationship in her previous life. When Shaoshang first met Madam Sang, she thought she was a nice person, but she now knew that she had an easy-going personality, was witty and intelligent, and belongs to the type of person who is more and more liked as they get to know each other. Third Uncle Cheng had really hit the jackpot with her!


    She leaned into Madam Sang’s ear and boasted loudly, “How did Third Uncle get married to you in the first place? You are just like a butcher’s knife, more than enough to deserve him!”


    Madam Sang twinkled with laughter and she bent her fingers to knock on Shaoshang’s forehead – how dare she say that about her Third Uncle!


    Off to the side, the two brothers got into an argument and Little Cheng Zhu ran to Madam Sang to ask her to judge who was right in their disagreement. Shaoshang slowly withdrew from the crowd and stood to the side, waiting for her family to finish watching the excitement.


    Standing by the street, Shaoshang wrapped her thick plush hooded cloak tightly around her body and leaned against the soft and delicate snow-white animal fur by her side. Seeing the beautiful scenery of the flower market lit by lanterns, her heart filled with joy. In her past life, she had seen neon signs, fireworks covering the sky, crowded places and bustling markets, but she had never been so moved as she was today.


    She looked up at the serene and profound starry sky. Only after passing away once, she felt that life was precious. This time, she had to savor every beauty in life and never let go of these moments.


    While staring up at the sky, she felt something different, and looked back.


    Several vermillion round lanterns were hanging from the eaves of the building about five or six zhang away.* Under the lanterns stood a young man in plain clothes, with a crane cloak on his shoulders, hands behind his back, and a tall and slender frame. He wore only black. He stood quietly in the noisy market crowd, along with seven or eight heavily armored guards beside him.
[54-65 feet away.]


    Shaoshang looked at him with extreme eyes, but this person was too tall. His face was covered by a rotating lantern by the side of the building, and the light and shadow were floating and moving. The charming rouge-colored lights were dyed on his indifferent curved train robe, which was extremely bright and elegant.


    Shaoshang remembered the place where he was standing had a rotating lantern depicting a family reunion.


    Madam Sang suddenly patted her on the shoulder. “What are you looking at?”


    “…It felt like someone was looking at me,” she said suspiciously. Was he looking at her? She couldn’t tell.


    “My Niao Niao is so beautiful. It isn’t unnatural for a gentleman to look at you,” Madam Sang smiled.


    Shaoshang hesitated and, when she looked back, she saw the vermilion lamp was still there and no one was visible beneath it.


    Well, she had two romantic encounters in a night but couldn’t see a single face clearly. Wasn’t she lucky?


    It was about to reach curfew and the sound of the bell from the palace tower was heard. The Cheng family began to head home, but they all had gotten something.


    Madam Xiao had made friends with several Confucian scholars and their female relatives at Fengshi Building. After a conversation, she invited them to a banquet at the Cheng household in the future, adding some scholarly atmosphere to the banquet. Cheng Shi fell in love with the mixed tricks team and planned to have them perform during the banquet to add some excitement.


    The soles of Shaoshang’s feet felt like they were on fire, and she fell asleep on Madam Sang’s shoulder in the carriage. Madam Sang wanted to rest her eyes for a while, but she caught a glimpse of the dissatisfied gaze of Madam Xiao sitting opposite of her. She knew the reason in her heart, smiled, and tilted her head to take a nap.


    Sure enough, the next morning, Madam Xiao paid a visit and complained about why Madam Sang only gave Shaoshang brocade to make clothes.


    “The brocade is really good,” Madam Sang said slowly. “The weavers in Shu are the best in the world, but under the eyes of the tyrant who claims to be the Shu Emperor, the boarders have been sealed and it’s difficult for things to flow out. This was a gift received by my mother during her birthday celebration two years ago, but unfortunately only one was needed. The color doesn’t match my skin, so I naturally gave it to Shaoshang.”


    “You are treating her favorably over the other!” Madam Xiao whispered.


    No matter what she thought, the food and clothing supply for the two girls had always been impartial. At the beginning, she was partial to helping Cheng Yang, and she also took into account the entrustment of the Ge family. At first glance, Niao Niao was suppressed but her father and brothers always remembered to take good care of her every day. If they saw anything they thought she would like, they would always get it for Niao Niao. The servants were not blind, how dare they be negligent.


    “The color didn’t match Yang Yang’s skin, either,” Madam Sang said. Cheng Yang’s skin was light honey, her own complexion yellow, and her daughter followed her husband’s white skin, but it was a waste to use such a precious brocade to make a child’s outfit and it wouldn’t be durable.


    “Such a tender emerald color, only Niao Niao could wear it.” In fact, Madam Xiao’s skin was also very white, but she was nearly forty years old and it wasn’t suitable. After thinking for a while, only Shaoshang could wear that brocade in the entire family.


    “Why don’t you think about whether Yang Yang will be sad?” Madam Xiao asked.


    Madam Sang pretended to be shocked. “Why did Sister-in-law say that? How could such a benevolent and sincere child think so narrowly?”


    Madam Xiao choked. Well, she always praised Cheng Yang for her good character.


    “Just give it away.” She fought back vigorously. “But why did Niao Niao have to wear it last night? I obviously prepared a matching set of clothes for them…”


    Madam Xiao choked again.


    She stared at Madam Sang, who stared back at her, her eyes pure and honest. In a moment, Madam Xiao was defeated. People had their own strengths and weaknesses, and her bickering had never been a match for Madam Sang.


    …


    SDFLKSDF:LKSJFL:KSJF THEY FINALLY SORT OF KINDA MET!


    A note on the color of Shaoshang’s outfit. The author kept using different colors to describe it, I’m just following what was written so that’s why it might feel inconsistent.
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    Chapter Twenty-Four:
Guests of the Cheng Family Banquet (Part 1)


    Two days later, the Cheng family hosted a banquet, and the whole house was illuminated and refreshed.


    Old Madam Cheng finally looked forward to the day when she was in the limelight. She got up early, full of energy. She even ate three bowls of wheat rice before putting down her chopsticks. She sat high at the top of Cixin Hall and waited for the guests to come and see the ceremony. Cheng Shi led his brothers and sons to the main entrance to welcome guests while Madam Xiao and Madam Sang were busy in the inner residence.


    Today, Shaoshang was dressed up like Cheng Yang. The three-wrapped brocade with a Lingzhi mushroom pattern in a deep red had a curved collar, and was paired with a snow-colored inner lining, which was very bright. Madam Xiao had no aesthetic problems but what was problematic was her current mood.


    Cheng Yang had big eyes, a round face, and a healthy skin tone, which could be considered dignified and beautiful. Unfortunately, with the same dress, although Shaoshang’s figure had not yet grown, her complexion was fair and young, eyes bright and good-looking. She made Cheng Yang look like a village girl.


    Old Madam Cheng was dressed like a big red lantern, covered in gold and silver, shining brightly, and the thick pure gold fire stick reappeared. Shaoshang carefully examined the back of Old Madam Cheng’s head and found that it was thicker than normal. She leaned into Cheng Yang and whispered, “Did Grandmother add to that golden hairpin again?”


    Cheng Yang smiled bitterly. “You can see that? Grandmother has added two taels of pure gold.”


    Shaoshang couldn’t resist teasing her. “You are the amazing granddaughter of Grandmother and you didn’t persuade her? Isn’t that funny.”


    “How dare I?” Cheng Yang said, horrified.


    “You can ask Mother to persuade Grandmother,” Shaoshang said with a mischievous smile.


    Cheng Yang was speechless. She just didn’t respond well, and she wasn’t stupid.


    The two cousins were whispering together, and the guests had begun to arrive one after another. The first being General Wan and his wife.


    General Wan, known as Wan Songbai, was five or six years older than Cheng Shi and slightly shorter by five or six inches. He had a dignified appearance, looked impressive, and seemed to have recovered from his foot injury. Shaoshang looked at the golden purple crown on his head, red gold belt on his waist, and his strong general’s belly. His demeanor was open and broad, with a domineering aura. She could smell the scent of power on his body from three meters away.


    In contrast, Madam Wan did not have such a strong appearance and looked a bit older than her husband. After greeting Old Madam Cheng, she sat quietly by the side and smiled.


    After the pleasantries, Old Madam Cheng asked after Old Madam Wan with great joy. General Wan replied, “A while ago, my mother accidentally felt a cold wind and Qiqi also contracted it. The doctor said she will be fine after two more days of rest. In a few days, our family will hold a banquet and we invite you to come with us.”


    Old Madam Cheng nodded demurely and agreed.


    According to Cheng Yong, the Wan family in Sui County was a legendary aristocratic family; that is, the family leader was always a single descendant of the nth generation. No matter how many concubines were accepted or how many gods were worshipped, one could easily lose their offspring if they weren’t careful. The most magical thing was, even if the once thriving side family took over as the main family, the branches and leaves withered within two generations, and in the end, could only endure the hardships of raising a single son.


    Cheng Shi once gave his sworn brother a bad idea, saying that the feng shui of the Wan family tombs was inappropriate. Therefore, several years ago, General Wan repaired the ancestral tomb, but it hadn’t taken effect yet. On the contrary, even the previous endless supply of a daughter every two years had stopped. General Wan was furious and severely beat Cheng Shi.


    Apart from the issue of offspring, the rest of the Wan family was very stable. Although only a prestigious local clan, the wealth of the manor grew from generation to generation, and its reputation never declined. In the generation of Wan Songbai’s father, he was able to quickly transition from literature to martial arts and raise a group of capable tribal generals. This not only prevented him from perishing in the chaos, but also broke out of the local pattern and reached out to the emperor.


    The current situation of General Wan was that he was conferred the title of Marquis (nobility) with a rank of two thousand stones, and holds the position of Prefect of Xu County (soon to be appointed). He was wealthy, powerful, had a virtuous wife, beautiful concubines, and a wise and knowledgeable mother. He was only missing a son.


    … or several.


    Shaoshang said to herself, ‘I feel sorry for my life.’


    After chatting with Old Madam Cheng, Wan Songbai turned his head and went to see the youngest daughter, whom his sworn brother had boasted about 108 times. Because Shaoshang always sat with her head down, he generously took off a dazzling dagger hanging from his waist and handed it over to her without even seeing her face clearly.


    Shaoshang raised her hands up above her shoulders and respectfully accepted the gift. When she saw it, she exclaimed, “My goodness!”


    The dagger blade was made of refined steel, which was clearly visible to others. The hand and sheath of the dagger were made of intricately carved gold, and were inlaid with various precious stones and beautiful jade. Shaoshang had almost no way to grip the dagger’s handle because of the finger-sized rubies and emeralds, with several of them embedded between the two sides of the scabbard! Obviously, although General Wan was a legitimate descendant of a noble family, he was very aesthetically pleasing. She really liked it!


    Shaoshang smiled so hard she couldn’t see through her eyes. She not only thanked him loudly, but raised her head and gave her Uncle Wan a sunny smile, almost dazzling his titanium alloy eyes. She thought the dagger was valuable, but when she caught a glimpse of Madam Xiao’s sinking expression, she suddenly realized the dagger was worth too much!


    The Wan-Cheng families had been in close contact with each other for decades and, while General Wan and Madam Xiao could acknowledge each other’s strong points, they did not like each other. Madam Xiao did not like Wan Songbai’s extravagance and indulgence with alcohol and lust. Wan Songbai was dissatisfied with Madam Xiao’s behavior of putting on more airs than her husband, and for decades, he had not been allowed to take Cheng Shi to ‘play,’ which was simply disheartening (although Cheng Shi would never admit it)!


    Madam Xiao could restrain herself, but General Wan would take any opportunity to add obstacles for Madam Xiao. If there wasn’t a chance to do that, it was even more important to create opportunities! In short, seeing Madam Xiao unhappy made Wan Songbai happy.


    Wan Songbai and Cheng Shi had been through thick and thin together. He knew all about the affairs of the Cheng family, and it was rare to catch Madam Xiao in a rough spot and not do something to dig at her.


    “Niao Niao, our two families are close, and your father and I are sworn brothers. If you suffer any injustices in the future, come to me! Uncle will definitely do what he can to help you!”


    General Wan’s eyes were full of sparkling stars, and every little star had a malicious intent to it. The meaning of his words was obvious.


    Finally, Father Cheng knew that it would be no good for his sworn brother and wife to collide. He quickly called on Cheng Yong to come and drag the person away, using the excuse of helping to greet other guests. Everyone breathed a sigh of relief, and Madam Wan hurriedly went to chat with Madam Sang and her husband.


    The guests who came later mostly followed this step. The female guests left to talk, the male guests ran to the outer hall, and if there were any elderly women, they sat next to Old Madam Cheng. Cheng Yang and Shaoshang were kneeling off to the side, always serving as mascots. They smiled when they met people, bowed down and pretended to be shy to accept the compliments of their elders. This went on for so long that even Cheng Yang’s kind and good temper couldn’t pretend to be able to do it to the end.


    The guests flew by like the clouds, and most of the people’s faces and names blurred together. Only one lady with the surname Yin left a deep impression on her.


    She was followed by many maidservants, dressed in splendid attire, and her gift was particularly valuable, making Old Madam Cheng’s heart burst with joy. After a brief discussion, Shaoshang understood that this was a guest invited by Madam Wan, and the Cheng and Yin families had no previous relationship.


    It turned out that although Madam Yin and Madam Wan appeared to be many years apart, they were sisters and had been close ever since childhood. After getting married, they encountered the chaos in the world and were separated for many years before reuniting. Madam Xiao had long sleeves and was good at dancing*, and Madam Sang was good with her words, and the sisters-in-law were interested in making friends. The ladies quickly began talking with each other and had a great time.
[Long sleeves help one dance beautifully is an idiom that means money and power will help you in any occupation. Madam Xiao sees the wealth and power the Yin family has and wants to get in on that.]


    After an hour, Shaoshang and Cheng Yang were hardly able to straighten their backs after they greeted a guest. Finally, seeing more and more younger girls come to visit, Madam Sang graciously asked them to lead the girls to the side hall for drinks and refreshments. The remaining middle-aged and young women could then talk about adult topics.


    Upon arriving at the side hall, Shaoshang honestly and rudely assigned the responsibility of being the host to Cheng Yang, asking her to entertain the guests and speak polite words, while also revealing the achievements of Madam Xiao’s multi-day training. She herself dragged a lacquered wood bench and moved to the corner to sit down. Lian Fang cleverly brought her something to eat and drink, and then led two other maidservants to kneel in front of her, half shielding her. Shaoshang nodded with a smile as a gesture of commendation.


    If there was a theme for the Cheng family banquet today, it had to be ‘farewell to yesterday, and welcome tomorrow.’ Because today, with the exception of the Wan and Yin families, most of the guests who arrived… how to put it, the family, official positions, and hierarchy were not very high.


    If she were to use numbers to indicate that the Cheng family came from a humble background and later came from the Dragon family, they originally belonged to the 4th class family in the capital. After ten years of struggle, Cheng Shi and his wife now rose to the 3rd class family. After Cheng Shi completes his task in the future, they will be granted a new rank and position, which should be the 2.5th class. As for whether the future can climb to the 2nd class family or fall, it was unknown.


    Moreover, the visitors in front of them were still in line with the previous Cheng family, and even lower.


    If they had befriended the Cheng Shi couple before, perhaps they could still drag on old friendships. Unfortunately, in the past decade, their daily interactions had been with Old Madam Cheng and the Ge family. So today, Cheng Shi and Madam Xiao’s hospitable attitude was clearly not intimate enough, and their relationship was appropriate. There was also a faint sense of mutual kindness and authority.


    For example, the dozen young ladies in red and green in front of them, although each tried to put on a smiling face, clearly showed resentment towards Cheng Shaoshang. They looked at Shaoshang’s elegant and expensive attire, surrounded by maidservants, and with a calm and generous demeanor, which was completely different from the timid or arrogant appearance she used to have in front of Madam Ge. They were all dissatisfied in their hearts. But they kept in mind their family’s instructions and had to hold back no matter what. They could not speak ill of Shaoshang.


    Shaoshang was very happy; she liked the way they didn’t like her but had no choice but to be nice to her.


    It was a teenage girl who was warmly welcomed by Cheng Yang and, after laughing for a while, finally couldn’t stop herself. She had a diamond shaped face and intentionally said, “Today, I dare not recognize Shaoshang anymore. It’s really different.”


    Shaoshang didn’t even move her eyebrows. “That’s natural,” she said. “I’ve grown four inches taller these days.”


    Another girl in green bit her lip and said, “It’s not that! You’re talking and acting differently!”


    “I used to behave improperly,” Shaoshang said lightly. “But I have been scolded by my parents, naturally I have improved.”


    After that, several people tried to pick up the conversation, and they all began asking her questions.


    Her answers were polite and distant, and the girls couldn’t pick out a single flaw, just like stabbing a wet cowhide, smooth, soft, and inviolable. The girls became increasingly irritated, and finally the girl with the diamond shaped face boldly said, “Cheng Shaoshang, stop pretending we don’t know who you are. You used to beg us to be friends with you and didn’t know how to be respectful. Now you’re putting on airs! Do you remember not too long ago speaking ill of Mei Lin and beating her…”


    Her voice became lower and lower and trailed off. Shaoshang stared her down coldly.


    Shaoshang straightened up and said coldly, “Cousin, do you want to testify for me? Today I have not been disrespectful, nor have I said anything inappropriate. I started over with sincerity, but some people are still holding onto the past and refuse to let it go.” Time had changed, and today’s Cheng Shaoshang was not the same Cheng Shaoshang as before. Yet, these brainless girls couldn’t figure out the situation.


    Cheng Yang was also very angry in her heart. She said coldly, “If you sisters want to talk so much, why don’t you talk about my mother? My cousin was raised by her.”


    The debt owed by the mother is to be repaid by the daughter. Even if the fault committed by Madam Ge wasn’t borne by her, it should be repaid by her and not her innocent cousin. After the writing desk scandal, she knew that she could no longer hide under her aunt’s sleeve and be a child. It was time for Cheng Yang to hold her chest up and take responsibility.


    As soon as those words were spoken, the girls remained silent, and the girl with the diamond shaped face turned pale. Shaoshang was impressed.


    Everyone awkwardly faced each other and the room was filled with silence.


    Suddenly, there were women’s screams from the main hall next door. A young lady sitting near the door seemed to hear something and exclaimed in surprise, “Ah! It seems like Young Master Shanjian is here!


    The girls all beamed with joy. They took the opportunity to break the awkward atmosphere and gathered together to peek through the door.


    Shaoshang forced a smile at Cheng Yang and a few of the girls who didn’t squeeze together to look. “I feel a bit uncomfortable,” she said calmly. “I’ll be leaving now. Please forgive me. Cousin, you’ve been working too hard.”


    After she finished speaking, she bowed to the group and turned to leave, with Lian Fang quickly following behind her.


    Cheng Yang was kind-hearted and gentle in nature, and held no grudges with others. Everyone could take a step back and enjoy each other’s company after Shaoshang left.


    As long as she wasn’t there, there would be harmony.


    …


    I love how Wan Songbai will do things to purposely anger Madam Xiao and Shaoshang will benefit from it! Also, I was worried a bit with Yang Yang’s character in the novel, that she wouldn’t be as supportive as she was in the drama but she’s really shaping up to be a great family member. 
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    Chapter Twenty-Five:
Guests of the Cheng Family Banquet (Part 2)


    Shaoshang stood coldly in the corridor, taking several deep breaths of the deep winter cold air and numbing her lungs.


    She would like to forget her childhood, but after coming to this crappy place, she had been subject to gossip, pointed at, and gawked at… it all came back to her again! She went through hell to pass the college entrance exam, get into the best department in one of the top 10 universities, and had a crush on a popular, kind senior. With such a promising future ahead of her, she now had to work hard all over again. She felt naïve and didn’t know what to say!


    The more Shaoshang thought about it, the angrier she became. She couldn’t even stay in the corridor, so she asked Lian Fang to get her a fur coat and stomped off out of the courtyard. No maid was to follow her.


    When she was annoyed or frustrated, she loved to be by herself, wandering around aimlessly. When she became too tired, she had no energy to be angry or annoyed or frustrated. At this moment, the main hall and east courtyard of the Cheng Mansion were filled with the sound of voices. The guests were like clouds and the servants like shuttles. Shaoshang glanced around indifferently and went to the west courtyard without looking back.


    The mansion covered a large span of land. After the Cheng family moved in, they lacked manpower and time, so many places had not been sorted out yet. For example, the small hillside in the west courtyard was said to be secluded and neglected by Madam Wan. Shaoshang looked around and saw two or three twisted rocks, a small frozen pond, and more than ten old withered trees that she couldn’t name.


    With the strength of her last life, Shaoshang could have trampled up and down the hill’s slope four or five times. But now she was gasping for breath just reaching the hilltop. After slipping back to the bottom of the hill, her legs began to shake. She moved to the side of the pond to find a dry and cold boulder to lie on.


    Settling down on the round stone, Shaoshang suddenly remembered an old story she had read in her previous life…


    A newly retired courtesan had rejected the infatuated person who had been chasing her for many years for the umpteenth time, said that she was exhausted of the world and had no intention of getting married and then disappeared. Many years later, the infatuated person met the ex-courtesan again, and found out that she had married an ordinary man and had children.


    The infatuated man collapsed and said, “Since you are willing to marry someone, why not marry me? Your husband is not much richer than I am.”


    The ex-courtesan said, “You can play the piano and sing, he can’t even understand music scores. You read all the books, he only likes to read magazines and newspapers. You have a dignified appearance; he is three inches shorter than me. There is one advantage, he has never seen or heard of me before. He doesn’t know about my past. He only thinks that I am a lonely widow, and married him.”


    The infatuated man said, “I never cared about your past.”


    The ex-courtesan said, “It’s better not to know if you don’t mind. I’m tired and not a strong person, and I don’t want to worry about the past anymore.”


    Something resonated in Shaoshang with the sentence, “It’s better not to know if you don’t mind.” People were not so fragile and didn’t need so much sympathy and comfort. She could handle it herself; she just didn’t want others to know about it.


    So, she especially understood that the ex-courtesan couldn’t accept the more noble, beautiful, and gentle infatuated man. In the end, she chose the silly, sweet man. It wasn’t that the infatuated man wasn’t good, but that she didn’t need his empathetic eyes, empathetic persuasion, she just needed to have him never see her past.


    In her early years and high school, Shaoshang also envied the female classmates who went to the cafeteria for self-study, playing and laughing. It wasn’t like they hadn’t extended the offer to her, but it seemed there was a strange barrier between them that prevented them becoming friends no matter what.


    On the contrary, in university, the four roommates from all over the world with vastly different habits and temperaments stayed together day and night, fought and made up, and lived harmoniously together.


    The reason for that was because they had never seen Yu Cai Ling’s embarrassing childhood.


    But in this unfamiliar world, where could she find a girl who didn’t know about Cheng Shaoshang’s embarrassing past? Thinking of her friends who would never see her again, Shaoshang felt a sense of melancholy and looked down at the hard ice.


    “…Young Mistress, are you alright?”


    A clear and familiar male voice came, and Shaoshang straightened up, sliding off the boulder to stand.


    In front of her was a young scholar dressed in a royal blue brocade robe with a curved train, standing four or five steps away from her at the edge of the pond. He looked to be in his early twenties, a few inches taller than Eldest Brother Yong, and had a beautiful and thin physique.


    Shaoshang immediately became guarded and cursed herself for being confused and not bringing anyone with her.


    She didn’t care about her sore legs and politely bowed. She tilted her eyes slightly and politely said, “Does Young Master need something?” She thought that even if Madam Xiao were there, she couldn’t find any faults with her words and actions.


    The young man frowned slightly when he saw Shaoshang’s unfamiliar expression. “I just saw you at the Lantern Festival a few days ago,” he said. “The Young Mistress has already forgotten about it?”


    Shaoshang felt a moment of embarrassment. She had two romantic encounters during the festival and didn’t know which one was in front of her. But she wouldn’t admit defeat. She immediately said, “Although I have seen you before, I don’t know your name.”


    The young man smiled. “The surname is Yuan, the name is Shen, and the cursive characters are easy to see.”


    Shaoshang let out an ‘ah’ and looked up. She saw that Yuan Shen had handsome eyebrows and a gentle and elegant demeanor. Just standing there, he made the desolate hillside look as elegant as a star tower cloud platform.


    Eldest Brother Cheng had mentioned this person in his talks with Shaoshang these days. Born in the Jiaodong family, his father was a feudal official somewhere. Three years ago, when His Majesty the Emperor first summoned the world’s great scholars to preach scriptures, he was at the age of eighteen and had already gained a great reputation as a teacher debating scriptures. Later, he was appointed as an official attendant by the emperor.


    If still measured by numerical values, it would mean that this Master Yuan came from a prestigious second-class family, and his father belonged to a high-ranking official of the 1.5th class. He achieved great success at a young age, and it was projected that he could become a first-class cabinet minister in the future. Well, if he didn’t make any mistakes.


    So, why did he deign to come to the Cheng banquet? Could it be another invitation by the Wan family?


    Shaoshang shook her head and respectfully said, “Master Yuan, you are welcome. The Cheng family is shining brightly, but…” She was not good at making excuses and had to just say it. “My father and others are that way!” She thought the handsome man might have lost his way.


    “I know,” Yuan Shen’s smile was gentle. “I came intentionally to look for a young lady.” His voice was soft and enunciation was clear, especially the word ‘intentionally.’ He deliberately weighed down two points, and hit her heart.


    Shaoshang stopped smiling, and slowly smoothed the hairs on the back of her left hand with her right sleeve. She looked at him quietly before saying, “Could it be that I have offended you?”


    After the Lantern Festival that day, she had already forgotten about her romantic encounter and her experience in her past life told her not to be too affectionate. Sister Wenmei* had made up a deep-seated crush on her own because someone had given her two balls at the pool table, and then ruined herself for many years and cheated on her boyfriend. She used this story to educate Shaoshang many times.
[Wenmei is the name of the girl who was the ‘leader’ of the gang Yu Cai Ling was in. Finally got a name!]


    Being affectionate could harm one’s health. As a woman, being less affectionate could also lead to a healthier and longer life.


    Yuan Shen’s smile deepened.


    He had secretly inquired about the Cheng family and ultimately identified the Fourth Young Lady of the Cheng family to be the best marriage candidate. Originally, he thought that if she were an ordinary young girl, even if she had a bad temper, he might as well add sincere words and a gentle smile, which would surely impress her enough to do things for him.


    He was fortunate when he went to take a special look at her at the Lantern Festival. With only a few glances, he had an intuition that Fourth Young Lady Cheng was different from what was rumored outside.


    “Young Mistress, why don’t you ask me why I’m here today?” Yuan Shen circled around her. “General Cheng, the battle in Yi Yang that day…” Before he could finish speaking, Shaoshang had already taken a few oblique steps and was about to bypass him to return to the main hall.


    Yuan Shen’s figure moved and he took a few steps to block Shaoshang’s path. At this moment, he put away his relaxed expression and said with a heavy tone, “Young Mistress Shaoshang, that is a bit impolite.”


    “You and I don’t know each other,” Shaoshang said, looking indifferent, “and our two families have no previous relations. It’s impolite for the Master to stop me here.”


    In fact, the customs of men and women during this time were not strict. Not to mention that the young men and women who sang and played together were common in the countryside, even unmarried couples traveled together in aristocratic families, and there were young men and women who meet for a private meeting in the river.


    However, in any era, there was no advocacy of indulgence and promiscuity in sexual relationships. It was always right to be cautious. And her situation was a special one. Why wasn’t the powerful Director Xiao here? She would turn around, pinch her, and scold her again.


    “Master, even someone as humble as I am has heard of your name.” Shaoshang slowly moved back a few steps to maintain their distance. “If you have something to say, you may as well speak directly. At this moment, the cold wind is blowing and I am frail. Do you still want to start from Pangu opening the world?”
[Pangu is a primordial being in Chinese mythology who split heaven and earth.]


    The corner of Yuan Shen’s mouth twitched. “Okay, since Young Mistress Shaoshang speaks quickly, I’ll be straightforward.” He paused. “Young Mistress, you might not be aware of it, but I have something to ask of you…”


    Shaoshang was puzzled. “To ask of me?” This Yuan, regardless of his social status, talent, and reputation, was far superior than herself. What could she do for him? Hmph! If a king asks for bronze, he will either cheat or steal!


    “I only ask the Young Mistress to give a message to your Third Aunt, Madam Sang.” Yuan Shen flicked his sleeves out, raised his arms and gave a respectful bow.


    Shaoshang was even more puzzled. “My family is not pedantic. If Young Master Yuan has something to say directly to my Third Aunt, why bother going through such a roundabout way…”


    “It would be great if it could be so simple,” Yuan Shen said with a bitter smile. “There are some reasons why I cannot directly speak to Madam Sang due to the circumstances. Therefore, I can only ask Young Mistress to trouble herself. It’s not a big deal, it’s a small matter…”


    “Yes,” Shaoshang said.


    Yuan Shen hesitated for a moment. “What did you just say…?”


    “I agreed,” Shaoshang said simply. “Whatever you want me to ask, just say it.”


    Yuan Shen remained silent for a moment. He didn’t expect anything from this girl’s words and actions. Although he was much older than her, he had a sense that they were on par with each other. He used to have the smile of an adult teasing a child but now he couldn’t help but solemnly say, “Thank you very much. The Young Mistress needs to only say to Madam Sang, ‘To speak falsely and hope for sincerity, I hope to leave the palace in the south of the city. To climb the Orchid Terrace and gaze afar, and to listen to the divine voice while engaging in excessive activity outside. What my friends ask for is only the sound of wind and water.’”


    Shaoshang’s mouth twitched and she said to herself, ‘Is that enough?!’


    Yuan Shen saw her expression and asked, “Is there difficulty for the Young Mistress?”


    “Yes,” Shaoshang said after a moment of hesitation, “can you remove the previous lines of the poem and only say the last one?”


    “…”


    Wild slopes, withered trees, and broken rocks.


    Cold sun, cold wind, icy pond.


    Yuan Shen felt that he had really seen a lot today.


    “Those two lines are not poetry,” he said blandly. “They are the Fù* passed down by Master Sima.”
[Fù is like a poetic essay. I’m keeping it as Fù because the different between a poem and poetic essay doesn’t really read nicely.]


    Shaoshang remained expressionless. “It seems that Young Master is asking me to do something.”


    “…”


    So, because of seeking help from others, it was necessary to erase the hearts of scholars and turn Fù into poetry. Was she a child born from Zhao Gao?!
[Zhao Gao (d. 208 BCE) is considered one of the most vile, corrupt, and powerful eunuchs in Chinese history. He was instrumental in the fall of the Qin Dynasty.]


    Yuan Shen closed his eyes, reminding himself that he wanted to argue with a little girl who hadn’t read more than a few books. “Sure. Just say, ‘I’m worried about my old friend, but just ask for a few words to reassure me.’”


    Shaoshang nodded and bowed to Yuan Shen. She quickly walked around him and headed back with a crisp and neat approach.


    Yuan Shen turned and watched her leave.


    Just then, when he had first arrived, he saw the girl shrink into a small ball as she sat on the round stone, disheartened, like a homeless little quail soaked in rain, with sparse and scattered feathers, looking extremely pitiful. Upon hearing someone approaching, she immediately pricked up her bristles and was full of vigilance. In an instant, the quail transformed into a hedgehog.


    Since he was fourteen years old, when the little girls outside saw him, they would either blush shyly or admire him, and they also deliberately did strange or arrogant behaviors to attract his attention. But it was the first time in his life that someone did not pretend to be suspicious or fearful at all, and even ran away in a hurry.


    Yuan Shen would soon learn that his knowledge of the Cheng family’s Fourth Young Lady was still very shallow.


    That’s right, because someone simply wasn’t going to keep their promise.


    …


    Next Chapter: Survival Plan
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    Chapter Twenty-Six:
Survival Plan


    Shaoshang scurried away while cursing to herself.


    Did she still have to do what she said when she was a young girl? Did she think that using gangster movies to learn from was so righteous? At the time, she responded casually in order to get away, just like how a robber would order, ‘don’t move and hand over the money,’ you really don’t move!


    What’s more, she was already lacking in quality! After the first wave of reform dividends in her old hometown, a quarter of the townspeople became rich upstarts, and the remaining foreigners also became upstarts. It was okay for the employment rate in Yu Town to rise unprecedentedly. How could anyone mess around when they were all serious about making money? Moreover, grassroots control was in place, and most of the gangsters were the product of their grandparents being unable to control them after their parents’ left town, and their daily activities were hanging around game rooms, billiard rooms, and drinking watered down wine.


    Shaoshang no longer was in a depressed mood, and she quickly returned to the banquet. Upon seeing her, Cheng Yang was overjoyed and pulled her down on the seat next to her. “Eldest Aunt just came to visit and I said you went to change clothes,” she murmured. “If you didn’t come back before the banquet started, I would have to let her know and she would scold you…”


    Cheng Yang’s forehead was sweating now, she was already afraid of this mother-daughter fight.


    Shaoshang took off her fur coat and handed it to a maid. She glanced at the young ladies sitting opposite of them. “They didn’t talk about me?”


    Cheng Yang bit her lip and whispered, “How dare they?! I would tell you if they did!”


    Sure enough, none of the girls dared to sneer at Shaoshang anymore. The banquet atmosphere was unprecedentedly harmonious, and everyone pretended that the unhappiness before never happened and said some innocent gossip about their friends.


    Gu Long once said that it was impossible for a group of men to not talk about women together, just like a group of women couldn’t not talk about men together. She didn’t know who started it first, and the girls did indeed talk about the recently talented ‘Young Master Shanjian.’ The one with blushing cheeks said, “How is the Young Master Shanjian so talented,” and the one with blurred eyes said, “How is the Young Master Shanjian so polite and well-behaved?”


    “So, Yuan Shanjian ran to the side hall?” Shaoshang was a bit surprised and couldn’t see how he was so popular with the young ladies.


    Cheng Yang curled her lips up. “Listen to their nonsense,” she said. “We haven’t even seen the hem of Young Master Shanjian’s clothes.”


    It turned out that after Yuan Shen gave his respects to Old Madam Cheng, he slipped back to the male guest’s room without a second glance. Not to mention the little girls in the side hall, even the middle-aged and elderly women didn’t have a chance to say a word to him. He had a few seven- or eight-year-old boys trailing behind him, holding jars of freshly brewed fruit wine from the Yuan household to pour for the female guests, even those in the side hall.


    “Who invited him to come? Does the Cheng family have any old relationships with the Yuan family?” Shaoshang whispered.


    “There should be no relationships,” Cheng Yang said, shaking her head. “However, Young Master Yuan said that the official of the elder brother in the lobby and his father once worshipped under the same benevolent sect.”


    The relationship sounded second only to the distance from the Crystal Palace to Guanghan Palace. Shaoshang glanced up and immediately understood.


    He had used the excuse of asking the little boy to pour the wine to see where she was, but found out that she had just left the side hall and knew she was heading to the west after a little inquiry. Then, he chased after her and ‘asked for help.’ According to age estimation, he should have been passing messages on behalf of an elder. If she guessed correctly, it was likely a dirty love affair from Third Aunt’s past.


    Thinking of this, Shaoshang quickly grabbed Cheng Yang’s sleeve. “Sister, I need to ask you something…” she was a little embarrassed but continued on. “Is there such a Fù, something about an Orchid Terrace or a palace in the south of the city…”


    Before she could finish speaking, Cheng Yang smiled. “Isn’t that Master Sima’s famous ‘Chang Men’?” she said. “Niao Niao must have been thinking of a way to make Eldest Aunt happy and that’s why she ran out just now.”


    Shaoshang forced a smile and nodded a few times. “This Fù… is it famous?”


    Cheng Yang felt a piercing pain in her heart, and suddenly realized how safe and warm she had been living, without looking or asking anything. “It’s not very famous,” she said in a strong and gentle voice. “But many people love it for its rich and graceful language, and it doesn’t involve political affairs, so it’s often read and played with by women in the boudoir.”


    Shaoshang nodded, as Cheng Yong had mentioned this before. In the late years of the previous dynasty, Emperor Li was deeply afraid the world would reflect on his evil deeds and used bloody means to prevent them. The repercussions had not disappeared yet. Shen Yuan didn’t know how to laugh at himself.


    “…Sister,” Shaoshang smiled. “What do you think of that kind-hearted master?” Compared to the foolishness of the girls in front of her, seeing Cheng Yang’s usual expression, she showed respect.


    Cheng Yang smiled bitterly. “From beginning to end, I have never seen this Young Master Yuan. What is there to think of?”


    Shaoshang guessed as much. Yes, even love-struck fools had to abide by Basic Law. Cheng Yang had only been in the capital for a few months. Unlike those girls who grew up in the capital, she hadn’t seen that person up close or far away.


    However, even if Cheng Yang didn’t have any opinions, it didn’t mean that others didn’t. Madam Xiao was very thoughtful.


    Although the background and power of the Yuan family was higher than that of the Cheng family, they hadn’t yet reached an unattainable level, let alone marrying a wife from a lower family, and the gap between the two families was not yet as high as imagined. The next day, she caught Cheng Yong and asked about Yuan Shen carefully. Cheng Yong was very confused.


    “The mentor of Master Shangguan is the senior brother of Yan Shenxian. He likes to teach disciples at banquets and hundreds or even thousands of people have listened to his teachings. Perhaps Young Master Yuan also heard of this…?”


    Madam Xiao hurriedly asked Yuan Shen’s family whether he was married or not. When she learned that he was unmarried, she was puzzled. “Since she is just a child and he is twenty-one, why is he still not married?”


    Cheng Yong’s head was swimming and he said embarrassingly, “I don’t know. I only heard that Madam Yuan is famous for not caring about worldly affairs and has devoted herself to Taoism. Master Yuan is guarding the outside walls, so perhaps there is no one there to take care of the marriage? However…” He remembered something and quickly asked, “Didn’t a group of Confucian scholars gather to discuss scriptures a while ago? There was a great Confucian scholar who appreciated him very much at the banquet and wanted to arrange a marriage with his daughter.”


    “And then what?” Madam Xiao asked.


    “Yuan Shanjian said that the elders of his family had already advocated for his marriage, so he couldn’t make any promises without permission,” Cheng Yong said. “The great scholar was unhappy and relied on his high position to pester him about which girl he liked. Yuan Shanjian had a cold face at the time and took three or four fallacies from the great scholar’s book, saying, ‘If Sir had added more thought to his knowledge and less guidance on others’ marriage matters, he wouldn’t have been so negligent.’ The great scholar was so angry, he left the palace and went to his hometown that very same day.”


    Upon hearing this, Madam Xiao felt both happy and worried. What pleased her was that Yuan Shen was indeed outstanding, and what worried her was that the marriage might not be easy. She asked her son again, “Do you think Yang Yang is compatible with him? I want to find someone with virtue to make peace.” Her eldest son was tight lipped, and she wasn’t afraid to say anything.


    Cheng Yong shook his head and disapproved in his heart. “It’s hard to say,” he said. “Whenever I see Yuan Shen, he has a warm and cold face and an easygoing look, but in fact, he is very independent. Unless he is willing, it’s useless for others to force him. Didn’t the great Confucian boast that his daughter was virtuous? It was like he hit a wall.” When it came to marriage, wasn’t it just that the matchmakers boasted about their excellence.


    Madam Xiao hesitated, but she still trusted her eldest son’s judgement in the end. After a pause, she sighed. “It’s unfortunate I didn’t ask Yuan Shen to meet Yang Yang yesterday.” She wasn’t very good at marriage matters either.


    Cheng Yong looked at his mother with strange eyes, enduring this feeling, and whispered, “Mother thinks… Yuan Shen would be willing to… once he sees her?” Did his mother think that his cousin’s appearance would make it love at first sight?


    Madam Xiao glared at her son. “Don’t say such superficial things. Isn’t marrying a wife based on character?”


    Once he saw his mother was ready to make a scene, Cheng Yong immediately shut up.


    Sometimes when Cheng Shi would get drunk, he would laugh and tell his sons about the romantic history of him and Madam Xiao. When he first saw Madam Xiao from afar, he followed her for several days as if he had lost his soul. Of course, after they got married, he realized that his wife was exceptionally intelligent and capable. Coupled with decades of living and dying together, he naturally fell in love with her, and became more affectionate.


    Cheng Yong was still a man and knew what young men thought in their hearts. Besides, no matter how good your character and talents were, appearance had to have some importance when first meeting. Unless it was a well-known talented woman, it would be possible to sympathize with each other, but Cheng Yang was not at that level.


    He felt that it was better for his younger sister to meet Yuan Shen. He didn’t dare boast about the beauty of his sister, but she was unique and unforgettable. Of course, he wouldn’t say this. Anyway, he should worry about Yang Yang’s marriage first before mentioning Niao Niao’s. This was called a matter of respecting one’s elders. Niao Niao was still young so he wasn’t worried.


    Madam Xiao couldn’t help but guess her son’s thoughts as she looked at him but she had just spoken harshly. If the man’s mother comes to see her, she still had a lot of confidence in Cheng Yang. According to what she’d just heard, he already secretly supported his own family. The marriage couldn’t be achieved solely by persuading his parents.


    But how could Yuan Shen ask for marriage on his own?


    She knew how to accumulate food and supplies, how to set up camps, and how to spy on enemy weaknesses and speculate on the situation. But this married woman was really no good at marriage matters. Both of her own marriages had been begged by each other, and Madam Sang fell in love with Cheng Zhi after spending several years together in Bailu Mountain. Ge was ordered by her parents, and Cheng Yang’s didn’t fall into any of these categories.


    Madam Xiao couldn’t help but secretly complain about why Madam Ge hadn’t been born more beautiful, but considering that both Old Master Ge and his wife were honest and kind, they couldn’t force anything. She sighed faintly, remembering that her deceased parents were both beautiful in appearance. She looked like her father and had a daughter that resembled Old Madam Xiao.


    Thinking of her daughter Shaoshang, Madam Xiao felt even more inclined to sigh. These days, she completely let her daughter go, and Shaoshang was not flustered at all. She behaved within the rules and regulations.


    Every morning when she woke up to greet her elders, regardless of whether Old Madam Cheng looked good or bad, or her words were nice or mean, Shaoshang would sit with the same expression, salute them with the same posture, and then leave at the same time. Next was reading and practicing calligraphy every day, or begging her brothers to take her out.


    The places where she went were also very unique, mostly shops, markets, fields, and estates. She would tirelessly inquire about food prices, fabric prices, and daily necessities, and carefully consult with old farmers about things such as marriage and animal husbandry.


    Taking advantage of the clear skies, she had learned a set of Five Animal Exercises from Shaogong. A few days ago, she took some vegetable seeds and covered them indoors, using soil and water to nourish them by the stove. Dozens of vegetables seedlings were produced, and the whole family ate them up in one meal.


    Okay, even if her mother didn’t like her, life was still colorful.


    Madam Xiao admitted that her previous views of her daughter were incorrect, but her husband was also completely wrong. Why was she so conceited? She knew that her daughter was the most conceited person in the whole household, and goes about things her own way.


    How many times had her sons advised Shaoshang to serve Old Madam Cheng for a while and say a few flattering words to show filial piety? But her good daughter still would only say what needed to be said, did what needed to be done, and didn’t give the rest an extra look.


    Old Madam Cheng’s temper didn’t faze her. Whether she sneered at her coldly or tried to ease the relationship with her granddaughter with gentle words, nothing would elicit a response. She once asked Cheng Shi, “Does Niao Niao resent me?”


    Of course, Cheng Shi only had good words for his daughter.


    So Old Madam Cheng became depressed. She spent more than ten years listening to Cheng Shi’s defense of, “Mother, you misunderstood Yuan Yi,” but now she wanted to hear, “Mother, you misunderstood Niao Niao.”


    However, this time, Madam Xiao inexplicably understood her daughter. Shaoshang’s behavior was not due to arrogance or conceit, she just was refusing to forgive.


    Madam Xiao had a faint feeling that her daughter didn’t need a mother at all. Even when she came to the new house a few days ago, she calmly instructed A’Zhu to take care of everything. But how could there be a little girl in this world who didn’t need a mother? Even though she was as tough as Old Madam Xiao herself, she had a deep expectation and dependence on her mother when she was young, although in the end she was only left disappointed.


    The feeling was very uncomfortable, and she was even at a loss of what to do.


    Shaoshang was also at a loss this time.


    In the world, there were only three ways for people to stand on their own: they had to have money, fame, or power. That is to say, one can either engage in business and invention, write about knowledge, or enter the court and become an official.


    Now that it wasn’t such a chaotic world, it was obviously too difficult for her to become an official as a woman (even in a turbulent time, she didn’t have the confidence to be a female general). It seemed not easy to learn, after all, she was a science student for many years and this was suddenly switching to humanities. Without a decade or two of effort, she couldn’t achieve the results of learning. That only left business and invention.


    She may be able to invent things, but she was unable to promote them.


    For example, she could brew rice wine that’s more mellow and pure than that on the market now. But now that the wars have ended, the emperor encouraged frugality, and only missed the prohibition Order. Where could she make wine with so much food?


    Or, the technique of greenhouse planting was not something she couldn’t do, but the quantity was small and expensive, and even the Cheng family couldn’t afford it. Unless there was a mine at home, it was estimated that in the future, she could only make luxury goods.


    For another example, she could make soap, perfume, and mouthwash salt, but people who can afford food and clothing would not buy it. There were still some things she could not burn without sufficient heat and heat resistant materials.


    Professor Herring once said in class that the greatest value of Edison’s experiment with tungsten filament was not a touching motivational story, but rather a reminder that scientific inventions that could not be industrialized and popularized for civilian use would not be accepted by the times.


    Could she only take the niche luxury route? Shaoshang pondered hard. Although she had been able to study in her previous life, she had not yet entered the workplace. She faintly felt that dealing with the top elites was not so easy.


    However, taking smaller steps was not without gains.


    For improving grain cultivation, Shaoshang had an idea for a slight improvement. If she could improve on the bulky waterwheel and agricultural tools… Then, for the 101st time, she sighed. Why not let her dress up as a man and use Yuan Shen’s impressive demeanor!


    Thinking of this, Shaoshang finally had a flash of inspiration. Why did she think Yuan Shen’s voice was familiar, it was because she had heard it before! Yuan Shen was the embroidered ball boy!


    However, she still wouldn’t handle the affairs for Bamboo Embroidery Ball Boy.


    On this day, Cheng Yang was ordered by Madam Xiao to go to the Cheng’s family warehouse to count stock, and by the way, bring the listless Shaoshang with her. Shaoshang thought it would be better to go shopping, so she took Lian Fang, A’Mei, and a handful of healthy maidservants.


    Qing Cong smiled as she reported this. “What do you say about your strength, afraid of this grievance and that domineering person. It really is a waste of time to be this type of person. The little cousins didn’t know how much they got along, and they walked arm in arm when they boarded the carriage.”


    Cheng Shi, who was wiping his armor on the side, immediately smiled and wanted to speak. Madam Xiao extended a finger and glared at him. “You shut up!” She turned back to Qing Cong and huffed. “Fine, it’s my fault, enough already!”


    …


    Cheng Yong lowkey calling Yang Yang ugly sent me and I don’t know why. 
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    Chapter Twenty-Seven:
The First Scandal Of My Life (Part 1)


    Shaoshang leaned against the carriage window, lifting the curtains with one hand and pressing the veil with the other. She had developed the habit of constantly looking out the window when traveling. No matter where she went, she always looked at the road she hadn’t yet walked, so that her heart didn’t feel empty.


    Fortunately, during this era, women could show their heads and face. What troubled her was that the road conditions were not good. The loess road was stable, but the wind and sand blew in their faces. The slate road was clean, but was bumpy the entire way. Oh, how she missed tar and cement.


    Sitting across from her was Cheng Yang; she was staring at her and lost in thought.


    She had heard from Mu Xu that the first time the brothers had taken Niao Niao out, they neither went to the bustling market or the magnificent palace city. Instead, they had someone drive around the inner side of the city wall, which took several days of effort. Every day, Wei Xi went out and didn’t return until the lamps were lit. On the last day, Eldest Aunt almost got angry again.


    “Did you know, Cousin?” Shaoshang suddenly turned her head back from the window and smiled. “When building a capital city, it’s necessary to consider the terrain of one mountain, two rivers, and three terrain. In other words, it must be backed by the mountains, have an extensive water system, and the terrain has to be flat and majestic.” It would be best to have a narrow passage in front and behind of the capital, which was convenient for garrisoning troops, storing food, and repopulation.


    Cheng Yang smiled at her cousin’s childish excitement. “It’s not just the capital city. If you go outside the city in the future, you’ll know that the fortresses built by those aristocratic families are all like that.”


    Shaoshang looked envious. “We don’t have a fortress in our family. Father just rebuilt his ancestral house in his hometown.” So far, the Cheng family had become a landowner with a wealthy family. It was superficial to think about using numbers to evaluate those families simply and roughly, and there were many marginal factors that have to be taken into account.


    Shaoshang faced Cheng Yang and made a playful face at her before sticking her head back out of the window.


    Overlooking the magnificent and massive capital city was a vertical rectangle with thick walls towering from east, west, north, south, and four sides, with more than ten gates unevenly distributed. So far, she had not left the city gate.


    The Cheng family rose late to fame, just like a homestead. The most central and bustling locations had already been occupied by other families. The Cheng family’s warehouse was almost adjacent to the city wall, and it took nearly an hour and a half by carriage to get there. Most of the roads were broken, making it more difficult than before to circle the city wall.


    The establishment of this warehouse was naturally the idea of Madam Xiao. The Cheng family was small, and many of the captured gifts piled up at home were purely in vain. It would be better to sell them to the shops for profit; and, according to the rise and fall of prices, they could stock up on cloth, firewood, and charcoal in advance. Simply put, the warehouse was for dressing, stocking, and transit purposes.


    The two young ladies from the Master’s family came to check the goods, and the warehouse keeper was naturally very respectful. He opened the four connecting doors at the front and led more than ten servants waiting on the side, resembling a ribbon cutting ceremony.


    Cheng Yang’s face turned blue when she was jolted. Mu Xu wished she could carry her whole body out of the carriage. However, she didn’t want to lose the prestige of Madam Xiao and insisted on getting out of the carriage herself. After a few pleasantries, she regained her composure and was led by the steward to the back to order goods. Shaoshang didn’t much care for this. Her small body had just recovered so she couldn’t make any mistakes. So, she sat down in the front hall and was served by Lian Fang.


    After taking a few sips of warm buttermilk mixed with shredded ginger, Shaoshang felt relieved and looked around.


    In the center of the front hall of the warehouse was a large square earth stove, which dispersed heat throughout the room. Shaoshang sat alone. To her left, seven or eight warehouse servants knelt in a row with friendly expressions. To her right, the maidservants that accompanied them from the mansion knelt in a row with solemn expressions. She was so happy in her heart that she wouldn’t exchange being the president of the student council for this extravagance!


    Shaoshang was about to get up when suddenly there was a sound of a horse pulling its reins outside. With the sound of wheels rolling, a carriage covered in brocade parked in front of the warehouse door. Two fat, healthy, and tall horses couldn’t help snort, and their nostrils were filled with white breath. Two children dressed in satin jackets jumped out of the carriage to serve on both sides, followed by a long, jade-clad young man in formal attire who slowly got out.


    Shaoshang’s eye twitched. Why was Bamboo Embroidery Ball Boy here?


    One of the boys approached and loudly exclaimed, “My Young Master could see the emblem from a distance. May I ask if this is the warehouse set up by General Cheng, Marquis of Qu Ling? Due to the long journey, I hadn’t prepared enough and I would like to ask for some charcoal salary.”


    Shaoshang remained calm and quiet. The deputy steward on the side looked at her and thought she was a timid little girl. He ran up to the door and loudly replied, “But the driver of the Yuan Marquis’s Mansion in Jinyang Square? It’s freezing cold so why don’t you rest in the hall while we prepare?” The carriage also had a clear family emblem, which the old servant who had lived for a long time in the capital knew.


    For whatever reason, Yuan Shen neither stepped forward nor spoke; he continued to stand leisurely in front of the carriage. His gaze turned towards the hall, intentionally or unintentionally sweeping over someone. Shaoshang bit her lips. He was here to collect his debt.


    Seeing Shaoshang pretending to not notice him, Yuan Shen raised a beautiful long eyebrow and was about to step up into the warehouse. At that moment, Shaoshang boldly shot up, arched her arm and made a bow, forcing a smile. “Ah… it’s Young Master Yuan! It’s been a few days since the banquet. My Eldest Brother misses Young Master very much, and he doesn’t know when he’ll be able to hear you sing poetry again…” Ugh, she couldn’t keep this up!


    The steward exuded a sense of appreciation, feeling that the Young Mistress spoke in a decent voice, had a graceful posture, and had a nice attitude. Unlike the little ladies in the capital, when they encountered the kind Young Master, it was like a bear encountering honey.


    “The Young Mistress may have made a mistake,” Yuan Shen said, smiling brightly. “On that day, I said that it was Fù, not poetry, that I would discuss next time.” He deliberately paused on the last word.


    Shaoshang suppressed the urge to spit blood: you son of a bitch!
[What Shaoshang really says here is MMP (mā mài pī), which is an expletive that means “your mom is a prostitute!”]


    Yuan Shen saw she wasn’t speaking and took a step forward. “Doesn’t the Young Mistress also like Kuai Tong’s Fù?”


    The steward and surrounding servants all looked at Shaoshang with admiration.


    Everyone thought to themselves: It was rumored outside that the youngest daughter of the Cheng family had been raised by Madam Ge. She was crude and arrogant, but unexpectedly, she could discuss poetry and prose with the well-known Young Master Shanjian in the capital. Sure enough, dragon and phoenix twins have good roots, and how can the bad rumors be?


    Shaoshang felt her face heat up as everyone looked at her. She wished she could catch Yuan Shen and give him a seven-wound punch. She couldn’t help but curse to herself, ‘Kuai Tong? What fast pass? She only knew of Shen Tong, Yuan Tong, Zhong Tong, and Bu Tong… Oh, she knew what he meant!’
[Kuai Tong (d. 196 BCE) was an advisor of several political advisors. His name also means ‘rush through,’ or ‘fast pass.’ Shen Tong, Yuan Tong, and Zhong Tong are all express courier companies in China. The Bu Tong is actually ‘gou pì bù tōng’ which means bullshit, or a load of crap. I couldn’t think of a way to make the sentence flow like it does in Chinese, so I left it in. Either way, she mad.]


    The heroine didn’t suffer from the loss in front of her. She closed her eyes and admitted, “You’re right. It’s Fù, not poetry.” The last few words were almost squeezed through her teeth.


    Yuan Shen knew he won, and his smile was full of spring. His lips were red and his teeth white, and he was like a beautiful jade. The way he laughed was too illegal, and the middle-aged man who had been sitting in the driver’s seat of the carriage was startled. After following the Young Master for so many years, he could tell between a real and fake smile. He hurriedly went to see the female figure standing in the hall, who was indeed a small beauty as carved as jade.


    At this moment, the deputy steward just sent someone back carrying a large bag of fine charcoal. The driver jumped off the carriage, picked up the sack, thanked him, and then presented a bag of gold ingots as payment. The deputy steward waved his hand and said, “If I ask for money from the Young Master for such a small thing, my Master’s family will come down on this old slave. It’s impossible! Absolutely impossible!”


    The middle-aged man took back the money but, to his surprise, Yuan Shen still didn’t leave. He looked ahead with his neck tilted to one side, then glanced at Shaoshang before bowing and saying goodbye.


    He left and the aftershocks rippled. The steward couldn’t help but praise Yuan Shen for his outstanding demeanor, Lian Fang and the rest of the servants whispered to each other, either admiring or revering him.


    Shaoshang lowered her head and began to think.


    She felt that she had made a big mistake and urgently needed to make a correction. She asked the steward after a moment, “Who are the families on the left and right sides of our warehouse? Do you know if they come and go on a daily basis?”


    “On the left is an old shop that makes orange peel sauce,” the steward replied, “which supplies the major food buildings in the capital. On the right is also a warehouse, but it hoards construction materials such as wood and stone. There’s also an alley that leads directly to the city wall.”


    Shaoshang thanked him and then said she wanted to take a look around.


    After two walkthroughs, she turned away the other servants in the warehouse and only took her maids with her to the back alley, saying she wanted to look at the scenery. When she walked to the entrance of the alley, she left the rest of her maidservants, and walked another ten feet forward. Sure enough, she saw an abrupt corner. Shaoshang left Lian Fang and A’Mei there and ordered, “If you hear my voice, come immediately and ask everyone to find me.”


    Turning the corner, she saw the magnificent and elegant carriage of the Yuan family parked there. Yuan Shen was wearing a snow-white fur cloak, holding a small white jade hand stove in his hands. His fingers were as slender as jade; she almost could not distinguish between them and the hand warmer.


    He stood in front of the carriage with a smile on his face, waiting quietly. The two boys and driver were nowhere to be seen.


    The location of the warehouse was already secluded, and this alley was even more deserted. Shaoshang examined him coldly for a while, then walked straight over and stopped at least three meters away. “What advice does Young Master Yuan have?”


    Yuan Shen didn’t beat around the bush this time. “Has Young Mistress already spoken to Madam Sang?”


    “No,” Shaoshang said simply. “I didn’t want to pass the message on your behalf.”


    Yuan Shen had a good handle on his temper and rarely got angry. He couldn’t help but be angry at her words. “Since that’s the case, why did you agree to me that day? Young Mistress should know that a word is irreparable.”


    Shaoshang didn’t bat an eyelash. “I broke my promise, so what?”


    Yuan Shen frowned, as if he had just met the girl in front of him for the first time. He carefully examined her; her gentle and charming appearance, but with such a perverse and eccentric temperament… he estimated that the entire capital city could not find another girl like her.


    In fact, he didn’t have to pass on that sentence either, but after waiting for a few days without hearing from her, he guessed that she had no intention of keeping her promise and became indignant, then became angry instead.


    After the servant who was watching the Cheng family came back to report earlier that morning, he suffered the bumpy carriage ride to the warehouse. Yuan Shen wanted to question her in person. Up until now, he wasn’t sure if he was trying to share the worries of his elders or whether he couldn’t get angry with this cunning and beautiful little girl. If his peers were to know about it, they would have laughed all the way from His Majesty’s court.


    After careful deliberation, Yuan Shen decided that he couldn’t be the only one unhappy.


    He lowered his face and took a few steps toward Shaoshang, coldly saying, “There are three things in this world; pleading earnestly, coercion, and inducement. Since Young Mistress is unwilling to speak, I also have other ways.”


    Shaoshang was startled and took a few steps back. She realized that she had been about the same age as Yuan Shen in her previous life, but as soon as he got closer, she immediately felt the oppression of the young man’s height and momentum. As soon as he approached, she immediately smelled the faint scent of pine branches on him and realized that only by tilting her neck could she have a direct conversation.


    Naturally, Shaoshang recognized the threat in Yuan Shen’s words. She was just a young girl with no social resources, but Yuan Shen was a prominent figure who had been in the court for several years. If she really annoyed him and became narrow-minded, what could she do if he retaliated?


    Shaoshang was worried. Unexpectedly, Yuan Shen’s face turned and he smiled again. “Speaking of it, it’s all under my command. I just ask the Young Mistress to pass a message. Why won’t you do this? If you pass on the message for me, I will do something for the Young Mistress in the future as a reward.”


    Shaoshang’s interest was piqued. “Anything can be done?” she asked. As she listened to these words, her mind became lively again. She was not Zhao Min or Guo Xiang, and would definitely make good use of this promise.


    Yuan Shen saw the fish had taken the bait and smiled. “Of course. Except for rebellion, treason, and that I cannot marry you. Everything besides these three things is fine.”


    Shaoshang was about to nod along, but when she heard the last point, she sputtered, “You -!”


    Her small face turned red and she glared fiercely at Yuan Shen, like a little wolf. She wasn’t really a naïve little girl, so she couldn’t recognize that the sentence was teasing. She suppressed her anger and sneered. “Young Master, I have heard a lot of flattery in my daily life. When and where did I say that I wanted to marry you? I advise you to be sober and not take other people’s politeness so seriously. You really think you are a descendant of the stars…”


    Before she finished speaking, Yuan Shen was interrupting her. “It turns out that Young Mistress has never thought about it. That’s really surprising. Isn’t it you who brought it up when we first met?”


    Shaoshang’s face burned. She stamped her feet and stuttered angrily, “You! What nonsense are you talking about? It’s clearly you…!”


    “If the Young Mistress has no intention of me, why would she agree first and then break the promise? Isn’t it just to get me to meet you again? If you don’t really want to have a connection to me, why don’t you pass on the message to Madam Sang and we can mind our own business.”


    What he said made sense, but she had nothing to say.


    Shaoshang was stunned. If she wasn’t involved in this, she would also feel that this was a means of winning.


    Yuan Shen let out a sigh when he saw her stunned expression, no longer showing the haughty and sarcastic expression he had just seen. However, in the blink of an eye, he felt that her face was lost and pitiful.


    “Why are you so unwilling to pass on the message to Madam Sang?” he asked, feeling himself soften. “Is there something wrong? You can talk to me and see if I can help.” He thought of how difficult it was for Shaoshang when she was young, and perhaps there were hidden secrets among the housewives that he was not aware of.


    However, if anyone heard such kind and understanding words come from him, it would be estimated that from the Third Duke to the Nine Ministers, to the guests in their own homes would be startled. Yuan Shanjian actually knew how to cherish the fairer sex.


    Who knew that when she was asked, Shaoshang became even more sluggish.


    Was it necessary for her to say there was actually no good reason, that she had a bad personality since childhood and did not enjoy helping others? Helping her grandmother cross the road was just a fantasy for her, even if the blackboard was erased in front of her, she would always step on it. It was rare to act bravely for righteousness, so it was time to die and come back to this broken place to experience the pain of growing up again.


    “Alternatively, you may be worried that the messenger is not in favor of your aunt and uncle.” Yuan Shen looked at the girl in a daze and his voice softened even more. “You can rest assured that the past is over, and the elders are quite old now. It’s just the concern of an old friend.”


    So, that sad palace south of the Orchid Terrace was not about buildings, but emotions? Shaoshang was not only confused, but also embarrassed. She hated that she didn’t ask Cheng Yang a few more questions at the beginning.


    Among the few advantages of Shaoshang, one worth praising was that she was reasonable. She hesitated for a moment, trying to organize her thoughts, and then spoke, “It’s my fault.”


    She was indeed wrong.


    She hadn’t adjusted to her new identity and still considered herself to be that small town girl from an 1800-tiered city. In her previous life, she had no parents, and her uncle was just a petty official, so she could play tricks, talk back, and do many other things that were not up to her standards.


    But now, that was not possible. Old Master Cheng’s father was at least a middle or upper level official nationwide. Moreover, people valued faith and promise, underestimated life and death, upheld filial piety and integrity, and advocated loyalty and righteousness. There was no Imperial examination system here, people with particularly good moral characters may even be directly awarded official positions – whether they had a good moral character or not. The social atmosphere was at least such that they actually committed crimes against the wind and destroyed their promises in person!


    Shaoshang regained her good mood and respectfully raised her arms. “Young Master, you are meticulous in your actions. I believe you have heard about my family’s situation.” Specifically, the situation with Madam Ge.


    “I have been afraid of right and wrong since I was young and have made many mistakes, but not doing well. I never met the Young Master before, and when I suddenly met you that day, I felt uneasy. I agreed to your request in order to get away quickly. After thinking about it, I didn’t regret it.”


    Shaoshang’s face was sincere, and every word was genuine.


    “Just now, Young Master Yuan’s teachings made me suddenly realize. Being entrusted by others is a matter of loyalty. Alright. I will deliver the message to Third Aunt when I go back today. You don’t need to thank me, just please forgive this little girl’s rudeness. What do you think?”


    In her previous life, she had turned around and wanted to study hard. Those who had hung around her before had not gone to school to find her. When the leaders of the junior high were moved by her determination to make a clean break with her past, with the same energy, Yuan Shen might not have held onto her.


    Yuan Shen’s expression was calm. “If I still need you to pass messages in the future, what should I do?” he asked.


    Shaoshang had been so full of sincerity and he acted as if he were hit on the head… was this man not touched?!


    She resisted snapping back at him. “If Third Aunt doesn’t mind, I won’t stop you from telling me something later. But if she doesn’t like it, then…” she said with a straight face, “I will respect my elders. If so, then we will not meet again.”


    After saying such a solemn and dignified sentence, Shaoshang breathed a sigh of relief, feeling that her image had greatly improved. Then, without waiting for Yuan Shen’s reply, she bowed respectfully and turned to leave.


    As she walked around the abrupt corner, she never heard a sound behind her. She couldn’t help but look back, and saw Yuan Shen standing motionless in the same spot. As she couldn’t see the expression on his face from this distance, only the cold wind in the alley blew his crow feather-like long hair, gently brushing it.


    Shaoshang shook her head and realized that the rank of this commodity was a bit high. Looking at his gentle demeanor, she turned back and turned her face like flipping through a book. It was really difficult to get along with him, so it was better to slip away.


    …


    Happy Canada Day to my fellow Canadians! Stay safe out there!
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    Chapter Twenty-Eight:
The First Scandal Of My Life (Part 2)


    Deep in the secluded alley, Yuan Shen stood for a while, only getting in the carriage when the boy and driver urged him. It was once again a bumpy journey back to Jinyang Square – where the wealthy lived. It was already time for dinner.


    The Yuan Mansion was an ancient house built over several generations, with over ten giant trees arranged in the number of stars that have grown into towering ancient trees. The strong branches covering the sky and earth were covered in thick snow, and the entire mansion was surrounded by vast and secluded spaces.


    When Yuan Shen was young, he often felt afraid walking around his house even if his servant led with a lamp in front. His mother said to him, “Things in this world won’t come unless you’re afraid.” The moon was not round, and people were not perfect. You need to get used to this world.


    Now, he was never afraid.


    Returning to his place of residence, a kind looking old lady approached him and smiled. “The Young Master has finally returned. He’s not afraid of getting cold when he goes out in the morning.” She then instructed the maidservants to serve Yuan Shen by changing his clothes and giving him hot soup.


    “Where is Mother?” Yuan Shen asked, warming his hands with a steaming handkerchief.


    The old lady was slightly startled. “Madam is still burning incense and praying. What happened for the Young Master to go looking for Madam?” Mother and son usually only met once a week.


    Yuan Shen paused. “Tell Mother not to be too tired and to rest early.”


    It was nothing serious, he just wanted to tell his mother that he had met a young girl recently and in the three times they met, two of them ended up with her running away.


    He also wanted to tell his mother that the first time they met, he felt very similar to that young girl. Even though the lights shone brightly and the world reunited, he still liked to follow the crowd and walk alone with Yu*. If there was trouble, the first thing was to protect yourself vigilantly, doubt the other party’s intentions, make sure there was a way to retreat, and never take risks lightly.
[I believe the Yu mentioned here is Yu the Great, who was a legendary king in ancient China. There are no existing records on whether he actually existed or not. He’s famed for his introduction of flood control, the establishment of the Xia dynasty, and his upright moral character. There’s a story about him walking alone for thirteen years while he was controlling the floods.]


    Yuan Shen leaned back and covered his face with a hot handkerchief, smiled and thought to himself, ‘This time she should be obedient and pass the message.’


    …


    He was correct; Shaoshang dared not delay anymore.


    If the matter were to be charged to her blogger roommate, the model girl who grew up as a class leader and outstanding student group secretary would probably be angry, “Why do you want me to do this? Why do you blackmail me?” However, Shaoshang, the apprentice girl, didn’t think so. Did they still need a reason to bully? That was how it was in socialist towns, let alone in feudal society.


    She was able to fish in muddy waters in a semi-black and not white place for so long, but was never caught by an unimportant handle. She relied on hard and soft when needed, and ran away when the opportunity was wrong. She was able to distinguish between who can provoke and who cannot, so that the prodigal child could turn around quickly. Unlike the snotty girl, who was really fooled into stealing when her head was hot. If it weren’t for her parents washing dishes abroad and creating a small restaurant, she could have been picked up. She didn’t know how long she would have been untangled.


    Upon returning to the mansion, Shaoshang didn’t waste any time and quickly ran to Madam Sang’s residence. She was holding a small silver knife to shave Cheng Zhi’s face, with a basin of hot water and soap horn cream, as well as a moisturizing cream off to the side. The silver knife gently scraped against the chin, while husband and wife spoke sweetly and teased each other.


    One said, “Madam, this hand touching your husband’s face is as soft as a spring flower.”


    The other said, “Laugh again and I will scratch your face. Then Mother will cry down the city wall!”


    The first one said, “Where on me is not my wife’s, let alone a shave? My wife can embroider anything she wants, and I’ll do whatever I want.”


    Shaoshang was so disgusted by this that she turned around and wanted to leave. She thought of the debt collector, Yuan Shen, and was afraid he would come up with another ploy if he didn’t hear any news. She gnashed her teeth and turned back, making sure her footsteps were loud enough to announce her presence to the two mandarin ducks inside.


    “I have something to say to my aunt, if Uncle could please leave for the time being,” she said with a bright smile.


    Cheng Zhi pulled a hot towel to cover his face. “Why don’t you leave?” he said angrily. “Can’t you see your elders are busy? If it’s so important, come back later!” This blind girl!


    Madam Sang smiled and poked her husband’s forehead. She affectionately pulled Shaoshang over. “Don’t pay attention to him, Niao Niao. What do you need to say?”


    Shaoshang shook her head, eyeing Cheng Zhi. He couldn’t resist his niece and wanted to leave but Madam Sang surprised him by holding him down. “Just say it,” she said. “Your uncle knows everything about me.” She already had an idea of what this was about.


    “Do you really want me to say it? Alright, I’ll say it!” Shaoshang saw her aunt was calm and thought it would be better not to hide it from her uncle. “Recently, someone named Yuan Shen came to me and asked if I could pass a message onto my Third Aunt,” she said. “He dragged on a messy piece of poetry, but I didn’t remember it. In short, the meaning is that an old friend cares about you, so please just say a few words to reassure them.”


    She finished speaking it all in one breath and quickly stared at Madam Sang’s face. She looked confused. “Yuan Shen?” she asked. “Yuan Shanjian? Isn’t that the eldest son of the Yuan family in Jiaodong? Other than the banquet the other day, I’ve never seen him before.” She thought it was someone else.


    Cheng Zhi punched his palm. “Oh! I remember. Is this the Yuan Shanjian the little disciple he received that year? He even went to your brother to boast about him being such a beautiful and talented person.”


    “So, it’s him,” Madam Sang let out a sigh of relief. She turned to Shaoshang. “And then? What is he going to do?”


    Shaoshang nearly vomited blood. “Didn’t I say? The old man is concerned and asks for a few words… Okay, actually, I don’t know what he is going to do. This Yuan person just asked me to pass on the message and nothing else…” People of ancient times just couldn’t explain things clearly.


    “A few words,” Madam Sang hesitated. “I haven’t seen him in over a decade… Ah, I remember.” She turned to Cheng Zhi. “Didn’t we meet him on our way back to the capital? Oh, I know what he meant.”


    As she spoke, she took out a wooden slip from her desk and wrote six beautiful, small characters down, ‘Cough has healed, do not reply.’ She handed it to Cheng Zhi. “Have someone deliver it.”


    Cheng Zhi took it and smirked while he looked at it. “So, it turned out to be this,” he said, “you have a good memory. At that time, he kept talking about it, and you told him you would say when you were better.” He left the room, giving orders.


    Shaoshang tugged at Madam Sang. “That’s it?” she exclaimed in surprise. Six words solved the problem, and she had dealt with Yuan Shen for so long it almost led to murder! “You didn’t even write a signature!”


    “He knows my handwriting,” Madam Sang smiled. “He doesn’t need a signature.”


    Shaoshang squatted down on a velvet cushion, holding her knees. She looked like a sluggish little frog.


    “Third Aunt,” she said, looking at the older woman with a hint of resentment, “don’t you want to tell me the story behind this?” For example, what is the last name of ‘that person’ and how long have they been in love with you…?


    Madam Sang picked up the silver knife and ran her fingertips along the blade. “It’s a long story,” she said.


    “We can talk about it slowly.” Shaoshang refused to give up.


    “When someone says the four words, ‘it’s a long story,’ it means they don’t want to talk about it,” Madam Sang said with a glare.


    “I won’t ask, then.” Shaoshang felt helpless. She knew that her aunt seemed easygoing, but she was determined, so she had to take a back seat and beg for the next best thing. “But, Third Aunt can always tell me why the Yuan family didn’t go directly to you and why they had to go around in such a roundabout way.”


    Madam Sang stopped tracing her fingers along the silver knife to think. “Because I once said to someone, ‘In the future, your relatives, friends, and disciples cannot come to see me, nor send me letters or objects,’” she said, laughing wryly. “However, when he was young and angry, he was stubborn and agreed to it.”


    Shaoshang was silent and thought to herself that this was what she had expected. It was indeed a contrived love affair.


    Madam Sang saw that she hadn’t spoken for a long time and asked, “What’s wrong with you? Talking about me and you look so dull.”


    Shaoshang shook her head. “I think that what my aunt said was so severe that it blocked off almost all ways that he could communicate with you.”


    At first, it may have sounded like an ordinary negative remark, but upon closer reflection it did cut off all direct ways to contact Madam Sang.


    Because the matter involved a long-standing love affair, those who knew about it back then may not be willing to pass on the message – for example, Madam Sang’s brother or the rest of the Cheng family. Yuan Shen obviously didn’t want his mentor’s private affairs be known to everyone. The messenger had to be someone that was not only intimate with Madam Sang, but also not talkative with the Cheng family. The task fell to Shaoshang.


    She wasn’t the most suitable candidate, either. If Cheng Wei were older, it would have been more suitable for mother and daughter to communicate. Unfortunately, Cheng Wei was too young and this made things worse.


    Madam Sang didn’t expect the young Shaoshang to say that sentence, and for a moment, she felt disappointed. She thought that a woman would be blessed if she didn’t have to say something like that in her lifetime. The aunt and niece remained silent for a while, and Madam Sang suddenly remembered something and became excited again. “By the way, how did you meet Yuan Shanjian? Where did you meet him? When?”


    Not surprised with this series of questions, Shaoshang sighed, “It’s a long story.”


    Madam Sang glared at her, and Shaoshang blinked innocently back at her. There was a moment where the two of them stared at each other, then began to laugh.


    Madam Sang shook her head. “It’s okay if you don’t tell me,” she said. “When your mother asks, you need to come up with a good excuse. Your mother doesn’t care about you anymore, but she cares about everything to do with who you have met and where you have been.”


    Shaoshang pretended to be profound. “No, no, no,” she said. “As long as my aunt doesn’t say it, no one should know that Yuan Shen entrusted me with something.”


    How intelligent was Madam Sang? “Did you two meet in private?” she asked. She couldn’t help the look of suspicion that came upon her face.


    Shaoshang was afraid of this, and hurriedly clasped her hands together. “Don’t guess, don’t think, there is nothing,” she begged. “If my aunt doesn’t believe me, I can make an oath – on heaven above and earth below, if I have a personal matter with Yuan Shen, just call me…”


    “Stop, stop!” Madam Sang quickly pushed her hands down and lightly patted her mouth with a hand. “Little enemy! Is it okay to swear without permission? If there is, why not? Love between men and women is human nature, as long as we keep our etiquette…” She looked at Shaoshang and felt flustered again. “Yes, yes, yes, I believe you, how can I not?!”


    Shaoshang glared at her, cursing her aunt in her head. “Aunt,” she said angrily, “don’t say anything, otherwise I will never pay attention to you again! Also, it was all for the sake of my aunt that I’ve been implicated!”


    Unexpectedly, Madam Sang’s way of thinking was different. “When people sit at home, disasters come from the sky. In life, unless you are alone with no relatives and no reason, no one can be implicated. What matters is your response after being implicated…” She had a twinkle in her eyes. “Now it seems that you haven’t dealt with it very well. Did someone take advantage of your shortcomings?”


    Shaoshang’s face turned green. “That’s right,” she admitted mournfully. “I was careless with that Yuan person, but I agreed and made a mistake. So, I plan to quickly cut the mess and settle all accounts.” In short, it was because she had always considered herself Yu Cai Ling, not Cheng Shaoshang.


    Madam Sang smiled slightly. Shaoshang may not know this, but she was born with a look that made people want to tease her.


    Shaoshang saw that her aunt was silent and quickly said, “Aunt, you must not say anything to Uncle.”


    “Yes, yes, yes,” Madam Sang promised. “I won’t say anything. If your uncle dares say anything, I’ll drive him out of this house!” Shaoshang was not a sentimental person. After hearing her speak so absolutely, Madam Sang truly believed that there was nothing else between the two of them.


    In the next few days, Shaoshang, in order to prevent Madam Xiao asking her, held her breath and stood ready. Who knew that no one had ever asked her?! She wondered, did her tigress mother doze off? However, it was not at all strange ­–


    In recent days, Madam Xiao occasionally looked at her with a worried expression. She could see that Shaoshang was upset;


    Cheng Shi became increasingly proud, as if the water radish planted by his grandmother in her backyard had one the top spot at the town’s food expo that year;


    The most eerie thing was Eldest Brother Cheng Yong, who was an observant person. Recently, he saw Shaoshang with a somewhat evasive expression. She originally wanted to inquire who Yuan Shen’s teacher was, but never did.


    What she didn’t know was that Madam Xiao had already been made aware of the gift of charcoal that night. She didn’t know that, although no one knew she had met Yuan Shen in the alley, and although she and Yuan Shen both restrained their words and actions, the eyesight of the old servants over the years were sharper than they imagined.


    After dinner that day, Cheng Shi held two volumes of the court’s political discussions recorded by Wang Songbai’s disciples and slowly explained them to his eldest son. Madam Xiao sat in her seat and asked the two old stewards of the warehouse how Cheng Yang had acted. However, as she spoke, she brought up Yuan Shen, which attracted the Cheng father and son over to them.


    “…That’s all they said?” Madam Xiao frowned.


    “I never left at all,” the steward said. “The Young Mistress and Young Master Yuan only said those few words, and there was nothing else.”


    Madam Xiao turned her gaze to her son. “Exactly,” Cheng Yong quickly said. “Your son discussed Fù with Yuan Shanjian and also discussed it with Niao Niao.” He really just mentioned a few words casually.


    “What about Yang Yang?” Madam Xiao hesitated. “She hasn’t seen Young Master Yuan?”


    The steward shook his head. “I didn’t see it.”


    The steward to the side quickly smiled and offered, “At the time, Third Young Lady was counting goods with this old servant in the back warehouse.”


    Madam Xiao couldn’t help but feel disappointed upon hearing this.


    Cheng Yong’s heart thudded. He silently scolded himself for saying such an inauspicious remark and was afraid of what would come.


    “Niao Niao is polite in her words and actions,” he hurriedly said. “That’s great. If there’s nothing else, you two should go back and rest.” The two stewards had followed his parents for many years. They had been injured in battle and sent to manage the family warehouse.


    The two stewards were about to leave, but to her surprise, Madam Xiao caught a glimpse of the steward’s smiling and hesitant expression. After thinking for a moment, she asked the other steward to go back first and asked him to stay behind.


    “If you have anything to say, just say it,” Madam Xiao said sympathetically. “Is there anything wrong?” 


    “There’s nothing wrong with Young Mistress. She spoke appropriately. However, Young Master Yuan…” he couldn’t help but smile. “He had looked at our Young Mistress several times.”


    He had also experienced the world before. A son of a noble family like Yuan Shen, who maintains his own propriety and etiquette, without the introduction of an elder, would normally fix his gaze a few feet in front of him when he first met a young woman and greeted her directly.


    Yuan Shen had a genial attitude and nodded and smiled at the servants, but the steward noticed that most of his gaze was on his own Young Mistress (who was actually looking at Shaoshang’s reaction). After the Young Mistress said, ‘it’s Fù, not a poem,’ he even smiled like a spring breeze brushing his face. The joyful atmosphere that truly emanated was not polite.


    Cheng Shi, Cheng Yong, and Madam Xiao all had different expressions after listening.


    “Our Young Mistress is likeable,” the steward said. He smiled brightly, as if an old grandfather’s proud and beautiful granddaughter was favored by others.


    Madam Xiao forced a smile. “Just keep this to yourself, don’t let others know about it.”


    The steward quickly dropped his smile, held his military fist, and replied solemnly, “I know that the reputation of Young Mistress is important, and I will not say much.” A family of women begged for help, but there was still no word about who the Young Mistress would marry in the future, and there could be no rumors circulating.


    After finishing this sentence, he bowed and took his leave.


    Cheng Shi pretended to be reserved and stroked his beard. He was about to say something boastful, but he glanced at his wife’s eyebrows as if they were tied in a knot. “What’s wrong with your appearance? Don’t blame Niao Niao again. Yang Yang was ordering goods, it’s not that Niao Niao didn’t want her cousin to see Yuan Shanjian!”


    Madam Xiao breathed a faint sigh as she remembered the aftermath of the writing desk scandal. Whenever she showed any displeasure towards her daughter, her husband and son would suspect she was being biased again. She gently rebuked her husband. “What nonsense are you talking about? How could I think that?!” It was just a pity for Cheng Yang, but maybe that was fate.


    Cheng Shi proudly said, “Young men, young men admire…  Yong’er, how do you say it?”


    Cheng Yong made a bitter face. “Young men admire beautiful women.”


    “That’s right, that’s it.” Cheng Shi patted his thigh. “Alright, go back first. Don’t tell Niao Niao about today’s matter otherwise she’ll think about it.”
[This exchange was really hard for me to translate and I’m still not 100%. The phrase Cheng Yong says is 知好色而慕少艾, which loosely translates to ‘to be lascivious and admire women.’ Cheng Yong is obviously reciting something he learned in his studies which Cheng Shi gets mixed up. I looked up this phrase and Mencius came up a bit. He was a Chinese thinker second only to Confucius himself. The only thing I could find was from Mencius 6A:4; ‘Appetite and lust are only natural.’ From the context, I’m thinking that Cheng Shi is like ‘my daughter’s a beautiful girl, of course men will look at her!’ and Cheng Yong is like ‘that’s my sister. Gross.’]


    Cheng Yong bowed to his parents.


    Cheng Shi watched his son leave and then turned to his wife. “What’s bothering you about this?” he asked. “If Yuan Shen really has taken a liking to Niao Niao and comes to ask for marriage, we’ll agree. A few days ago, you asked me to inquire about his character. He’s not lascivious, not greedy for alcohol, not irritable, not crazy, and has a very upright character. He’s also very attractive to His Majesty. In the future… maybe he can attain the rank of Third Duke… I’m optimistic but, alas, we can’t match the noble Yuan family in Jiandong.”


    Having said that, he sighed. “The family will see how good Niao Niao is. Don’t think too much about it.”


    He had been in officialdom for many years and was well aware about the intermarriages of aristocratic families. Unless they were truly in love and inseparable, like Old Madam Wan and the deceased Old Master Wan, the match would be unlikely to happen. To put it bluntly, if it weren’t for the chaos of the world, which gave them a chance as heroes in the grasslands, the social gap between the Yuan and Cheng families would be even greater.


    “I won’t let Niao Niao be a concubine to anyone,” Madam Xiao suddenly said. No matter how noble the family was, she would not allow it.


    Cheng Shi was startled by this. “I wasn’t sure what you were thinking, so that’s what it was? Didn’t we agree on that a long time ago? I would rather have a lower family status than a smooth and comfortable life.” No matter what, he would protect his daughter.


    Only then did Madam Xiao smile. “My husband, don’t underestimate yourself!” she stated loudly. “Whether worthy or not, we have never bullied the people, never killed the good, protected one party’s elders, devoted our allegiance to His Majesty and put an end to the chaos. Fighting with one’s own ability, praising the world without shame, how can you feel sorry for yourself! Aristocratic families and powerful families will never change, those who follow the cruel emperor to help the tyrant, those who follow the wrong tyrant, even if they are not exterminated, they are on the brink of death. Those who want to protect their lives but are harmed by military disasters have only been in the past few years, if there are no more able-bodied children in the clan, can they still be called in the future?!”


    “Well said!” Cheng Shi exclaimed loudly. He held his wife’s shoulders with his big hands and embraced her. He was full of gratitude and pride. “If you are my wife, what more can a husband ask for!”


    Madam Xiao’s eyes flickered with tears and she thought to herself, ‘I am truly blessed.’


    …


    Happy 4th of July to all the Americans out there. Stay safe, guys!
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    Chapter Twenty-Nine:
The Yin Family Banquet (Part 1)


    Regardless of whether Madam Xiao was biased or not, Shaoshang had to admit that her professional qualities were beyond doubt. Since their first meeting at the banquet that day, she had soon established a friendship with Madam Yin, and there was a frequent exchange of letters and gifts. So, on the day after Second Uncle Cheng Cheng left home for his studies, Cheng Yang’s crying eyes were not well, and the old servant of the Yin family sent them an invitation.


    Cheng Shi was deeply regretful and muttered that if he had known he would have let Cheng Cheng set off a few days later. It would have been great for him to go to the Yin family’s banquet and meet a few civil servants and Confucian scholars. He almost wanted to have Cheng Zhi chase Cheng Cheng to bring him back, but Old Madam Cheng refused to accept that. Madams Xiao and Sang pressed Cheng Yang and Shaoshang to dress up fiercely. This time, the sisters-in-law finally agreed and dressed the two girls in a dignified and simple manner.


    On the way, they stopped at the Wan family’s new house to meet with General Wan, his wife, and his youngest daughter, Qiqi. The two families then headed towards the Yin household together.


    “I have been to the Yin house before, and there are so many people. I still can’t tell how many rooms and people there are in that household,” Wan Qiqi spoke brightly. “My mother said, ‘Master Yin was not the head of the Yin family, but unfortunately, his previous brothers were all killed. It was only during the ups and downs of the Yin family that he succeeded as the clan head.’” She was quite proud of her words because her father was eagerly awaited and immediately became the next leader of the Wan family.


    The youngest Wan daughter was born plump and beautiful, with high phoenix eyes and eyebrows that resembled her father, and her mouth and chin that resembled her mother, both of which were beautiful. Today, she was wearing the freshest and brightest pink curved train dress that Shaoshang had ever seen, with lush Qiongzhi flowers woven on top, gold and silver threads set around the cuffs and hem of the skirt, and a heavy red-gold collar on her neck. Within the allowable weight range, she was adorned with a pile of colorful gemstones and jade, which made her neck clang with excitement.


    Shaoshang was dazzled by it all and thought to herself, ‘They certainly are father and daughter.’


    “Qiqi, you’re showing off again. If you know three points, you have to show off five…”


    Cheng Song was riding on a horse beside the carriage, leaning his head towards the side window while he laughed and chatted with the three girls inside. Cheng Yong, who was on the other side, frowned and said, “Niao Niao, put the curtain down and stay inside.” Although he knew that Wan Qiqi had deliberately told his two sisters about the Yin family, she couldn’t be too bold.


    Wan Qiqi glared. “Brother, that’s really great. Okay.” She waved her hand at Cheng Song and then pulled the thick curtain down, isolating the sound outside. She turned and smiled at Cheng Yang. “I am older than both of you. I am the thirteenth in my family, and our two families are equal to each other. You can call me Thirteenth Sister. If you have any problems in the future, feel free to come to me!”


    Cheng Yang quickly agreed, but Shaoshang smiled without speaking. Wan Qiqi asked why. Shaoshang smiled. “Second Brother told me earlier that you are the youngest under Uncle Wan’s knees, but you will act as a big sister in front of us today.”


    “Cheng Song is despicable,” Wan Qiqi said, suppressing a smile. “He loves to speak ill of me, don’t listen to him.”


    Cheng Yang was afraid this would upset someone and quickly changed the subject. “Thirteenth Sister, have you recovered from your cold?”


    “I was fine,” Wan Qiqi complained. “My grandmother insisted on keeping me for three more days, otherwise I would have come to your house for the banquet.”


    Shaoshang sighed. If Wan Qiqi had come that day, she might not have been angry and wandered around, nor would she have encountered that Debt Collector named Yuan.


    …


    The Yin residence was also located in Jinyang Square, which was about the same size as the Cheng family. However, it was decorated with clusters of flowers, golden beams, and colorful buildings and was bustling with people. The line of Yin children greeting the guests as they arrived made Old Madam Cheng envious.


    The Yin family had a lot of prestige. Master Yin had his two eldest sons personally greet the Cheng family and their entourage as they arrived. Cheng Shi also came with the family and with a few words of greeting, he rose from ‘My Lord,’ to ‘Brother.’ The two of them clasped arms and, as they spoke, became more in agreement. Those who didn’t know would think they were old friends who had been separated for a long time. Wan Songbai, who was watching from off to the side, was sour.


    Master Yin Zhi was about the same age and rank as Uncle Wan. However, he was born thin and gentle. He now resided as the Left Qing of Dahonglu Temple and was in charge of daily etiquette. He was in charge of matters such as the marriage and funerals of various princes, kings, nobles, as well as the appearance of foreign envoys in court.


    Wan Songbai couldn’t help but curl his lips.


    When it came to talent and courage, this Yin Zhi couldn’t compare to Wan Songbai, Cheng Shi, and Cheng Shi’s brothers. The Yin family in Fengxian County was originally just a prestigious local family similar to the Wan family, but they were born in a good place and were close to the emperor’s hometown. Most of the ancestors of the Yin family started with the emperor, and the Yin family followed suit. Even in the most difficult times of the emperor, he never gave up. He followed him honestly and suffered a lot. He did not make any contributions, he was mediocre and his knowledge was also just average. However, after the establishment of the new dynasty, he was still able to get a big cup of soup.


    With their parents walking ahead, Cheng Yong and the others chatted with the sons of the Yin family, and soon accompanied them to the youth crowd. The three girls were followed by servants, and Cheng Yang turned her head to whisper, “It seems that the Yin family is very kind.”


    Wan Qiqi curled her lips. “You haven’t seen any discord.”


    After the three of them were led to the inner hall and saw the girl who was surrounded by other girls, Shaoshang immediately understood what Wan Qiqi was referring to.


    Wan Qiqi didn’t smile, but still followed proper etiquette and made introductions. “Yang Yang, Niao Niao, this is Xu’e of the Yin family who is only three days older than me. Sister Xu’e, these are the two younger sisters of Uncle Cheng’s family.”


    Yin Xu’e had a gentle and dignified demeanor, with a delicate and reserved expression. She was wearing a long skirt with a golden red brocade and satin three winding train, sitting upright in the center of the hall, surrounded by a group of little girls who were flattering and talking.


    Upon hearing this, she first looked critically at Wan Qiqi’s attire, then glanced at Cheng Yang and Shaoshang and said coquettishly, “I listened to you bragging for a long time that these two sisters have a celestial beauty. Today, I see they’re ordinary.”


    Wan Qiqi’s eyes turned white. “When was I bragging?” she asked. “Today is also the first time I’ve seen them. Are you talking about the same people? … Would you tell us to sit down?”


    Cheng Yang’s face was full of fear, but Shaoshang lowered her head and said to herself that this was a little girl who deserved to be beaten.


    “My three sisters, please sit,” Yin Xu’e said.


    Wan Qiqi stared blankly.


    Master Yin had six sons and two daughters under his knee, half of whom were from Madam Yin; General Wan had thirteen daughters, all of whom were born by Madam Wan. Both girls were born years after their oldest sibling and they inevitably became spoiled by their daily lives.


    After the Wan family returned to the capital, Madam Yin couldn’t wait to find her childhood sister to catch up. Who knew that the two girls would immediately dislike each other on sight. One considered herself to be as precious as gold and jade, growing up in the wealthy and noble nest at the feet of the emperor and knew all the nobility in the city. The other thought they had a wide range of knowledge from all over the world and was much stronger than the other.


    The servants served some light refreshments and Yin Xu’e invited the girls to have a taste. “This is called the golden bird’s nest date. It took more than ten processes to make it, which can be considered luxurious. Please taste it… Qiqi, you and the Cheng sisters have never had it…”


    The girls sitting around either covered their sleeves and laughed, or whispered, occasionally making sarcastic noises.


    For this time, the higher the status of the banquet guests, the later they arrived. The Wan family came early to help because Madams Wan and Yin had a deep sisterly relationship, so they included the Cheng family. Therefore, apart from the three daughters of the Wan-Cheng families, most of the young ladies present were from guest families who were dependent on the Yin family.


    Wan Qiqi, who was unwilling to suffer a loss, loudly exclaimed, “I have cut a leopard in my own hands and personally dissected the heart and bones to brew wine for my father. During the banquet in front of the palace, my father took it as a gift, and His Majesty called me ‘General Tiger Girl.’”


    As soon as the words were spoken, all the girls turned pale, whether they were afraid of the bloody scene or envious that Wan Qiqi was praised by the emperor himself. Yin Xu’e reluctantly said, “Well, stop talking. Let’s eat.”


    Wan Qiqi was too angry to eat. Shaoshang was also angry and thought, ‘I have eaten tiramisu Häagen-Dazs. Have you ever had that?!’


    She was unhappy and refused to eat that damn golden date, holding only a bowl of corn soup to warm her hands. Only Cheng Yang was willing to try. She picked up one of the dishes and, using a silver prong, popped one into her mouth. She whispered to Shaoshang, “This golden bird’s nest date is really delicious.”


    Unexpectedly, a girl sitting next to them suddenly burst out laughing. “Oh, oh!” she said. “The Cheng daughter made a mistake! The one you’re trying is not a golden bird’s nest date, it’s a lamb’s milk sweet date!”


    Everyone rushed to take a look, and it turned out that the golden bird’s nest date was made by steaming and frying them with honey wrapped in butter and fine noodles. Each one was small and delicate, as white as jade, and there were also strands of golden orange candy under the skin, resembling honey dates. Cheng Yang didn’t know, and she took the wrong one.


    Below Yin Xu’e, a group of girls were all laughing and bent over, unable to stop. Only Wan Qiqi and Shaoshang were ghostly pale, and Cheng Yang looked ashamed and ready to cry.


    Wan Qiqi trembled with anger. “What kind of golden silk bird’s nest date?” she exclaimed. “I’ve not eaten it before coming to the capital! What’s so special about it?!”


    “Nothing really,” Yin Xu’e said slowly. “However, it seems there’s nothing remarkable about slaughtering animals and gouging out their hearts. I don’t know if I’ve seen it before.”


    Wan Qiqi stood up and took a deep breath. “Okay. Now that the military disaster has subsided, there are many hungry and disgruntled people outside. Walking further away, it’s not difficult to see white bones and fields, and women and children crying. His Majesty has not been pacifying the world for a few days yet, and he often advocates frugality. Now you’re starting to praise others with extravagance?”


    Shaoshang raised her eyebrows, admiring the tactic of using politics to gain the upper hand. However, using this way of arguing had its limitations. First, you should not have any shortcomings in this area, otherwise the outcome will be funny. For example, corrupt officials who talk about integrity, gluttonous talking about temperance, sweet on the left, elegant on the right, and then talk about social views on marriage and love.


    Sure enough, when Wan Qiqi stood up in anger, her golden jewelry swayed all over, especially the clattering gold beads and jade around her collar. It was difficult for others to pay attention. The girls thought to themselves that it was okay for her to dress up like that, but become so worried for the people.


    Yin Xu’e didn’t buy her words and sneered. “You don’t talk so grandly, open your mouth and keep your mouth shut, and don’t look at your own clothes or your family’s food.” Although she had been spoiled since she was a child, it wasn’t that she didn’t know about the world. Madam Yin taught everything she had to teach, so how could she be repelled by such few words of truth?


    “Sister Wan has traveled extensively and has great insights. Those of us who have never seen the world before have been in the capital for more than a decade. We heard numerous good news, and we have seen heroes who dominate the world kneel down in front of the emperor, bowing down to pay homage. Although we are small women, we are still proud of ourselves. Now that things are getting better, why do we still have to eat chaff and swallow vegetables?! Today I just showed off a little bit, and I just smashed my head and ate you like this. It’s just to boast that you are loyal to the monarch and love the country. We don’t know the suffering of the world!”


    Yin Xu’e spoke eloquently, and the little group of lackies beside her immediately joined in with a series of attacks ­–


    “Such a crude woman, she gives savages a good name!”


    “Where do they think the capital is? If they were to see refreshments of the really rich and powerful, wouldn’t their eyes fall out?!”


    “She hasn’t eaten good food herself and can’t stand to see anyone else enjoying good food. She’s jealous!”


    “Why don’t you put on tattered clothes and go to the fields to cultivate and eat rice husks and vegetables while observing the suffering of people? I don’t know if you’re willing to give up that whole body of gold, silver, and precious jade!”


    …


    Shaoshang sighed. Although those brats may be sarcastic, what they were saying was not all false. Yin Zhi was cautious and did not boast about his wealth in daily life. Real wealthy families are like those of Marquis Yu, and every meal cost tens of thousands of yuan. The washing water, fat, and powder poured out by female relatives could fumigate the entire river. That was what made banquets like water and waste like rain. Where was the Yin family?


    Although Wan Qiqi had high fighting spirit, she clearly chose the wrong tactic. When dealing with such a cheap mouthed person, what kind of detour should she make? She should strike straight into her heart with a knife and end the battle.


    “Young Mistress Yin,” Shaoshang suddenly exclaimed, “I’m young and quiet. I don’t know if I can say a word.”


    Yin Xu’e and Wan Qiqi were staring at each other like it was a cockfight. Upon hearing this, she casually said, “Sister Cheng, please speak.” She thought that among the young ladies present, Cheng Shaoshang was the youngest and could say anything.


    “Today, the Yin family hosted a banquet. Our Cheng family received the invitation, which was sent by your family, right?”


    Yin Xu’e didn’t expect Shaoshang to come up with a sentence like that and began to feel a bit uneasy. She made two noises of confirmation.


    “Our Cheng family is well behaved and has been invited by your father and mother to come as a guest. We did not come to the Yan mansion because we are short of food and water, right?” Shaoshang’s attitude remained very friendly.


    Yin Xu’e knew in her heart that letting this girl speak was not good anymore. “Sister Cheng’s words are powerful,” she said, trying to squeeze a smile out. “What you’re saying makes it seem like we have been unkind to you…”


    “My cousin grew up in the countryside when she was young, and several neighboring counties suffered the effects of the war. It’s only been a few years since the fields gradually recovered. Even large households do their best to be frugal. It isn’t because they can’t afford to eat, but they don’t want to spend the money for snacks that take a dozen processes to make. Is that a sin?” Shaoshang stared at Yin Xu’e, her face cold.


    Yin Xu’e couldn’t smile anymore, and the girls around her calmed down.


    “I was raised in the capital, but my parents fought in the blood and fire of war. Do you want us to eat and drink in this safe capital?! Therefore, I have never seen this golden bird’s nest date, is that a mistake!” Shaoshang gradually raised her voice as she spoke.


    Yin Xu’e hid her trembling fingers under her sleeves. The maid next to her quickly sneaked out the door as she looked down at Shaoshang.


    “Sister Qiqi’s family is not inferior to the Yin family, but she has never seen this type of snack. Is it because the Wan family can’t afford it? No, it’s because she had been following her father in war for more than ten years. Every day, she followed Aunt Wan to comfort the families of the wounded and dead soldiers, and to help settle down the refugees. Where is there leisure time to spend more than a dozen processes to make golden bird’s nest dates?”


    Shaoshang’s words were sonorous, and her gaze wandered around her. The little girl who had spoken up to her side avoided her gaze and dared not look at her.


    “The three of us don’t know about this golden bird’s nest snack. Is it shameful enough to make all the sisters here laugh?” Shaoshang pushed forward step by step. No one could say a word, and some even began to show shame.


    Shaoshang pushed aside her food table, with a hint of anger in her voice. “Sisters, who can enjoy these delicacies, rely on the protection of heaven, and rely on His Majesty’s food and clothing? The whole court is devoted to civil and martial arts. Then, you use this fortune to mock us?! Today, the Cheng family was invited as a guest, and it’s hard to say that they came to suffer this humiliation!”


    Yin Xu’e’s face turned green when she was criticized. She secretly cursed Shaoshang for her fierce scheming, which was unreasonable. Now, she could no longer maintain her elegant posture and quickly straightened up to make amends. “Younger Sister Cheng is too serious,” she said. “We didn’t mock you… it was just a small joke! A joke!”


    Wan Qiqi finally caught up with the pace of the argument. “Today,” she sneered, “the two younger sisters of the Cheng family came to your house for the first time. They don’t know anyone except for me. Are you so familiar with them? It’s easy to joke like this. Do you always joke like this with the guests who arrive at your house first? I’ll have to ask Aunt Yin.”


    Yin Xu’e’s face turned red. “Who is mocking you?” she exclaimed. “Don’t talk nonsense! Don’t slander people! You said…” She nervously pointed around. “You said, where did we laugh just now. Right? Right?”


    The girls around all rushed to answer, one after another showing no signs of ridicule.


    When Wan Qiqi saw them playing tricks, she was so angry that she wanted to fight back. However, Shaoshang pulled on her sleeve to stop her. She looked back and saw Shaoshang smiling, saying word by word, “It seems that the sisters just now didn’t really mock me?”


    The girls were busy saying, ‘no, no.’


    Shaoshang looked straight at Yin Xu’e. “But we don’t know anything, not even golden bird’s nest dates!” Her voice was gentle, as if playing with prey in her hand.


    Yin Xu’e’s mouth was bitter and she had to reluctantly say, “If you don’t know it, you don’t know it. What’s so amazing?” The other girls quickly agreed.


    Shaoshang smiled and pulled Wan Qiqi to sit back down. She turned her head to smile at Cheng Yang. “Sister, please continue eating. No one mocks you at all, everyone just loves to laugh too much. But if you laugh again in the future, just make sure that there is no chance to misunderstand…”


    Now, far from being ridiculed, the girls dared not even laugh.


    Wan Qiqi was extremely happy in her heart.


    If there was wine in front of her at that moment, she would drink three large bowls in a row. If she were at the racetrack, she would ride her horse, whip her whip, and run a whole circle around the city! She now finally understood the feeling of her father when he and Uncle Cheng bowed to each other. She wished she could have someone set up an incense table, burn yellow paper, chop off the head of a chicken, and invite Shaoshang to swear a blood oath to become sworn sisters.


    Ah! That was a great idea. She had to report it to her mother and father later.


    Wan Qiqi couldn’t conceal her joy and turned her head. “When I was outside, I heard a saying,” she said loudly. “It was ‘if you dare to do it or not, it’s better than being a bastard! Haha… haha…!”


    She burst out laughing and Yin Xu’e’s face became extremely ugly. Her arrogance was no less than that of Wan Qiqi. Just now, it was already a helpless move to slap her. Now, how could she endure that blatant ridicule?!


    As the two girls were about to fight again, a well-dressed young woman entered the hall. Yin Xu’e’s eyes lit up when she saw her. “Older Sister…”


    Madam Yin looked around and saw that all the girls’ faces were not good, and the atmosphere in the hall was tense.


    She glared at Yin Xu’e and feigned anger, “You run the household like this? You’re lazy yourself, so you’re holding onto all your sisters to sit with you. It’s still early to leave the banquet, so why don’t you ask your sisters to take a stroll in the garden? Are you a bunch of women incubating bean sprouts indoors?”


    Yin Xu’e felt aggrieved. Wan Qiqi wanted to file a complaint, and both girls had to open their mouths. Madam Yin smiled. “Qiqi, Mother-in-law is looking for you… Xu’e, don’t be fooled, she also asked you to come over.” Then she smiled at everyone. “Although my hometown is small, I have recently moved a few fresh winter bamboo plants, which are winding around and very strange in appearance. Let me lead you to see them. How about it?”


    The girls all cheered. Shaoshang couldn’t help but hold onto her hands. Cheng Yang held back her anger and didn’t say a word.


    Then, before the two girls could begin to argue again, Madam Yin told the servants to take Wan Qiqi and Yin Xu’e away, urging them to not say a word like prisoners being escorted.


    Madam Yin herself pulled Cheng Yang and Shaoshang one by one, walking outside and smiling. “This is the first time the two Cheng sisters have come to our house and they should be treated well,” she said. “My younger sister has always been straightforward and she has no ill intentions. The two elders want to befriend each other, and the two young sisters are both generous and blessed people, so if there’s any disagreement, let it go…”


    Cheng Yang thought that it was better to resolve the enemy than to settle it, so she responded in a low voice.


    Shaoshang remained silent and sneered in her heart, ‘After slapping, sweet dates arrived.’ What was the amount of great fortune, was it that if you continue to argue about this matter, you will have no stamina and no blessing?


    Walking all the way to the garden, Shaoshang was suddenly hit with the cold winter wind.


    What could they do if the matter didn’t pass? If Wan Qiqi was here, she would inevitably be ordered by her mother to not promote this matter, just like other young women. Besides, would it be because of the quarrel between his young children that Father Cheng would become an enemy for nothing? Father loved himself so much.


    She thought gloomily, ‘It’s not good to have concerns. It’s not easy to have no heart or lungs to be carefree. It’s not easy to be someone with a cold and thin nature.’


    …


    We’re getting so close to the start of romance! Can’t wait!


    Next Chapter: The Yin Family Banquet (Part 2)
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    Chapter Thirty:
The Yin Family Banquet (Part 2)


    Madam Yin was completely different from her sister. She was young, articulate, and treated people well. She was very friendly to the group of young ladies, not only including the plants in the garden with witty words, but also asking the servants to set up soft tents and tables for refreshments. After a while, the girls began to talk and laugh, and even Cheng Yang, after being constantly comforted by Madam Yin, gradually relaxed.


    Only Shaoshang, who was still depressed, grew even more disgusted with the excitement and anger, and quietly slipped away while Madam Yin was preoccupied.


    In fact, she envied Cheng Yang’s personality of being able to easily forgive. Perhaps the elders in the world would like children like Cheng Yang. Unlike herself, she would always remember the grievances she suffered and never lightly forgive those who had hurt her.


    To be honest, compared to before, she was already much more lenient, okay? When she was a child, even if someone threw a wad of paper at her head, she would peel off their collar and throw a spider in as a reward. But now she no longer easily wanted revenge, because she learned to ignore and ridicule.


    Shaoshang sighed. She didn’t recognize the Yin family, so to avoid getting lost and not coming back, she had to walk along a small stream with her head down, trampling down dead grass, flattening soil, blocks, and drooping her head for an unknown amount of time. Suddenly, she saw a piece of rock, carved into a barrier like flowing water.


    In front of the mountains and rocks, facing the creek, there stood a young man in splendid attire on the back. The man was looking down at the thawing water of the creek and was lost in thought. He heard a sound behind him and turned his head.


    The two looked at each other. Shaoshang was stunned; it was that Debt Collector again!


    Yuan Shen wore a white jade crown today, wearing a light blue brocade with a snow-white fur border and a deep robe with a curved train, which further showed his long body standing in jade. He was humble and elegant. As soon as he saw Shaoshang, he laughed, his eyebrows and eyes were as carved, and his white teeth were as chiseled.


    Shaoshang was calm, thinking that the message had also been passed on, and Madam Sang also wrote back. There should be no reason for them to cross paths. This time, they should speak well and never make any more grudges. So, they raised their arms and bowed, smiled, and said “There’s really no place…”


    “Why are you dressed like an old lady today?” Yuan Shen frowned.


    She wanted to be kind. Shaoshang stared and her throat constricted, forcing herself to say, “–What’s your concern…?”


    Yuan Shen saw that the girl was dressed in a deep ochre colored train dress today, with a dark red silk thread woven into a curved neck Xuanniao pattern. However, even if she wore such an old and dark color, her skin was like snow and jade, her eyebrows were lush, and her eyes were sparkling.


    He deliberately frowned and said, “My nanny doesn’t even wear this color anymore.”


    “What’s the matter with your nanny?” Shaoshang asked angrily.


    Yuan Shen ignored her anger. “My mentor received a letter from Madam Sang.”


    Shaoshang couldn’t think of what to say, so she continued to scold. “What’s the matter with your mentor! …eh?”


    Yuan Shen shrugged with a smile.


    “Just say thank you,” Shaoshang said unhappily. She blushed. “Why do you have to come up and say that annoying thing?”


    Yuan Shen stopped his smile and made a solemn bow. “My mentor was already feeling depressed and unhappy, but he has been much better recently. Today, I would like to express my gratitude to you.”


    “I don’t like your way of thanking me,” Shaoshang sneered.


    “Saying thank you is nothing,” Yuan Shen said, smiling. “I will do what I say. If you have any difficulties in the future, I will not refuse.”


    Shaoshang was pragmatic. A hundred good words were no match for a check that could be withdrawn at any time. She then showed her face and smiled, “Okay, I can write it down. Don’t worry, I won’t call on you to rebel, be treasonous, and I won’t ask you to marry me! But…” she paused. “My aunt only wrote six words; your mentor is good with that?” Even she thought that answer was too hasty.


    At first, Yuan Shen’s expression stagnated, and then he returned to his usual state. “You are young,” he said with a smile, “and you know nothing about your elders. I’m afraid you can’t even understand them. My mentor said, those six words reminded him of the fun things he had with Madam Sang when he was young.”


    Shaoshang secretly cursed; what was wrong with this was that the reality was too sad, and brainpower should be used as comfort.


    “By the way, did you specifically wait here? How did you know I would come?” She was too lazy to care about Yuan Shen, but thought it was strange.


    Yuan Shen laughed. He also received the invitation, but when he came to the door early that morning, everyone in the Yin family was taken aback. He pressed these buttons, saying, “I didn’t mean to wait. But I heard that the Cheng family was also here, so I came to try my luck.”


    Shaoshang became even more confused.


    Yuan Shen looked at her delicate eyebrows that were furrowed slightly. He said softly, “In fact, everyone has their own habits. Last time I was at your house, I saw you wandering all over the slope and finally landing by the pond by the rock. So, I thought, if you weren’t feeling well again, you might come here.” He brushed back his sleeve and pointed around. Sure enough, there was water by the rock.


    This psychological analysis was very accurate. Shaoshang nodded to herself, but unexpectedly, he deviated from the last sentence. “What does ‘not feeling well again’ mean?” she asked. “Are you implying that I have a bad temper?”


    Yuan Shen raised his eyebrows. “Do you think you are kind and amiable?”


    Shaoshang sputtered. This… she had just offended a whole roomful of girls. Not a single host or guest was left behind.


    She breathed a sigh and decided not to worry too much. “I have fulfilled my promise,” she said. “I hope that the Young Master will keep his promise and remember that a word spoken is unforgettable.”


    “It’s natural to keep promises. But…” Yuan Shen heard her farewell message. “What if I want to find you again in the future? Did Madam Sang tell you not to spread any more messages?”


    Unexpectedly, Shaoshang shook her head slowly. “Young Master, you are knowledgeable and intelligent. Why say that? As long as you pass on the previous sentence, no matter what happens later, I won’t be able to intervene in it again.”


    “How can you say that?”  Yuan Shen said.


    Shaoshang chuckled lightly. “If my aunt doesn’t want to hear from your Master again in the future, I won’t disobey the wishes of the elders. But if my aunt is willing, I will also be generous in the future. Would she still want me, a younger generation, to continue secretly passing messages for her? So, no matter what the outcome, it will no longer be my business.”


    The girl’s eyes were clear, almost different from her age, and Yuan Shen was speechless for a moment.


    Shaoshang continued, “The messenger was sent by my uncle. What did the messenger say?”


    Shen Yuan remained silent for a moment. “I have instructed my mentor to attach a letter stating that Madam Sang’s words were a negative one back then, and the grudges have dissipated. If my mentor has anything to say in the future, just send the letter directly.”


    Shaoshang spoke with a hint of sarcasm, “The grudges and grievances have dissipated, I’m afraid the relationship has also dissipated.” Even the discerning eye could see that Madam Sang had already let go.


    Yuan Shen remained silent. He actually didn’t agree with his mentor’s actions. Since it was irreparable, why dwell on them? He was hurting himself and feeling sad. It was better to keep looking forward than always feeling down.


    Shaoshang became curious again and couldn’t help but ask, “By the way, who is your mentor?”


    “Didn’t Madam Sang tell you?” Yuan Shen chuckled.


    Shaoshang sighed helplessly. “My aunt is playing tricks,” she said. “I asked Eldest Brother but he said… ‘I have been studying for many years and have learned from many different families. Therefore, I have learned from many mentors.’” These days, she didn’t even pay attention to learning from one subject!


    “I probably don’t read as many books as Young Master’s mentor, but I don’t know if I can read more characters than Young Master’s mentor,” she joked to herself.


    Yuan Shen laughed so hard at her words he almost burst into tears. His gaze at her was as bright as a star, and his heart was inexplicably happy.


    Shaoshang raised her eyes and saw that the long eyelashes of the Debt Collector were a bit wet, which was indescribably handsome. She paused in her heart and said sternly, “This matter is over. Don’t come to me again in the future, Young Master. I will come to you if there is something wrong.” When someone saw them together later, they really didn’t want to cause trouble.


    “Has this matter already happened?” Yuan Shen paused with a smile, feeling unhappy in his heart. After just a few words, she changed her mind twice.


    He was about to speak, but to his surprise, there was a rapid sound of footsteps from the stone barrier, interspersed with the sound of a fierce dispute between a young man and woman.


    “Lou Yao, stop! Stop! I haven’t finished speaking yet!” the arrogant female’s voice was clear.


    “I already know, you don’t have to say it!” a restless young man’s voice said.


    “What do you know? The Xiao family meant this, but my father hasn’t agreed yet…” The girl’s voice was full of pride. “If you treat me better, I’ll tell my father to refuse this matter! After all, you and I have been engaged since childhood, and I can’t bear to treat you like this!”


    “You don’t have to bear it! Go and marry that person!” The young man’s voice was extremely angry. “I didn’t want to keep this engagement with you, but our Lou family keeps our promises, and I have endured it until today! Now that your family is willing to find another high place, I really can’t ask for it!”


    “Bullshit! Don’t be so sweet! What’s the point of keeping promises? Isn’t it because my father is kind to your family?” The girl also became angry. “Since you know this kindness, why have you been unwilling to follow me and treat me better since you were young? Either you scold me for being arrogant or you despise me everywhere! To be honest, if it weren’t for my father’s pressure, I wouldn’t want to marry you!”


    “Don’t pretend!” the young man roared fiercely. “You think I don’t know? You’ve already met that Xiao Shizi a while ago, and his predecessors praised him for his handsome, brave, understanding, and surpasses me a hundred times and a thousand times! Alright, now I won’t stop you from pursuing a great future. You hurry to get married…”


    The sound of speaking gradually drew closer, and as the young couple approached, they were about to cross the barrier of mountains and rocks.


    Yuan Shen remained motionless and said to himself, ‘It’s them.’ Shaoshang searched around, although she was not afraid of anything, it would be better to do more than to do less. She caught a glimpse of a sunken area in the stone barrier that could accommodate just one person.


    She was about to go and hide, but to her surprise, Yuan Shen had been staring at her and, following her gaze, also found the concave spot. He had a sudden thought and a bad heart. Relying on his height and leg length, he stepped over in two or three steps to sneak in first. Shaoshang was left standing alone in plain view.


    That son of a bitch!


    Shaoshang watched as the hiding place she had found was taken over by another, her hair almost standing on end. She wished she could tear Yuan Shen alive, sprinkle nitric acid, sulfuric acid, hydrochloric acid on him, and then chop him into human meat buns and throw them on the roadside to feed dogs!


    At that moment, the young couple had already bypassed the rocky barrier.


    At first, it was the young man, with thick eyebrows and big eyes, an angry expression on his face, seemingly sixteen or seventeen years old, and already quite tall in stature. The young man was foolish when he saw a beautiful and delicate young girl standing there.


    Shaoshang was also very embarrassed and giggled twice.


    The young man thought to himself, ‘I don’t know how much this girl heard of the argument just now.’ His face quickly turned the color of pig liver and he didn’t say a word, turned around, and left.


    Then the young girl came, who was pure and beautiful, with a fierce and angry expression that completely destroyed her original good appearance. When she saw Shaoshang standing there, she immediately said, “What are you looking at?! If you look at me again, I will dig your eyes out!” Then, without waiting for a reply, she quickly pursued the young man.


    Shaoshang stomped her foot.


    After the two of them left, Yuan Shen leisurely emerged from the cave.


    “You bastard!” Shaoshang’s eyes were red with anger and she couldn’t care about any nonsense etiquette anymore.


    “Didn’t you just say ‘this matter is over?’” Yuan Shen was calm as he spoke. “I will teach you today, but it won’t be over.”


    He took a step forward as he spoke, his tall figure enveloping her head. As an adult man who had been standing in the court for many years, his aura was not comparable to those of Shaoshang’s older brothers. Shaoshang suddenly felt a sense of oppression and a deep hatred in her heart. She knew that this guy’s usual easygoing and elegant appearance was just a front.


    Since she couldn’t compete with others, it was best to get out early. Shaoshang thought very quickly, immediately bowed and bid farewell, turned and walked away. Yuan Shen, however, refused to let her go. With a long leg, he continued to follow behind her without saying a word.


    “Do you know who those two people were?”


    “I don’t want to know!” Shaoshang increased her speed.


    “One of them is Lou Yao, the youngest son of the Lou family leader in Hedong, and the other is He Zhaojun, the only daughter of the brave cavalry general He Yong of the dynasty. They have been engaged since childhood and have been noisy since childhood.”


    Shaoshang spun around. “You aren’t finished? Do I owe you money or eat your corn? You are a respectable person, Young Master Yuan. I hope you take it seriously.”


    Yuan Shen was not angry at all, and he secretly found it interesting after listening to her ‘corn talk.’ “You are getting older, not only do you need to learn to read and write, but you should also learn as soon as possible, such as family genealogy, sacrificial etiquette, dyeing incense, cooking and weaving. I see you can do nothing but throw temper tantrums and bicker.”


    He turned around suddenly as if remembering something. “What are your plans? Have you just returned to the capital and couldn’t find a good female teacher for a while? I can recommend one or two…”


    “What does this matter to you?” Shaoshang shouted vigorously, trembling with anger. She staggered forward two steps, then turned around and exclaimed, “Don’t follow me anymore!”


    Yuan Shen was slightly surprised and didn’t know how his words touched the girl’s displeasure. He was young and mature, and it was better not to speak up when there was something he hadn’t figured out. Currently, he only silently followed her.


    Shaoshang knew that Yuan Shen had been following her all the time, but she didn’t pay any attention to him. She walked angrily and quickly, seeing the garden just left in front of her. She turned around and sneered, “There’s a gathering place for young ladies ahead. Do you also want to come?”


    Before she could finish speaking, she heard a girl’s voice whispering from the other side of the fence.


    “Are you serious? That Cheng Shaoshang is really so crude and cowardly!” a timid girl’s voice said.


    “That’s natural. Unfortunately, I came late with the Wang family’s sister today, otherwise I would expose her in front of all the others! Pretend to be serious and pretend that others don’t know her past behavior! It’s not just because General Cheng and his wife have returned, she even pretended not to know the girl she played with before!” The girl’s voice was sharp.


    “That’s it! I see her acting all high and mighty while persecuting Sister Xu’e with every sentence. She thinks she is so amazing…”


    “Don’t worry. As soon as I heard about it, I immediately told Sister Xu’e.”


    …Four or five girls, with every word they said, they criticized Shaoshang’s misdeeds.


    Shaoshang was not angry, she only felt that the sharp voice sounded familiar to her. Upon recalling it, she immediately remembered – that was the girl with the diamond shaped face at the Cheng family banquet. She was about to come forward and take a look, intending to clean up those shameless little brats and let them know why the national flag was so red.


    Unexpectedly, Yuan Shen stepped forward, grabbed her by her collar, neatly pushed her behind a tree, pressed her head like a ground mouse, and then strode forward on his own. Shaoshang was surprised and quickly poked her head out from behind the tree to look.


    Yuan Shen remained calm and walked straight to the fence.


    Those girls were both surprised and delighted when they saw him and they let out a gentle cry of varying lengths. This one was shy, that one was gentle, and there was also one who was very twisted and looked like Mickey Mouse. Without waiting for them to express their admiration, in a cold voice, Yuan Shen asked, “What were you just saying?”


    The girls were momentarily speechless. Being seen by a male god while saying bad things about someone was never beautiful and romantic.


    “Rude? Cowardly?” Yuan Shen’s expression was cold and disdainful. “In my opinion, defaming people’s reputation and slandering them recklessly is the greatest vulgarity in the world! I dare not come forward and stir up discord behind my back, afraid that the world will not be chaotic, and that is the greatest cowardice!”


    As soon as those words were spoken, all the girls changed their faces, either pale or red. Especially the girl with a diamond shaped face noticed Yuan Shen’s sharp sword-like gaze directed at her, and she wished she could crawl into the ground.


    “Behind the scenes, criticizing and sneaking around, can others give you high regard? What kind of person is Young Mistress Cheng? Whether her character is good or bad, others don’t know how to judge. I want you to be smart!” Yuan Shen’s contemptuous eyes scanned the girls. “I hope everyone will take care of themselves and be cautious!”


    The girls who were scolded dare not lift their heads, and two of them were about to cry. With Yuan Shen’s last scolding, they immediately dispersed as birds and beasts.


    Yuan Shen’s anger did not subside. He stood in place for a while before returning to the tree to find Shaoshang. Unexpectedly, he saw that the tree was empty, with the wind blowing and the leaves moving, and the plants and trees slowly moving. He no longer knew where he was going.


    Shaoshang’s head drooped, and she walked weakly along the stream again.


    She hated being pitied more than she hated being mocked and ridiculed. She would rather argue and scold herself openly.


    As she walked away, she saw the embroidered patterns on her lapel – today’s outfit was one of the few exceptions to her approval of Madam Xiao’s behavior. Beauty was a double-edged sword that could help you climb to the summit of the Nine Clouds, like the sisters of Feiyan Hede, and also lead you to the Abyssal Hell. There were countless examples. What if someone with power and influence saw her beauty but refuses to marry according to etiquette, only wanting to be included in private? Cheng Yang had no such trouble.


    Upon careful consideration, everything from her appearance to personality was troublesome, which was probably one of the reasons why Madam Xiao didn’t like her.


    Just as she was feeling depressed, she saw Yin Xu’e walking towards her, followed by two maidservants.


    As soon as she saw Shaoshang, her face lit up and she couldn’t stop herself. “Wow, I was just about to find you! I’ve heard all about it. When your parents left you, your Second Aunt didn’t teach you anything. You don’t even know how to read a few words…”


    Shaoshang narrowed her eyes.


    There was no end to it! She needed to find up a way to clean up this little girl’s skin without causing trouble for Father Cheng.


    “Sister Xu’e, why don’t you hold your breath first, I have something to say to you alone,” Shaoshang said in a low voice.


    Yin Xu’e thought she was trying to soften up and apologize, so she generously dismissed her maids. Shaoshang asked them to go further so as not to hear. Yin Xu’e thought she needed to save some face for General Cheng, so she instructed the two maidservants to walk a hundred feet away and stand with their backs to them, not to look at them.


    “I already know who you are. You lied, fought, and bullied. You were too embarrassed to come and scold me just now?! Alright, I won’t argue with you at your young age, and I won’t ask you to apologize in front of everyone ­– ah!” Yin Xu’e’s proud tone immediately turned into a cry of pain.


    Shaoshang didn’t wait for her to finish speaking, she turned around silently, and hit Yin Xu’e with her fist in the abdomen, then twisted her arms and hands, grabbed her hair and gave her a good hit!


    Yin Xu’e was dumbfounded and afraid. She couldn’t believe that Shaoshang was doing this!


    Shaoshang punched a few times, causing pain in Yin Xu’e’s chest, back, ribs, and abdomen. Shaoshang exerted more force on her fingers and vigorously pinched, causing Yin Xu’e to scream like a plucked hen, thinking that under her clothes, there had to be a blue and purple hue.


    Shaoshang sneered inwardly. In terms of her proficiency in fighting, eighteen Yin Xu’e’s combined would not be as good as her alone. Unfortunately, her physique was not impressive enough, and her combat effectiveness was compromised. Yin Xu’e was half a head taller than her, and occasionally did archery and rode horses in her daily life. She did have some strength to her. After obtaining the initial advantage, Shaoshang was immediately counterattacked.


    However, Yin Xu’e was obviously not good at fighting, and had no other skills except for a disorganized set of punches. She could only rely on her high strength and wield her arms recklessly. In a moment, the two girls had twisted into a ball and rolled down on the dry grass. It wasn’t until then that Yin Xu’e remembered to shout loudly and call for her maids to come back.


    The two maidservants turned around and were shocked with what they saw. They quickly ran over to help their mistress.


    On the other hand, Yuan Shen, who had been looking for Shaoshang, also just arrived. Seeing the two girls scuffling around in a ball, he quickly rushed over, thinking that at least he could secure Shaoshang, who was weak in strength.


    On the other side of the forest, Lou Yao, who had just escaped from the entanglement of He Zhaojun, heard the commotion and ran out. Seeing the situation, the young man stared and hesitated. He thought he couldn’t bear the responsibility of the Lou family’s children, so he quickly ran over to try and stop them.


    Although it was winter, the sun was bright and clear, making it a great day. A very, very good day.


    …


    Poor Yang Yang, people keep slandering her appearance, lol. 
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    Chapter Thirty-One:
Follow-Up


    I just want to say a quick thank you for all the support you’ve given this lately. Seriously, all the likes and comments make my day and I cannot thank you guys enough! 


    When Shaoshang was pulled away, her head and face had already been slapped several times. She felt a burning pain in her cheeks, the corners of her eyes seemed to be swollen, and a small cut seemed to have been made on her chin. Squinting her eyes to look at Yin Xu’e, she couldn’t help but secretly praise herself; she hadn’t lost her former life’s skills yet!


    In the chaos, she vaguely saw Yuan Shen with a worried face. The young man named Lou Yao looked as if he had been struck by lightning, as if he had completely broadened his horizons in life. Madam Yin, who rushed in, was both angry and eager to jump. Then, in a hurry, Shaoshang and the crying Yin Xu’e were taken together to a side room in the back hall of the Yin Mansion, where Madam Xiao and the Wan family’s mother and daughter had just arrived.


    Upon hearing this, Old Madam Yin almost stumbled off the steps and hastily entrusted her sister-in-law with the responsibility of hospitality. Madam Xiao looked calm, but her breathing was slightly faster. Although Madam Wan was not part of the involved party, she couldn’t stay out of the matter and was embarrassed not knowing which side to stand on. Wan Qiqi had made up her mind to uphold righteousness!


    Madam Yin quickly reported the urgent situation to her mother-in-law, who breathed a sigh of relief.


    Not many people saw it; the two maidservants were Yin Xu’e’s, who could completely control them. Yuan Shen and Lou Yao were men in the end, and they had good reputations. They were kindly asked to not gossip about the fight between the two girls.


    But what was strange was that Yuan Shanjian seemed inexplicably enthusiastic about this matter. If it weren’t for the Yin Eldest Daughter’s clever words to resist, he would have followed them. After being persuaded to leave, he hesitated and repeatedly inquired about the injury. Although he was young and ambitious, he often served His Majesty, but he was cautious in words and deeds, and took care of himself. But everyone had eccentricities. Yuan Shanjian’s was to watch young ladies fight?


    As a mother who also had daughters of the right age, Old Madam Yin had not coveted Yuan Shanjian as her son-in-law, but her husband was not optimistic. She said that Yuan Shanjian ‘appeared indifferent, but actually had profound implications,’ and the future wife and family would inevitably have big plans. Perhaps they would marry a totalitarian family, or even choose a daughter of a prestigious Confucian scholar who was far from the court, which wasn’t impossible.


    Old Madam Yin had already cooled her heart towards Yuan Shen. After today’s incident, she saw her own daughter beating her younger sister’s daughter, it completely silenced her thoughts.
[She’s referring to Madam Xiao.]


    “Don’t worry, little sister. No one saw it and it won’t spread.” Old Madam Yin wiped her sweat, comforted Madam Xiao, then turned to scold her daughter. “You evil creature! You are both old and the head of the family, and you actually beat the Cheng family’s Young Mistress! You read all those books for nothing! All the etiquette for nothing! I’ll tell your father to go see how to punish you!”


    Shaoshang’s heart filled with joy. It turned out that at this time, parents were angry and scolded their children with ‘evil creature.’


    After cursing her daughter, Old Madam Yin spoke softly to Shaoshang. “Shaoshang, my child, you have been wronged! Don’t worry, Aunt will give you justice. After today’s banquet is over, this evil creature will have a taste of family law!”


    Both girls were in a disheveled state, but Shaoshang was noticeably more miserable, with a bruised nose and swollen face like a pig’s head, blood dripping on her clothes from a nosebleed. Compared to Yin Xu’e, except for her messy hair and messed makeup, her face and hands were fine. Plus, one person was thin and tall, while the other was young and slender. The situation was self-evident.


    Only Madam Xiao knew her daughter’s temperament and abilities, and there were not many people in the world who could make her suffer. Perhaps the true situation was not like that, but if she could fool her like that, it wouldn’t be bad. She pretended to be lenient and comforted Old Madam Yin, while instructing her accompanying martial servant to go and check Shaoshang’s injuries.


    Listening to the criticism, how could Yin Xu’e admit her guilt? She cried with tears and a runny nose, and even claimed that she had been wronged, but couldn’t bring personal evidence. She was really wronged!


    Unexpectedly, at this moment, Shaoshang said, “I hit Sister Xu’e first.”


    Yin Xu’e stared blankly at Shaoshang.


    The words startled everyone in the room.


    Old Madam Yin felt relieved and thought to herself that although the little girl had a bad temper, she was still upright and willing to talk about it.


    Madam Xiao’s heart thumped as she looked at her daughter’s face covered in wounds, yet she was so indifferent and her mood was extremely complex.


    Wan Qiqi, who was off to the side, became anxious and tried to open Madam Wan’s tightly grasped arm. She exclaimed in a loud voice, “Sister Shaoshang is the most reasonable. She would never hit anyone casually, there must be a reason. Shaoshang, tell me, tell me!”


    That was what Shaoshang had been waiting for. She thought, ‘This sister is wonderful,’ then put on a stubborn expression. “She said I have no Father or Mother, no upbringing, and I don’t even know how to read a few words. It was really vulgar!”


    Madam Yin glanced sideways and saw Madam Xiao’s already darkened face, giving her a headache. Whether she had beaten the guests or uttered malicious words, she didn’t know which one had done less harm to her sister’s reputation. She looked at her mother-in-law again, but found Old Madam Yin standing there, with a hint of tears in her eyes.


    This time Yin Xu’e couldn’t cry out because she had said those things. But she really wanted to say that it wasn’t a fact! To be honest, there were still mistakes! But facing the ugly faces of the elders above, she knew that if she said anything it would make things worse.


    Madam Yin came out to make amends. “My sister just can’t speak. I don’t know how many people she has offended. Even if she said the wrong thing this time…”


    “Sister Xu’e didn’t say anything wrong; she was right with every word.” Shaoshang’s voice had a mournful tone to it. “It was because she was right that I couldn’t argue and only fight…”


    Wan Qiqi’s anger was uncontrollable, and her blood rushed to the top.


    She pushed aside Madam Wan with all her might and jumped out, pointing to Yin Xu’e. “Don’t beat people, don’t expose people, don’t expose faults! Is it because Sister Shaoshang is lazy and foolish that she didn’t study and learn etiquette well? You always show off the good upbringing of the capital’s boudoir. If you know someone has hidden pain, you still have to pay attention to them, is that your upbringing?!”


    Yin Xu’e was tongue-tied, and this time Wan Qiqi’s mouth was full of grandeur, which she could not refute. She could only continue to shout in her heart that what she said was the truth!


    Shaoshang observed her expression with a hint of pity; the most unspeakable thing in this world was often not lies or slander, but the truth.


    At that moment, everyone except for Madam Xiao glanced at each other and felt that the matter was clear – it should be Yin Xu’e who spoke rudely first. Cheng Shaoshang was young and when she was provoked, she punched the other girl. Unfortunately, her strength was weak, and she was beaten down by Yin Xu’e. How to calculate, it’s all because Shaoshang suffered losses.


    Wan Qiqi ignored her mother’s gaze and added a hint of anger. She quickly confessed the recent incident of the golden silk bird’s nest dates and then said, “Aunt Yin, it wasn’t me who provoked her, but Sister Cheng Yang was also bullied!”


    Old Madam Yin looked sad and said in a daze, “That Cheng Yang was raised in her grandfather’s family, and she didn’t have her parents by her side.”


    Wan Qiqi couldn’t resist Old Madam Yin’s reaction and was stunned before saying, “That’s right!”


    Seeing this situation, Madam Xiao turned her head and covered her sleeves, crying, “It’s all my fault. If I hadn’t left Shaoshang, it wouldn’t have been like this…” Shaoshang secretly praised Director Xiao for her excellent acting skills, such as being able to be soft and hard, being able to bend and stretch, being able to go up to the general stage and down to the theatrical stage.


    Old Madam Yin calmed down and gave Madam Xiao a dignified bow. “This is because my daughter was not taught well. Don’t worry, I will definitely explain it to the two children. Our two families are friends today, and we are kind-hearted. The future is long, and my younger sister is not good enough to leave at this moment. After making a joke, it’s better to send Shaoshang home to recuperate.”


    Madam Xiao was so alert that she immediately noticed Old Madam Yin had a strange expression. She must have some secret information, but when it came to family matters, she didn’t bother much. She immediately took her daughter and went out.


    Wan Qiqi was worried that Shaoshang would lose her appearance in the future, so she left her mother behind and went out of the room, muttering to herself, “I have a good Jinchuang medicine at home, I’ll ask someone to get it.”


    As they left, Old Madam Yin stumbled and fell to the ground, tears rolling down her face and her expression desolate and indescribable.


    Madam Yin was shocked and turned pale. She had a very good relationship with her mother-in-law and quickly knelt down in front of her. “Mother, what’s wrong?”


    Old Madam Yin covered her handkerchief and wept silently.


    Only Madam Wan knew about her past and softly said, “A’Ji, it’s over, it’s all over. Your… your family is now happy and you’re also a grandmother. Uncle and Aunt Quanxia know, definitely… definitely…” As she spoke, she also covered her sleeves and wept lightly.


    Old Madam Yin wiped her tears away and walked up to her stunned daughter, slapping her face with a heavy smack. Yin Xu’e’s face quickly turned red, indicating how hard her mother exerted herself.


    “Mother!”


    “A’Ji!”


    Madam Yin and Madam Wan exclaimed at the same time.


    Yin Xu’e had been slapped silly. Since her birth, she had been pampered by her parents and loved by her siblings. Not to mention scolding, she had not even had a harsh word said to her. This was the first time in her life that she had been slapped in the face and she could not even cry.


    Old Madam Yin glared at her daughter. “Since I was young, I never had a mother or father,” she said coldly. “I read a few books before the age of twelve and didn’t know many words. I am also crude and unworthy of being your mother! Don’t call me that anymore, I dare not!”


    In her tearful eyes, Old Madam Yin remembered she had once been born into a happy family like her daughter, but was unexpectedly framed and her family was ruined. She watched helplessly as her father and brother were beheaded in Wanshi, and her mother worked hard to hide her with the Wan family and soon passed away.


    Due to being greatly spoiled at a young age, she was foolish for several years. Fortunately, Madam Wan took care of her like a sister and finally came to her senses at the age of ten. Later, the situation changed, and the enemy’s family also suffered retribution. Only then did Madam Wan’s father dare to take her out and send her to her uncle’s house in the distance.


    Both uncle and aunt were kind-hearted people, treating her as if she were their own. Even so, in the middle of the night, she was still desolate and confused, missing her parents, not to mention how many times the girls who bullied and mocked her for having ‘no father, no mother, no upbringing.’


    Madam Yin and Yin Xu’e had never heard about this and were momentarily stunned.


    On the other side, Master Yin was having the banquet in front of him. He heard the servant preach that his wife was crying uncontrollably and couldn’t get up from her bed. He quickly went back to her room to see what had happened, and without saying a word, he gave his youngest daughter a loud slap in the face. He first cursed at the saying ‘I don’t know the height and thickness of the earth,’ followed by another reprimand, slap, and punishment… it was almost like kneeling in the temple.


    The little girl Yin Xu’e, who had lived along the wind and water for fifteen years, took the punishment in one breath.


    Compared to the bleak and rainy Yin Xu’e, Shaoshang’s place was simply windy and drizzly.


    After returning to the Cheng mansion, A’Zhu saw her face and, heartbroken, silently shed a basin of tears. Unexpectedly, when she changed Shaoshang’s dirty and torn clothes, she found there were few injuries under her clothes, and her delicate skin was almost flawless.


    “I told you earlier, these injuries are not too bad.” Shaoshang smiled and patted A’Zhu’s shoulder.


    Technique! The key was technique! At first glance, the young Yin girl’s injuries may not have seemed serious, but Shaoshang knew she had taken a hard hit. Even if her body was not strong, she would have to make Yin Xu’e uncomfortable sitting and eating.


    In particular, she kicked Yin Xu’e’s leg and pinched her waist. The former followed the rich and harmonious path of the Shaolin Sect, while the latter followed the essence of the Wudang Sect’s gentle breeze, and her technical content was absolutely outrageous. The skin of the Yin girl was painful for at least three days.


    Shaoshang knew that there was still a tough battle waiting for her after Madam Xiao returned. After she finished grooming and added a delicious lunch of vegetables and meat, she quickly went to the bed to rest. She slept soundly with the blankets in her arms the whole afternoon, and when she woke, she saw the sun was in the west. It was only then she realized the Cheng family had returned to the mansion. As expected, A’Zhu told her anxiously that Madam Xiao asked her to go to Nine Zhui Hall as soon as she woke up.


    Shaoshang first took out the small target lens that her Second Brother Cheng Song had sent, tilted it left and right, and praised the cute and exquisite pig head in the mirror. She felt she had excellent control this time.


    Now she was even more confident.


    …


    In case anyone is confused, this is not the same person who Shaoshang got into a fight with in the television series. Yin Xu’e is a new character and I love her. 
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    Chapter Thirty-Two:
The Second Large-Scale Verbal Brawl


    An early/extra chapter this week because it’s my birthday and I was gifted a domain by my family! We’re a DOT COM now! 


    Shaoshang changed into a soft and comfortable worn dress, and sent someone to convey to Madam Xiao that she would be there soon, then leisurely walked over there. Halfway through, she paused for a moment and then asked Lian Fang to seek help from her brothers. She said that it wouldn’t hurt to tell them the situation was more than it was; in case there was a fight, she had to prepare the fire-fighting team.


    Walking to the Nine Zhui Hall, she saw Cheng Shi and his wife sitting high up with their heads up, while Cheng Zhi and Madam Sang sat to the side, each with a different expression.


    Madam Xiao held her breath and made it clear to Shaoshang that she wanted to have a good argument with her. Madam Sang jokingly smiled, giving her a wink with a look that said ‘I’ll save you,’ which greatly moved Shaoshang’s heart.


    Cheng Zhi couldn’t help but gasp. He was about ready to take a nap but his wife had to view the mother-daughter fight and he had to follow.


    When Cheng Shi saw Shaoshang, although he knew there had been a fight, he couldn’t hold back his cry. “Niao Niao, didn’t you say that it was just a fight? That Yin girl actually beat you like this! My daughter, do you feel pain?”


    Old Master Cheng had been a beautiful man when he was alive. Unfortunately, Cheng Shi didn’t inherit any of that beauty, which was hard for him growing up. However, he now had beautiful children. Was that Yin girl sent to sabotage his daughter’s beauty? Was it jealousy?!


    Madam Xiao originally planned to be serious and upright with this matter, but hearing her husband’s words, she burst into tears. She helplessly turned to Cheng Shi. “The Yin family’s daughter has also been injured.  Don’t just focus on your own children!”


    Cheng Shi pointed to Shaoshang’s swollen face. “Does the face of that Yin girl look like this?” he asked.


    Madam Xiao sputtered. “She – she hurt herself elsewhere.”


    “The little girl fights, and she can’t seriously injure with her fists and legs. Can she break ribs or hands and feet? Is there anything more important than a young woman’s face?” Cheng Shi slapped the table with his palm, feeling heartbroken. “There’s no one left for Niao Niao! If her face doesn’t get better, we will have nothing to do with the Yin family!” Cheng Shi’s loud roar echoed throughout the hall, and it sounded very reasonable.


    Madam Xiao was so speechless she forgot what she was going to say.


    With her shrewd behavior, how could she not prevent scarring? Not to mention that the martial maid she had with her was proficient with healing and declared that it was okay, but before Shaoshang was sent home, she stopped by a reliable medical shop. The doctor there also said there would be no permanent damage on her face after her face healed.


    As for under the clothes, A’Zhu had already reported on it.


    Madam Sang lowered her head and suppressed a smile while Cheng Zhi glanced at his wife. He was on his eldest brother’s side; how could his niece suffer such a loss!


    Madam Xiao ignored her husband and, after sorting through her emotions, directly addressed her daughter, “Shaoshang, I am here to ask you. Do you know your mistake?”


    “… You’re still asking her if she’s wrong?”


    “Your daughter knows her mistake.”


    Cheng Shi and Shaoshang both spoke at the same time, then glared at each other.


    Madam Xiao felt a headache coming on and pushed her husband away, gesturing for him to be quiet. “Okay, Shaoshang, what was your mistake?”


    Shaoshang looked up as she straightened up. “No matter how hard they humiliate and demean me, I shouldn’t hit anyone,” she said. “Mother, Father, don’t worry. Unless someone attacks me first, I won’t fight anyone again.”


    Madam Xiao didn’t expect her to admit her mistake so abruptly, hesitated, then asked, “How do you plan to correct it?”


    “Correct it?” Shaoshang’s lips curled. “There’s no need to correct it. Anyway, in the future, your daughter should not be able to deal with them much. We won’t see each other more than a few times so I will just nod my head and be friendly.”


    Everyone in the hall was stunned. Madam Xiao frowned. “What do you mean by that?”


    Shaoshang had long wanted to have a showdown with her parents about future issues. The timing was right, so she calmly said, “With the Yin family’s background, my cousin will definitely marry someone similar in the capital city in the future. And I will either go to the countryside or marry into the family of a scholar in the mountains or forest. How many more times will I see her in the future?”


    Simply put, her future husband’s family would either be a wealthy and influential rural family like the Ge family, with wealth, power, and fame in the country side, but far away from the court; or is a rich family who cultivates heirlooms. If you are successful in reading, you may be able to get to the level of Madam Sang’s maiden family, write a book, and go to a mountain to teach disciples. If you are ordinary in reading… then it would be an ordinary life.


    Madam Xiao was taken aback by her daughter’s words. Her first reaction was to look at her husband. Cheng Shi had a dull expression. Seeing his wife’s burning gaze, he quickly waved his hand. “I didn’t say anything!” He was also surprised. This had clearly been a private discussion between husband and wife, how did their daughter know?!


    “Brother, did you make a slip of the tongue?” Cheng Zhi chuckled.


    Cheng Shi glared angrily. “Shut up, boy! I’m positive I didn’t say anything!”


    Shaoshang’s smile held a hint of mockery. “So, my father and mother also planned to do the same.” She knew it would be like that.


    Madam Xiao turned her head and remained silent, making her husband embarrassed. Cheng Zhi knew he had slipped up and didn’t dare to look at his brother.


    “Niao Niao, how did you guess?” Madam Sang asked gently. At this time, the people were open-minded and did not prohibit girls from discussing marriage wishes with their relatives and friends.


    “What’s so hard to guess?”


    Shaoshang smiled slightly. “I will be married within this year. My mother always has a plan so she must have a plan for this. Since Mother isn’t teaching me how to pacify and win over a noble family, it’s because my future husband’s family will not be of that status. If Mother isn’t teaching me genealogy of my family and the rules of communication between wealthy and noble families, it’s because I won’t have to deal with those type of people much. However, these days, Mother has shown me several volumes of estate ledgers and even brought several estate leaders to tell me about the general affairs of the fields, and she’s been urging me to read and write… There are so many things, isn’t that it?”


    After her lengthy speech, the two couples in the hall looked at each other. After a while, seeing that both his elder brother and sister-in-law were silent, Cheng Zhi cautiously asked, “Niao Niao, what do you think of this?”


    “I think Mother and Father’s plan is very good,” Shaoshang said lightly. In fact, she had already thought about that issue, of course, as part of her future business plan.


    Cheng Shi wanted to say, ‘This isn’t my opinion,’ but held it back.


    With stable industries and social relationships, she could freely experiment with her ideas on the estate; whether it was agricultural equipment, grain, or luxury goods, if given five years, Shaoshang was confident that she could greatly improve the economic situation of her family.


    She was also annoyed with those mean-spirited little mothers who only criticized people when they had nothing to do. Whether they were talking about hair, clothes, snacks, accessories, makeup, or gentlemen, they were not constructive at all. How could one achieve prosperity and strength by relying on them?!


    At this point, it seemed like there was no need to say anything. Madam Xiao looked at her daughter’s determined expression and felt suffocated.


    If she added up all four of her sons, they didn’t make her as angry as just one daughter. The problem was that although Shaoshang was wrong, she was still angry. And she didn’t even know what she was angry about.


    “…What if I asked you to apologize to Young Mistress Yin?” Madam Xiao suddenly asked, hands on her knees.


    “I wouldn’t go,” Shaoshang quickly said. “Yin Xu’e’s words and actions hurt people, she deserved the beating. I shouldn’t have done it. At worst, I’ll just avoid her in the future. But if she still comes to ask for a beating, you cannot blame me!”


    Looking at her daughter’s rebellious and unruly demeanor, Madam Xiao suddenly stood up. “You’re so bold!” she said coldly. “I want to see if you know your mistake. Someone –”


    Before the words fell, the third son of the family, who had just arrived at the Nine Zhui Hall, heard this sentence and rushed in. Cheng Yong and Cheng Song hugged their mother’s legs, and the two of them repeatedly said, “Mother, calm down,” and, “Niao Niao had just been beaten, don’t scold her anymore.”


    Cheng Shaogong didn’t say a word, grabbed Shaoshang and pulled her out of the hall. Before Madam Xiao could say a word, the two of them disappeared.


    Madam Xiao trembled with anger and kicked each son away one by one. “Get out of here! Who said I was going to hit her?!”


    Cheng Yong and Cheng Song stayed for a moment. They just listened to the message from Lian Fang and thought they had caught fire with the staff.


    Cheng Shi, who sat cross legged on the side, patted the brothers. “Don’t worry,” he said casually, “your mother didn’t really want to scold Niao Niao today. She did ask A’Qing to prepare some wooden slips, probably for Niao Niao’s punishment writing.”


    As Cheng Shi spoke, he glanced at his wife who glared back angrily.


    “Get out of here! Waiting for punishment!” Cheng Shi shouted loudly, and the two sons hurriedly withdrew from the hall.


    Cheng Shi looked at his younger brother and sister-in-law, who were shrugging their shoulders with suppressed smiles. He suddenly had an idea but kept silent. “How long do you two want to watch the show?” he asked. “Go back quickly!”


    Madam Sang couldn’t help but smile. She originally was afraid that Shaoshang would be punished by Madam Xiao and wanted to help ease the situation. However, she ended up watching a good show and saw that it had ended. She quickly pulled her husband up and left.


    Before stepping out, Madam Sang turned back. “Shaoshang is still too naïve.”


    Madam Xiao and Cheng Shi couldn’t understand their intentions. Madam Sang didn’t explain and left with her husband.


    They were alone in the hall.


    Madam Xiao’s chest heaved violently. Cheng Shi slowly sat down with both hands pressed against his wife and he apologized. “What did I say? I told you not to bother yourself, but you didn’t listen. You haven’t seen it for so many days. Niao Niao had already planned her defense before she even started! You can’t hit her, what can you do except be angry?” Although he tried to persuade his wife, his pride couldn’t be concealed in his words.


    “It’s not that you and your sons are partial to her, blocking left and right, afraid that I might eat her!” she complained. “If it’s like Yong’er did when he was a few years old, let me use the punishment of the rod, not to mention real beating, just to scare her, see if she’s afraid!”


    “How can a daughter be beaten like a son? That small body can hold up for only a few hits,” Cheng Shi disagreed. “You also said that your children are different, and your son wants to cause a big disaster. If the daughter gets married, then the punishment cannot be the same!”


    Madam Xiao angrily waved away her husband’s hands and glared. “Wow, you’re waiting here to stop me! I owe my daughter a debt, and you’re planning to use this to exonerate her all your life, aren’t you?”


    “…Alright, stop talking, stop talking, it’s all my fault. I shouldn’t have gone to find Brother Wan in advance. If we didn’t want the two families to go together, we would have gone to the Yin family later. The banquet would be held, performers still there. With the elders around, how could a group of young ladies bring up such trouble?” Seeing that his wife was really angry, Cheng Shi quickly came forward to persuade her.


    After coaxing for a while, Cheng Shi laughed again and said, “Actually, I thought you were going to blame Niao Niao for scolding the Yin family’s child in person today. Who knew you wouldn’t say a word. Anyway, did you think Niao Niao’s scolding was good?”


    Although she was told by her husband that she was in trouble, Madam Xiao remained unconvinced. “It was you father and son that came to stir up the situation. Otherwise, I would also blame her for being so aggressive. Aren’t you afraid of causing trouble for the Cheng family?! Can’t you take a breath?”


    “Don’t pretend. It’s been a couple of decades; you think I don’t know you yet?! If you were willing to swallow your breath, you wouldn’t have asked me to block the water in the middle of the night that year and drown half of that private Dou,” Cheng Shi served with a smile.


    “You have no conscience!” Madam Xiao said angrily. “That Dou man insulted you at the banquet, but you are willing to endure it! His uncle valued you, but he was resentful, and his uncle made him suffer!”


    “But what the Young Mistress of the Yin family said was not directed at Niao Niao, it was Yang Yang!” Cheng Shi clapped his hands and laughed.


    Madam Xiao remained silent for a long time before speaking stiffly. “Our family matters have always cared about brotherhood. That villain has not gone away yet.” After a pause, she sighed again. “I later asked Qiqi and asked her carefully. Yang Yang is still a bit weak. Even if she couldn’t fight back on the spot, she should say a few words, so as to not to be taken lightly. However, Niao Niao’s words are too sharp, and she’s not afraid of offending enemies…”


    “What are you afraid of? Am I afraid of Yin Zhi? Or are we going to flatter Yin’s family?”


    Cheng Shi said, “With all the children of the Yin family, there are always those who don’t love reading and military attire. Our two families have mutual demands, and we are at peace with each other, so we are so inferior! If it weren’t for Niao Niao’s going back today, those young ladies would go home and talk to their elders. Can I still lift my head in the future?”


    Madam Xiao sighed. “This time it’s all over,” she said anxiously. “We can still afford to provoke the Yin family, and they are also generous. In the future, if we can’t afford to provoke them, what will we do if Niao Niao acts out like this?”


    Cheng Shi was very optimistic and deliberately teased his wife. “If we can’t afford it, Niao Niao won’t go. Tell Niao Niao to go to the banquet, but she will swallow her anger anyway. What does Madam think?”


    Unexpectedly, this time Madam Xiao ignored her husband’s joking remarks and remained silent for a moment before she suddenly said, “There was a descendant of a noble family in the previous dynasty who was a powerful member of the family. Later, she also became a princess herself. Unexpectedly, the couple had a bad temper and argued every day. In the end, the son-in-law couldn’t bear the shame of the princess and killed her with one knife. The emperor was furious and the son-in-law, along with their parents, were killed.”


    “What are you saying?” Cheng Shi asked, confused.


    Madam Xiao looked at the door. “I once said,” she whispered, “I can rest assured that I will marry Yang Yang into any family, and you even said I am biased. In fact, I know in my heart that this is a shameful statement to my Second Younger Brother. To put it bluntly, after Yang Yang gets married, the worst thing is that she won’t fight back when bullied. One day she can’t bear it anymore, she will just go home after breaking off the marriage. But Niao Niao, she will fight to the death, and this is how many disasters are caused!”


    Cheng Shi couldn’t argue anymore, but in the end, he said, “Otherwise, as Niao Niao said, we should find good tempered and easygoing in-laws? However, Niao Niao has promised us that she won’t fight again in the future.”


    “I never imagined that Xiao Yuan Yi would worry about her daughter fighting in her lifetime…” Madam Xiao’s tone gave off a hint of weakness. “By the way, where did they take Niao Niao? It seems like it’s snowing outside. Tell her to go back to her house, I won’t scold her. And Shun Hua… I know what she meant…”
[Shun Hua is Madam Sang.]


    Her daughter was indeed an intelligent and smart girl, not greedy for vanity. The Yin family was full of flowers, and she showed no envy at all. She knew more about brotherhood but was indeed very naïve. She had never seen how overwhelming real power was, and there was no way to avoid it. In the face of absolute power, life, death, honor, and disgrace were matters of one sentence.


    Contrary to her husband, Madam Xiao became hesitant about her decision for the first time in her life.


    …


    The thing with Madam Xiao is she does do things to help Shaoshang but she does it in secret. Then she gets offended when people don’t see that she is trying to help prepare for her daughter’s future. 


    Next Chapter: Taking Refuge
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    Chapter Thirty-Three:
Taking Refuge


    At that moment of refuge, the twins Shaoshang and Shaogong were standing on the corner of the street, looking up at the sky. The fine snow falling from the sky was seeping down on her face and neck, damp and cold, leaving her at a loss.


    Half a quarter of an hour ago, Cheng Shaogong took her to the residence of the three brothers for a while to take shelter, and then ran back to the Nine Zhui Hall to inquire about the news. Shaoshang squatted in front of the fire and encountered Fu Deng, wo had just tidied up arrows, bows, and strings for Cheng Song and entered the room.
[Fu Deng is the oldest son of A’Zhu. There was A’Mei, A’Liang, and Deng.]


    The old friends reunited and inevitably began to talk. Shaoshang learned from Fu Deng that Fu Liang followed her little brother, Cheng Zhu, and Fu Deng learned from Shaoshang that his little sister had grown two inches taller. Fu Deng couldn’t help but ask her why she was there. After learning the story, he became even more worried.


    “Madam has never failed to punish the person she wants to punish,” Fu Deng looked confused. “I have followed my father for many years in front of the Master’s tent, and Madam always punishes the son no matter where the son hides, she always finds him and punishes him.”


    Now, Shaoshang couldn’t sit still.


    Under her earnest encouragement, Fu Deng described how the punishment of the staff was carried out, how much harm it caused, the frequency of screams from her brothers, the speed of healing, and the physical and mental recovery after.


    The original intention of Fu Deng was to make the Young Mistress know that she could avoid it for a while, but never for a lifetime. It was better to have a correct attitude and sincerely admit your mistake, and then reconcile the mother and daughter.


    Shaoshang’s approach was to ‘confess leniently, reform through labor to move bricks, resist strict measures, and go home for the Chinese New Year.’


    She still cherished her skin and flesh very much. She wasn’t afraid to be hit by Yin Xu’e but she instead fell into the hands of Madam Xiao. She became momentarily flustered and decided to go out first to avoid it, just like when she was a child.


    At first, Fu Deng was shocked and stopped her. Seeing that the Young Mistress had already made up her mind, he could only escort her out. The two of them went out of the side room of the Cheng Mansion. Fu Deng remembered two leading horses, but it was only after walking fifty or sixty zhang that Shaoshang realized they had made a big mistake.
[50-60 zhang is roughly 500-600 feet.]


    First, she could not ride a horse.


    Second, she was not wearing a fur coat for going out, and her feet were still wearing those light blue embroidered toe shoes.


    Third, the temperature outside was below zero, and it was snowing again.


    Finally, she was not in the alley of her old hometown, where there were Wonton stalls at the corner of every street, oil dunzi stalls at the side, stinky tofu stalls at the end and, just a few more steps away, the video hall opened by her Older Sister.
[She means the gang sister.]


    It was almost dusk now, and smoke was rising from the roofs far and near. The streets were sparsely populated, and restaurants and inns that could be temporarily settled in must only be found in designated neighborhoods, unlike in later generations, where they could be seen everywhere.


    She and Fu Deng looked at each other; Fu Deng was ashamed of his poor behavior.


    Shaoshang didn’t blame him. Fu Yi and A’Zhu trained their son to become a soldier, not a companion. So, she hesitated to decide whether she should go home honestly, even if she was beaten up, it would be better than the cold wind.


    In other words, she also became accustomed to the days of having a maid to accompany her. In her previous life, all she would leave the house with were her keys and wallet, nothing else. Now, regardless of wind, rain, or snow, the maids who followed her would be busy with umbrellas, cloaks, and comforted her.


    It really was difficult to transition from extravagance to frugality.


    Shaoshang sneered at herself and was just about to surrender and go home when she heard a familiar carriage bell –


    “Cheng Shaoshang!” ­– and the voice of a more familiar young man.


    Shaoshang looked up and saw Yuan Shen, dressed in fur, half protruding from the magnificent carriage of the Yuan family. His snow-white face was frozen with a shallow blush. As soon as he saw Shaoshang, he was happy and immediately worried. “Why are you wearing such clothes? Hurry and get in the carriage!”


    Fu Deng hesitated. He had also met Yuan Shen, who was a banquet guest at their house. Although he knew he wasn’t a villain…


    Shaoshang didn’t much care about it, so she quickly took a few steps forward and climbed into the carriage. Yuan Shen smiled and moved his body to let her in. The driver sitting in front of the carriage also thoughtfully threw a felt coat to Fu Deng. Fu Deng silently took it and put it on, then turned over and rode on the horse, holding the other horse’s reins in his hand, and followed the carriage. He was worried about the Young Mistress’s health, and he still remembered how hard his mother worked to save her little life a few months ago.


    Shaoshang’s situation was indeed not very good. The thinness of her body exceeded expectations, and after such a short period of time, she had frozen from her fingertips to her heart cavity. Fortunately, the Young Master of the aristocratic family’s carriage not only had a magnificent appearance, but also had everything inside the cabin – a bookshelf, leaning table, sheepskin wall lamps, a small brazier made of exquisitely carved white iron tung wood, and even the walls of the cabin were covered in a layer of soft brocade velvet. Unfortunately, Shaoshang’s fingertips were already frozen stiff, unable to feel the comfortable touch.


    Yuan Shen frowned and looked at her. The little girl was shivering with cold, and the fine snow on her temples melted and became wet. However, due to the bruise on her nose and face, it was hard to see how her face had turned.


    He moved his arm and wanted to drape his fur over her, but it felt presumptuous. Shaoshang had already spontaneously pulled a woolen blanket spread on the wall and hugged it in her arms.


    Yuan Shen remained silent and let go of his fur. “Where do you want to go?”


    “Mother is going to punish me, so I’m hiding.” Shaoshang got as close to the brazier as possible for warmth and said with a worried expression, “I wasn’t thinking and didn’t bring anything with me. Why don’t we go back?”


    Yuan Shen frowned. “Don’t go back yet, let’s walk for a while.” It wasn’t really feasible. He had several other villages to hide in, but this was not appropriate…


    Shaoshang quickly nodded, she also needed to think about what to do next.


    Yuan Shen picked up the iron fork next to the brazier and slowly poked at the charcoal fire. “You’re doing a good job of using bitter meat tactics. Before I left the Yin mansion, I heard that Young Mistress Yin was unwell and didn’t show up at the banquet.” In fact, he had specifically inquired about it.


    Shaoshang breathed a sigh of relief. “What kind of bitter meat trick? I am young and energetic, and I can’t bear the anger of Young Mistress Yin, which was why I lost my sense of propriety. Young Master Yuan, speak cautiously.”


    Yuan Shen put down the iron fork, hesitated for a moment, and picked up a broad mouthed lacquer wine jug with a black bird pattern from a basket behind him. After thinking for a moment, he poured out half a cup of warm rice wine and handed it to Shaoshang.


    Shaoshang was impatient with his cautious demeanor. She pressed down on the fluffy blanket with one hand, taking the cup with the other, and flipping her wrist to drink it all in one gulp. How could someone who aspired to be a delinquent not drink alcohol? Before junior high school, she had tasted beer, yellow rice wine, Baijiu, and fake wine mixed with sugar. Of course, a little bit of rice wine was no problem –


    Shaoshang coughed fiercely, sputtering and tears came to her eyes. Okay, so she forgot again.


    Yuan Shen was both angry and amused, his palms opened and clenched. He refused to pat the girl’s back.


    “…Since you know that if you hurt an enemy by one thousand, you will lose eight hundred, why take such a bad move?” he whispered. “Of course, Young Mistress Yin was punished, but did you just retreat?”


    Still coughing, Shaoshang raised her head and sneered. “’Just retreat’ is something that can only be said by someone who can rely on it. Young Master Yuan, do you think I look like myself?” She didn’t believe that someone like Yuan Shen, who took one step and watched three steps, would not inquire about her situation.


    Yuan Shen was calm. “Not everyone in this world has parental ties,” he said. “Since we were born in this world, we must strive to live a good life.”


    Shaoshang felt depressed. She had lived a good life; whether she was a delinquent or top student. In her previous life, she worked hard every day, and with a promising future ahead of her, it was cruel that the gods asked her to start all over again!


    Yuan Shen saw that she was silent. “The past is over, and this time it isn’t entirely wrong,” he said warmly. “If it weren’t for your family’s festivities in the future, I wouldn’t have intentionally embarrassed you.”


    Shaoshang reluctantly nodded. “By the way,” she asked, “why were you at my doorstep?” Her home was not a marketplace, and the people living around were either wealthy or newly recruited civil and military officials.


    Yuan Shen didn’t answer and averted his gaze. “Actually,” he said, “I have something else to tell you. My mother originally thought of inviting the ladies of the Cheng family to visit the mansion for a plum blossom viewing in two days, but who knew…”


    “Plum blossom viewing? Isn’t your mother a devout Taoist?” Shaoshang was surprised.


    Madam Yuan was one of the wonders of the capital city. The Imperial concubine of a first-class feudal office, whose family was a wealthy family, had threatened to avoid the world and practice Taoism for some reason. Not seeing guests, not entertaining guests, not even attending palace banquets. Except for the occasional need to enter the palace to receive rewards and titles, almost no one had the opportunity to see her, and her level of seclusion is only slightly lower than that of the extraordinary Yan Shenxian.


    It would be an exaggeration to say that the most recent large-scale banquet the Yuan Mansion held was for Yuan Shen’s first birthday banquet. Over the years, except for sporadic small family banquets, even Yuan Shen’s crowning ceremony was held at his mentor’s house.


    “It’s not proper to interrupt someone when they’re talking to you.” Yuan Shen glared at Shaoshang. “My mother originally wanted to invite your mother over to the mansion, but His Majesty is going on a tour of the east the day after tomorrow. My mentor urgently called for me to accompany him, so it will have to happen after I return…” He casually stared at her to see her reaction.


    He didn’t know that Shaoshang’s thoughts would be so strange: “Huh? If you want to leave, you can’t have a banquet at home? … You are in charge of your home!”


    She thought to herself, ‘Is it possible that Father Cheng has such a promising future and the Yuan family is wanting to create an alliance?’ At the same time, she pointed at the young man in front of her. “Since your mother doesn’t like to take care of things, why didn’t you marry a wife earlier to avoid these inconveniences?” she teased.


    Yuan Shen thought to himself, ‘Because there was no one to talk about it. When I was young, there was an aunt in the clan who helped take care of these things. After several years, the aunt gradually grew up and not only had unclean hands and feet, but also dared to secretly connect with other noble families.’


    After driving away the aunt of that family, he managed the general affairs of the mansion by himself at a young age – it was not very difficult to appoint a new steward and regulate new regulations. However, when he gradually emerged in the court and the demand for interpersonal socializing became greater and greater, he realized that it was indeed inconvenient.


    Yuan Shen feigned anger and said, “Do you think getting married is like buying vegetables or picking melons? Regardless of the relationship between the two families, my wife will be the clan wife of the Yuan family in Jiaodong in the future. Naturally, she will be dignified and virtuous, pity the weak and the old, not to mention offering sacrifices to guests, leaders, and other wives…”


    Looking at his picky appearance, Shaoshang groaned and thought to herself, ‘Your mother is also a religious woman. She can live in seclusion for more than ten years under the feet of the emperor, and she has almost cultivated herself into an immortal. Isn’t she doing well?’ However, she also knew in her heart that Madam Yuan must have hidden secrets. In the past decades, the world was in turmoil and gods knew what happened.


    “Okay, Young Master Yuan, you are precious in gold and jade. The bride must be the best in the world so please, take your time when choosing,” she said coolly.


    Yuan Shen stared at Shaoshang. “… It’s especially important to be proficient and lenient and be able to distinguish right from wrong. She could never be like you, talking back and getting into arguments if you don’t agree with what someone says. What would I do if you turned around and chased all the guests away?”


    Shaoshang first wanted to ridicule him, but then she felt that something wasn’t right – was this a prank?


    Before she could open her mouth to respond, someone called out her name in a loud cry. She was taken aback for a moment, recognized the voice, and couldn’t stop from blurting out, “It’s Second Brother!”


    Thinking that Cheng Song was chasing after her, it was reasonable to think that their family matter had reached its end. Shaoshang was overjoyed and didn’t wait for Yuan Shen’s reaction before climbing out of the carriage on her own. Fu Deng, who was riding beside her, also looked cheerful (he really didn’t know how to deal with the runaway Young Mistress) and called out, “Second Young Master, we are here!” He stopped the driver.


    Shaoshang’s feet landed firmly on the ground. She turned her head and bowed her knees to Yuan Shen, who was poking his head out of the carriage. She said with a smile, “Thank you for saving me, Young Master, otherwise I would have frozen to death before my Second Brother found me!”


    She turned her head to leave but Yuan Shen stopped her. He took out a small white jade jar from his sleeve and handed it to her, whispering, “This is the purple jade ointment made by the family pharmacist, you…rub it into the injury…”


    This time, without waiting for the girl to bid farewell, Yuan Shen gave an order and the driver drove away.


    Shaoshang stood still, holding the white jade jar in her hands, the heat from his body temperature still there. Wait – was he specifically wandering around the Cheng mansion, wanting to deliver the ointment and say goodbye?


    After a moment, Cheng Song had followed Fu Deng’s call.


    Shaoshang turned around and immediately smiled. Her brother was reliable; Cheng Song deliberately didn’t ride a horse and instead drove a small and compact carriage out.


    “You foolish girl! On such a cold day, if you come out wearing such a thin outfit, it’s better for you to go home and be beaten by Mother!” Cheng Song loudly reprimanded, hating that iron was not made of steel. He took Cheng Shaogong’s mink coat from the carriage and covered it on Shaoshang, then turned around and ordered the entourage next to the carriage, “You go find Eldest and Third Brother and say I found Sister. Tell them to rest assured and return to the manor.”


    “A’Deng, you are also foolish. You didn’t know that the Young Mistress can’t ride a horse!” Cheng Song slapped Fu Deng on his back. “Shaoshang can’t ride a horse, so how did you two walk so far?” He looked up and down at his sister’s expression, not looking as if she had been freezing.


    Fu Deng moved his lips but didn’t dare speak, glancing at the Young Mistress.


    Shaoshang adjusted her coat with a smile, stuffed the white jade jar into her sleeve, and said indifferently, “Not long after I left the door of the house, I met with Young Master Shanjian. He was kind and gave me a ride… If you don’t believe me, ask A’Deng, it’s true!”


    Cheng Song looked at Fu Deng, who quickly nodded his head and confirmed it was true. Cheng Song was puzzled and asked, “Why was Young Master Shanjian so enthusiastic?”


    “Forget it! It’s better not to let Mother know of this matter.” Cheng Song could feel the headache coming on when he thought of the battle between his mother and sister. Families should only have one tigress in the family, yet he had two. There would be a huge argument.


    Since Madam Xiao couldn’t know of this, it would be best if the other elders didn’t say anything. Cheng Song thought for a moment and decided to only tell his tight-lipped elder brother Cheng Yong.


    Shaoshang climbed up onto the carriage and asked pleasantly, “Second Brother, if Mother’s anger has dissipated let’s go home.”


    Cheng Song ignored the question and asked one of his own, “Where did you originally want to go with the Yuan family’s carriage?”


    “I wanted to go to Dehui Square to find a restaurant, have a meal and wait. Maybe Mother won’t hit me if she saw I ran away.”


    Cheng Song rolled his eyes. “Don’t worry,” he said. “Mother doesn’t mean to hit you. This time she’ll punish you by writing.”


    Shaoshang was speechless. Director Xiao was really relentless. She sighed. “…Okay, I’ll go back and write…”


    “Do you know what you’ll be writing?” Cheng Song shook his head. “Eldest Brother went to Aunt Qing’s place to take a peek. Mother prepared hundreds of wooden slips, each as big as a pottery pot, densely covered with a half-inch square grid and you have to finish it within three days! You have to write well, too, otherwise there might be other punishments!” Her brothers looked out for her.


    Shaoshang paled. “So much?! I can’t finish that in three days!” This was calligraphy and if it wasn’t written well, Madam Xiao would wash off the wooden book and ask her to rewrite it after it dried.


    “What should we do then?” she asked pitifully.


    Cheng Song glared at her and said, “What else can you do? Go hide. I’ll ask Father to persuade Mother to avoid you for a few days. It may be able to grant you some time.”


    “Where am I going to hide?”


    “The Wan family!”


    …


    Next Chapter: The Boss’s Style
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    Chapter Thirty-Four:
The Boss’s Style


    It was proven that Cheng Song, who was well-spoken, wasn’t necessarily reliable when it came to putting things into motion. Shaoshang eagerly entered the carriage and found that there was no brazier inside. 


    In the depths of winter, the carriage without a brazier was just a cold and desolate little black room, with no other use except for wind protection. Finally, Shaoshang found a thick mat under the carriage and quickly wrapped it around her body. She trembled while regretting that she had not brought Yuan Shen’s brazier and fluffy blanket along. 


    Cheng Song heard his younger sister sneeze a couple of times inside the carriage and began to feel anxious. He urged the carriage forward. Fortunately, the Wan-Cheng family homes were not far away and he quickly scolded her. The gates of the Wan Mansion came into view and he happily said, “Don’t worry, Niao Niao, we’re here!”


    Shaoshang’s nose had begun to run due to the cold. When she heard her brother, she hurriedly opened the carriage door to look out. Against the cold wind, she saw a circle of people in front of the Wan Mansion’s gate. Her red-faced, fat uncle Wan Songbai was seemingly sending off his guests.


    By now, the sun had already set and the sky was surrounded by a circle of faint afterglow. It was dusk that was gradually sinking, and the people in front of the Wan Mansion’s gate were divided into two groups of people, black and white, like a Tai Chi Trigram.* The group of people who were dressed in colorful and beautiful clothing, with smiles on their faces, were undoubtedly servants of the Wan family.
[Looks like the Yin-Yang symbol.]


    The other group of more than ten people were all dressed in black clothes and armor, each armed with bows and crossbows, and a heavy sword at their waist. The feather arrows on their backs had snow-white tail feathers, reflecting the piercing weather. It truly was ‘cold light shining on iron clothes.’


    As they saw the carriage hurrying towards them in a panic, they pressed their hands to their waist and showed half of their blades. A young guard with a square chin stepped forward and asked sharply, “Who is the visitor?” 


    Cheng Song was shocked and used all his strength to hold onto the reins. “Uncle Wan!” he shouted. “It’s me! It’s me!”


    The carriage jolted and tilted. Shaoshang became afraid, thinking that she was about to experience an ancient carriage accident. She held onto the frame of the carriage tightly.


    Wan Songbai was half awakened from his drunkenness and quickly waved his hand. “Oh, no, this isn’t… no, that is… Master Ling, they are my nephew and niece. Don’t do anything…”


    At this time, the group of black-clothed guards separated, and a young man wearing a dark-colored curved robe appeared. He was extremely tall, wearing a black animal hair cloak, adorned with dark gold threads and jade clasps. His arms had heavy gold-encrusted armbands.


    He seemed to look at Shaoshang, then turned sideways and arched his hand at Wan Songbai and said, “The Duke is drunk today. I’ll pay my respects tomorrow.” After saying goodbye, he turned around and left.


    Not far away stood a massive carriage that was pitch black, with shiny painted wooden frames, two black high-headed horses with four hooves in the snow, and even the bridles of the horses were made of pitch-black iron. Before boarding the carriage, he lifted his right arm, and the black armored guards around him gathered. They surrounded the carriage, which was three times the size of the Cheng family’s, mounted their horses, and followed. 


    The Cheng brother and sister were scared to death and couldn’t move. Shaoshang had welded herself to the carriage.


    Wan Songbai watched as the black carriage drove off and then approached the two. “Why are you two here? Oh, Niao Niao, what’s wrong with your face?” he asked, laughing. “It must have been your mother who hit you… don’t be afraid, I’ll go talk with your father…”


    Cheng Song was in shock as he shakily helped his sister out of the carriage. “Here we go again, Uncle!” he said loudly. “Don’t say it was Mother that hit us when you see that we’re injured!”


    Shaoshang also became furious. “Even if it was my mother who hit me, Uncle, you’re so happy to see her hit me!”


    Wan Songbai had obviously drunk a lot, and his tongue was wide as he spoke but his mind was not quite confused. He only chuckled and said, “Don’t be stubborn. Even if it wasn’t your mother who hit you, it’s still because of her that you’re hiding today! Alright, don’t be stunned. Come in, come in…”


    …


    There were many servants and maidservants in the Wan family, and the style of shouting and embracing was far from comparable to that of the Cheng family.


    Upon hearing that Shaoshang had arrived, the Thirteenth Wan Sister was overjoyed and quickly came out to greet her. When meeting in the front hall, Shaoshang discovered that there were over twenty maidservants around Qiqi – four holding guide lanterns in the front, four holding brocade boxes in the back, eight holding lanterns around them, and several with torches. 


    Shaoshang was speechless for a while and, at the same time, felt inexplicably shabby. The eldest Wan daughter only walked from the room to the front of the hall, and the scene was as noisy as a leader on tour. She had run away from home empty-handed for such a thing – she really was short-sighted. The Empress of the East Palace baked big cakes and even baked two at a time, one with sugar and one with salt. It was simply too extravagant. 


    Wan Qiqi was a sincere girl, holding Shaoshang’s chubby pig head and turning it left and right. She couldn’t help but feel sad and hurriedly had her maidservants show Shaoshang to her own residence. When she arrived at the brightly lit courtyard, Shaoshang was horrified to see that there were as many as thirty or forty people among the Thirteenth Sister. Then, she enjoyed a platinum diamond crown-level healthcare service.


    There were heavy combs, soaking feet in warm water, covering knees and hands with hot handkerchiefs, then moisturizing cream to her skin, incense, and changing clothes… Shaoshang felt as comfortable as a newborn baby. She sighed and felt regret in her heart; why didn’t Uncle Wan have a son? If he did, she would definitely ask Old Madam Cheng to marry her to the family!


    In a world where the rank system had not yet appeared, the official rank was more used to distinguish between high and low ranks. Who really lived on a few grains of rice! For example, the Wan family had been a prominent family for generations in the Sui County, and their fields and manors cover twenty percent of the county’s area. In the long run, although Cheng Shi had more room for promotion than Uncle Wan, for now, the Cheng family was not as rich as the Wan family.


    Wan Qiqi stood with her hands on her hips, cursing that Yin Xu’e’s acne-covered face would never get better while commanding her maidservants to wait on Shaoshang like worker ants. After tidying up, Shaoshang, who had a completely new look, was led to visit Old Madam Wan.


    As she walked along, Shaoshang felt uneasy. She knew in her heart that apart from the maidservants who had already been dealt with by Madam Xiao, only Madam Ge and this old lady could possibly discover she wasn’t the original Shaoshang. Even if it was the former, she didn’t worry too much since they would most likely only see each other after a few years. She couldn’t believe that when she entered the new version of Cixin Hall, she would meet Old Madam Wan first.


    The fragrance of medicine lingered in the room, and Madam Wan was kneeling in front of an old woman, serving her medication.


    Old Madam Wan’s hair was completely white, but the outline of her melon seed face was still very clear. Her nose was straight and her lips full, and her back was straight, highlighting her youthful charm and beauty. However, her eyes were lightly closed and her right eyelid was sunken in a bit. She was missing an eye and her left ear was also missing.


    Even though the candle was bright, there was an indescribable eerie expression on the old woman’s face in front of her. Thankfully, Shaoshang’s face was still bruised and swollen otherwise people would surely see the surprised look on her face. She decided it would be better for her to speak as little as possible. 


    Old Madam Wan wore simple clothes and had no need for jewelry or pearls and jade. The material of her outfit was only soft and comfortable, and her hair was tied in a simple round bun with a wooden hairpin. To take care of people with eye diseases, the furnishings in the room were small and refined, so things like incense burners and jade ornaments were not there.


    Shaoshang sincerely greeted Old Madam Wan.


    Madam Wan turned around and smiled. “Shaoshang is here. Let’s stay a few more days this time. All the sisters above Qiqi are married, and since returning to the capital, she has been idle and bored all day. You little sisters should read and write together…”


    Upon hearing the word ‘write,’ Shaoshang’s first reaction was to simply bring Madam Xiao’s wooden slips over to use. Unexpectedly, Wan Qiqi exclaimed first, “What words to write? I want to teach Shaoshang how to ride a horse! Mother, look at Shaoshang’s face. It’s all from that Yin daughter…”


    “Qiqi, you haven’t taken off those jewels yet,” Old Madam Wan suddenly said. 


    Madam Wan snorted and Shaoshang couldn’t help but laugh. Indeed, even at home, the Thirteenth Sister still had on a luxurious attire, and the gold collar hanging like a Christmas tree continued to tinkle loudly. Even the blind couldn’t ignore that.


    Wan Qiqi quickly began to make excuses, “What’s that? Grandmother, you don’t know. Nowadays, people in the capital city like to dress up like this…”


    “You find me another little girl dressed like you, and Grandmother will give you a set of jewels and accessories. If you can’t find it, give it to me,” Old Madam Wan said lightly.


    Wan Qiqi withered and pitifully looked at her mother. Madam Wan pretended not to see her, but at this moment General Wan came in with a smile on his face. He had obviously come after grooming, and there was no trace of alcohol on his body.


    “Shaoshang, Second Nephew has gone back. I know everything. You will stay here for a few days and wait for your mother’s anger to dissipate.”


    Shaoshang quickly bowed and thanked Uncle Wan. She was thankful for the bruise on her face; she didn’t need to pretend to be embarrassed since no one could tell.


    Wan Songbai obviously had heard what was just said and turned to Old Madam Wan. “Mother,” he said, “your old eyes are not as good as they used to be. In fact, Qiqi looks really good dressed like this.”


    Wan Qiqi looked up at her father, eyes sparkling with joy.


    “I like simplicity,” Old Madam Wan said humanely. “Your father loves generosity, but you have been like this since you were young. I don’t know if the midwife made a mistake while handling you, but Qiqi was definitely done right.”


    Madam Wan and Shaoshang both lowered their heads, desperately trying not to laugh out loud.


    Wan Songbai smacked his lips and turned to his daughter. “What’s that? Shaoshang is still hungry. Take her to dinner quickly… Also, change your clothes and, ahem, wear less ornaments from now on…”


    Wan Qiqi bowed her head and agreed, pulling Shaoshang, who was still holding a smile, to leave.


    Wan Songbai watched the two girls go out and turned back to his mother. “Mother, today…”


    “Let’s talk about it later. Ling Buyi’s visit today must not have been to see you drunk. The guest is already waiting for you to discuss in the curtain hall, go quickly.”


    Wan Songbai knew this was right and reluctantly left.


    Seeing that both her husband and daughter had left, Madam Wan waved off the maid who was accompanying her and personally tried the medicinal soup herself and said softly, “Mother, the medicine is a little cold, why don’t we warm it up?”


    Old Madam Wan declined and took the lacquer bowl and drank it all in one go. Madam Wan quickly offered water to rinse her mouth and a candied fruit with silver chopsticks, but was rejected by Old Madam Wan when she shook her head.


    “Alright now, the little sisters that Qiqi befriended haven’t been to the capital city before. With Shaoshang accompanying her now, she won’t be shouting to go hunting every day. She’s a little girl who is getting older and should learn to be virtuous and gentle…” Madam Wan lowered her head and placed the bowl down.


    “… If you have anything to say, just speak up,” Old Madam Wan said. “Don’t beat around the bush like that. Besides, your tricks are not clever.”


    Madam Wan went red. “Mother, you didn’t see it,” she said. “She stepped forward and fought when someone said something she disagreed with. How can this be done by a lady of a noble family? I know what Xu’e said was wrong, but even if you are wronged, there are other ways to solve it. Why be so extreme and rude?”


    “Then tell me, how would you solve it? Can you express your anger without hurting the peace?”


    Madam Wan hesitated. “How would I know? Perhaps… tell the elders first…?”


    “Even if Yuan Yi and her husband knew about it, how could such a small matter be publicized? At best, could Young Mistress Yin bear some punishment? How could they be so angry?”


    Madam Wan had always been in a peaceful state of mind and said with concern, “Why do you have to vent your anger? If you can bear it, it will be over.”


    “People live with one breath, and when they lose their breath, they are walking dead.”


    Madam Wan lowered her head and remained silent.


    Old Madam Wan asked, “Didn’t you originally want Qiqi to be friends with that Cheng Yang? But at the end of the day, she and Cheng Yang were eating at the same table, walking all the way home. Did you hear Qiqi mention her for a while? It’s just that they were constantly thinking about Shaoshang, and tonight they probably will sleep together. I also looked around, it turned out that the child had been pretending to be foolish in front of Madam Ge before.”


    Madam Wan gave a heavy sigh.


    “It’s not wrong if you don’t act, but there will be consequences. Although the Doctrine of the Mean has its merits, it becomes cowardly self-preservation after one step,” Old Madam Wan said. “If General Cheng also learns something of the mean, do you think it would make Songbai bow to him?! In troubled times, what is the use of allies who can’t stand up for you against the bright sword and the dark arrow at a critical juncture?”
[The Doctrine of the Mean is one of four books of classical Chinese philosophy and a central doctrine of Confucianism. It proposed three guidelines: self-watchfulness, leniency, and sincerity.]


    “Mother!” Madam Wan said with a chill.


    “Qiqi is like Songbai, and Shaoshang is also like General Cheng. They are open-minded and unrestrained individuals. Did Shaoshang wear Qiqi’s clothing just now? In two years, Qiqi has left many new clothes that she has never worn before, but she was eager to come and worship me before searching the warehouse. She was covered in dazzling clothes and full of luxury but has guests wear her old clothes. Did Shaoshang look good at all?”


    Old Madam Wan opened her left eye, which was already dim, but her light still shone. “No. I saw that child’s composure, her eyes clear, and she didn’t care about those things. We should be thankful that she and Qiqi are close.”


    Madam Wan didn’t pay attention to those things at all. After listening to her mother-in-law’s words, she tried to recall what she had just seen.


    “More than a decade ago, when we first came to the capital city and built our old mansion, we gave the partial house as a gift to the Cheng family. This was a gesture of goodwill, but if you were a narrow-minded person, you would inevitably think, ‘I have made friends with your brother, but you gave me my brother’s house. As a servant, let me live at the back of your mansion.’ General Cheng didn’t take it seriously, and was happy that he could save money and ask my family to take care of his family nearby. At that time, I thought, ‘Tell him to accompany Songbai to go to battle and I can rest assured.’”


    This was a very convincing example. “This is true!” Old Madam Wan said. “If you talk about General Cheng, treating Husband as a blood brother, no, even real brothers may not be able to do so. Songbai is reckless, and the few times he was in danger on the battlefield, it was always General Cheng who saved his life. Especially that time, when Qiqi was eight years old, General Cheng carried Songbai back covered in blood. It scared me to death!”


    Remembering the situation at the time, she was still afraid. “It’s especially rare that Yuan Yi, who was always so strong, threw herself at General Cheng because of the severe injury suffered by Songbai. Tears came down, but she didn’t complain to us at all.”


    Old Madam Wan slowly closed her left eye. “Choosing friends is not something you can do with your heart,” she said. “You have to know how to look at people. Oh, I am so old. These words were supposed to be told to my grandson, teaching him how to look at people, but now I am here to talk to you…”


    Madam Wan lowered her head. “It’s all because this bride is incompetent and cannot reproduce…”


    “What business is it of yours,” Old Madam Wan scoffed. “It’s been like this for generations, and it’s been like this for our ancestors. It’s our turn to be frightened…” She changed her tone when she said that. “So, you’re interested in the Yin family with many children and grandchildren? Do you want to find a husband for Qiqi?”


    Madam Wan turned pale with fear and quickly fell and kowtowed. “This bride dares not!”


    “There’s nothing to be afraid of. You and A’Ji are like sisters and it’s not surprising to have this idea.”


    Old Madam Wan played it down lightly and waved to her daughter-in-law. “You are willing. But is Qiqi willing? Is Songbai willing? They have many sons in the Yin family who want to make military contributions from the army, and we and the Cheng family can help. But the Yin family’s children are lush and Qiqi is not stupid. In the end, she is on her own. When we all die, all of your Father-in-law’s property will probably be owned by the Yin family…”


    Madam Wan was frightened and repeatedly kowtowed. “This bride has no such desire to eat from the inside out!” she sobbed. “I just wanted to admit that as a son-in-law, someone similar to my family wouldn’t be willing, but a small and humble family would be afraid of being wronged. Originally, the Cheng family was the best, but his family was already sparsely populated. How dare I say that? Only A’Ji, with so many children in her family, might be able to…”


    Old Madam Wan nodded. “Who says no, to take a groom into the bride’s family is so troublesome. However, I advise you to give up this idea for now. I see that Songbai loves his daughter, and the first twelve have all been well married. Besides, Qiqi is his flesh and blood, he must be able to enjoy this.”


    Madam Wan turned her face and sobbed. “Your age is not young, and your knees are still empty. If you don’t bother me, won’t the adoption be successful? But those… Songbai has offended all of you…” She didn’t dare look at her mother-in-law’s face, because the reason was right with her.


    “What do you care about so much?” Old Madam Wan asked. “Maybe you will die earlier than me and Songbai. Once you close your eyes, you still worry about that. Then I can use my golden Chinese cedar coffin for you first.”


    Madam Wan’s face was still wet with tears and she was stunned as she didn’t know how to continue. Her mother-in-law’s speaking style had been unfamiliar to her for decades, and perhaps only the deceased Old Master Wan liked it.


    …


    It took 34 chapters for us to get LBY’s name and hear him speak! It wasn’t directed towards Shaoshang, but I’ll take what I can get at this point! Don’t worry, from here on out we see a lot of the three male leads!


    Also, in case there was some confusion about what Old Madam and Madam Wan were talking about: they were talking about having Qiqi marry someone and have the husband come into their family instead of her going to her husband’s family. They’re reluctant to marry into the Cheng family because of the Wan Family Curse. 


    Next Chapter: The Problem Is That She’s Still a Pig’s Head
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    Chapter Thirty-Five:
The Problem is That She’s Still a Pig’s Head


    Before we begin, I just want to say a huge thank you to the person who donated to me on ko-fi. I felt really weird advertising it so it was a huge shock that you were so generous! You rock!! Thank you!


    Old Madam Wan predicted it. That night, Wan Qiqi indeed had to sleep with Shaoshang. 


    After changing into a thin silk gown with light pink embroidery, Wan Qiqi wanted to put a beaded chain around her neck again. Shaoshang couldn’t bear it anymore and stopped her. “Didn’t Uncle just tell you to wear two less?”


    “I was supposed to wear a gold bracelet and a jade phoenix pendant,” Wan Qiqi said wrongly.


    Shaoshang sighed and lay down to sleep.


    There was no one around in the middle of the night, and it was a good time to talk nonsense. Shaoshang quickly asked about Old Madam Wan and what was going on with her eyes and ears. “This is not a secret,” Wan Qiqi said strangely, “you don’t even know it…”


    In the darkness, Shaoshang skillfully used her voice-acting skills and said in grievance, “Firstly, there is no discussion at home, and secondly… no one told me…”


    Wan Qiqi suddenly realized that the Cheng family was really a kind and honest family.* “My father was less than ten years old at the time,” she said. “My grandfather passed in a hurry and didn’t have time to appoint a trusted person. So, people from other clans forced their way to my grandmother’s door and said that she came from a poor family and didn’t have a household. They told her to quickly hand my father over to them to be raised properly and for her to remarry on her own. All the private property given to her by Grandfather could be taken away and counted as a dowry. My grandmother refused, so they said that she would definitely not be able to keep it, and perhaps in the future, my grandfather’s family property would be passed on to another man…”
[Wan Qiqi is being overly sarcastic here.]


    “Well, those clansmen will not stick with other men because they stick to themselves!” Shaoshang complained. The old drama of taking advantage of the weakness of the direct branch to seize power was not new. 


    Wan Qiqi chuckled and then lowered her voice. “There were many children from the Wan family branches that hated Grandfather and they helped their elders, waiting to take their share of the spoils. Therefore, no matter how Grandmother swore, they would not give up. So, my grandmother gouged out one eye and cut one ear, threw the eye and ear at the person in charge, and said she would never remarry. Grandfather’s confidants were originally not good at meddling in the affairs of the Wan family and, upon hearing this, they were furious and immediately rushed to support Grandmother.”


    “So… what happened later?” Shaoshang was heartbroken.


    “After more than a month of standoff, my grandfather and his men rushed from afar. He was Grandfather’s sworn brother and was even more famous for his benevolent and righteous heroes. No one in Sui County knew him. Under the pressure of the soft moonlight, those scumbag uncles finally stopped!”


    Shaoshang remained silent and then chuckled, “That’s why.”


    “Later on,” Wan Qiqi said with hatred, “my grandmother slowly changed generals, conquered people’s hearts, and gradually established her prestige. My grandfather finally didn’t have to travel to Sui County seven or eight times a year. In a few more years, my father got crowned early and led his own team, and began to clean up the scumbags and uncles who had forced my grandmother back then.”


    “How did they clean up?” Shaoshang was very interested in the specific steps. 


    “There were many ways,” Wan Qiqi said. “Tell their children to experience the suppression of bandits, a few die here, a few die there. Or, take up lawsuits and some will die on the way to exile. Let those old people watch their own children and grandchildren wither…”


    Shaoshang felt a thrill, and this girl who treated herself extremely well did not take murder so lightly when it came to it. For her small-town sister, the cruelest thing she did in her life was knocking someone’s head with a beer bottle, and it didn’t even break.


    Speaking of this, Wan Qiqi suddenly let out a big sigh. “So, not only are the main branches of our family sparse with heirs, but there aren’t many other branches of our family. My grandmother always said that Father was too cruel to her fellow lineages and hurt others, which was why her knees are empty. But Father told me that after Grandmother gouged out her eye and cut her ear off, she had a headache and the wound oozed blood, and couldn’t sleep at night. It took her more than ten years to get through it. When he saw her suffer such a big crime as a child, he hated it when he remembered it.”


    Shaoshang remained silent for a long time until Wan Qiqi thought she was asleep before she heard her ask, “Were your grandfather and grandmother close?” It was common for widows to remarry in this era, especially for Old Madam Wan, who was not only young and beautiful at that time, but also had a large dowry.


    This time, it was Wan Qiqi who remained silent for a long time before speaking. “I’ve never met my grandfather, but I heard from my grandmother that she came from a humble background. However, my grandfather has never underestimated her, and has always respected and admired her. He married her with thorough etiquette and even said that she was the best woman in the world. For the sake of my grandfather’s words, she was not afraid to scrape off every piece of her flesh.”


    After speaking, both girls lay quietly on their backs in silence. 


    “… Treat me as a leader of the country and I will repay you as the leader of the country,” Shaoshang whispered. 


    Wan Qiqi leaned on her shoulder and began to cry softly. She was tired from crying before falling asleep.


    The next day when they got up, the two girls had red eyes. The difference was that Shaoshang’s redness and swelling were hidden under bruises, which couldn’t be seen. However, Wan Qiqi was like two big peaches hanging on her face. Shaoshang quickly presented the white jade jar gifted by Yuan Shen. The ointment inside was a light red color with a faint fragrance, and applied to her face was even more soft and comfortable.


    “Where is this ointment from? It’s even more effective than my father’s golden sore medicine.” In just half a day, the redness and swelling on Wan Qiqi’s eyes had completely subsided. 


    Shaoshang smirked. “It was given by my Third Aunt. It seems that some disciple of Bailu Mountain dedicated it to Old Master Sang.”


    “I see!” Wan Qiqi said. “… Well, it seems that it doesn’t work on you.” Her dear sister still had a swollen face, like Babaofan (rice pudding with eight-delicious ingredients) soaked overnight.


    Because someone couldn’t tell the difference between external trauma and internal stasis! So, it seemed that Yuan Shen must have never been in a fight since he was young. 


    Just after having breakfast, Shaoshang’s three brothers came to visit.


    Cheng Yong sincerely apologized to Old Madam Wan, saying that his family had caused trouble to the Wan family. Cheng Song dragged Wan Qiqi in front of Madam Wan and talked about the rumors of the market outside, making them laugh incessantly. Cheng Shaogong brought Shaoshang a bag full of snacks, as well as a self-drawn spell he had just enshrined for his younger sister, telling her to put it under her pillow and see if she could turn around her recent bad luck. 


    At the same time, they brought clothes and other things to Shaoshang, and also said that Madam Xiao had tacitly allowed her to stay with the Wan family for a few days. She was told to continue to practice calligraphy on the wooden slips for the time being. 


    At this point, Shaoshang had no worries and settled down with peace of mind. Except for the slower recovery from the injury, her life at the Wan family home could be described as perfect. Eating and sleeping together with Wan Qiqi every day, with beautiful silk, delicacies of mountains and seas, and various decadent and pleasant experiences. Even if she washed her feet, four or five maidservants would pinch her ten toes. 


    Wan Qiqi also taught her to gamble on chess, throw pots, and dice… Sometimes there were not enough people in the game, and Wan Qiqi even had to bring in several elderly maids of Wan Songbai. Everyone laughed and laughed incessantly, occasionally even seeking arbitration from Madam Wan when they were in disagreement in gambling. The family environment was harmonious enough.


    “Do your mother and the concubines get along?”


    Since arriving here, Shaoshang had been secretly looking forward to watching a pure, traditional and authentic ancient wife-concubine fight. Unfortunately, there were no concubines in the Cheng family.


    “Don’t you know? Mother treats them so well. She provides them with delicious food and drinks so they leave Father alone. Unfortunately, when I was a child, the concubines did have some ambitions, but now they are all down…” Wan Qiqi shook her head, expressing disappointment at the professional ability and enterprising spirit of these concubines.


    After sighing, she continued to play with Shaoshang. 


    If it weren’t for the unstable ice surface, she would have wanted to play on the ice with Shaoshang, and even stole a jar of Wan Songbai’s hidden liquor. The two girls were so drunk that they prepared several colorful roosters and planned to take Shaoshang to see the cockfighting around in the market square to see the world when she was no longer looking like a pig.


    The two girls played happily, and Madam Wan wanted to cry but was worried. After Shaoshang returned home, Madam Xiao would find out that her daughter, who was naughty but incomprehensible, went to stay at her own house, and when she came back, she was already proficient in eating, drinking, and playing. 


    At this point, Shaoshang, as an adult soul with self-control, showed an advantage. After a few days of confusion and happiness, she suddenly asked Wan Qiqi for a pen, ink, and wooden slips, and began to read and practice calligraphy for two hours every day. She persisted in learning before playing – the memory of the ancient characters she had just learned were not firm yet, so she couldn’t forget them. 


     At first, Wan Qiqi wanted to force Shaoshang to play, but couldn’t match Shaoshang’s eloquence.


    “There are two types of friends in the world. One can be called dog meat, who eats, drinks, and plays, but is of little use when there’s an urgent matter. The other is called a heart-to-heart friend, who sees a friend in need and can sacrifice to accompany that friend.”


    In order to show mutual respect, Wan Qiqi had to give up her body and study with Shaoshang.


    Madam Wan immediately stopped crying and quickly expressed to her mother-in-law, “You are so insightful and visionary, you are so talented and gifted…” Old Madam Wan drove her away impatiently. 


    There were also times when Shaoshang was left alone.


    Although Madam Wan did not have extensive social connections, she needed to occasionally take Wan Qiqi out to banquets and other social gatherings. During those times, Shaoshang would wander aimlessly around the mansion, curious to explore the ancient buildings around her, and the one that interested her the most was a small wooden bridge. 


    The curved small bridge was only over ten meters wide, seven or eight meters long, and arched high like a new rainbow. It was a wooden structure, without any iron nails or copper wedges. It all relied on the superb skills and precise calculations of the carpenters. The length, width, and width of the wood were different, and the top, bottom, left, and right were intertwined and layered. 


    Once, when talking with the steward of the Wan family, Shaoshang learned that in the previous case of the Bu clan’s defection, this small wooden bridge was hit and hit by soldiers who came to search for the family, and now it had a sense of shaking. The bridge was exquisitely crafted, not something that ordinary craftsmen could repair and knock on. The steward said that it could only be completely dismantled and rebuilt.


    Shaoshang sighed regretfully. While resting alone in the afternoon that day, her heart suddenly moved and her thirst for knowledge erupted. She quickly got dressed, held her breath, and cautiously climbed under the bridge to check – the stream under the bridge was less than a foot deep, and the water under the thin ice surface was flowing slowly. The colorful stones laid under the bottom were faintly visible, suggesting that the bridge and stream were originally for ornamental purposes.


    Shaoshang curled up, bowed her back, tried her best to raise her head and raised her hands to touch the important joints. After a while, she smiled slightly. There was no need to bother finding a craftsman to dismantle it at all, just pull out a few small twigs, and the wooden bridge would fall apart on its own after a while. It was also easy to rebuild because she could already draw the structural diagram of the bridge as it was!


    Just as she was thinking of her pride, Shaoshang suddenly heard the sound of footsteps on the bank above her head. She immediately realized that many people were coming towards her. Shaoshang suddenly felt embarrassed; she had gone to another’s house as a guest, she was covered in mud and groping under the bridge. In the eyes of ancient people, this would be a strange habit. After thinking about it, she decided not to go out and to wait for someone to leave before climbing up.


    The group of people walked and talked slowly, their voices coming closer, and the rough sound of Wan Songbai’s laughter rang out.


    “…Master Ling was joking that I, Wan Songbai, love the treasure map of Meiji the most in my life. No one knows, what kind of pictures are drawn, how can I understand them! No, no, absolutely not…” He trailed off laughing.


    Then there was a cold and gentle voice from a young man, “Since Marquis Wan said no, I’ll drop it. However, yesterday I heard that Marquis Wan and Wang Langguan had an appointment to play Cuju together and I thought that your leg injury was better…”


    The footsteps on the shore suddenly stopped, and only Wan Songbai chuckled a few times. Shaoshang recognized that the laughter was not sincere.


    Sweat began to appear on her forehead and she shouted in her heart, ‘Get out of here! I don’t want to hear anything that shouldn’t be heard! What’s wrong with his legs? They don’t want to play football when their legs are good!’
[Cuju is an ancient form of Chinese football (soccer for North Americans).]


    Fortunately, this group of people only paused for a moment, then lifted their feet and left. This time, their footsteps were hurried and they quickly left. Shaoshang only vaguely heard Uncle Wan say, “Master Ling, please follow me,” and the rest of the words were barely audible.


    After they left, Shaoshang quickly crawled out from under the bridge, patted the soil on her body, and snuck back to the house to eliminate the evidence. 


    She was so scared that she couldn’t fall asleep for a nap. After Shaoshang cleaned up, she simply changed into a waistband riding outfit with folded sleeves and a wide skirt, and prepared to go to the racetrack to consolidate her equestrian skills, which the Thirteenth Sister had just taught her.


    The old man in charge of the stable brought Shaoshang a gentle little mare she used to ride every day, and even put on a beautiful and new saddle. Shaoshang admired the exquisite copper clasps on her stirrups and happily led the horse away without letting the old soldier follow. 


    The racetrack in the Wan family’s backyard was not big and, judging by the size of Uncle Wan’s belly, not many people visited. Leading the horse to the arena, Shaoshang placed her left foot into the stirrup and hoisted herself into the air and onto the saddle, with a standard and graceful posture – although this body appeared weak, the coordination of limbs was still good. Shaoshang felt proud, but as soon as she settled into the saddle, she became uncomfortable.


    It turned out that this new saddle had never adjusted the length of the stirrups according to Shaoshang’s leg length. She realized that her feet couldn’t even reach the stirrup.


    This was a common mistake for beginners. 


    Shaoshang deeply believed that riding a horse was not like riding a bicycle. Even if the breaks didn’t work, you could still land on your feet. Riding a horse was not a small risk. If you didn’t want to fall and be unable to take care of yourself for the rest of your life, you had to be careful. 


    Because her feet were hanging in the air, she could only tightly grip the horse’s belly with her thighs to avoid the unstable center of gravity. Fortunately, this little mare had a kind temperament and didn’t move. It stood still, only occasionally stomping the ground and snorting.


    Shaoshang stayed frozen in the saddle for a long time, then slowly turned and tried to stretch her left foot to reach the stirrup, intending to dismount so she could adjust the straps. She had just passed halfway through her body’s center of gravity, she suddenly felt that the surroundings were extremely quiet. When she looked up, she broke out into a cold sweat and nearly fell off the horse.


    There was a circle of people standing at the entrance of the racetrack – more than ten armed guards with crossbows and arrows. However, they were not wearing black armor, but rather snow-white knee robes and brown leather armor, quietly surrounding the ‘Master Ling.’


    According to Wan Qiqi’s unclear introduction, this person was Ling Buyi, with the nickname of Zisheng, and a close confidante of the emperor. One of the positions was Deputy Lieutenant Guanglu Xun, who led the Left Cavalry Battalion of the Yulin Guard and was also appointed as the Yue Cavalry Captain of the Fifth Colonel of the Northern Army. 


    And so on.


    Being able to remember those awkward names had been a struggle for Wan Qiqi, and Shaoshang expressed great appreciation. 


    Today, he was dressed in a deep robe with a cross collar, narrow sleeves, and a curved train. The robe was as red as blood, woven with intricate dark golden animal patterns. He was covered in a large robe with sleeves of the same color, and his right arm was bare. He was wearing a black gold ribbon that was five fingers wide around his waist. The wind swept the sand and dust in the field, driving the train on his body, as if blood was rolling all around him.


    Shaoshang had never seen a man wear such a deep red and fiery color before. She only felt that the overwhelming yellow sand and soil set off his skin as white as jade, his handsome appearance, and a thrilling beauty. 


    Ling Buyi slowly walked through the guards and walked step by step towards the girl who was hanging half off the horse. 


    Shaoshang felt extremely embarrassed. 


    At this moment, she was neither up nor down, and the atmosphere was weird. With all the tricks she knew, she could not think of what to do for a moment.


    Ling Buyi walked to the horse, and Shaoshang was about to say hello and exchange a few pleasantries first to calm the atmosphere down before talking. Unexpectedly, the slender and handsome man stretched out his right hand to hold the girl’s slim waist without saying a word.


    Shaoshang’s whole body was tense, and she watched as the white and slender man’s big palm almost squeezed half of her waist – oh my god, she urgently needed Director Xiao to spread the knowledge of etiquette and law. How was this polite?!


    Before she could react, Ling Buyi pushed her body back with a slight force.


    Shaoshang sat in the saddle in a daze, her mind wandering. She saw Ling Buyi lower his head to adjust the stirrup. “Are you surnamed Wan or Cheng?” he asked casually. 


    Shaoshang tightly gripped the reins with both hands and fixed her gaze on his pitch-black hair. Her intuition told her it was best not to let Ling Buyi know who she was. She smiled with difficulty. “… the Wan and Cheng families have been very close for years, and the younger generations are taught etiquette together…”


    “Oh,” Ling Buyi said, “then your surname is Cheng.”


    Shaoshang was speechless. 


    Ling Buyi finished adjusting the stirrup and went to the other side. “The Cheng family has three brothers, each with children. Who is your father?”


    Shaoshang continued to struggle as if she was on death’s door and said with a dry smile, “Brothers and sisters are close, how can children be separated from each other…”


    “You’re the daughter of General Cheng, then.”


    Shaoshang thought, ‘Why are you still asking me!’


    After adjusting the leather straps on both sides, Ling Buyi raised his head and looked straight at the girl on the horse. He was very tall and could still look straight into her eyes while standing on the ground. Shaoshang was able to see his face clearly.


    The sword eyebrows flew diagonally into his temples, his eyes were like the stars, his nose like a peak ridge, and the expression was romantic. Although the face was smiling, the whole body was filled with a desolate and solemn atmosphere. He was very young, younger than she had imagined. She had originally thought that someone of the same rank as Uncle Wan wouldn’t be too young, but it seemed like he was about the same age as Yuan Shen.


    He looked at the girl with a fearful face and smiled faintly, “Just now, how much did you hear when I talked to Marquis Wan?”


    Shaoshang’s heart became cold, this man had noticed her hiding under the bridge! She tried her best to calm down and replied in the sincerest tone of her life, “I only heard a sentence or two about you asking Uncle Wan if his leg was better. That’s it, really!”


    Ling Buyi stared at her, pulled the stirrup with one hand and slowly put her foot into it with the other.


    The girl’s delicate and childish demeanor was like a fragile and charming little bird. Through knee-high riding boots, he could grip her calves together. Then, he slowly closed his palm and said, “The ice hasn’t melted yet, what were you doing down there?”


    Shaoshang could feel her calf being tightly held; this was terrifying, it felt as if she was in the mouth of a fierce beast, with its huge sharp teeth about to bite her flesh in the next moment.


    “I was looking at the bridge, really,” she said, trembling. “I was looking at how the wood at the bottom of the bridge was built. You have to believe me! It’s real!” She knew this was a bit absurd. Few ancient people could understand the great spirit of science and technology, but every word she spoke was the truth. She had never been so sincere in her life!


    Ling Buyi stared at the girl for a long time. He suddenly remembered that night at the Lantern Festival, where the fireworks were brilliant, colorful, and beautiful as a crescent moon. The little girl also looked up curiously, observing the various forms of the rotating lanterns without blinking. 


    He smiled slightly and said, “Perhaps you don’t believe it, but in fact, I do believe what you say.”


    ‘You got it right,’ Shaoshang thought. She really didn’t believe it.


    After the initial horror passed, Shaoshang quickly began to think. Should she call for help? After calling for help, could the person who responded rush past the group of guards wearing armor and swords before Ling Buyi strangled her to death?


    As for why Ling Buyi wanted to strangle her, she didn’t know. But it was always right to plan for the worst. 


    Full of wild thoughts, Ling Buyi stopped speaking and turned to the other side, placing Shaoshang’s other foot in the stirrup. Then he flicked his sleeves and walked away. After a while, together with his group of guards, they all walked away. 


    The yellow sand on the racetrack rose slightly, bringing a few withered leaves from the distant courtyard, and the surroundings were quiet as if nothing had happened just now. Shaoshang stayed for a long time until the good-tempered little mare impatiently kicked the sand, and she finally regained her composure.


    It was a pity she liked the Wan family so much. There was no Director Xiao in charge here, no brothers who were prone to gossip in the mansion, and also a Thirteenth Sister who could accompany her to be like-minded. Every day she was comfortable and at ease, and she wanted to stay longer. But for now, she thought it was best to go home.


    Shaoshang wiped the cold sweat from her forehead and slowly circled the racetrack.


    The biggest advantage of being from a multicultural town for several years was that she had small animal-like instincts without being taught, and instinctively knew how to seek benefits and avoid harm. 


    Yuan Shen was not easy to provoke, but after meeting a couple of times, she was familiar with him and knew how to provoke occasionally.


    Ling Buyi was someone to not provoke, and those who did would cause great trouble so they should be polite and kind.


    After thinking for a while, Shaoshang suddenly became confused. From a heart-to-heart perspective, Ling Buyi was the most handsome man she had ever seen, and could be called a beautiful man. She was not a nun, why didn’t she just have the slightest desire to be charming just now?


    It wasn’t until the ninth round of the track that Shaoshang touched her face and suddenly realized. She still had a pig’s head at the moment, and she was still a gentle and charming yarn!


    …


    I have definitely not adjusted the stirrups while going for a horseback ride before, it’s an unsettling feeling! I also second Shaoshang’s thoughts on horseback riding. I cracked a bunch of ribs after being bucked off my cousin’s horse.


    The Author’s Note for this chapter:


    ‘There are about three more chapters and then the first volume is coming to an end.


    As for Ling Buyi’s name, in the Qin, Han, Wei, and Jin Dynasties, most men in our country had single names, but there were many exceptions. For example, Zhang Liang’s eldest son was called Zhang Buyi.


    There was a general in the Han Dynasty named Cheng Bushi.


    There was a big legalist named Shen Buhai. 


    These double names are quite interesting, and they seem to be negative in tone.’


    Next Chapter: But the Heavens Won’t Let Her Go Quietly 
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    Chapter Thirty-Six:
But The Heavens Won’t Let Her Go Quietly


    That evening, Shaoshang expressed her homesickness to the Wan family, risking life and limb to decline their enthusiastic invitation. In Uncle Wan’s hopeful tone, ‘Your mother will hit you again, and you will come to Uncle’s house,’ she ended her vacation.


    Lights were being lit when she returned to the Cheng family household. Before she could reunite with her brothers, Shaoshang quickly paid a solitary visit to the Cheng Shi couple. She decided not to talk about her interactions with Ling Buyi and told them the few words she had heard underneath the bridge.


    As soon as Shaoshang finished speaking, Cheng Shi turned to his wife with a surprised expression. “That isn’t right,” he muttered. “We already asked him to hand over the map.”


    Madam Xiao’s face was solemn. “…Ling Buyi made two visits; it must have been General Wan who hid the map.”


    Cheng Shi patted his thigh and exclaimed, “This temper of his is something else! If I had known, I would have insisted on asking for it and handed it in myself!”


    The couple became silent, and Shaoshang huddled to the side, afraid to speak out.


    “I have already said that we have a weak foundation. Ordinary gold pearls, beautiful jade, and even weapons and bronze vessels can be taken over without any harm, but the seal of authority and the map must not be kept.” Madam Xiao frowned and said to her husband, “It’s better for you to talk to him. It would be best if he hands it in.”


    “What would be the best!” Cheng Shi said. “Songbai is so reckless, whether it’s been handed in or not now, I have to tell Old Madam Wan to beat her son up for a long time!”


    Madam Xiao shook her head and sighed, then turned to her daughter. “Still eavesdropping…”


    Shaoshang was waiting for that, and when she heard those words, she quickly said, “I didn’t mean to eavesdrop. It was unintentional. Mother, if you punish me for this then I won’t tell you anything even if I hear it! …Ah, Father, don’t tell anyone what I heard under the bridge or tell Uncle Wan that I told you the secret, otherwise how can I visit them in the future!”


    The idol had spoken and the hardcore personal guard, General Cheng, naturally took the order. “Yes, yes,” he hurriedly said, “how can you be wrong this time? If Songbai hasn’t handed over the map yet, it’s all up to Niao Niao to report the situation. To avoid bad things, it’s worth the reward! …Niao Niao, don’t worry, I’ll say I heard it from somewhere else and it has nothing to do with you.”


    Madam Xiao secretly sighed. She actually didn’t want to scold her daughter at all; she just wanted to know why she had been under the bridge. Oh, forget it.


    On the other side of the room, Cheng Shi had already moved to his little daughter with a smile, and entrusted the idea that had already been discussed at home –


    “Really?!” Shaoshang was overjoyed. “I can really go with Third Uncle and Aunt when they take office?!”


    “Naturally!” Cheng Shi said proudly. “Haven’t you always wanted to go out and take a look? There are really beautiful things in the capital city. If you go out and take a look at the beautiful mountains and rivers, then the sky will be high and the clouds will be wide. Fish will leap and eagles will fly! You’ll leave after your Uncle Wan’s family banquet.”


    Shaoshang was overjoyed. She tugged at her father’s sleeve and thanked him. She praised him, who was the best father in the world, from the Three Sovereigns and Five Emperors to the man next door, Ali, who killed pigs.
[Three Sovereigns and Five Emperors is the earliest system of Chinese histiography.]


    Madam Xiao silently watched the father and daughter boast to each other without joining in.


    She knew in her heart that her husband was afraid that during the time he will be gone, their daughter would suffer losses in her own hands and her sons might not be able to stop her. Therefore, she entrusted her younger brother and sister-in-law in advance and her husband would pick her up when he returned.


    Looking up, although the wound on her daughter’s face had not yet healed, she was full of vitality and energy, much livelier and more energetic than when she had been at home. Madam Xiao felt inexplicably lost, as if someone had snatched something from her palm.


    After her tip-off was completed, Shaoshang divided the wine given to her by the Thirteenth Sister into three parts. The first one belonged to Father Cheng, the second to show filial piety to her Third Uncle who would be supporting her in the coming months, and the third was to offer gratitude to the three brothers and ask for another exorcism spell from Cheng Shaogong.


    “These days have been really smooth sailing!” Shaoshang was beaming with joy. “Uncle Wan, Aunt Wan, Grandmother, and Qiqi treated me so well. Just now, Mother actually said, ‘I need to recuperate now, and I will be punished slowly when I go out with Third Aunt.’”


    She shimmied over to Cheng Shaogong’s side, flattering him and saying, “Third Brother, you can draw me another talisman on the way. This time, you can draw more powerful and supernatural spells. You need to turn misfortune into good fortune, and in times of adversity, the weather will be smooth, and everyone loves each other…”


    Cheng Shaogong rolled his eyes. “Do you want to be able to pick up gold on the road?”


    Shaoshang was both surprised and delighted, knowing that she had a shallow understanding of this. “Is there such a talisman in the world? Then… give me two!”


    “Like hell I will! I’ll give you two more wooden slips to write as punishment!”


    Cheng Yong and Cheng Song, who were drinking with each other, burst out laughing at those words. Shaoshang deliberately kept a straight face, but her head was like cotton candy. She didn’t think Director Xiao was all that bad. At least she was good at raising sons, and her older brothers were all very good.


    After delivering the wine, Shaoshang was about to go back. Unexpectedly, Elder Brother Cheng Yong stopped her on the porch. “The day after tomorrow,” he whispered, “I expect someone from the Yin family will come. When they apologize to you, you’ll have to look better.”


    Shaoshang was taken aback. Only then did she realize that during her absence, Madam Yin had brought Yin Xu’e to their house several times to apologize, and the elders of the two families held no grudges against each other. Sure enough, the day after she returned home, Madam Yin arrived and brought her daughter to visit.


    Seeing Yin Xu’e startled Shaoshang again.


    At the beginning Yin Xu’e was like a delicate and reserved phoenix flower, picky and slow, arrogant and proud. Now she had become a low-key and simple little cabbage, with smooth eyebrows and soft eyes. Unlike the happy Shaoshang who had been on vacation these days, Yin Xu’e was clearly well put together and organized, as if she had grown up overnight.


    After the greetings, Madam Yin, Madam Xiao, and Madam Sang went into the house to discuss adult topics. Unfortunately, Cheng Yang was checking the crops for spring at the estate and had not yet returned. Only Shaoshang and Yin Xu’e sat face to face, speechless.


    “…I didn’t think about it, your injury hasn’t healed yet.” In the end, it was Yin Xu’e who couldn’t help but speak first.


    Shaoshang touched her face and gave a bitter smile. “I didn’t expect it to take so long, either.” This piece of leather looked good, but the quality was poor. Healing was crawling along at a snail’s pace.


    “What about your injury? I didn’t hold back that day.”


    Yin Xu’e looked ashamed. “It only hurt for three or five days,” she said. “Everything is recovered now.”


    Shaoshang thought that if she knew her injury would take so long to heal, she would’ve hit her a couple more times.


    “…It’s all my fault.” Yin Xu’e was full of sincerity. “In this world, there’s so much suffering, and there is no life without worries. I’ve learned about my mother’s past…” She suddenly choked up. “It’s full of blood and tears. I really don’t know how my mother survived! If someone ridiculed my mother for having no parents like I did to you, I would have skinned that person alive!”


    Shaoshang silently handed over a silk handkerchief and Yin Xu’e took it to wipe away her tears. “My mother hasn’t had to remember the sad things for many years. It’s all because of me. My mother cried for several nights on end and became sick. My father, sister, and brothers all blamed me, saying that I was cold, heartless, and ungrateful…”


    Shaoshang didn’t expect that she had pushed the right buttons and she didn’t know if she should be proud or worried.


    “Today, I sincerely apologize to my younger sister. It’s all because I was too proud and mean to be aware of what I did. In the future, I will definitely make all the necessary changes.” Yin Xu’e bowed respectfully to Shaoshang.


    Shaoshang quickly responded with a bow of her own. “This… I’m also at fault.” This was really hard to say!


    Seeing that Shaoshang couldn’t continue, Yin Xu’e took over the conversation and said with a smile, “In a few days, the Wan family will be holding a banquet. Uncle Wan has always been grand and generous. This banquet will definitely be lively and interesting. Let’s play together then.”


    The corner of Shaoshang’s mouth twitched. “Mother said that if my face hasn’t healed yet, I won’t be able to go,” she said dryly. “Otherwise, if I go out with this face and people see it, the story of your fists and feet will be spread all over the capital. You would have to bring your personal guards to see other girls.”


    Yin Xu’e was both embarrassed and wanted to laugh. “Aunt Xiao is really a considerate person…”


    “Our mothers are all good people. But for us, it seems like good bamboo shoots have produced bad ones.”


    Upon hearing the words ‘bad ones,’ Yin Xu’e covered her mouth with her sleeves and began to laugh. Shaoshang mischievously shook out her sleeves, and the two of them smiled at each other. Finally, this chapter of their childhood had ended.


    As Yin Xu’e smoothed out her dress, she looked forward and stuttered. “Fortunately, there is only one bad bamboo shoot in the family. My sister and brothers are all very good, Shaoshang, your cousin and brothers are also very good.”


    Shaoshang nodded. “Of course! My elder brothers are great! I wouldn’t exchange them for the mountains of gold that are all over the city.”


    In the compartment outside the Nine Zhui Hall, Cheng Yong sat quietly and heard the cheerful laughter of the girls inside. Knowing that everything was okay, he finally turned to leave. This was a great outcome. Until his little sister leaves home, there would be no reason for his mother and sister to fight again.


    Having settled the grievances with Yin Xu’e, Shaoshang felt extremely relaxed. If she thought about it, she would be leaving the city soon for a long journey, which had a free and easy meaning of ‘smile away the grievances, and the rivers and lakes will be calm.’ She didn’t know if it was because of Cheng Shaogong’s magic stick was working, but the day before the Wan family hosted the banquet, General Cheng’s youngest daughter was finally no longer a pig’s head.


    On the day of the banquet, the Wan family mansion was draped in brocades and colors, and the guest’s rubbed shoulders with each other while coming and going. Wan Songbai stood at the main entrance to greet the guests, his hands resting on his fat belly, smiling broadly, but walking with a slight limp on one leg.


    Shaoshang whispered to Wan Qiqi, “Didn’t Uncle fully recover from his leg injury? Why is it like that again?”


    “I don’t know why, but Father angered Grandmother,” Wan Qiqi lowered her voice. “The day after you left, Grandmother became inexplicably angry and asked the guards to hold Father in the garden. She beat him so hard! That wide board…” She clapped her two hands together. “It was slapping and slapping and now his leg is like that again…”


    Shaoshang looked towards Uncle Wan, who had treated her well, and felt guilty seeing him limping.


    Wan Qiqi was very active and unable to hold an indoor banquet, nor did she like to drink rice wine and discuss Fù. Instead, she created a space in the backyard to place various entertainment items, ranging from cuju to throwing pots, and even set up several sets of bows and arrows, along with targets.


    The girls took to their respective interests; some sat quietly on the porch to enjoy the fire, eat and drink, or chat with each other, while others decided to play some of the games laid out.


    “… It’s said that Sister Xu’e is talented in both literature and martial arts. Why not have a game with me today?” Wan Qiqi raised her chin, holding a bow in her hand, and pointed to a distant arrow target.


    Yin Xu’e was now reformed and unaffected. She smiled and said, “Where did that come from? My little sisters are just being polite. My arrows could not reach such a distant target.”


    Wan Qiqi angrily lowered her bow.


    That was the fourth time she tried to verbally provoke Yin Xu’e and was also the fourth time she had hit cotton wool and made no progress – she couldn’t help but wish that Yin Xu’e remained steadfast and unchanged. Life moved on but, without a rival, it really was lonely like snow.


    Since the two largest personalities failed to come to a disagreement, the girls ate and drank in the garden and had a great time, until the last group of gorgeously dressed aristocratic women arrived late, and the atmosphere in the garden changed again.


    The young woman had a full moon face, rosy lips, high eyebrows, and a frivolous expression. She was surrounded by a group of girls dressed in silk and brocade.


    Shaoshang compared the two and felt that this person was more imposing than Yin Xu’e had been when they first met. Because Yin Xu’e didn’t deliberately accept flunkies but was flattered by them when they all got together. This one in front of her was clearly an organized leader of this little gang.


    The young girl smiled. “Qiqi,” she said, “why didn’t you come to greet me?”


    Wan Qiqi’s face darkened, but she remembered her identity as host today and came forward to greet her.


    Although Wan Songbai had both meritorious and noble achievements, as well as wealth and power, he was far from reaching the first-class aristocratic family in the court and it was impossible to capture all the powerful figures of the dynasty. This time, the banquet guests could only invite families related to his own family. Unfortunately, Wang Ling’s father was among one of them.


    Shaoshang stood next to Yin Xu’e. “Who is that?”


    “That’s the daughter of General Che Ji, Wang Ling. She’s also the niece of the Empress…” She thought for a moment and added, “Watch.”


    “I don’t think Thirteenth Sister is very happy to see her.” A blind man could see that.


    Yin Xu’e curled her lips. “I’m not happy to see her either. She loves to cling to nobles the most, and she’s a gloomy and hateful person.”


    “Have you ever been bullied by her?” Shaoshang grit her teeth and sneered.


    “I’m fine,” Yin Xu’e bit her lip. “My father has no contact with her family. But I have a few good friends who have suffered because of her. It’s just that their family is weaker, so they were humiliated without fault.”


    “You’ve also humiliated me,” Shaoshang joked. “You two should never work together, it would be catastrophic.”


    Yin Xu’e pretended to hit her, thinking of her previous behavior. “If I want to be difficult, I at least need a plate of golden bird’s nest dates as a pretext. But she…” She gave a disdainful look. “There are only two types of people in Wang Ling’s eyes. Either they need to be flattered and wooed, or they can be bullied and manipulated. It all depends on whether there is power or not.”


    “She’s so shallow.” Shaoshang shook her head. “Power is not black and white. In my family, although my father’s official rank isn’t as good of that as General Wang’s, and there is no Empress as a relative, why should I flatter her if I only ask for her?” Official rank didn’t represent everything, but it also depended on the family status and official authority, as well as whether they were highly valued by the emperor. What if the emperor only wanted to give a high salary for retirement?


    “Who says it’s not!” This sentence was suitable for Yin Xu’e; the more she looked at Shaoshang, the more pleasing she was to her. Although her father was not in an important position, the emperor had always treated the Yin family very well, and often said in front of people, ‘Yin Zhi is an honest gentleman.’


    Wang Ling wrinkled her nose, as if she smelled something bad, looked critically at the garden and said, “Is this how you treat me? Such a simple layout is not as good as a restaurant.”


    “My humble abode is too simple for you to come with such a big presence! But it’s not the first time we’ve met, you should know how I like to entertain,” Wan Qiqi said nonchalantly. “Since you don’t like my house, what are you even doing here today?!”


    Wang Ling ignored those words. “I heard that Eleventh Lang was here today?”


    Wan Qiqi was stunned for a moment, but her mind was spinning fast, and she immediately smiled. “He’s here? I didn’t know.”


    Wang Ling’s face changed and another slightly younger round-faced girl appeared behind her. “Don’t deny it! We’ve all inquired about it! Eleventh Lang is here!”


    Wan Qiqi deliberately hesitated. “So what if he did or didn’t come, what does it have to do with me? I don’t want to see him. Oh, it’s little A’Li! You came out with Wang Ling today to see Eleventh Lang, does your mother know?”


    Shaoshang laughed loudly. They turned out to be a group of star-chasing girls!


    The girl named A’Li blushed when Wan Qiqi mentioned her. Upon seeing the situation, Wang Ling hurriedly said, “Don’t implicate A’Li. Let me know if you have anything to say! We just heard that your father was taking the children who came out today to the martial arts arena. We want to go and watch the excitement. This is your home, and we don’t want to intrude. That’s why we came to ask you.” After saying this, the girls around her agreed.


    Wan Qiqi smiled. “I just moved into this new house a while ago,” she said. “Where is the martial arts arena? Hmm, where is it…” She deliberately didn’t answer and teased around the bush.


    Wang Ling was not easy to provoke. Seeing Wan Qiqi procrastinating, her eyes turned, and she saw Shaoshang standing beside her. She smiled. “Stop making excuses. This is for the best. If not for us, do it for the Cheng sister you have now! Sister Shaoshang, come here, come to us. Don’t you want to see Eleventh Lang?”


    Shaoshang was enjoying leisurely watching the events unfold with Yin Xu’e. When her name was called unexpectedly it took a moment for her to realize she had also been a part of this group of brainless star-chasing girls!


    “Eleventh Lang…” She trailed off with a laugh, trying to recall the name. She couldn’t think of it. “I don’t want to see him,” she said.


    “I’ve heard for a while that since General Cheng and his wife returned, Sister Shaoshang no longer plays with her former sisters,” Wang Ling sneered. “However, as the tide rises, the boat rises high and now she wants to socialize with families like the Wan and Yin families. Her former playmates were affectionate but if you lose them, you lose them. I hate those who don’t know the inside story and think that Sister Shaoshang is following the trend, turning her face, and denying others. But we naturally know that Sister Shaoshang is not such a person!”


    Yin Xu’e didn’t want to interrupt but she remembered her mother’s embarrassment of having no guidance from her parents when she was young. Her face sank and she said, “Wang Ling, don’t talk about that. You want to see Eleventh Lang? Just go and meet him yourself. Shaoshang used to be young and ignorant, and she didn’t know how to choose friends. Now that she has the guidance of her parents, it’s naturally different.”


    Wang Ling was about to retort when suddenly a young man’s voice came through –


    “A’Li! Why are you here?”


    The girls immediately turned to look and saw a young man in splendid attire with a feather arrow on his back, standing at the entrance of the garden, looking around in surprise.


    Shaoshang glanced over. Wasn’t that Lou Yao from the Hedong Lou family, whose fiancé was very powerful?


    As soon as A’Li saw Lou Yao, she let out a scream and hurriedly hid behind the other girls. Lou Yao took a few steps forward and pulled the girl out. “A’Li,” he scolded, “Aunt didn’t allow you to come, and you actually snuck out…”


    “Cousin… please, spare me…” Lou Li pleaded. “Don’t tell Mother!”


    Lou Yao showed no mercy for his younger cousin and said he was going to drag her to find his own carriage, so that he could pack her up and send her home.


    Wang Ling stepped forward and pulled, saying in a sharp voice, “This isn’t your business! Let go of A’Li…” She was not weak, and with a single pull, Lou Yao’s sleeve was torn open. She couldn’t help but pause.


    Lou Yao turned back around. “A’Li only learns bad things from you. Last time I heard you say that my aunt is biased towards my brothers and sisters. When I meet people, I cry and say that I’ve been bullied and not valued! It’s better to not see you at all!”


    Wang Ling didn’t expect Lou Yao to say those words in front of everyone, which made her feel embarrassed.


    However, her face was sour, and her heart was hard. “Have you ever been bullied?” she retorted. “Only you know it yourself. I can say whatever I want, you can’t control it! If it’s really a flat bowl of water, why should A’Li cry? Maybe…” She sneered coldly. “Maybe A’Li has been wronged!”


    Lou Yao was so angry he was half-dead. “You’re talking nonsense!” he exclaimed. “Who bullied A’Li?! A’Li is the youngest in the family, how could we…”


    Wang Ling was proud and became even more stingy. “Do you still have time to take care of A’Li? After more than ten years of being engaged, she broke off the engagement and has turned around to marry someone else. Gods know how unbearable and incompetent you are. That’s why Sister Zhaojun couldn’t wait. If I were you, I wouldn’t have the face to meet anyone!”


    Lou Yao’s face turned red with anger. He pointed at Wang Ling, saying ‘You, you!’ The sixteen- or seventeen-year-old boy learned from his father and older brother to be calm and reticent, so he wasn’t good at arguing with a naughty girl like Wang Ling.


    Seeing Lou Yao slumped, Wang Ling was proud and continued to Shaoshang, “Sister Shaoshang, you really don’t want to see Eleventh Lang? I heard you were captivated by him and threatened not to marry anyone else!” She began to laugh.


    Shaoshang raised her eyebrows. “Am I the only one in the capital who claimed I wouldn’t marry anyone other than Eleventh Lang?” she asked. She had no idea who this person was, or if this Eleventh Lang was round or fat.


    Wang Ling’s laughter ended abruptly.


    “Not really!” Wan Qiqi laughed. “Half of the young ladies in the capital have said such a thing!”


    Lou Li tried to peek her head out from under her cousin’s arm. “That’s different,” she said. “We’re fair and aboveboard, unlike you! You obviously like him in your heart but insist you don’t want to see Eleventh Lang! What hypocrisy!”


    Wang Ling smiled again.


    “So, have the women in this city who threatened not to marry anyone other than Eleventh Lang been ordered by their parents to marry anyway?” Shaoshang said lightly, face unchanged. “Are they all hypocritical and extreme?”


    Yin Xu’e smiled. “They have indeed,” she said. “Eleventh Lang always refused, and they must get married either way. Many of them might be mothers by now.”


    Shaoshang looked gratefully at Wan Qiqi and Yin Xu’e, reminding herself to not easily cause trouble again.


    She turned her head to look at Wang Ling. “Sister Wang, there are a few people in the world who remain unchanged from childhood to adulthood. Some people love to eat fish when they’re young, but when they grow up, they don’t like it at all. Some are cowardly when they are young. I heard my elder brother say there was a great general who was always bullied by people when he was a child, and he couldn’t even speak back. But later, as his soldiers pointed out, he dominated the world. Is it so rare for people to change when they grow up?” She wished she had listened to the story seriously; she wouldn’t have forgotten the general’s name then.


    Lou Yao unknowingly let go of his cousin’s arm and stared blankly at the slender girl.


    “You’re actually putting gold on your face and comparing yourself to a general?” Wang Ling sneered. “Do you think you’re worthy?!”


    Shaoshang ignored the provocation. “The sisters who played with me before may have looked down on me, or there may be other reasons, but they never corrected me when I made mistakes. They never helped me when I was in trouble. Some people made fun of my foolishness when I was cowardly. I no longer socialize with them, and my mother tells me that I will make good friends in the future. Now that I have made friends with the sisters of the Wan and Yin families, do you think I’m right this time?”


    Wang Ling’s face stiffened and, as she was about to speak, Shaoshang rushed to say, “I know that Sister Wang is going to talk about attachment. So, I dare to ask all of you… haven’t you ever made friends with those who are higher than your own family? Is it true that if you make friends with sisters who are higher than your own family that it must be clinging?”


    The girl’s expression was calm and her tone indifferent. The girls around her listened to her quietly.


    Lou Yao remembered accompanying his elder brother to Mingtang to listen to great Confucian scriptures. It was like he was back there and Shaoshang was the most outstanding student there, talking eloquently, while the other students listened attentively.


    “As for the Eleventh Lang…” Shaoshang smiled. “I used to be captivated but now I’m not. If you don’t believe me, I can make a poisonous oath…”


    The girls who were surrounding Wang Ling were a bit embarrassed, with both a hint of joy for losing an opponent, and a hint of regret for losing an accomplice. Wang Ling stood there, with a gloomy face, and said nothing.


    Shaoshang turned around and arched her hand mischievously towards the Wan and Yin daughters, saying with a smile, “Since my parents came back, these are the two differences in me. I don’t know whether this change is good or not…”


    “It couldn’t be better!” Wan Qiqi took the lead in praising.


    Yin Xu’e chuckled lightly, caressing her palm. “You keep getting better and better,” she said. “Good, good.”


    The other girls in the garden finally reacted, fast or slow, loud or weak, and they all began to praise them one after another.


    “Young Mistress Wang!” Lou Yao suddenly said. “I remember that when you were young, you were awfully close to the daughters of several generals under your grandfather’s command. Later, your grandfather was defeated. Although His Majesty forgave him and didn’t blame your family, those ladies’ families were still gradually left out. Why don’t you keep talking to them?”


    “Lou Yao!” This directly poked Wang Ling’s sore spot. Her eyes were red, and she responded sharply, “You…”


    “If you talk to A’Li again, I’ll…” Lou Yao had a bad tongue and couldn’t think of a powerful killing blow for a moment. In a flustered state, his gaze turned and he met Shaoshang’s clear eyes.


    He suddenly became clear minded and loudly said, “I’ll ask my uncle and father to talk to General Wang. The Wang family insists on interfering in the Lou family’s affairs, what’s their intention?”


    Wang Ling’s face turned green, then red, both resentful and shameless. In anger and embarrassment, she tossed her sleeves and left. The girls who surrounded her quickly followed her, leaving Lou Li standing there in a daze.


    Wan Qiqi clapped her hands and laughed. “I haven’t told you where the martial arts arena is yet!” she shouted.


    Yin Xu’e gave her a push and scolded with a smile, “It’s already been some time and you haven’t taken us to the banquet yet.”


    Wan Qiqi almost couldn’t straighten up with a smile, holding Shaoshang in one hand and inviting the young ladies to the banquet with the other. Lou Yao arched his hands towards the remaining girls, thanked Wan Qiqi for the banquet, then grabbed Lou Li, who was still scolding and struggling, and left.


    Amidst the laughter, the girls walked to the inner hall in twos and threes. No one noticed that although Shaoshang’s face was full of smiles, her eyes were cold. She wasn’t paying attention and turned back slightly to take a look in the direction where Wang Ling had left.


    The only reason in this world she could endure being bullied was because she feared the consequences that would follow. If she had a way to eliminate the consequences, why not retaliate back?


    Things of the past, such as death, were yesterday, and all things in the future, such as life, were today. She had the intention to start over again, but there was always someone who refused to let her go. She planned to set up a game to make people like Wang Ling suffer a little bit.


    Just a little bit, really.   


    …
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    Chapter Thirty-Seven:
That’s How the Conspiracy and Hero Trapped Her In


    “– Mother, are you serious? Those girls fell into the water because of Niao Niao?!”


    The banquet was over and all the guests had dispersed. Wan Songbai, who was still drunk, was called upon by Old Madam Wan. At that time, he half sobered up by fear, thinking that his mother wanted to have him beaten again. As Old Madam Wan took a moment to clear her mind, the other half of his drunkenness was also sobered.


    “How can this be possible? I remember Yin Zhi’s daughter suddenly had abdominal pain and Niao Niao accompanied her back first. Qiqi even came to me saying that Niao Niao treats Young Mistress Yin better than her. In other words, when the other girls fell into the water, they weren’t there at all!”


    Old Madam Wan snorted. “If Niao Niao had your brains, it wouldn’t be possible at all.”


    How dare the filial son of the Wan family refute. He smirked foolishly.


    A small accident happened during the banquet that day.


    There was an elegant two-story pavilion in the back of the Wan family’s garden called ‘Changchun.’ The young men who had come to the banquet set up the originally planned throwing pot competition and banquet there. The young girls who heard the news dared not to break in and were greedy for the handsome gentlemen, so they all gathered on a small wooden bridge opposite the Changchun Pavilion and looked at the men there on their tiptoes.


    The steward had repeatedly advised the women that the small wooden bridge wasn’t secure and couldn’t handle being crowded by people. However, the eager young girls refused to listen to the advice, and the bridge collapsed shortly after. Fortunately, the bridge deck wasn’t high and the stream below was even shallower. Except for some scratches and bruises, the group of young girls were not seriously injured, except for being covered in ice, water, and mud, which was a bit indecent to describe.


    Only Wang Ling, because she was in the middle of the bridge and surrounded by everyone, was pressed to the bottom when she fell. When she was picked up, she was the most embarrassed and suffered. She had been rolled into a mud person. Not to mention, even a few rotten grass leaves were in her mouth and nose.


    When the matter spread to the table, the parents and elders all looked at each other and smiled.


    After enquiring about it clearly, the fathers whose daughters were not among them couldn’t help but feel proud and boasted that their daughters were honest. The fathers whose daughters were among them either laughed at themselves or shook their heads to say, ‘Young men and women can be like that,’ and apologize to Wan Songbai for damaging the bridge.


    Through his drunkenness, Wan Songbai led the way by boasting about how handsome he was when he was young. There had been a young girl who nearly broke the Wan family’s gate trying to get a peek at him; that had been much more vigorous than the group today. Then, a group of drunk uncles pulled their throats one after another, showing off their handsome tales from when they were young.


    This one said that his family never used to hunt because the flying geese would automatically fall to the door of the house; another said that his family never used to fish because the fish in the pond sank by themselves and waited for him to fish them out.


    Another said on the day he got married, half of the girls in the county fainted from crying, and the other half who managed to not faint tried to squeeze their way into the marital room. Another said, when he was a teenager, all the girls in the village refused to marry anyone else and would threaten to jump in the river or go on hunger strikes. He had to meet three or four times to fight other men in the village and eventually ended up leaving his hometown before he joined the army.


    Among them, General Han’s boast was the most unique.


    When he was young, he was said to be too talented. In order to take him as a son-in-law, two elders of the village led their children to engage in armed battles at regular intervals. The fighting was a bloody and brutal scene, comparable to a war between two armies. In order to save the lives of his parents and fellow villagers, he reluctantly left home – this boasting went too far, and General Han was laughed at by the crowd.


    Wan Qiqi handled this matter appropriately and received unanimous praise from all the husbands.


    She not only ordered her servants to serve the women in grooming, cleaning, and healing in an orderly manner but also quickly brought out new clothes and headgear left by her sisters. At the same time, she earnestly demanded that those who had not fallen off the bridge not mention this embarrassment, and then calmly invited Wang Ling and others to continue to eat and drink as if nothing had happened.


    Madam Yin listened to the praise. Although her face remained expressionless, her heart was filled with pride and joy. She couldn’t help but drink a few more cups, and now she was passed out drunk.


    “…It isn’t our fault for them falling into the water,” Wan Songbai said, shaking his head. “No one took it seriously. The steward said he had set up a wooden sign at both ends of the bridge and wrote on it that the bridge was unstable and swaying. They insisted on going up, he couldn’t do a thing!”


    Old Madam Wan snorted. “Could it be you asked the steward to set up those signs?” she asked.


    Wan Songbai was stunned for a moment. “Didn’t you ask him to set them up?”


    Seeing his mother’s expression as if she were facing an idiot, he knew he was stupid to ask. “Mother,” he said with a dry smile, “just tell me. I’m stupid, how can I guess?”


    “I’ll tell you three things,” Old Madam Wan said. “The first is that before Niao Niao returned home, Steward Zhang, who was in charge of flowers and plants, once told me that the young lady of the Cheng family loved that bridge very much. She often surveyed it with great enthusiasm in her spare time.”


    Although she was old and gradually becoming blind, she had been sitting in the capital mansion for many years, taking care of small and large matters alone, and always maintained the habit of daily audiences with management and reporting on internal affairs.


    Wan Songbai couldn’t figure out what she was trying to say. “So what?”


    “Secondly,” she continued, “Manager Li, who was in charge of the banquet, said that Niao Niao suggested he set up the pot-throwing competition in Changchun Pavilion instead of the side courtyard as originally planned. She said it would be more elegant and unique.”


    “The third thing, Steward Wang in the inner courtyard said that Niao Niao told him the bridge wasn’t stable and it wouldn’t be good if someone fell from it. She asked him to set up the warning signs at the end of the bridge.”


    Wan Songbai finally understood what his mother meant – Shaoshang had lived with the Wan family for many days and both his mother and Qiqi valued her very much. The stewards would most definitely listen to her opinions. But he still couldn’t believe it. “Perhaps it was just a coincidence? Although the bridge was unstable, the steward told me it wasn’t yet in a state of disrepair. How did Niao Niao know when the wooden bridge would collapse?”


    “Not everyone knows,” Old Madam Wan said, “that the bridge actually has a name. It was made by a public transportation class doctor to help a monarch of Chu in the past. It was called the ‘Folding Bone Bridge.’ Nowadays, few people know about it. At first glance, it looks like a light and sturdy small bridge, but remove just a few pieces of wood, and when someone steps on it, the entire bridge will collapse in an instant.”


    “That’s good. After our side crosses the river, we draw a few pieces of wood and call the pursuers behind us to fall into the water…” Wan Songbai’s expression gradually became solemn. “Mother is saying that Niao Niao saw through the bridge’s mystery and took the opportunity to trap those girls?”


    Old Madam Wan nodded. “In this way, whether she was there or not, she could still sell this strategy.”


    Wan Songbai took a cold breath. “If Brother Cheng Shi was obedient to Xiao’s management that isn’t exactly a bad thing,” he said after a pause. “It’s good to marry a smart woman! Niao Niao is very smart…” He clicked his tongue.


    “If you married a woman like Yuan Yi, your head would be broken and you’d see your father within the first year of marriage,” Old Madam Wan said. “Well, if it’s like that, she could at least remarry while she’s young.”


    Mother and son were silent as they looked at each other. It took a moment until they began to laugh.


    Wan Songbai wiped away the tears from his eyes and spoke first, “You are still a mother. You were angry with Niao Niao, and I was thinking of how to say a few words for her so that you don’t blame her.”


    Old Madam Wan smiled and shook her head. “Today, the young lady of the Wang family spoke harshly, and she bullied Niao Niao a lot. It’s understandable for her to do something about it. If I had been younger, I would have done it even better.”


    “You don’t blame Niao Niao for setting this up in our house,” Wan Songbai smiled. “That child is pitiful. Every time my wise brother mentions her, he feels both guilt and pity.”


    “Why would I blame her?” Old Madam Wan said humanely. “If she had bad intentions, she wouldn’t have asked the steward to put up those two signs. She just wanted to give the Wan family an out. Persuasion comes first, wooden sign warns later, no matter what, it can’t be blamed on my family. Moreover, I see that the child has a strong and fearless nature. I guess if it weren’t for Young Mistress Yin’s abdominal pain she would have stayed and informed us later, and then honestly pleaded guilty.”


    “Exactly!” Wan Songbai repeatedly said. “Qiqi told me that Niao Niao never conceals anything, just makes sure that her tricks are done in a grand manner. It’s very fun.” As for how his daughter came to this conclusion, he didn’t know.


    “Yes, that child is quite unique,” Old Madam Wan said quietly. “If I had met such a little sister when I was young, I would have loved it too.”


    Wan Songbai thought to himself, ‘How could you meet such a little girl? You are that little girl!’ Those who offended her didn’t have to stay the night. She avenged herself on the same day and had to calculate interest according to the hour!


    But, after hearing this, he finally breathed a sigh of relief. To his surprise, Old Madam Wan spoke again, “Just now, I’ve written a letter to inform Yuan Yi about this matter.”


    “What?!” Wan Songbai was so surprised he almost lost his breath.


    “Don’t be so loud! I’m blind, not deaf!” Old Madam Wan didn’t move. “I don’t blame her, but I cannot hide this for her. She has her own parents and it’s up to the Cheng family to decide what to do.”


    “But… but if Madam Xiao knows about this, there will be another commotion…”


    “Let there be trouble,” Old Madam Wan said. “Yuan Yi should be asked to know who her daughter is!”


    “Mother…” Wan Songbai stammered.


    Old Madam Wan was silent for a moment. “The two families have been in contact for decades,” she said, “and ordinary relatives of the same family are not as close as we are. From my point of view, Yuan Yi is extremely intelligent, sophisticated and shrewd, there’s nothing wrong with that. There are only two things, one is conceited and clever, while the other is self-righteous and refuses to admit mistakes.”


    Speaking of Madam Xiao’s shortcomings, Wan Songbai immediately became more energetic and wished he could speak for three days and three nights plus a midnight snack. “That woman…”


    “Shut up, it’s not your turn to discuss Yuan Yi’s mistakes,” Old Madam Wan scolded. Wan Songbai remained silent.


    “Yuan Yi has raised her sons very well. She told me that when they were on the outside, ordinary family children couldn’t help but become angry and drink and fight. However, the Cheng family’s sons are both ambitious and clean-minded. When it came to their daily interactions, everyone praised them. Yuan Yi arranges for her sons, whether it’s studying, mentoring, or practicing martial arts, A’Yong and the others all follow suit. After returning to the capital, Yuan Yi naturally took it for granted that she was in charge of Niao Niao but unexpectedly hit the south wall! Well, these days mother and daughter have had a few fights, and my son will tell me the details of the fights.”


    Wan Songbai knew his mother was mocking him and shut his mouth even tighter.


    “Yuan Yi made up her mind to expel the Ge family before returning to the capital, but she felt sorry for Old Master Ge and the daughter. But now that the Ge family doesn’t need the Cheng family’s help, she poured all of her affection into Cheng Yang. Yuan Yi realized that she was both kind-hearted and selfless, and thought that her husband and children should understand. However, the whole family didn’t buy her out of trouble. Yuan Yi doesn’t think about the reason why, she only knew how to suppress it blindly. Mother and daughter are like ice meeting an iron chisel, how can we not make trouble.”


    While Wan Songbai agreed with his mother, he was afraid that Cheng Shi would be put in a difficult situation. “But Mother,” he couldn’t help but say, “Niao Niao will have to be punished because of this.”


    “In life, if you can’t be brave, it’s better to give up your courage and live an honest life as soon as possible. Since you’ve done it, you should bear the risk of being seen through. It’s hard not to just eat meat and not get beaten. Take your time. If you break through each hurdle, you’ll know how to take your own path.”


    Wan Songbai stared blankly at his mother’s disabled face – was she talking about her own family? It was precisely because she refused to bow down and make too many enemies in the county when her father was alive that mother and son were besieged when his father suddenly passed away.


    …


    The Wan mother and son were not far off the mark. The Cheng family saw another big scene.


    Since learning the news, Cheng Shi and Madam Xiao had been in a state of silence, and the couple sat together for half an hour. Madam Xiao originally intended to say, ‘I hit the nail on the head, she’ll always cause big trouble,’ while boasting about her foresight in front of her husband. She didn’t know why, but the words stuck in her throat and couldn’t be said for any reason.


    Subsequently, Cheng Shi stood in silence and went out to give orders. He also asked Qing Cong to invite the Cheng Zhi couple and inform them in detail about the falling bridge and ladies falling into the water. Cheng Zhi and Madam Sang were taken aback and looked at each other, as the couple could see each other’s meaning in their eyes.


    Cheng Zhi stiffened his head and said, “Actually there wasn’t much harm in this matter. Those young girls were just a bit embarrassed and I don’t think the adults cared about it.” The second half of the banquet was almost a feast of cowhide, and everyone became more and more curious. As a genuine and beautiful young man back then, Cheng Zhi deeply marveled at the thick skin of all the adults.


    “When I was young,” Madam Sang said, “I read the words ‘Ban Gong built a bridge of stacked bones to help the monarch of Chu,’ but I’ve never seen what the bridge looked like. It’s Old Madam Wan who is well-informed and thoughtful. How could that little girl know the details?”


    “Speaking of which,” Cheng Zhi lowered his voice. “That Wang Chun is not a very good man. If it weren’t for him, why would Brother Wan pretend to have a leg injury? Today his daughter publicly humiliated Niao Niao so she did it intentionally!”


    “This matter has been arranged without any flaws from beginning to end. Even if outsiders heard of the Folding Bone Bridge, they could never imagine the reason behind it. It seems that they are all responsible for it. Brother and Sister-in-law can rest assured! Let’s sincerely apologize to the Wan family later. Due to the recklessness of Shaoshang, they were almost implicated,” Madam Sang said.


    The couple spoke to each other and excused Shaoshang with every sentence. Madam Xiao was not an idiot; she couldn’t tell why, but she didn’t say a word. She just looked at her husband.


    Cheng Shi let out a long breath. “This matter can’t be left as it is,” he said. “This time, I will punish her. Heavy punishment!”


    “Brother…” Madam Sang said urgently.


    Cheng Shi raised his hand to stop her from continuing. “You love Niao Niao so much,” he said. “You care for her, teach her and you don’t know how grateful I am in my heart for that.”


    Madam Sang’s eyes were a bit wet and she lowered her head. “Brother, don’t say that,” she said. “I just feel like I’m in agreement with Niao Niao.”


    Cheng Zhi hurriedly went to check on Madam Xiao, but saw her still sitting in silence.


    “I know Niao Niao has suffered injustice today, but I still want to punish her,” Cheng Shi said with a solemn expression.


    He turned his head to his wife. “You once told me that Niao Niao is ‘wise enough to refuse advice, and witty enough to act falsely.’ Now it seems half right. It isn’t that she doesn’t know what she did was wrong, but she’ll do it because she thinks she is so smart. She is not afraid of anything and can fool everyone! This is indeed going to cause a big disaster!”


    After hearing this, Madam Sang fell silent.


    Cheng Shi continued, “What are you afraid of causing this trouble? When I was the same age as Shaoshang, I wasn’t necessarily gentle, respectful or frugal. But I resorted to risky tactics. She’s doing this purely to vent her anger. I’m going to break her extreme temperament today!”


    “What do you want?” Madam Xiao finally spoke.


    Cheng Shi didn’t answer. Instead, he called for Cheng Shun and then Cheng Shun, who was standing outside the hall, led a gray-haired but neatly dressed scar-faced old man in. The old soldier was holding a long cane in his hand.


    Cheng Zhi and Madam Sang didn’t know this person, but Madam Xiao did and exclaimed in surprise, “Qian Qian?”


    “Sister, who is this?” Cheng Zhi asked.


    “This is the one who handles the punishment under your brother’s account,” Madam Xiao said slowly. She already knew what her husband was going to do.


    Cheng Zhi was so shocked he lost his composure. “Brother, don’t do this! You only have a few bones, and you can knock her out with just a slap. You don’t need to use it with… with this…” He pointed to the wooden cane in the old soldier’s hand, which was thick as a tall bowl, solid and heavy, as dark as paint. Seeing it made his blood run cold.


    Madam Sang opened her mouth slightly, so surprised that she couldn’t speak.


    Cheng Shi ignored them and spoke sternly to the old soldier. “Today, I want to use your skills as a judge. You have rarely executed in the military these years, and only occasionally asked to torture one or two people. Have you lost your skills with this staff?”


    The old soldier named Qian Qian grinned. “Don’t worry, General,” he said. “I’ll do whatever you tell me to do. It’ll hurt for a few days, leave a few wounds, and keep a trace of blood on my hands.”


    The old soldier’s voice was so sharp and slender. Looking at his description, Madam Sang knew that this person should be an old eunuch who had been wandering among the people in a certain royal palace of the previous dynasty.


    “After all, I’m just trying to scare the young lady. You can’t make a mistake!” Cheng Shi threatened in a deep voice. “Or I will skin you alive!”


    Qian Qian lowered his head. “The General picked me up from a pile of corpses and also found my lost mother and nephew,” he said. “You properly placed the whole family of maidservants. If they damage the young lady, there is no need for you to take action. The maidservants will take care of themselves.”


    Cheng Shi nodded and waved to Cheng Shun to take the person down.


    Cheng Zhi finally understood. “Brother, are you -?”


    “Niao Niao is bold and careful, ordinary battles cannot scare her!” Cheng Shi said. “You must take a heavy hand. I’m going to make her suffer hard, see some blood, and let her have a long memory, but I can’t really hurt her.”


    Cheng Zhi looked at his wife, who smiled bitterly.


    Madam Xiao snorted. “Are you finally willing? You’re not afraid that Niao Niao will hate you for this?”


    Unexpectedly, Cheng Shi nodded. “Madam is right!” he said. “So, it isn’t up to me to fight, it’s up to Madam to fight!”


    As soon as the sentence was spoken, the remaining three people in Nine Zhui Hall stared at him in astonishment.


    “You can say that!” Madam Xiao finally became angry, not at her daughter’s audacity, but at her husband’s shamelessness. He was a good person in front of his daughter and left the bad person to her! Shameless!


    Cheng Shi quickly stroked his wife’s back. “I’m not here to curl up,” he said. “Do you think we have to both be hard and soft to tame a rebellious child like her? After the fight, we still need to coax her. We both have to be soft and hard, right?”


    Madam Xiao broke free from her husband’s grasp and said angrily, “Then let me be benevolent and you come to show power! Why should I be the villain?!”


    “If it was before…” Cheng Shi said with a smile. “Madam is a good person and mother and daughter could talk about caring things. But now, isn’t Niao Niao prejudiced against you? If even her father, who has always loved her, confronts her with the cane, maybe she would be so sad and angry that she would stiffen up and refuse to yield!”


    “You…?!” Although this was convincing, Madam Xiao still sputtered and trembled with anger.


    “My plan is as follows. Later on, I’ll avoid leaving my residence to avoid feelings of weakness or being pulled over by Yong’er and the others. When Niao Niao returns from the Yin house, Madam, you will be furious… No, not towards me, it’ll be towards Niao Niao!”


    Cheng Shi shifted left and right, trying to avoid Madam Xiao’s fist and apologized with a smile. “Then you will loudly scold Niao Niao for her many mistakes, and bring up the words of the sages. Make her feel ashamed. If you want to be terrifying, be as terrifying as you want. First, calm her down in terms of momentum. Then ask Qian Qian to come out for the punishment – don’t make her strip, let her save some face, and then beat her hard. Well, it’s not really hard, I will tell Qian Qian in advance…”


    Madam Xiao couldn’t get away from her husband’s pinched hand. She was so angry that she didn’t even care about etiquette, so she raised her leg to kick him.


    “Then, Third Younger Brother and Sister-in-law will pretend to come in a hurry – remember to come in through the main entrance, don’t try to save yourself and hide in the side compartment to watch the play, you have sharp eyes. Then you plead with Niao Niao in tears, and Yuan Yi will reluctantly accept after some embarrassment as if her life was saved in this way, and you will leave for the post two days later…”


    Madam Xiao exhausted all her strength and finally pushed her husband over, and she also collapsed on the spot from exhaustion.


    “Then…” Cheng Shi stood up and patted the folds of his clothes. “Oh, there’s nothing after that.”


    Madam Xiao was both angry and tired, and could only gasp for breath. Madam Sang had never been so frightened in her life. Only Cheng Zhi buried his face into his palms and didn’t want to speak.


    Cheng Shi stood in the center of Nine Zhui Hall with a tall and imposing figure and piercing gaze. He raised his arms like commanding a thousand troops and horses and his voice was like shouting and charging through a sea of blood.


    “Today’s battle is to make Niao Niao know that there is a mountain outside the mountain, and there are people behind it. We cannot take risks recklessly, let alone rely on someone’s support to act recklessly! That’s settled. When Yuan Yi is almost done, Third Younger Brother and Sister-in-law will go in and save her. Throw a cup for the finale!”


    The frightened Madam Sang slowly turned her head and asked her husband with her eyes.


    Cheng Zhi also answered with his gaze: Yes, my brother has always been like this. But you don’t have to be sad, mistakenly thinking that his loyalty and bluntness were all planned by his wife. You’re not the first and you probably won’t be the last.


    Madam Sang: It seems they are quite skilled with their fists and feet, could it be they’ve done this before?


    Cheng Zhi: They fought harder when they got married. After giving birth to Yong’er, they began to put on this act. To tell you the truth, I actually miss it very much.


    …
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    I just want to give a bit of a content warning here. There is the punishment scene which may be unsettling to people, but I really wanted to warn about the mention of dubious consent abortion in the last third of the chapter. It’s only briefly mentioned but I know it can be triggering to some so I wanted to be safe. It’s a single paragraph that begins with: The cool A’Guo said, ‘You are my woman,’. Enjoy the chapter!


    …


    Until being carried onto a wide carriage, Shaoshang was confused about what all had happened these past two days.


    When she returned home from the Yin Mansion that day, it was already evening. Two solemn looking martial maids summoned her to the Nine Zhui Hall. Two huge candles were held high in the hall, and Madam Xiao was alone with a face as cold as frost. She immediately knew that something had occurred. When she first set up the pavilion, she had thought about the possibility of being seen through, but she didn’t expect it to happen so quickly. Therefore, in the face of Madam Xiao’s questioning, she bluntly acknowledged it.


    “There’s no reason,” Shaoshang said with a cold and unmistakable expression. “I was just venting my anger.”


    Madam Xiao began to scold her fiercely, tugging at ancient Chinese prose sentence by sentence, and Shaoshang was too lazy to distinguish them. After the verbal reprimand, it was the legendary ‘family law’s’ turn. Madam Xiao had clearly come prepared, and her rescuers seemed to be completely absent from the household. Shaoshang knew this wasn’t good, but she had been accustomed to this from a young age. Without saying a word, she was punished calmly.


    When the four maidservants pressed her onto the rectangular table, Shaoshang was a bit flustered. Looking at the gloomy and terrifying old man holding a staff, her forehead began to sweat faintly – although she had suffered from her father’s lack of kindness and mother’s lack of love, her cold eyes and prejudices were constant, her skin and flesh never suffered much!


    Seeing Director Xiao was clearly planning to make a big deal, Shaoshang wanted to cry for mercy, but couldn’t speak up.


    When the first heavy blow hit her, Shaoshang’s breath stopped, and her butt and legs seemed to ignite like dry grass after a long drought. The pain quickly spread throughout her body like a flame exploding. She wanted to shout, but only heard the hoarseness in her throat, like a fish that had been alive and scraped off its scales and could only inhale the cool air.


    In order to avoid making embarrassing remarks about begging for mercy, Shaoshang bit her lips tightly and never opened her mouth to inhale, even if it was painful enough to suffocate – as for why not to beg for mercy? Today, Director Xiao was not as angry as before. She felt that if she begged for mercy, she would be able to avoid this punishment. But she just couldn’t plead for mercy! Even if she died, she wouldn’t accept it!


    In elementary school, there was a kind and elderly homeroom teacher who treated her well. She once said to her grandmother, ‘Lingnan is so stubborn. Which is bad but also good. When she realizes that she needs to study hard, she will definitely be able to exert herself.’


    Unfortunately, the teacher retired soon after. Shaoshang never encountered such a teacher again. Later, when the teachers treated her well, that was when her grades leaped ahead.


    A total of seven strokes were given, but Shaoshang couldn’t remember clearly. She tasted the astringent and fishy taste in her mouth, and her body was numb with pain. On the contrary, the pain from biting her lips was more pronounced. Feeling sick and dizzy, she was carried back to her place of residence before hearing A’Zhu’s shouts and cries. Her heart inexplicably lightened, and then she knew nothing.


    Half-awake and half-unconscious, she felt a refreshing sensation on her wound, indicating that she had been drugged. There was also a warm and soft hand gently caressing her, from hair to face, and then to the wound. The skin of that palm was delicate, completely different from the hands with calluses on them. Shaoshang thought in a daze that it was probably Madam Sang.


    When she woke up again, it was already pitch black, but she didn’t know whether it was midnight or four o’clock. Shaoshang was startled by a huge black furry figure by the bed, which let out a whimpering cry, like a broken gong being blown by the night wind. It was very frightening. But due to the pain in her body, Shaoshang’s reaction to the shock was much slower, and she had no strength to scream, only to stare blankly.


    Cheng Shi sat at the bedside, sobbing. His tall and burly figure taking a whiff. With the faint glow of the carbon ash buried in the stove, Shaoshang saw her father’s beard was covered in tears and snot. She felt a bit nauseous.


    Then, she cried.


    She didn’t cry when ridiculed by others, nor did she cry when bullied. Despite being severely punished with a cane, she still gritted her teeth and didn’t cry. However, at this moment, she cried like little Cheng Ou, who had a stomachache the other day.


    She had always disliked her grandmother for being old and incompetent. She could neither protect her from the wind and rain outside, but also was old fashioned and ignorant, unable to guide her in life. She let her face the malicious world alone at a young age.


    She went to a key high school boarding school with a black badge on her armband. She didn’t feel anything at that time, until the principal personally handed out the certificate to her at the celebration party. They all praised her for being brave and sensible to be admitted to such a good university, she was like the light of the entire town – she suddenly wanted her grandmother to see all of that.


    However, the old woman had been dead for three years by then, and the grass already overgrown on the mound.


    Only then did Shaoshang realize that she was really the only one in the world. The child wanted to be filial but the relative was not there. Those words were so bloody, there was no room for repentance, no one could complain about your guilt and gratitude. Only you could walk forward with your neck stuck out.


    Shaoshang lay on Cheng Shi’s knee and wailed loudly, heart-wrenchingly, wishing she could vomit her heart and liver.


    Why was she always cautious when following in her elder sister’s footsteps? Because no one outside would take care of her mistakes. Why did she dare to argue or even fight with the others of the Yin family? Because she knew that Cheng Shi would definitely forgive her and take care of the aftermath.


    She was such a despicable and domineering person!


    But now she wanted to be good to Cheng Shi, her brothers, uncles, and aunts, so they could be happy and proud of themselves, instead of worrying about when they will have to clean up the next mess of hers.


    Father and daughter wept bitterly until the fire was almost extinguished, and A’Zhu had no choice but to come in and add charcoal.


    Cheng Shi didn’t say anything to Shaoshang from beginning to end. Would a smart person like his daughter not know the rotten truth of ‘don’t take risks easily, don’t make too many enemies?’


    After a day’s rest, Shaoshang set off with Cheng Zhi and Madam Sang. On the day when the people of Cheng Mansion saw them off, the sky was gloomy, there was no wind or snow, and Madam Xiao was absent.


    Old Madam Cheng still held her youngest son in tears and couldn’t bear to part with him. At the same time, she glared at Madam Sang like a hungry wolf protecting food, threatening her to take care of ‘her dear son.’ With the same expression and nagging, Cheng Shi repeatedly told his daughter how to recuperate, how to be strong, how to eat more vegetables, and how to move. He also instructed A’Zhu to do it again without distinction.


    Cheng Yang led the kitchen women to cook in person before dawn and prepared several baskets of dim sum for Shaoshang to eat on the way. Cheng Song and Cheng Shaogong kept moving things to Shaoshang’s luggage, and they didn’t know what went where.


    Cheng Yong stood by for a while before walking straight to the carriage. Through the curtains, he stuffed a piece of new ink wrapped in oilcloth into Shaoshang’s hand and whispered, “Continue to read and write, don’t waste it.”


    Shaoshang propped her body up and poked her head out. She saw that her older brother’s eyes were slightly red. “Elder Brother,” she said, “don’t stay up late to study in the future. Be careful not to become bald and blind before thirty!”


    Cheng Yong touched the twin buns tied in his younger sister’s hair and sighed.


    It was easy to shake off the enthusiasm of Old Madam Cheng and Cheng Shi, and the team was finally able to set off. Unfortunately, Shaoshang’s injury was still painful, and she could only lie in the carriage, missing the magnificent scene of looking up at the dome when passing through the city gate.


    In another carriage, Cheng Zhi was chatting with his wife. “Why hasn’t Sister Yuan Yi come out today? She would never do such a rude thing!”


    “Why are you asking about that when it’s clear to see?” Madam Sang said with a glare.


    “Didn’t we agree that it would be ten strokes that day?” Cheng Zhi asked. “There were still three or four hits left. And why didn’t Sister throw a cup?”


    Madam Sang didn’t even change her tone of voice. “Why are you asking about it? It’s obvious.”


    Cheng Zhi was amused by his wife. “Do you think we should tell Niao Niao to prevent the mother daughter relationship from getting even more rigid?”


    “How would you say that? ‘Niao Niao, your father was supposed to beat you ten times, but your mother’s heart softened, and she had you beaten three times less. Are you happy?’”


    She imitated her husband’s tone and rolled her eyes after speaking. “If you really tell me, I don’t know if they’re doing well, but father and daughter will definitely not be well. By then, I’ll see if my brother won’t roast you alive!”


    “Okay,” Cheng Zhi smacked his lips. “We won’t talk about it then. I’ll go back and advise Niao Niao to stop getting angry with her mother.”


    Madam Sang’s eyes were about to fly out of her sockets. “You think you hold so much weight in Niao Niao’s heart? You think she will listen? She only listens to 30 or 40 percent of your brother’s words.”


    She deeply felt that her husband felt too good about himself. “She has a straight mind and a stubborn temper, and some things need to be figured out on her own. You should save your energy and find something delicious, fun, novel or interesting for her when you’re in charge. Give it to her and I’ll do it after.”


    Cheng Zhi lowered his shoulders and sighed. “Niao Niao is really tough, not saying a word. It’s unfortunate that she’s a daughter. If she were a man, she definitely would make some great achievements!”


    After a moment of silence, Madam Sang spoke up. “That Qian Qian is really skilled. I have seen the wound curling up, but the bloodstains and bruises are not very deep, so….” She couldn’t help but reach out and press her husband’s back. “Is it really painful?”


    Cheng Zhi immediately screamed like a live shrimp, crying out in pain.


    While protecting his back, he pointed at his wife. “You, you… you are so heartless. You told me to go to Qian Qian to try some kind of pain therapy, and you still treat me like this?!” At the time of being hit with the cane, half of his body was numb with pain.


    Madam Sang couldn’t help but laugh. “If I didn’t do that and just looked at the injury, how can I know how much it hurts?” After laughing, she sighed. “It’s not hard for Niao Niao to feel that way because she’s depressed. Don’t bother me these days, I’ll take care of her.”


    Cheng Zhi was very dissatisfied with this and was about to open his mouth when he heard horse hooves coming from outside. The family commander came across the carriage to report. “There’s a group of people chasing after us, saying it’s the nephew of the Grand Servant Lou Jing and the son of the Yanzhou County Prime Minister Lou Ji. His name is Lou Yao, and he’s asking to see you.”


    “Lord Lou’s nephew?” Cheng Zhi looked puzzled. “What’s the connection between the Lou family and us? Did your brother befriend them?”


    Upon a moment of reflection, Madam Sang’s lips turned up into a smile.


    Cheng Zhi put on his coat and got off of the carriage, only to see a team of neatly dressed guards, each riding a plump and tall horse, holding a spirited young man waiting not far away.


    As soon as the young man saw Cheng Zhi, he immediately got off his horse and bowed. “Lou Yao greets Uncle Cheng.”


    Cheng Zhi bowed back and said a few polite words before getting to the point. “Why did Young Master Lou come?”


    Due to the gallop of his horse, Lou Yao was still breathing heavily, sweat on his forehead, and he nervously said, “Uncle Cheng, today I… no, I met your niece Shaoshang before, and I feel… I feel that she… I came here to see her today; I don’t know if you will allow me to see her…”


    After making a lot of detours but actually saying nothing clearly, the boy’s face turned red.


    “You know my Shaoshang?” Cheng Zhi looked up at the sun and felt that he wasn’t dizzy.


    Lou Yao’s face turned even redder, and he began to stammer, “Yes, I have met before, but I don’t count it as acquaintances… But it’s like old friends at first sight…”


    Cheng Zhi was even more amazed. “Shaoshang and you hit it off right away?” It seems that the brother and sister-in-law were still negligent, the niece would not only cause trouble, but attract peach blossoms. So, she went to a few banquets and then attracted the son of Hedong Lou to follow her. Excellent, excellent…


    “When and where did you meet my niece?”


    Cheng Zhi was inexplicably arrogant. Although his daughter Cheng Wei was not yet ten years old, he had consciously entered the picky mode of his father-in-law ahead of time.


    “My lord, you really are asking these questions.” Madam Sang was helped out of the carriage by a servant and rushed to demolish her husband’s platform. “Young Master Lou said he knew Shaoshang, would he deceive us?”


    She smiled at the young man Lou Yao again. “Shaoshang has suffered some illness,” she said. “She’s in the carriage ahead, so Young Master Lou can speak up. But we need to hurry to the post station before sunset. Hurry up.”


    Lou Yao was sweating profusely when asked by Cheng Zhi. Upon hearing Madam Sang’s words, his face was filled with gratitude. He nearly nodded his head to the ground while bowing and Cheng Zhi couldn’t help but refrain from laughing.


    Not only that, Madam Sang also kindly asked A’Zhu and A’Mei to come out of Shaoshang’s carriage, so that the young couple could speak alone. Cheng Zhi couldn’t help but angrily say, “Why don’t’ you give them a blind date banquet?!”


    Madam Sang laughed. “We don’t need a blind date banquet anymore. Just don’t make trouble.”


    Cheng Zhi snorted a few times. “…Aren’t you dissatisfied with the way Sister Yuan Yi treated her?”


    Madam Sang remained silent for a while. “I am blessed,” she said. “My parents are knowledgeable and only call me honest and kind, and everything else is easy to say. I don’t love needlework, so my father says it isn’t necessary. I don’t like to spend all day gossiping with my sisters, and my older brother drives me to see the world. Even later, when I was dealing with Huangfu’s family, they relied on me. However, Xiang Jun didn’t have such a good life.”


    “Isn’t that your best friend?” Cheng Zhi asked. “I remember she had already…” The grave probably grew into a tree by now.


    Madam Sang felt a pain in her heart. “In terms of talent and ability, Xiang Jun was not inferior to Sister-in-law at all. Unfortunately, she did not meet my kind parents and was forced to marry a husband who was not open-minded. That’s why she ended up with resentment early on.”


    “So, when her family came to ask for help a few years ago, you just put it off?”


    “Obviously there is a thousand-mile horse in the family, which can gallop the world,” Madam Sang said bitterly. “If you want to lock it up, you deserve the family’s decline! Didn’t they say that the rules are more important than the prosperity of the family, so just guard them well. Follow the rules!”


    Speaking of this, she was sad for a while. “Xiang Jun was still too kind and caring to betray her parents and family. If she was like Niao Niao, depending on who you are, you dare step on her head and immediately turn your face to deny it, then… then she might be alive now…”


    Cheng Zhi sighed. Although his wife’s words could be seen as inciting the child to disrespect their elders, he understood his wife’s sadness and hugged her shoulder, no longer speaking.


    …


    On the other side, Lou Yao walked nervously to Shaoshang’s carriage.


    Shaoshang looked through the hanging curtain and was very surprised; although she had met this person before, they never spoke a word.


    “Is there something you need, Young Master Lou?” She was sure she had never offended this man.


    Lou Yao began to stammer as he peeked at the girl in the carriage. The light from within was dim and she was pale and weak, frowning slightly, like a small flower that had been lowered by the rain; white and beautiful, as clear as autumn water.


    He thought of the Cheng family’s motorcade and mustered up his voice. “You… I… I want to say, you’re very good. I… you’re very good…”


    Shaoshang felt embarrassed. ‘Would you like to organize that statement again? Pay attention to the subject-verb-object component.’


    “I don’t think you are at fault for that matter! Not at all!” Lou Yao worked hard for a long time, and finally made the big move. “I admire you very much in my heart.”


    He thought that the focus of this sentence was on the second half, but the girl in the carriage focused on the first half.


    Shaoshang’s expression darkened suddenly. “What do you mean I’m not at fault? Where did you hear that?”


    Lou Yao was taken aback. “No, it’s nothing…” he said. “You got them off the bridge, it’s right, it isn’t wrong…”


    Shaoshang was startled and forcefully propped up half of her body. Her small face tightened. “What nonsense are you talking about? Where did you hear that?” Apart from Old Madam Wan, no one else should have seen through it, especially this person who didn’t look very smart.


    “After I saw off A’Li, I came back to you and wanted to thank you…” Lou Yao stuttered when he saw the girl in front of him with a red flame in her eyes.


    Shaoshang fell in despair.


    Sure enough, heaven’s calculations are not as good as human calculations. She boasted that she had a hundred wise plans, but wasn’t careful about this oversight. This young man should have practiced martial arts, with such light legs and feet. She didn’t pay attention to anyone following behind her.


    Lou Yao saw her face turned pale and quickly said, “Don’t worry, I didn’t say anything! Even if my parents are close relatives, I won’t say anything. If I do, tell me to die immediately, as evidenced by heaven!”


    Shaoshang was finally relieved. She knew that people here placed great importance on an oath curse, which was no less effective than going to a notary office to do property notarization. So, at least this scandal wouldn’t spread and cause trouble for the Wan and Cheng families.


    “I’m young and ignorant, and I’m ashamed to have caused such a terrible disaster.” Shaoshang’s voice was low and pitiful.


    Looking at her appearance, Lou Yao’s heart softened, even his voice softened. “Don’t be afraid, don’t be sad. In my opinion, there’s nothing wrong with this matter. Wang Ling deserved to suffer! But you’ve been punished by your elders! How many times were you punished with the cane? Does it still hurt? I have good medicine at home, I’ll bring it to you!”


    Shaoshang complained to herself, you take a piece of wool and let the Cheng family wait for you to go back and get the medicine?! But she said in a weak voice, “Then, thank you Young Master Lou. Please take your time getting it.”


    The language of this statement was extremely rude, but Lou Yao not only didn’t hear it, but also smiled and wanted to leave in response. Finally, he remembered the most important thing and walked forward. “Young Shaoshang, I, I…”


    The young man was covered in the rising sun and spoke firmly, “I want to marry you!” Although he had been engaged for more than ten years, this confession was once in his lifetime.


    Shaoshang was already impatient. Upon hearing this, her easily suppressed anger erupted again and her tone became sarcastic. “Marry me?” she said. “Where is your fiancé?”


    “She’s getting married next month!” Lou Yao hurriedly said. “Ah, not to me! She’s getting married to that Prince Xiao!” He was so overjoyed and had a strong desire to survive even after being remarried.


    “Young Master Lou’s engagement has been abandoned, so you came to tease me?” Shaoshang sneered. “You’re bullying is too much! What, now that you know my secret, you have nothing to fear?! Let me tell you, Young Master Lou, just say it if you want to say it. I will not be blackmailed by you!”


    What else can young men and women in town do without studying and starting businesses but be idle and bored. Although she was still young at the time, the vows she had seen before could hardly be considered.


    The gentle A’Qing said, ‘I love you,’ and A’Zhen lived with him, although he dumped her and married someone else X years later.


    The cool A’Gou said, ‘You are my woman,’ and A’Hua had many abortions for him. Later, she got sick and became sad because she never got married. Shaoshang still didn’t know if she could be a mother or not.


    A’Biao, who was proficient in speaking, said, ‘You will get married sooner or later. What’s the difference between yours and mine?’ A’Chun’s years of work savings were given to the republic.


    What was it like to be bullied because she had never seen the world before! Shaoshang was furious. “Go as far as you want! Marry me? Will you marry me? Did your parents inform you? Have you found a matchmaker? Where’s the dowry? You come to entertain me with empty words and white teeth! Although the Cheng family is not as prestigious as your Lou family, we will not be humiliated! Nanny Zhu! A’Mei! Come quickly! Find someone! Drive this apprentice away!”


    Lou Yao never dreamed that she would react this way. “No! I, I really want to marry you,” he stammered. “Really… I already…”


    Shaoshang didn’t want to listen to any more of his nonsense and forcefully pulled the carriage curtain shut. There was a burst of chaotic footsteps and noisy voices outside, mixed with Lou Yao’s defense, then everything seemed to gradually retreat. It was obvious that Lou Yao had been driven away.


    Shaoshang fell on the cushion and cried for a period of time. She couldn’t get through this day; everyone came to bully her!


    After a while, Madam Sang got into the carriage with a smile, holding a freshly twisted hot towel in her hand to wipe Shaoshang’s face and personally helped her apply the cream. Madam Sang’s hands were cool and slippery, and Shaoshang felt very comfortable.


    “I made you be ridiculed,” Shaoshang said with embarrassment.


    “Don’t worry,” Madam Sang smiled. “Your uncle has already sent Young Master Lou away. However, why don’t you believe him?” She was very interested.


    “Why should I?” Shaoshang was dumbfounded. “Isn’t it right to not believe things first? This way, I won’t be hurt.”


    Madam Sang was stunned. “That’s right,” she said with a smile.


    Then, she took out a small and exquisite bamboo flute from her sleeve and handed it to Shaoshang. “The journey is boring,” she said, “let me teach you how to play.”


    Shaoshang hesitated. “Didn’t you just take a piece of sheet music from Grandfather’s house a while ago and realized that besides playing the flute and qin, you also need another flute sound to make peace?” In fact, it was Old Madam Cheng who deliberately asked her to clean the old house of the late Old Master Cheng to make trouble for Madam Sang.


    Madam Sang stiffened. “What are you talking about? Can’t two kindred spirits share the same path? Father is a spirit in heaven, and he may be happy to know that we play his music! Besides, having too many skills doesn’t weigh on one’s body. There’s nothing wrong with learning more.”


    Shaoshang quickly took the flute with a wry smile.


    At this moment, a long eagle howl suddenly sounded outside, breaking through the sky, like a sharp sword cutting through. Madam Sang hurriedly opened the carriage curtain. Shaoshang stretched her neck out to look, and saw a sturdy and majestic goshawk soaring in the gray sky.


    Shaoshang’s eyes filled with joy. “I’ve never seen such a big eagle before!”


    Madam Sang looked at the girl and back at the eagle that was flying further and further away. “You’ll see more in the future.”


    At this moment, the drivers’ shouts and powerful orders of the Cheng family guards rang out again outside, and the convoy slowly set off.


    (End of Volume 1)


    …


    We’re getting to the meat and potatoes now! Yay! I do want to warn people that some of the upcoming chapters get dark in their content. I’ll make sure to have warnings at the beginning of the chapters but if you have any questions or need clarification, please feel free to comment! 
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    Volume 2: Cypresses on the Qingling Mausoleum, Stones in the Leilei Stream


    Chapter Thirty-Nine:
A Terrifying Journey (Part 1)


    Flames surged into the sky, spewing out thick black smoke and dyeing the sky a faint bloody gray. The surrounding ditches were deep and the forest was dense. The sound of killing was deafening. In front of them were the guards of the Cheng Mansion, struggling to stop a wave of ‘thieves and bandits’ rushing forward.


    Shaoshang didn’t know if they were thieves or where they came from, because their robes and armor stained with blood looked like they were woven.


    At that moment, a thief on the ground that was not completely dead let out a faint moan. She looked and recognized that a moment ago, this person was still waving a large chopping knife and shouting wildly towards the women. She turned her head to a guard. “There’s another one here,” she said.


    The guard was ordered to go over and poke the body hard. With a low and painful shout, and a little splash of blood, another life was lost. Amitabha.


    Half a year ago, Shaoshang was still a young woman with a slightly quirky painting style but a normal outlook. When she met a cockroach or mouse, she would even scream twice. Now she can’t even furrow her eyebrows when looking upon wreckage on the ground.


    She looked down at herself. The dark-colored men’s casual wear with thick brocade piping had been changed by Madam Sang just a few days ago. She was supposed to wear them to watch a Cuju match, but now they were stained with blood. Sweat flowed down the back of her neck to her back, sticking the originally soft linen underwear to her body and making her feel wet and cold. The term ‘extreme joy begets sorrow’ was the perfect portrayal of her right now.


    After driving away Young Master Lou, who had falsely demonstrated his confession, the convoy traveled eastward, with beautiful scenery and sunny days without snow.


    Before leaving Sili, Shaoshang’s caning injury was almost healed. She was a little puzzled. She had a slight bone fracture on her arm once in her previous life and the pain wasn’t as severe as the caning she had gotten. She was injured for half a semester then, so why did it only take six or seven days to heal?


    Could it be that the quality of this body was good? If so, why did it take so long for her pig’s head to heal with the same medicine? After thinking on it for several days, Shaoshang finally came to the conclusion that the quality of this body was mainly reflected in its muscle and bones, not its appearance.


    Speaking of image, if she were to encounter domestic violence, she may be disfigured but she could also participate in some self-defense counterattacks, then bite back with, ‘Uncle JC, aren’t you clear enough about my face situation?’ Ugh, why was she using her bad brain so smoothly?


    In addition, she also discovered that this body carried a natural talent for music.


    When she was given the flute, Shaoshang was quite nervous because she had been known as the ‘Hacksaw Pulling Chrysanthemum’ in band class. However, after a few days of teaching, Shaoshang’s fingers seemed to understand and play a simple ‘Bamboo Tune’ with a pleasant and lively sound. It seemed that Old Master Cheng’s genes were not wasted. In the future, when she had time to make a fortune, she would be able to improve her cultural level to avoid being treated as uncultured all day long.


    After confirming that her foundation was good, Madam Sang began to teach her to breathe and practice qi, ensuring that her breath was evenly distributed and extended. In order to achieve this goal, Madam Sang urged Shaoshang to ride and walk every day, maintain sufficient sleep and diet. Sometimes it was extremely tiring, whether camping in the wilderness or on a bumpy carriage. Shaoshang could still fall asleep without hesitation. For the girl’s obedience, Madam Sang was surprised. She thought it would take a lot of effort to teach her.


    On that day, Madam Sang said to her husband during the night, “Do you think we should find some clever servants to send to Qian Zeng to learn art? Perhaps we’ll need them in the future.” The so-called combination of hard and soft measures must be strong enough to be effective.


    Cheng Zhi immediately understood his wife’s meaning and his eyes drifted towards the two tents containing Cheng Wei and his twin sons. “…Can we think more about it? Maybe our children don’t need it.”


    Madam Sang didn’t speak but looked at her husband quietly. Cheng Zhi rubbed his nose. “However,” he said, “talents are hard to come by. In order not to lose such special skills, we may as well send a few of them over –” he coughed. “–learn some skills, gain insights…” He broke off coughing again. As they could learn from the past, he was determined not to play it back once the fight began!


    Nine-year-old Cheng Wei suddenly sneezed at this moment and Shaoshang, who was lying next to her, quickly helped her tuck in the blanket. “I’ll definitely tell my aunt if you read at night again,” she muttered.


    “You don’t let me read in the carriage,” Cheng Wei said.


    “The carriage is bumpy and you’ll sway back and forth trying to read. Do you still need your eyes?” Shaoshang asked.


    “So I’ll sleep in A’Guang and A’Yuan’s carriage during the day and read in camp during the night.”


    “People live with the day and rest with the sun,” Shaoshang said with a straight face. “You should work with the sun and rest with the sun. If you turn the day and night upside down and damage your body, you won’t grow tall in the future!” It was really gratifying that she could talk so much about the principle of the Circadian clock now.


    Cheng Wei struggled with this. “The book says there’s a tribe in Western Shu that makes its living on the bright sand in the valleys and can only gather it during the night. This tribe has a long life, too. Besides, I won’t do this once we reach the county.”


    “Do you still refuse to give up? Don’t you know that Third Aunt will burn your book?” Shaoshang was too lazy to preach and decided to directly threaten the girl.


    “Burning books was done by the cruel Qin Dynasty!” Cheng Wei exclaimed in shock.


    “At the beginning, Emperor Shi invited Han Fei to be open-minded, but later on, what happened to the King Sun of Han?” You should know that there was only one transcript between open-minded parents and violent Qin, and intellectuals were naïve!


    “So… then I’ll go back and read it again.”


    That’s right! Little Cheng Wei was a legendary master in theology who believed that ‘learning was better than enjoying.’ Just like Shaoshang inherited Old Master Cheng’s sense of music, Cheng Wei inherited Old Master Sang’s habit of not letting go and not leaving the house. While they were back at the Cheng family, Shaoshang barely saw this cousin. At Bailu Mountain, apart from school and studying, few people could see Old Master Sang.


    Genetics were so amazing. Amen.


    What was even more amazing was Cheng Zhi and his wife. They were truly the perfect match. One was passionate about elegance, and the other passionate about artistic style. They turned a trip to the new office into a trip to visit friends and relatives.


    When encountering famous mountains, rivers, or wild wonders, they inevitably had to come forward to appreciate them and occasionally write poetry. Cheng Zhi would want to make the scene even bigger by inviting three or five famous scholars and their families from nearby to have a picnic.


    Following Madam Sang, Shaoshang learned another kind of ‘show.’ It wasn’t the Wan family’s simple and crude gold, silver, and jewelry that called for servants to fight chickens and gamble, but rather a style of writing that was very natural and free-flowing. Shaoshang didn’t have a romantic bone in her body, but she really enjoyed such gatherings.


    Confucian scholars of this time were not like the ones in the future. They mostly had long swords hanging from their waists, had extensive knowledge and, when they were drunk, would sword dance. The content of the conversation was not about the nine ways of writing the word ‘fen,’ but the gains and losses of the natural police, down to the rise and fall of the previous dynasty, tears of joy when happy and swearing when angry.


    Although the picnic was simple and the dishes nothing more than roasted meat with dried fruit and hot soup, Shaoshang felt that her vision was expanded and her heart cleared. People’s hatred and love were as clear and pure as the sky


    By the time the convoy entered the city of Chenliu in Yanzhou, Shaoshang had not only been able to play half of her grandfather’s legacy with Cheng Zhi and his wife, but had also grown another two inches in height. Both the front and back slopes had yielded considerable harvests. Due to a few days of artistic pursuits, the overall temperament of Shaoshang was greatly improved and her good appearance was put to good use.


    Chen Liujun Cheng was a classmate and friend of Madam Sang’s brother, Sang Yu, and kept Cheng Zhi and his wife as guests. His wife was well-known for her matchmaking skills. She was now determined to find a match for Shaoshang. Madam Sang showed off her unique skills and said with a smile, “My niece is still young.” Her eyes sparkled. “If there’s a good candidate, hurry up and bring it to the table. What are you waiting for?!”


    If Cheng Zhi hadn’t arrived before the end of February, the convoy would have taken a break and hurriedly left Chenliu. Otherwise, the county magistrate’s wife would have held a banquet for Shaoshang to meet those young men.


    With such a joyful journey, the Cheng family finally arrived in Donjun, eating hot pot and singing songs.


    Then came the day when the atmosphere changed suddenly – before arriving at Renhua County, passing through Qing County, Cheng Zhi had to make a detour to visit his senior brother who was the magistrate of Qing County.


    Madam Sang laughed and complained, “Your brothers and sisters are officials next to each other. In the past few years, you have met every other day. Why can’t you wait?” Although she spoke those words, she didn’t stop her husband.


    “I was just a country boy when I first went to Bailu Mountain. I really didn’t know anything except for a few words, but he was from a famous family. Not only did he teach me knowledge, he taught me how to be a thorough person. He was really a teacher and a friend!”


    Cheng Zhi’s face was full of nostalgia and Madam Sang continued to tease, “That’s because Brother Gongsun saw your beautiful face but you were too stupid. He couldn’t bear to see you like that so he took care of you.”


    Shaoshang understood. Brother Gongsun liked a pretty face.


    At this time, the administrative area of the ‘county’ was much larger than that of later generations, especially in Hua County, which was a medium-sized and large county town with over ten thousand households. Before entering the county town, Cheng Zhi easily enlisted a neighbor’s elder to accompany him. Shaoshang, dressed in men’s clothing, rode a horse with him which was considered to have completed her daily workload.


    The elder was surnamed Li, and the villagers called him Old Master Li, and he looked just the laughing Maitreya Buddha. He said, “My son recently wrote a letter saying he will be able to start his apprenticeship in two years. If it weren’t for Lord Cheng’s care and my foolish and dull qualifications, when would I have been able to open my mind?”


    Cheng Zhi smiled. “I hope my younger martial brother will come back a few years later. The Chen family in Henan is well-known, and Chen Fuzi has several daughters under his knee. Recently, he has taken them to the mountain to accompany his parents. My younger martial brother will study for a few more years, and maybe he can find a new wife to come back with.”


    Old Master Li was overjoyed, his graying beard almost trembling. “If that’s the case, it would be a great fortune for our family.”


    Shaoshang couldn’t help but interrupt. “That’s even more for my uncle’s guidance. He even married the pearl of the palm of the Lord of Bailu Mountain!”


    Everyone laughed loudly. Madam Sang was also laughing in the carriage; she picked up an orange, raised the curtain and threw it at Shaoshang. Shaoshang pretended to be hit, and the laughter around her became even louder.


    They laughed and chatted as they strolled along. As Cheng Zhi saw the city gate from afar, his face suddenly changed. “No,” he said, “the situation in the city isn’t right.”


    Old Master Li also stretched out his neck to look at him. “It’s not right…” he said with a solemn expression.


    Cheng Zhi was a frequent visitor to Qing County. This time of day, the city gate should be crowded with endless caravans, farmers carrying crops to sell, hunters using animal skins to evaluate, and scattered outsiders searching for relatives and paths. However, the gate was now tightly closed and, not only were there no civilians in front of the gate, but there were also no guards!


    Madam Sang lifted the carriage curtain and extended her head, seeing the expression on her husband’s face. “You…” she trembled. “You’re going to the city…?


    Cheng Zhi looked solemn. “I’m afraid something is wrong there. I need to go take a look.”


    Madam Sang was unwilling in her heart but she also knew that her husband could not sit idly by. She could only say, “Then I will go with you.”


    Cheng Zhi shook his head. “If there’s nothing wrong in the city, it’s okay for you to come in,” he said. “But if there is something wrong, it’s better to ride in and out with a few people. I’ll take a team of guards while the rest will stay and protect you.”


    Shaoshang was a bit surprised. She used to think that her third uncle liked to joke around, always trailing after his wife and fighting with his brothers. However, when something big happened suddenly, his personality changed. He acted cleanly and without procrastination.


    Cheng Zhi looked up at Old Master Li. “Uncle,” he said, “I entrust my wife and children …”


    Old Master Li clasped his hands together. “Master Cheng, you don’t have to say anything,” he said. “I’ll take the convoy to our village. There are strong soldiers in ravines that are strong enough to withstand surprise attacks. Moreover, our village is backed by dense forests and mountains and there are plenty of hiding spaces.”


    This time of peace began not long ago and many people still had a deep memory of the turbulent times. They had been accustomed to resisting enemies and thieves.


    Cheng Zhi nodded. “Don’t be afraid,” he said to his wife. “I’ll check it out and come back.”


    Madam Sang nodded with tears in her eyes. She reached out and grabbed the wide sleeve of her husband’s robe, exerting herself until her knuckles turned white before letting go.


    After the couple bid farewell, Cheng Zhi led seven or eight guards and left. Old Master Li urgently hurried the convoy to turn around and head towards his town, while Shaoshang stayed to look at the Qing County gate. She watched Cheng Zhi and his companions knock at the door. After a long while, words were spoken across the door before it opened slightly to allow them in. Shaoshang watched until the gate closed again, then turned to catch up with the convoy. She rode her horse with an uneasy feeling, as if she shouldn’t have left her uncle.


    As she caught up to the convoy, Shaoshang heard Old Master Li talking to Madam Sang in the carriage.


    “Madam, don’t worry. His Majesty’s Imperial carriage just passed by. There was an official commander in the front, a guard captain at the back, and strong warriors accompanying him. It’s only been a few days since we left Qing Xian. Who would dare attack us?”


    “That’s relieving to hear,” Madam Sang whispered.


    “Aunt,” Shaoshang suddenly said, “why don’t we send someone to ask the governor of Chenliu County for some help? Even if it’s a waste of time, we’ll give the soldiers a heavy reward.”


    Madam Sang’s crestfallen face brightened up upon hearing those words. “Oh, how wealthy you are. My young lady is getting rich now.”


    Old Master Li also smiled. “Even if the young mistress asks for rescue, Hua County is less than two days away but Chenliu needs three days of light riding. Why don’t you send someone to Hua County?”


    “Before leaving, Father asked someone to carry a box full of money and gave me some pocket money. I can pay for the reward,” Shaoshang said. “Hua County and Chenliu, just send two of them, to be prepared.”


    Seeing her solemn expression, Madam Sang knew in her heart that her niece was alert and wise. She immediately sent people to the two places to seek help.


    After walking for a while, everyone suddenly felt the ground tremble and there was a ferocious sound of horseshoes stamping the ground from far to near. Panic quickly climbed up everyone’s face, and then there were waves of rough, high-pitched hooting sounds. In the horizon, twenty or thirty bandits wielding knives on horseback appeared and rushed towards them.


    The leading guard of the Cheng family reacted the fastest and immediately shouted, “Set up the formation! Guard the master’s family!”


    …


    It begins! In case anyone is wondering, this is what the laughing Buddha looks like. 
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    Chapter Forty:
A Terrifying Journey (Part 2)


    Another content warning for you guys! The last half of the chapter includes fighting and it can get descriptive. There’s mention of sexual assault and horses getting hurt.


    …


    Nearly a hundred of Cheng family soldiers were divided into two halves; half of them surrounded the carriages of Shaoshang, Madam Sang, and the others while the other half moved forward with their swords, preparing to fight. For a moment, the two sides met in short order and, seeing the hideous and bloodthirsty expression of this group of people, Shaoshang couldn’t help feeling a little scared. Especially when the thieves and bandits realized that there was a lot of money there, and young and beautiful maidservants, and they showed evil and greed. Madam Sang covered Cheng Wei’s eyes and returned to the carriage. The maidservants were mostly full of fear and the timid ones had shrunk into balls and cried.


    After the initial shock and nausea at the bad image of these thieves and bandits passed, Shaoshang trembled and drove out from the back of the carriage, pulling out her dagger that Cheng Song had given her and laid it across her chest. Silently calculating the number of enemies and friends, she felt that her bravery should only need to stay at the level of appearance.


    Unexpectedly, this group of thieves and bandits was very fierce. Seeing the disparity in the number of people, they still swung their knives at them. It was obvious that the domestic soldiers were not very powerful. Such a pity that what they were facing now was not an ordinary government army. Before leaving, Father Cheng had deliberately bought half of the guards who had followed him for many years and included them in the convoy. The courage and bravery rolled out of the mountain of swords and blood, fighting with the same number, and killing the thieves and bandits like moths.


    The two sides fought fiercely for a while, and the Cheng soldiers had already killed most of them. There were still thieves and bandits on the ground, shouting before they died, ‘You wait, we’ll come later to kill you all!’


    “They were just the scouts of the thieves and bandits, lightly riding around to investigate if there were any targets for looting and killing, and they’ll have a large team of people behind them.” Old Master Li looked at the corpses all over the ground and, in the cold weather, his vest couldn’t help but be full of sweat. After so many years of chaos, he had considerable experience in the behavior style of bandits.


    Upon encountering this incident, everyone no longer delayed and hurried to Old Master Li’s village. Unfortunately, misfortune did not come singly. Due to the urgency of driving, Madam Sang’s car collided with a stone pit that was not in a pile, causing the left wheel to break and the side of the carriage to overturn. All the women in the carriage were trapped inside.


    When pulled out of the damaged carriage, it was discovered that Madam Sang’s left leg was seriously injured. Although there was no fracture, there was a big hole in the flesh. Shaoshang grit her teeth and immediately asked someone to push down all the large trunks in a carriage and told Madam Sang and the other women to enter it. She also left behind dozens of unimportant luggage chests and they continued their journey with light vehicles.


    Old Master Li couldn’t help but secretly applaud her for being so decisive at such a young age.


    It wasn’t long before the sound of killing and shouting came from behind them, and the momentum was much stronger than the previous wave of people. Everyone’s faces changed. Shaoshang saw that there was still a long way to go from the countryside under the jurisdiction of Old Master Li and it was obvious they wouldn’t be able to make it. She looked at the way to the west and thought to herself that they couldn’t escape that way either.


    One person rode alone through the forest, and the thieves were busy looting the convoy, so they must not care about themselves. She knew the route well and, as long as she escaped to Chenliu County, she would be safe. She would pretend that the convoy was broken up and she had been driven there.


    But – before Shaoshang’s eyes, a bleeding and pale Madam Sang appeared, as well as Wei Wei and the twins. She shook her head.


    The mountains and forests on both sides of the road looked familiar. She quickly grabbed Old Master Li, who was driving beside her, and asked, “I remember on the way here you said there were many vacant hunting houses. May I ask Grandfather, which hunting house here is backed by the mountains and is there an upstream flowing water nearby?”


    She had never read military theory but she at least knew the idiom ‘being attacked from both sides.’ If there were more enemies than their own guards, and there were many women in the convoy, they would be defeated sooner or later if they were surrounded like before. It was better to rely on the terrain to hinder them. With enough food and medicine, and a source of water, it wouldn’t be a problem to take shelter there for a few days.


    Besides, it could take two or three days sooner, or five or six days slower, and there must be reinforcements in both Hua County and Chenliu. But what if there was no such hunting house? That would only lead to a back-to-back fight and they would be resigned to fate.


    Old Master Li knew his hometown well and led the convoy to the depths of the mountain forest, moving left and right, and found a wonderful shelter. Built on a concave cliff, there was a stream flowing down from the mountain on the rock wall next to the house. The owner of the house had fled many years ago. Old Master Li felt that this place was dangerous and strange so he renovated five or six big houses for future hunting.


    Several members of the convoy explored the terrain and decided that it was a good place. With those words, they cut down many large trees with thick trunks from the forest, tied them together like fences to resist horses, and surrounded the flat ground in front of the house. After nearly an hour of busy work, a large group of thieves finally crossed through the dense forest to find them.


    This wave, consisting of three or four hundred people, roared loudly, and the fighting was even more fierce and terrifying. However, they seemed to have been temporarily combined, with neither tacit cooperation nor unified orders, and insufficient military readiness. After the first wave of dense arrow rain, there were only scattered cold arrows.


    In addition, the flat area in front of the house was narrow, so the thieves and bandits couldn’t rush them and had to rely on waves of people and horses to add more oil. After the leader of bandits shouted, “Brothers, give me the goods and you can take as you please,” the two sides slowed down. It was dark and bright, neither breaking through the resistance nor driving the bandits away.


    At their leisure, both sides were tired and hungry, glaring at each other while eating, mentally calculating how to break through/resist each other.


    At the most dangerous moment, dozens of bandits, relying on their tall horses, crossed the barriers and rushed to the hunting house at night to try and break through the defense line in one fell swoop. Fortunately, the experienced guards had arranged several tripping ropes in front of the house in advance, dragged down the horses when they came up, and then swarmed up to kill the thieves who fell from their horses. Even so, there were still a dozen or so thugs who had excellent equestrian skills who managed to jump over the ropes. Before they fled, they leaned over and grabbed seven or eight maidservants who were fleeing, pressed them down on their horses, and fled.


    Shaoshang originally thought that the other party would take these girls as hostages and threaten them to surrender. After fighting for a while, Shaoshang began to understand. In this era, there was no master who surrendered just for the sake of a few servants. Even the thieves understood this kind of ‘universal value’ and would never make such a ‘stupid’ request.


    Standing behind the human wall made up of guards, Shaoshang felt bitter, and wondered if being reincarnated was really such a good thing.


    Among the kidnapped maidservants was a girl with a dimple on her left cheek. She was not yet fifteen years old, smart and lovable, and Madam Sang doted on her every day. She often enjoyed listening to Shaoshang play the flute.


    A thief rushed to her and stretched his hand out to grab her, but the two martial maidservants who guarded her were all good hands and immediately stepped forward. One slashed their sword several times and cut off the thief’s outstretched palm and the other rolled on the spot, slashing the horse’s leg with a series of double attacks. The horse suffered from the pain, threw the thief off and was immediately chopped into meat paste by the guards.


    “It’s enough for the bandits to bully and assault them, they won’t kill them?” Shaoshang tried to stand up straight. At this time, the concept of their chastity wasn’t strong; the girls only needed to survive.


    The two maidservants looked at each other. One of them said, “Young Mistress, don’t think about it. Only if you survive can you take revenge.”


    Shaoshang felt a chill in her heart, and the hand holding the sword hilt trembled violently.


    These two powerful maidservants were sent by Madam Xiao to be by her side – so, had Director Xiao ever encountered such a sinister and bloody situation? Had she ever struggled to escape like that, and also watched the people around her be taken away? Be killed?


    “Niao Niao, come back quickly! What are you doing standing in front of me? Be careful so you won’t be injured by the flying arrows!” Madam Sang was yelling anxiously as she struggled to stand in front of the big house, using A’Zhu as a support.


    Shaoshang trotted over but found that her left calf was bleeding and she frowned. “Aunt, go and lie down.” Then she and A’Zhu helped Madam Sang inside.


    There was a fire in the middle of the room. Old Master Li sat by the fire and was being treated by a maid for a knife wound on his arm. Cheng Wei and the twins had been taken to another place to settle down. Shaoshang helped Madam Sang to the side of the simple bed and helped her lay down. She asked a maidservant to bandage the injury again. A’Zhu poured out a bowl of sweet date soup from the copper pot hanging from the fire and fed it to Madam Sang.


    Shaoshang turned her head and bowed. “I have troubled Grandfather. You were enjoying being with your grandchildren at home and now you’re suffering here.”


    Old Master Li still had a smile like Maitreya Buddha. “Back then, the soldiers and bandits ganged up together and caused chaos in the village,” he said. “That was a tragedy in the world! Don’t worry, my girl. I asked a few servants to go to the village from the mountain road yesterday to ask for help. It will be faster than Hua County and Chenliu. When the time comes, there will be an attack from both sides, and we will protect Madam Sang and Young Mistress.”


    Shaoshang was no longer ignorant of the world as she was when she first arrived. Old Master Li’s village could produce at most a hundred brave villagers, and the combat power was hard to estimate.


    Old Master Li seemed to guess what the girl was thinking. “Young Mistress, don’t think that this old man is saying comforting words,” he said with a smile. “In the past seven or eight years, the road has been clear and bright and deserted. I don’t know what happened this time, but state governors above and county governors below. They are all capable of fighting, so I won’t sit idly by and watch these bandits act recklessly in the country. Let’s just get through the next few days.”


    Shaoshang smiled but didn’t speak. If something went wrong, it would be the governor and county prefect. For example, didn’t the original owner of the Wan family’s new mansion, the Bu family, defect and rebel?


    Thinking of this, Shaoshang asked, “Grandfather, did the Prefect of Yanzhou and the Prefect of Dongjun originally follow His Majesty, or did they vote for him later?”


    Old Master Li was taken aback and touched his beard. “That… as for the governor of the state, I’m not sure. However, I have seen the county governor several times. He often loves to talk about how difficult the war was and how powerful His Majesty was during the banquet. I think he followed him from the beginning.”


    Shaoshang breathed a sigh of relief. Upon hearing this, Madam Sang put down her soup bowl and smiled. “The people who came to serve were all heroes. His Majesty never treated them lightly. Most of them are appointed officials in court.”


    That statement was very insightful. Shaoshang nodded. It was enough to know that the Dongjun Prefect was reliable.


    Madam Sang didn’t know what was on her mind. “We’re in this situation and I don’t know how your uncle is doing,” she said mournfully. “If we had known this, we should have left earlier and would be in Hua County by now.” After over ten years of being a loving couple, it felt like a piece of her heart had been gouged out.


    “I think Uncle will be fine but it’s Hua County that isn’t good,” Shaoshang said in a low voice.


    Madam Sang didn’t know whether she was surprised or happy. “How do you know?”


    Shaoshang sighed. “When we left Chenliu three days ago, there was no wind or rain, and Grandfather Li’s village was also peaceful. But Qing County didn’t look right. From this we can see that if there was any trouble, it would have started from the east.” She picked up a branch and used it to sketch a map on the ground. Sili, Yanzhou, and Qingzhou were lined up from west to east.


    “His Majesty announced he would patrol several states in the east. From the day he sets off, even if he’s slow, he should be in Qingzhou. But now that we have all arrived in Yanzhou, the Imperial escort still lingers in the eastern county of Yanzhou. What does that mean? Qing County is strange, and there’s no news in Chenliu. What does it mean?”


    This caught Old Master Li’s attention and he unconsciously asked, “What does this mean?”


    “This shows that someone is planning to do something,” Shaoshang said. “First the Imperial journey was delayed, and then suddenly encountered difficulties, causing no one around them to notice instantly. The Crown Prince said that His Majesty only passed through Qing County a few days ago, and I guess it was during these days that the accident occurred. It was only west of Qing County and no one knows the reason behind it. Also…”


    She pointed the branch east of Qingxian and drew a small circle. “I suspect the accident was either in or adjacent to Hua County! It’s because the magistrate of Gongsun County rushed to rescue him after hearing the news, leaving the town without much defense. When we first met those scouts, I remember they were heading southeast and north. If they hadn’t seen us first, they would have gone to plunder Qing County.”


    Madam Sang’s joy was indescribable. She trembled. “As you say, your uncle is doing nothing now!”


    “Why don’t you ask them to attack Qing County? The county walls are so strong,” Shaoshang grumbled unhappily. “Aunt, let’s worry about ourselves first. Now there’s a group of overjoyed bandits waiting outside to have a feast with us.”


    She couldn’t help but secretly scold her third uncle for being such a shocking pit!


    When they were in Chenliu, he had to rush on his way, and would die if they stayed two more days for a blind date banquet; when he was in Qing County, he was so righteous and insisted on leaving his wife and children to go to the city by himself. Was his head just a decoration? Couldn’t he make up his mind and act later? It would have been better for them to go to the county seat than to be hunted down in this desolate mountain forest. She was worried about Cheng Zhi? She should be worried about her own ass! Madam Sang wouldn’t be a widow, but Cheng Zhi would become a widower. Without her handful of soybeans and papayas, let’s see if he could cook a pot of soup again!


    Old Master Li stroked his beard beside her. “She is a tiger girl in the general’s family after all!” he laughed. “Your family history is long and you are very insightful.”


    Shaoshang smiled helplessly. At this moment, she strongly missed Father Cheng and Director Xiao. Her parents were wise and full of wisdom and wouldn’t let themselves fall into this situation!


    Madam Sang was about to speak but was cut off by the guards shouting outside. “Reinforcements are coming! Reinforcements are coming!” Their voices were full of joy.


    Everyone in the room was surprised and delighted. Shaoshang and Old Master Li stood up together. Madam Sang wanted to get up, but she was already weak due to her injury and blood loss and ended up passing out with little effort. Shaoshang asked A’Zhu to take good care of her aunt, then followed Old Master Li out of the house.


    Based on the round-trip time, this wave of reinforcements must have come from Old Master Li’s village. Shaoshang was hesitant about Xiangyong’s combat power, but as she stepped outside, she found that the fighting outside was like thunder.


    The mountain forest was originally as deep as water; no matter how much noise was made it was like throwing a stone into a deep pool without seeing any waves. However, the entire forest, which was filled with murderous energy, almost shook in front of her.


    Shaoshang looked up and saw a wave of soldiers with black armor and white feathers rushing in like a tide, the hooves of their horses like tigers and wolves rushing towards her in an instant. They didn’t care about formation, they galloped to fight, first come, first fight, then filled the gap.


    The group of bandits no longer cared about the Cheng convoy and quickly turned their swords and horses to resist. The elite Black Armored Army was far superior in both individual combat skills and group cooperation, let alone a continuous stream of Black Armored Knights arriving behind them.


    Shaoshang was stunned. “Grandfather, this is from your hometown? How strong and brave are you all?” Were local farmers so fiercely armed these days?


    “Where… where…?” Old Master Li was dumbfounded.


    Shaoshang looked at the old man silently, so you admit it?


    Suddenly, Old Master Li saw a group of strong rural soldiers mixed in with the black army. He immediately shouted at the young man in a long robe. “Wu Lang! My Lang! Your father is here! I’m here!”


    More than a thousand black robes and armor quickly filled the pristine color of the mountain forest, leaving behind hundreds of soldiers who were killing the thieves and bandits. Under a high black gilded flag, they had a general with a black horse at the head. Hundreds of people stood quietly, like ghosts in the forest.


    At this moment, the hundreds of black armored troops ahead were like starving wolves devouring sheep, instantly tearing away the most of the bloody lamb. Unexpectedly, there was a leader among the bandits who was very fierce. Seeing that none of his accomplices had been destroyed, the remaining ones had already surrendered in tears. They gathered the last ten or so loyal bandits to break through the encirclement of the Black Armored Army, then howled and charged towards the general, as if planning to face death.


    The bandit leader fought fiercely and wielded a huge two-handed horse knife atop his horse, knocking down several guards in front like a mortal weapon. The general waved his hand to stop the guards who were planning to continue advancing. With his right hand, he took off a long golden weapon hanging from his horse and rode forward to meet him. The bandit leader turned red in the eye and swung his knife forward to meet him. The general’s hand moved like a string of gold and black, instantly spreading a golden radiance.


    Shaoshang thought that this general must have astonishing physical strength. He held up the gold and black wheel in his right hand high, spreading its bright wings like a crimson phoenix, and then heavily chopped down from the front, causing the bandit leader to break off with a huge knife and arm.


    “Good!” Old Master Li tore his throat and exclaimed loudly, like a tea house storyteller who was too emotional. “What a red phoenix gilded halberd! It’s truly unparalleled in the world!”


    His beard trembled excitedly and he turned to Shaoshang with a smile. “I have two nephews in the Forest Feather Guard. I have heard this weapon is handsome and extraordinary, and I finally have an opinion today!” Then he looked contemptuously at the bodies of the bandits all over the ground. “I hate that the bandits are too incompetent to see the divine power of the beast patterned cloud breaking double axes.”


    Shaoshang looked at the distant scene, then back at Old Master Li. So this old man was regretting the bandits weren’t strong enough?


    She suddenly thought of something and turned to the martial servant next to her. “What weapon does my father use?”


    “The general uses a nine-ring thick-ridged long knife, weighing more than 80 pounds,” he said.


    Shaoshang didn’t want to talk anymore. It was no use calling such a name that weighs 250 pounds!
[I really have no idea what Shaoshang is saying here.]


    At this point, the formal battle ahead had ended, and the guards of the Cheng convoy gradually moved the fences so the army in black robes could gather. At this moment, although the sky was bright, the sunlight was difficult to penetrate the dense forest and only a few faint golden rays leaked in.


    The general put away the red-gold gilded halberd and was surrounded by the guards and slowly drove his horse towards her. Pale golden light was woven into his pitch-black armor like silk thread, and jumped onto his white body. The face was clear and handsome, hard to describe.


    Seeing his face, Shaoshang immediately froze half of her body ­– could she get another rescuer? She felt that she could still hold down the fort here.


    …


    Next Chapter: The Second Scandal of My Life (Part 1)
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    Chapter Forty-One:
The Second Scandal of My Life (Part 1)


    Since childhood, Shaoshang has adhered to the philosophy of ‘out of sight, out of mind, out of annoyance.’ She had always kept a distance from those who might have caused her troubles she couldn’t afford because it was impossible to be invincible in the world.


    For example, she no longer contacted anyone from her old childhood town after she went to study abroad; her rage at Lou Yao for witnessing her take some of the wood out from the bridge that day was in hopes to scare him off forever. Bless Young Master Ling to not think of how he saw her for a half day groping under that bridge on the day of the Wan banquet!!


    However, when Shaoshang counted the casualties of the Cheng convoy, she felt that even to reduce this number, let alone seeing Ling Buyi a few more times, would be enough to form a friendship with him.


    Injuries in the era of cold weapons may not be as fatal as those in later generations, but they were more shocking. Apart from the common knife and arrow injuries, there were also cases where a large piece of flesh was torn off, a limb chopped off, and some even were kicked by horseshoes. Intestines were pierced and stomachs were rotten. The most horrific thing was the faces of two guards were slashed. One still lived but had no nose.


    Madam Sang was both injured and worried and ended up developing a low fever. Old Master Li brought the best doctors in the village back with him. After diagnosing the pulse, he immediately set up a pot to boil medicine. Looking at Madam Sang, who was unconscious and muttering to herself incessantly, the servants who came one after another to ask questions, Shaoshang suddenly realized that she had to temporarily stand in as the head of the Cheng household.


    Children had the capital to be willful and deceitful. That was because there were countless parents who were in front of them. Once the elders are unable to continue, they naturally have to learn to mature.


    Shaoshang resolved to work hard to fulfill her responsibilities as leader.


    First, she sent a few mature stewards to investigate the whereabouts of the kidnapped maidservants among the thieves and prisoners. She sent out others to search for the dozens of left behind luggage; the thieves were busy chasing them and probably didn’t have the time to share the spoils yet.


    Those who were not injured set up tents outside the house to rest, chopped down trees to burn charcoal to provide fire pots for warmth in various places. Those who were injured moved into the house. Servants were divided into two groups, one group was burying the pot for cooking, the other group was to boil water to clean wounds and burn grass ash to stop bleeding.


    She also took out half of the pocket money given to her by Father Cheng and gave it to the doctor, asking him to quickly send someone to the countryside to fetch ready-made medicine for decoction. The weather was cold and earth frozen and there was blood loss and trauma. Regardless of whether or not there was an injury, approximately everyone needed to drink a few bowls of medicinal soup to dispel cold, stop bleeding, and eliminate inflammation.


    Next up was spiritual comfort.


    Shaoshang needed to walk over to one place at a time to comfort the injured and reward those who had made contributions. Faced with nearly a hundred soldiers who had been fighting in blood for a day and night, she really wanted to give a stirring speech like a leader of Wei Guangzheng, saying that soldiers were filled with tears, blood boiling, and never regret.


    Unfortunately, she couldn’t. Her verbal skills were all lit up in negative aspects like sarcasm and satire. She could only repeat the promise that ‘the deceased and disabled will have their families taken care of, and the injured would be compensated.’


    However, she did have the advantage of having a hard heart. The household guards had a lot of work to do, and they set up tents to collect corpses and to go out to inquire about information. The servants had to oversee the kitchen, so most of the injuries were handled by the maidservants. A few young people cried out in fear at the sight of a bloody wound and, no matter how loudly the doctor shouted to command them, they couldn’t take action. Shaoshang saw this while passing by and asked the martial servant to tie her belt. Without saying a word, she started to help.


    According to the doctor’s instructions, let the arrow be pulled out, even if blood splashes everywhere; use the soldering iron, even if the hot skin burns and the injured screams loudly. When the maidservants saw their young mistress in this way, they felt embarrassed, afraid, and shy.


    After a busy day, it wasn’t until Old Master Li called out that ‘Lord Ling is here, please meet the young lady’ that Shaoshang hurriedly came out of the room. With her skirt and robe splattered with blood and two hands covered in blood, it looked like she had just come out of a murder scene.


    Under the cold sunlight, Ling Buyi’s skin was as white as snow, and his body was tall as a winter cypress. He wore a black fur coat and stood quietly in the open space in front of the house, with six sword guards around him. Shaoshang stood in front of him at a loss, feeling like a pig-killing girl with a fleshy face catching up with the progress of her business.


    The female animals in the healing room came alive, and the girls stopped their activities to climb to the window to peek. The exclamation behind Shaoshang was clear and audible. ‘You are so handsome,’ ‘Which general is this?’ ‘Like the fairy prince in the painting…’


    Shaoshang suppressed her embarrassment and pretended not to hear anything. She raised her arms and bowed respectfully. “I didn’t know that you had finished chasing those bandits. I’m sorry I was late to meet you.” She straightened up and continued, “If it weren’t for Young Master Ling’s righteous help, I don’t know how far we would have made it. Thank you for your kindness. If you have any orders in the future, the Cheng family dares not follow them!” First, discuss the scene but make sure the details are as vague as possible. Don’t fall on your words.


    Ling Buyi smiled slightly when he heard ‘thank you for your kindness’ and said, “Young Mistress, you are too polite.”


    Shaoshang decided to become a mature adult and no longer hold back like a child. There were still many things to ask now, and she was hesitant to show her temper. Her tone became more respectful. “This little girl’s strength is weak. I think there are soldiers wounded under your command. It’s too late to march off now, so you might as well leave the wounded soldiers behind, and the Cheng family will take good care of them. I just prepared the two largest vacant rooms, and inside there are charcoal basins, hot water, wound medicine, and manpower for the wounded soldiers.” She raised her arms and pointed to the two rooms behind her on the left. This was the most intimate way she could think of to show her gratitude. 


    Old Master Li nodded repeatedly. “Young Mistress, this is a very good suggestion,” he said. “Master Ling, please…”


    Before Ling Buyi could speak, a square-jawed young guard beside him interjected, “My lord, the injury can’t be delayed any longer. It’s better to go to the room to be treated…”


    Before he finished speaking, another older guard beside him said, “My lord, although Liang Qiu Fei’s words are reckless, they are true. The injury cannot be delayed any longer.”


    Only then did Shaoshang see that the elderly guard had an arrow inserted into his left arm, which had probably entered the bone and was difficult to take out. She quickly and eagerly said, “That injury isn’t mild. Hurry up and go into the room to be treated!”


    The older guard had a worried expression on his face but, after hearing the words, he looked at Shaoshang in astonishment. Ling Buyi pondered for a moment, nodded, then walked towards the empty room.


    Shaoshang was taken aback. Could it be that he didn’t trust the Cheng family to take care of the injured? Did he want to inspect it himself? She turned around with an apologetic smile. “Don’t worry, my lord, the Cheng family will take good care of all the wounded soldiers!”


    The guard named Liang Qiu Fei became anxious. “You-!”


    Without saying a word, Ling Buyi raised his left arm and lifted the animal hair cloak aside. Under the pitch-black shoulder armor, crafted into the shape of a tiger toothed lion’s head, a broken arrow shaft was exposed on the black woven gold brocade, and bloodstains had already condensed.


    Shaoshang choked on her words.


    Li Wu Lang on the side exclaimed in response, “Oh, Master Ling, you’ve been injured! How long has it been? Hurry up, go and find the newly arrived medical practitioner. He’s the best at treating sword injuries in our township!”


    Shaoshang silently turned away and raised her hand as an invitation – okay, you’re also considered an injured person.


    Ling Buyi paused for a moment and looked sideways. The girl’s sleeves were tied up high by straps, revealing her pink snow-white forearms as she raised her hand. Her wrists were only two inches wide, and her skin was crystal clear and soft, making her very cute.


    With a moment’s thought, he walked into the room.


    It wasn’t until Ling Buyi and the Li father and son entered the house that Shaoshang began to hesitate. She knew she still had to find the whereabouts of her uncle Cheng Zhi, so she mustered up the courage to go inside.


    The two maidservants beside her finally couldn’t stand it anymore. One said, “Young Mistress, you’d better wash yourself before you go in.” The other hurriedly brought hot water and soap.


    Shaoshang secretly sighed that her busy head was numb, smiled bitterly and went to wash her hands. She hurriedly entered the house, and the two martial maidservants hurriedly caught up to her.


    The room was baked warm and dry, causing everyone to take their fur coats off one after another. Another guard with a scar on his face led several soldiers into the room to inspect and placed four stools down. Ling Buyi sat high at the head, while the Li family father and son sat on the left two. The one on the right was obviously reserved for the temporary head of the family, Shaoshang.


    When Shaoshang entered, she saw Physician Cheng and the Scar Guard standing behind Ling Buyi, carefully removing his cloak and shoulder armor, then his chest armor and outer robe, followed by his middle coat and underwear, revealing fair shoulders.


    Shaoshang was a bit embarrassed and wanted to turn around and leave. However, from the martial maidservants beside her to the Li family father and son, they didn’t feel anything was wrong with it. That’s right, the bare arms and legs she had seen in the healing room just now had to be at least eighteen to twenty.


    Since everyone didn’t mind, why did she? She’s seen everything before, anyway.


    The father and son of the Li family had left their seats and approached Ling Buyi to see the arrow wound. Shaoshang followed Old Master Li closely and poked her head out to look. When the doctor removed the bandage covering the wound, everyone gasped in unison.


    A thick, rusty arrowhead was protruding ferociously two inches to the left of the back shoulder blade, and a circle of black and red had condensed around the wound. It had obviously been there for a while.


    The best narrator Li Wu Lang exclaimed, “How long as Master Ling been injured? Why didn’t you treat it immediately? This injury is getting worse and worse!”


    “We haven’t rested for two days and nights to suppress the bandits. Where did we have time to heal the wound?!” The young guard named Liang Qiu Fei was both proud and angry. “We did have a moment of free time today, but who knew that we would meet you halfway, crying and pleading with our young master to save your father? Isn’t that going on now?!”


    “A’Fei, don’t be rude,” the guard with the scar said in a deep voice.


    Shaoshang’s ears twitched, and she slowly inched behind Old Master Li; she understood his words. She didn’t expect for him to excitedly step forward and completely exposed the girl behind him.


    “Lord Ling is righteous!” he said loudly, excitedly clasping his fists together. “Thank you! From now on, whenever you ask anything in our village, we will obey!”


    Those words were similar to what Shaoshang had just said, but Old Master Li was the head of his family, the head of his clan, and one of the three elders of the village. His words were much more resounding and was undoubtedly much more reliable than Shaoshang.


    Shaoshang lowered her head even further and hoped that no one would notice her.


    Ling Buyi glanced at the girl indistinctly. “Don’t say that, old man,” he said with a smile. “If you talk about righteousness, then you are even more so. After all, you insisted on accompanying the Cheng women and children to such a dangerous situation because of a single request.”


    Shaoshang was initially unhappy with that, then felt as if… as if there was nothing wrong with that statement. Old Master Li was able to send people to seek help and naturally could leave on his own, but the old man persisted in not leaving.


    She was not only grateful for Old Master Li’s kindness to the Cheng family, but also was unwilling to humbly admit that she was a burden, so she hesitated and said, “Uncle once said Grandfather Li is from his own family, and Uncle will slowly repay his kindness. The two families will last forever…”


    That was very appropriate. Old Master Li laughed loudly, “Young Mistress said it well! The two families are very close, what kind of kindness is there to say?”


    Shaoshang lowered her head again and secretly praised her wit.


    Ling Buyi glanced at her and lightly said, “Pull the arrow.”


    As soon as this statement was made, the Li family father and son, as well as Shaoshang, immediately held their breath and craned their necks to look. The doctor was sweating profusely and still could not pull out the broken arrow.


    When Ling Buyi had been struck by the arrow, the situation had been urgent. In order not to disturb the morale of the army, he broke the tail of the arrow off on his own, leaving only the length of the arrow shaft the width of his palm, and covered it up with his armor and cloak. He planned to pull out the arrow on his own later.


    He wasn’t aware that the arrow that came out of the shoulder only exposed less than half an inch of skin, and even the shaft of the arrow was sunken into his flesh, so the doctor couldn’t pull it out no matter what.


    “Why not use forceps?” Li Wu Lang said.


    The doctor sighed and raised the broken small iron tongs in his hand. A country doctor like himself could at most pull a few nails that penetrated the flesh of the wounded. They weren’t strong enough to grab the arrow.


    There were only two ways to proceed.


    Either go back to the military camp to find a medic in the army and use their specialized forceps and other tools or use poison to fight poison and use another arrow shaft to push the broken arrow out. But whether the former immediately returned to the military camp, or quickly called for a military doctor, it was too time-consuming. The latter required Ling Buyi to suffer twice.


    Without hesitation, Ling Buyi immediately said, “A’Fei, take an arrow for your brother.”


    Liang Qiu Fei pulled a feather arrow from behind and, trembling, handed it to the nearby Scar Guard. “Young Master, please bear the pain!”


    Ling Buyi ignored him and fixed his gaze to the side. The girl in the bloodstained hemp robe stood there, her right hand holding her left elbow and her left palm supporting her small white and tender chin. She tilted her head and bit her lips like a child as she thought.


    He watched her for a long time, and everyone fell silent. Only then did Shaoshang realize that everyone was looking at her. She gave an embarrassed smile. “I have an idea, but I don’t know if it’s feasible or not.”


    As she spoke, she took a string of pearl shells hidden down the front of her dress from around her neck.


    Dozens of pearl oysters were hanging under the neck rope and were colorful when they were shaken. Each small pearl oyster had been polished into different shapes, such as round, oval, flower, and clover shaped. It made a crisp sound when it moved together.


    Shaoshang took out her dagger and cut the necklace, carefully pouring the pearls into her kit bag. With just the necklace in her hand, she walked towards Ling Buyi. It was only then that everyone noticed that the necklace seemed to be made up of several thin threads.


    The others were still confused, but Ling Buyi knew what she intended. “Is it strong?” he asked with a smile.


    “I made it myself,” Shaoshang quickly said, “it’s very secure!”


    That day it had rained heavily, and everything was wet and cold outside. She and Wan Qiqi hid on the porch and found many brocade threads, gold threads, and even iron threads in different colors from the bottom of a press box. She taught Wan Qiqi to weave bracelets and cross knots, and if there were any left over, she weaved long necklaces to string pearl shells.


    She remembered very clearly that three flexible vermilion brocade threads, three black iron threads, and one shiny gold thread could lift even heavy scales and desks. 


    Shaoshang stood behind Ling Buyi, carefully inserted the necklace into the flesh with her slender fingers and hooked it under the rusty arrow cluster. She didn’t dare use force and could only embed it a little bit. Because of the distance, the disadvantages were full of the smell of blood and rust, and the line of sight couldn’t help but expand.


    Ling Buyi’s frame was tall and stretched, his bones slender and powerful, shoulders were as wide as a goshawk spreading its wings, his waist slender and strong, back was straight, but his muscles were restrained and not very thick. He was known to have amazing strength. His arms looked like a male model, and he even split the head of the bandit in half with a knife. 


    After looking at it for a while, Shaoshang realized that her face was slightly hot and quickly moved away. The two-dimensional one couldn’t compare with the three-dimensional living color and fragrance.


    Ling Buyi felt itchy on the back of his neck, and suddenly turned his head and asked, “Is that necklace a gift from a sweetheart?” He looked kindly, as if he were asking a little girl in a friend’s house casually.


    Shaoshang sighed. “It would be great if it was.”


    Ling Buyi stared at her for a while, then turned around and hummed.


    The pearl shells were collected by Wan Qiqi outside, and the two girls ground them into various interesting shapes and strung them into necklaces, one for each of them. Thinking about it now, if Wan Qiqi was a man, Shaoshang would definitely marry him. She wouldn’t say that they were immortal couples, but it was more than enough to be a couple of wolves, tigers, leopards, and thieves. How perfect that would be!


    “It’s hooked up…” Shaoshang heaved a heavy sigh of relief. She felt that the hook was firm and now she only needed to pull the broken arrow out by pulling on the necklace.


    Liang Qiu Fei couldn’t help but ask, “What if the arrow cluster is off the stick and only one arrow is pulled out?”


    Surprisingly, everyone burst out laughing. Liang Qiu Fei then realized that if there was no arrowhead, he could simply pull the arrow shaft from the front. His face turned red.


    Shaoshang also was very happy. Suddenly, she felt a chill on her right hand. Ling Buyi pulled her palm and wrapped a snow-white brocade handkerchief around it. Liang Qiu Fei wanted to come forward and pull the arrow but was grabbed by his brother behind him.


    Ling Buyi smiled at the girl. “Be careful, don’t scratch your hand.”


    Shaoshang was taken aback, then numbly nodded. She wanted to say that she hadn’t planned to personally draw the arrow. She was a skilled worker and didn’t do manual work. However, seeing Master Li’s puzzled gaze, Shaoshang felt that others might not necessarily understand and could only do it out of kindness.


    She wrapped the necklace several times around her wrapped right hand and pressed her left hand against the man’s fair and tight shoulder, holding her breath, and pulled it out in one go, nearly exhausting all of her strength. With the sickening sound, the broken arrow that had been dyed red and black was finally pulled out, and then the man’s strong back muscles contracted rapidly. The congealed wound ruptured again, and a thin stream of blood flowed down the white and slender spine.


    Shaoshang was taken aback by the amount of bleeding and let out a soft cry.


    “Does your hand hurt?” Ling Buyi turned his head to look back at the young girl.


    Shaoshang quickly shook her head. “My hand doesn’t hurt. Are you hurting?” The wound on his back was almost turning into a bloody hole!


    Ling Buyi smiled, and in an instant, he was as beautiful as the winter snow melting. “I don’t feel any pain,” he said.


    The two were close together and Shaoshang was caught by his beauty. She only noticed that his eyes were a kind of clear, thick brown, like beautiful amber in a crystal box.


    She thought to herself that she had always been too sharp about this world, but in fact there were many good people in the world, and they came to save lives even when they were injured, so she should stop thinking the worst of people.


    The next time she sees Yuan Shen and Lou Yao, she would be more polite. Walking in the rivers and lakes was to form good karma, and it would be good for her and the Cheng family!


    Seeing that the broken arrow had been pulled out, Physician Cheng, who was standing beside them, was about to step forward for treatment. Ling Buyi raised his right hand on his knee and shook it slightly, and he was clamped by two guards on either side of him, unable to move.


    All the guards, including the lively Liang Qiu Fei, waited quietly.


    In fact, the few conversations between Ling Buyi and the daughter of the Cheng family were very simple and normal but, for some reason, Li Wu Lang felt that the atmosphere in the room was off; as if it had a weird softness.


    He turned his head to look at his father, using his eyes to express his thoughts: Father, do you feel… as if…


    Old Master Li: Shut up and pretend you see nothing.


    Unmarried men and women, with so many people in the room, had nothing to fear by looking at each other. Not to mention – Old Master Li looked at the man and woman ahead of him.


    Ling Buyi’s heart was as deep as a sea, he could not see clearly or speak clearly, but the young mistress of the Cheng family… The old man was happy, either he didn’t understand it at all, or he could be wrong.


    …


    I love the silent conversations that happen between people. It’s amusing. Also, LBY not even trying to keep it subtle! 


    Next Chapter: The Second Scandal of My Life (Part 2)
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    Chapter Forty-Two:
The Second Scandal of My Life (Part 2)


    Another content warning for this chapter! The last third of it deals with the punishment of the bandits and it’s discovered what happened to those maidservants who were kidnapped. There is mention of sexual assault and murder.


    This memorable, tranquil moment ended with a loud shout from Physician Cheng, “Blood is still flowing!”


    Two guards restrained his person but not his mouth. As an honest doctor, he couldn’t watch the injured person sit and bleed in front of him while he stared blankly.


    Shaoshang regained consciousness and glanced sideways at the bleeding wound on Ling Buyi’s shoulder. She took a step forward and said displeasingly, “The arrow has been pulled out. Why are you still lingering there? Why didn’t you come up to treat the wound?! Doctors should have the heart of a parent, why are you not in a hurry?!”


    As soon as this statement was uttered, Physician Cheng couldn’t help but howl in sorrow and anger! Without waiting, the two guards next to him moved away from each other, and now he couldn’t even speak.


    From the girl’s perspective, it was really hard to see that the physician had his arms held behind him.


    Liang Qiu Fei wanted to laugh, but was forcefully pulled by his brother next to him. The young man quickly fixed his face.


    Li Wu Lang couldn’t keep looking anymore and turned his head to stare outside the door. Old Master Li smacked his lips and realized that his beloved beard had been touched a few times, so he let go of his hands and went to sit on a stool.


    Physician Cheng silently stepped forward to fulfill his duties. Shaoshang took a step back and wanted to go back to her original position. She turned around and saw that the stool she’d been sitting on had at some point been moved to the right side of Ling Buyi’s seat, slightly lower than his.


    “Madam, please sit first,” the Scar Guard gave a friendly smile.


    Shaoshang was startled and then sat down quickly.


    She recalled that in the Cheng house, as long as Old Madam Cheng wasn’t there, when Father Cheng was sitting in the Jiu Long Hall to meet guests, Madam Xiao’s seat was placed in such a position. Did this mean respect to the landlord? But the house belonged to Old Master Li, although she arranged it. Was that because the Cheng family was above the Li family…?


    Old Master Li wrinkled his nose and commented with a smile, “This is the best wine of the past decade.”


    Liang Qiu Fei showed a hint of pride. “You have good eyesight,” he said. “This is an aged wine found in the warehouse of the Chen Palace, and I don’t know how long it had been hidden. It was given by His Majesty at the beginning of the New Year and was originally intended to be consumed during the celebration banquet.”


    Shaoshang took a deep breath and thought to herself that the wine was indeed strong, but not aggressive, with a mellow and fragrant aroma. She really wanted to say that she could purify high concentration alcohol for them. Don’t waste such good wine, why not give it to her Father Cheng?


    Of course, this could not be said. They saved your life and didn’t even pay the interest and you still want to take from them?!


    Ling Buyi glanced at the girl and looked at the bundle of brocade handkerchiefs held in his own hand – when the arrow had been pulled out, she immediately handed back the handkerchief and then looped the necklace into her own hand. Although she was young, she had a clear and cheery heart, without any intention of being entangled by the vine.


    At this point, Physician Cheng began to cut off the rotted flesh.


    The rustling sound of cutting flesh, strands of black and red swelling and rotting were cut and placed on a plate, causing Shaoshang’s scalp to numb. The man with the bare shoulders quietly placed his hands on his knees, his expression calm, except for his pale face and slightly pursed mouth, as if nothing was happening.


    Looking sideways at the crimson corners of his mouth on his snow-white skin, Shaoshang inexplicitly thought that he was too young for this level of authority.


    After cutting off the rotten flesh, cleaning the wound, and applying medicine, Physician Cheng went out with the medicine bag on his back without looking back. Li Wu Lang felt that the doctor had been greatly insulted.


    Ling Buyi was served by Liang Qiu Fei, putting on his robes one by one, and drank a half bowl of wine before taking a slow breath. He raised his hand and called for someone to come in.


    Two soldiers carried a long silk scroll in and slowly unfolded it in front of everyone. It turned out to be a map marked with mountains, rivers, and villages. Shaoshang was confused, but Old Master Li knew it was a map of Yanzhou.


    Ling Buyi looked solemn. “I have passed by Langzhou a few times, but Dongjun has never been there. Currently, there are several remaining soldiers scattered and causing chaos here. I have killed two batches in the past few days, but another one disappeared after Xiaozhuang, south of Qing County. Could you please give me some guidance? Now that the Imperial army is blocking the east, which direction are they likely to flee in?”


    Old Master Li was startled and blurted out, “It’s just as Mistress Cheng guessed, that something happened to His Majesty?”


    Everyone looked at the girl sitting on the right side of the room. Shaoshang was extremely embarrassed and cursed that old man Li for speaking too quickly!


    “What did you guess?” Ling Buyi looked interested.


    Shaoshang repeatedly waved her hand. “No, no…” she said nervously. “I was just guessing.”


    Old Master Li quickly helped to fill everyone in. “Mistress Cheng said that some people were planning to cheat and delay the Imperial journey first, and then suddenly getting into trouble, so no one would know about going west.”


    Shaoshang laughed hollowly.


    Ling Buyi smiled and looked at her for a moment. “You guessed half right,” he said. “There are indeed people with ulterior motives, but His Majesty has already noticed it but hopes he can repent on his own. The thief is malicious. As soon as he saw the situation didn’t succeed, he dispersed the remaining soldiers who had just been gathered from Qing County recently, and spread rumors that the emperor wants to kill them all. The culprit then took advantage of the chaos and escaped.”


    Old Master Li couldn’t help but exclaim in regret as he thought that the easily recuperating countryside would suffer again. “His Majesty is also too kind. If you want to show any affection, you should immediately deal with the disorderly officials and thieves!”


    Shaoshang remembered the unconscious Madam Sang and the injured members of her convoy and said, “Yes, yes.”


    Ling Buyi found her approachable demeanor very likeable, so he smiled and said, “Frontier officials, if you make a move, you will lead your whole body. His Majesty has already controlled the situation, but I didn’t expect them to be so malicious.”


    Old Master Li let out a sigh and pat his knee. “Frontier officials?!” he said. “Is it the chaos caused by our state’s herdsmen? Thanks to our county governor’s hard work to maintain it, we didn’t have any trouble extending to the west!”


    Ling Buyi tilted his lips. “No, it was the chaos created by the instigation of your county governor. The Yanzhou herdsman faithfully defended the monarch and worked hard to quell the chaos. Only to the west of Qing County will everything basically be safe. His Majesty will announce it to the world in a few days.”


    This time, without the need for Old Master Li to be quick-witted, Ling Buyi turned his head directly towards Shaoshang. “Is this also what you guessed?” he asked.


    Shaoshang’s embarrassed ears turned red and she could only continue to laugh hollowly. “I’m just an ignorant little girl… haha…”


    Realizing the girl was staring at him, Old Master Li felt embarrassed and stroked his beard, checking the map before he casually asked, “I don’t know where those thieves escaped from.”


    “It started in Hua County,” Ling Buyi said.


    Old Master Li turned around excitedly. “You guessed it right!” he exclaimed. “It was indeed in Hua County that the accident happened. Fortunately, Madam Sang and Young Mistress didn’t go to Hua County, otherwise they would be entering the tiger’s mouth! Mistress Cheng is so smart!” He was a kind person, thinking to himself that the little girl’s face was thin. She had just lost face twice in a row, and now she could always win back a game.


    Ling Buyi couldn’t help but smile. “That’s not true, either. As His Majesty was already on guard, he was stationed in a village east of Hua County, and the chaos was immediately extinguished. Therefore, if you had gone to Hua County yesterday, it would have been calm and safe.”


    Old Master Li chuckled twice and quickly lowered his head to look at the map. Lian Qiu Fei and Li Wu Lang each turned around and snickered, while the guards in the behind the scarred guard, along with the two soldiers holding the map, silently suppressed their laughter.


    Shaoshang thought, ‘Grandfather, I beg you to stop talking!’


    Dongjun covered a large area and was bustling with people. Old Master Li stood in front of the map for a long time, hesitating and indecisive. “…Lord Ling, to be honest, I dare not say that I know this place as well as the roads and rivers. However, where the bandits will go along this road, it is really difficult for old people…”


    Before he could finish speaking, Shaoshang stood up vigorously and said in a broken voice, “Don’t be embarrassed, Grandfather. People have traces, and thieves have plots! If that bandit is for plundering and killing, it will naturally go to places where there are many people. If you want to disturb the situation and escape while His Majesty’s troops are suppressing the bandits, you must find a remote way to escape, especially the gap between the mountains and forests that’s not easy to be noticed by others!”


    This time, Old Master Li didn’t dare praise her casually. He quickly went to look at Ling Buyi to see what his correction would be, but saw him looking at the girl with a slight smile. “You’re right,” he said. The general, who was known for his ability to suppress and kill the capital, smiled with a particularly youthful and handsome expression.


    Shaoshang finally lifted her eyebrows and a bit of a small corner of her mouth with a light smile.


    Ling Buyi looked at the girl. “If there were chaos in the early years, even if the land was abandoned, all regions would form a brave guard to protect the village. But, in recent years, brave people have scattered back home to cultivate. Suddenly encountering chaos, there is no doubt that wolves will enter the sheep flock. Therefore, His Majesty ordered to ignore everything and suppress the bandits first. Grandfather, this bandit was one of the top criminals, preparing to flee south to Jingzhou and borrow a way to enter Shu.”


    Old Master Li stroked his beard and nodded his head repeatedly, then turned to look at the map.


    Li Wu Lang thought to himself, “Master Ling, what you said is very good, but can you face my father when speaking?’


    “So, since Master has been busy chasing bandits these days, it has delayed your healing?” Shaoshang understood this time.


    “Tigers are easy to slaughter, and ants are difficult to exterminate,” he said with a smile. “Besides, as spring is about to break through, people might make mistakes for a while, and people make mistakes for a year. The people can easily eat a safe meal, but they can’t make mistakes.”


    Shaoshang felt that the person in front of her had a towering image, probably like the loyal officials and generals mentioned in ancient texts. She replied with a sweet smile, “I think what you said is also correct.”


    Ling Buyi smiled but remained silent. He looked into the girl’s eyes, as bright as a star and full of vitality.


    Li Wu Lang silently looked at his father: Father, they seem to be flirting.


    Old Master Li: Shut up for me.


    Finally, the old man pointed to two places on the map. “If you want to escape, you should take these two routes.”


    Ling Buyi nodded and thanked him, ordering the soldiers to collect the map. Shaoshang also asked after her pig-headed uncle. “The magistrate of Qing County is loyal and brave,” Ling Buyi said. “Upon hearing the news, you can rush to Qin Wang. When I arrived, the magistrate of Gongsun was answering in His Majesty’s tent. If your uncle enters Qing County, the city walls are tall and it’s safe there.”


    Shaoshang smiled and felt guilty – stupid uncle, with such a bad brain, he deserved to be a big pig’s hoof! ‘Just wait for me to report this to my aunt. If I don’t add insult to injury then my mother’s surname isn’t Cheng!’


    At this moment, the elderly guard entered, and the arrow that had previously pierced his left arm had been removed and wrapped with a bandage. He approached and clasped his fists. “Young Lord, there are a total of forty-two captured thieves. The screening has been completed, and everyone has blood on their hands.”


    Ling Buyi frowned slightly and asked, “Why have we captured so many?” The implication was that we didn’t kill them all.


    Both father and son of the Li family were heartbroken. Shaoshang was also surprised and couldn’t help but to look at Ling Buyi.


    In an instant, the young and handsome man seemed to have changed his demeanor. Just then, he was gentle and polite, benevolent and righteous, but when it came to thieves and bandits, he downplayed them with a bloody aura, completely ignoring them as ‘people.’


    She thought, ‘This person is actually a good person, he’s just a bit murderous.’


    The senior guard seemed accustomed to this and smiled. “These useless bastards have the courage to rob women and children. It seems that if they can’t defeat, they surrender quickly!” As he spoke, he brought in the leading thieves and bandits.


    A total of five people were brought in, covered in sweat and blood stains, as if defecation had fallen on their clothing. As they entered, the stench overflowed, and Shaoshang frowned in disgust.


    As soon as these five came in, they cried loudly. Ling Buyi was also very patient, and slowly waited for them to finish crying before he said, “So, were you all forced to become bandits due to helplessness?”


    A bandit leader with a large bruise on his face wailed. “I was originally a military commander under his Majesty’s command, so I took good care of myself. However, when everyone rebelled, I became confused and followed…”


    The bandit leader beside him who lost one ear hurriedly continued, “General Mingjian, we obey orders! Even if we became bandits, we were also ordered by the general. We also want to be good people, marry wives and have children…”


    Then, he said something to the other bandit, crying while talking, crying so much that saliva dripped out. The other three bandits were not so eloquent and they could only respond with ‘exactly’ and ‘yes, yes.’


    “Did you come around Cong Township in the southeast of Qing County?” Ling Buyi asked.


    The five people were puzzled and could only nod.


    “Do you still say that you are all under Zhang Shi’s command?” Ling Buyi had no doubt.


    Those five people desperately claimed it so, and the bruised face said, “If General Zhan had died early, we wouldn’t have committed a big crime like a headless fly!”


    Ling Buyi nodded. “Speaking of it, when I was young, Zhang Sui even taught me how to use knives.” He seemed to think of something and sighed. “The world is so unpredictable. Although Zhang Sui was born as a bandit, since he was captured alive by Fan Chang, he has kept himself safe as a general. After a long period of time, Fan Chang didn’t think that the world would turn upside down. Fang Chang listened to the provocation and wanted to do something wrong. The first person in the account to object sharpy was Zhang Sui. As a result, Fan Chang was killed on the spot, his limbs were torn off and he was beheaded.”


    The five people’s eyes were filled with hopeful joy, and they begged for mercy even louder. They mentioned how General Zhang was benevolent and magnanimous, etc., etc.


    Ling Buyi didn’t even move his fingertips and lightly said, “Drag them out and kill the rest.” He pointed to the big bruise and one ear bandit. “Those two are buried alive.”


    The Li family father and son both cried out, thinking that Ling Buyi was going to spare them, but unexpectedly, the change was so abrupt.


    Shaoshang was also startled and thought to herself, “This person is actually a good person, but he is a bit moody.”


    The guards were about to drag those five people out, but when the heard the bruised one still howling hoarsely, Ling Buyi raised his hand and asked the guards to stop for a moment. He smiled. “You rabble, who have been disbanded for a few days now, did you also use this set of rhetoric to deceive the soldiers of the Cong Township? Then at night, all the people at the guard station, old and weak, women and children, were slaughtered, and after stealing you’ve come to loot again.”


    Having said that, he turned cold. “Kill them all, leave no one behind.”


    The five people were shocked, they didn’t expect the young general in front of them to figure out what happened. The bruised one still refused to accept his fate and was still crying, “…they will hand me over, will we still be alive then? It is absolutely necessary!”


    At this time, even father and son of the Li family, who had always been kind, felt hatred in their hearts.


    “Hmm,” Shaoshang said in a resentful tone. “General Zhang Sui fell into the grass and became a bandit only in times of chaos. I believe that wherever there was a second way to go, he was determined to not be a bandit. You, however, can’t wait to plunder the people as soon as there is a little chaos! Was there no other alternative?! Couldn’t you find a cave to avoid the wind? Couldn’t you become an anonymous commoner? Would His Majesty still issue an arrest notice to catch a few of you little bugs and grasshoppers?!” Feeling that she had said too much, she quickly turned her head and apologetically smiled. “Master Ling, right?”


    Ling Buyi couldn’t hold back and he chuckled softly. “Couldn’t be more right.”


    Li Wu Lang looked back at his old father: Father, aren’t they really flirting?


    Old Master Li was irritable and ignored his son. He came forward and said, “Those despicable thieves are not worth killing. It’s better to kill these leaders and the rest will be punished by hard labor. Master Ling, since ancient times, it’s been unlucky to kill after surrender.”


    Ling Buyi’s tone was still gentle but his words were not polite. “The old man said that too late. In the past few days, I have killed bandits several times. Can you see that I am carrying prisoners?”


    Old Master Li rubbed his hands in embarrassment. “Yes, but this killing after surrender… after all, after all…”


    Ling Buyi’s expression was indifferent. “Bai Qi killed nearly 500,000 Zhao soldiers in Changping pit, which was killing after surrender. King Xiang Xin’an took advantage of the night to kill 200,000 Qin troops, that was killing after surrender. Because those soldiers could have fought to the death. But these…” He pointed to the five bandit leaders, with a sarcastic expression in his eyes. “The sword was placed on the neck and they surrendered. They just didn’t surrender, so what?” After reading for a few years, it was just so pedantic.
[Bai Qi (d. 257 BCE) served as the commander of the Qin Army for more than 30 years and was most infamous for ignoring the killing after surrender unspoken rule. I can’t find who this Xiang Xin’an was but I’m assuming he also ignored the killing after surrender.]


    At this moment, Shaoshang suddenly spoke out. “Master Ling, how about handing these bandits over to me? I’ll kill them.”


    As soon as those words were said, everyone was surprised. Old Master Li nearly pulled his beard off, and Li Wu Lang almost choked to death on his saliva – what was happening in this world?!


    The guard with the scar and the older guard exchanged glances. Their young master was already weird enough, they didn’t expect such a delicate young lady to be so weird as well.


    “It’s inauspicious to kill after surrender, but they haven’t surrendered to me, have they?” Shaoshang turned to Old Master Li and said, “It’s okay if I kill them, right?”


    Old Master Li was speechless, and it was his turn to look over to his son, Li Wu Lang.


    Ling Buyi was about to speak, but saw Shaoshang turn around and ask, “Is there anything more powerful than burying alive?” She was not very familiar with the popular punishments of this era.


    It was Liang Qiu Fei who was asked. He saw his young master also staring at him and stuttered, “…Tear limb from limb?”


    Shaoshang nodded with satisfaction, stood up in a very dignified manner and took two steps forward. The guards who were about to drag the bandit leaders out saw Ling Buyi’s expression and quickly pushed them back into the room, forcing them to kneel.


    “Last night,” Shaoshang said, “you captured a few maidservants from my house. Where are they now?”


    The five bandit leaders looked at each other and quickly denied it, saying that it wasn’t their doing, but the action of other leaders who were already killed.


    Shaoshang pointed at the one-eared bandit and sneered. “Don’t pretend, you were among the people who crossed the fence that night! I remember it very well. Didn’t you also catch a maid when you retreated?”


    The one-eared bandit saw that it was undeniable and repeatedly begged for mercy, saying that he had not mistreated the maidservants.


    Shaoshang’s eyes glinted with bloodlust, she said word by word, “Our generals have investigated and found out that eight had been kidnapped, and now there are only two left.” Fortunately, the two women were plump and graceful, and the bandits wanted to continue their lewdness and humiliation before they were killed. Although it was unbearable, they managed to survive. In the future, Shaoshang would have to make comprehensive arrangements for them.


    As soon as they heard that, the bandit leaders knew it was over. If they had killed all of them and left no survivors, they could still deny it. Now that there were two that survived, what else was unclear?!


    “I don’t dare to call you upright gentlemen, you think it’s okay to rape and humiliate. You will vent your anger at those innocent and weak women for the delay in breaking through the Cheng family defenses. You will torture and beat them all night long, even cook and eat several women this morning!” Shaoshang didn’t hesitate and revealed it all.


    Old Master Li had seen such a tragic event before, and his heart was greatly shaken. His whole body was cold. Li Wu Lang had already been frightened to the point of stupidity.


    The guards in the room were not aware of this matter, and upon hearing, they were all indignant and speechless.


    Shaoshang spoke slowly word by word, “You abused and killed the maidservants, and you cook them after raping and killing them?! Is there no more prey in the forest?! Did you not bring any dry food? You’re just a beast, eating human flesh for fun, are you so worthy of being called human?! Since you don’t want to be human and act like an animal, then I will treat you as animals and slaughter you as I want?!”


    The one-eared bandit knew that he could not escape death, and he rushed forward a few steps bravely, roaring, “Do you dare?! Our brothers turned into ghosts and we will tear you up all night!” Before he finished speaking, the guard blocked his mouth, but he was still grinning and growling, his eyes as fierce as wild animals. Li Wu Lang couldn’t help but be afraid.


    Shaoshang was frightened and took a step back. Then she remembered the tragic situation of her maidservants being torn apart. If it weren’t for the family’s efforts to stop her from seeing the food distribution scene, she might have seen the gnawed-on bones and heads.


    She was furious and took two more steps forward. “Don’t play this game with me!” she sneered. “If you become ghosts, you will only be judged by Yama’s hell for so many injustices! Go to the eighteenth floor of hell to be tortured! You still have the time to find me?! Ha, you are so capable that you can exploit the weak. Now that it’s in my hands, I can exploit you too. Right now, I want to tear you into as many pieces as you want! I have asked the surviving women to identify you, those who have eaten human flesh, and killed. Let’s have capital punishment for them all!”
[By capital punishment, she means the tearing limb from limb and beheading.]


    The four remaining bandit leaders wanted to curse and struggle. With a gesture from Ling Buyi, several guards forcefully dragged them out.


    Shaoshang suppressed her fear and was determined to understand the matter at once, so she cupped his hands to the Li family father and son. “I’m going to preside over the punishment so I will take my leave for the time being… ah…”


    Ling Buyi had already stood up at some point, gently pushed her back to the mat, and said softly, “Don’t go. It’s too troublesome to tear limb from limb with five horses. I’ll go to the execution.”


    Shaoshang refused and stood up again. “No need. I’ll go to the execution.”


    “Don’t go,” Ling Buyi looked at the stubborn girl. “You haven’t seen such a scene before, you’ll get nightmares.”


    “I won’t have nightmares,” Shaoshang held her head up high. “I never have nightmares! If you don’t let me do this, I will go and see how those animals die with my own eyes!”


    Ling Buyi closed his eyes and, after a moment, calmly said, “Do you like to look at bridges? There are many arch bridges in my mansion which were made with the skills of the public transportation class.”


    The words were so nonsensical that only one person in the whole household could understand them.


    Shaoshang felt dizzy. Sure enough, he had guessed it.


    She sat down on her stool, feeling powerless and trying to calm down. “Since Master Ling’s kindness is difficult to resist, I won’t be disrespectful.” An outstanding talent knew when to submit to circumstances. In the future, she would try to avoid this person as much as possible!


    Ling Buyi shook his head helplessly and went to walk out the door. As he approached, he suddenly turned back and said to Shaoshang, “It’s not your fault those maidservants were kidnapped. You’re young, and your actions are already remarkable. And…” He paused. “Remember to drink a bowl of calming soup before going to bed tonight, okay?”


    Shaoshang was in a daze and nodded.


    She thought to herself, ‘This person is still a good person, but he has a strong desire for control.’


    Watching Ling Buyi and his group walk out the door, Li Wu Lang breathed a sigh of relief and went over to support his father: Father, I still think they are flirting.


    Old Master Li: …I’m going to tell Madam Sang and Young Master Cheng.


    …
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    Chapter Forty-Three:
Experiences of the Township


    Just like when they came, the army of black armor and white feathers were as orderly as the tide when they left.


    At the same time, the people of the Cheng convoy were busy stacking firewood and pouring oil under their own corpses, intending to focus on cremation and then put them back separately. The corpses of the thieves and bandits were casually thrown down the mountain stream, waiting to be eaten by ravenous beasts. Shaoshang was at the front of the crowd, playing the flute to send off those innocent creatures who were about to enter the underworld.


    The melodious sound of the flute reached the newly launched Black Armored Army, and the originally cheerful ‘Bamboo Branch Tune’ was lowered and slowed down by the girl, like the wind passing through the bamboo forest under the cold winter sun, cold and sad.


    Ling Buyi smiled and listened attentively, but he didn’t know what he was thinking. His expression suddenly turned cold and self-deprecating, like a handsome and proud rock eagle in the shadow. He raised his whip high and galloped away with his horse leading the army.


    After playing the song, Shaoshang put down her flute with tears streaming down her face. Many of the children and girls who had been laughing and playing the other day, their loved ones and friends could no longer look forward to them. At the end of the matter, Shaoshang realized there were still many things she could do nothing about.


    The two surviving maidservants identified a total of eleven bandits who had assaulted them from among the captives. Shaoshang sat in the house and listened to the gossip hungry crowd watching the five horses tear the corpses. Unsurprisingly, there were many, especially those servants and maids who lived in the inner house all year round, who were so disgusted by the bloody scene that they could barely eat anything.


    Immediately after the execution, Ling Buyi led the army to capture the bandit leader and left behind two hundred black armored troops to escort the Cheng convoy to Hua County. The leader of the team was the elderly guard who had an arrow wound in his arm.


    It was then Shaoshang found out his name was Zhang Mingshan, he had already had an official rank of several hundred stones, and was the assistant general under Ling Buyi’s tent. The friendly looking guard with a scar was Liang Qiu Qi and he was the biological brother of Liang Qiu Fei, who liked to interrupt.


    The next morning, Shaoshang dressed in her men’s clothing again and rode her beloved cow-spotted horse.


    All the people in the Cheng convoy, from those who were being healed to the servants who were walking by the carts, looked up in the dim light of the morning, waiting for their young and delicate mistress to order their departure. Shaoshang wielded her right arm with force, swung her whip in the air, and the wheels of the carriages slowly began to roll ­– she rode on her horse and looked back, happy to finally be able to leave this valley of bloodshed alive.


    The convoy traveled eastward and there were no further disturbances along the way. Shaoshang felt that even if a small thief wanted to catch up with the autumn breeze, he would be scared back when he saw such a silent and solemn black armored army riding beside the convoy.


    After drinking the soup and medicine, Madam Sang’s fever subsided and she gradually regained consciousness. She looked apologetically at Shaoshang who had come to visit her. “I wanted to take you to relax and play around, but I didn’t expect to make you suffer such a big ordeal. It would’ve been better to stay in the capital.”


    Shaoshang quickly stopped her. “Aunt, don’t say that! It’s just my troublemaking nature keeps following me everywhere, and staying in the capital would only have me be punished by Mother. It was a good idea to bring me out here! By the way, I have met so many interesting celebrities and visited so many interesting places, and now I have seen even thieves and bandits making trouble. When I go back to the capital and have another banquet, I must not boast! I would like to say my divine arrow is invincible and I can shoot two enemies with just one arrow. The thieves were simply blown away by the wind…” She pretended to threaten the maidservants and servants in the carriage. “You are not allowed to expose me!”


    All the women were amused to death, and the pale complexion of Madam Sang was covered with a blush.


    Shaoshang didn’t stay in the carriage for long, always going back and forth in the convoy. She not only had to take care of the injured person’s fever and ulcers, but also had to inquire about the current road conditions. She also had to worry about Cheng Wei and the twins… After only half a day, she was stiff and sore all over. Fortunately, Zhang Zhao was accompanied by the Li family father and son for chatting, so she didn’t have to bother entertaining him.


    When they arrived only half a day’s journey from Hua County, they saw Uncle Pig’s Feet, who had been separated for several days, leading a team of old and long soldiers up the slope. When he saw Shaoshang, Cheng Zhi, like a porcupine stepping on a finger pressure board, rushed towards her with a loud cry, anxiously shouting, “Where is your aunt? Where is your aunt’s wife? Where is your wife…”


    Shaoshang sneered. She had intended to run on the spot, but she saw his beard, stubble, and clothing falling out, his face was yellow and slim, his hair bun was crooked and slanted. Uncle Cheng, who had always had elegant clothes like a jade figure, became Kong Yiji after two days of absence.
[Kong Yiji is a fictional character from a short story of the same name. He was a pedantic scholar who became a laughing stock. He’s a ridiculous and pathetic character. Recently he’s become a meme by underemployed people in China (from Wikipedia).]


    Without waiting for Shaoshang to open her mouth, the family commander next to her had already indicated the carriage where Madam Sang was located. Cheng Zhi rushed towards it, and then from the carriage came her uncle’s crying and Madam Sang’s joyful weeping.


    Shaoshang suddenly felt that she was redundant.


    After asking Cheng Zhi’s accompanying guards, she realized that when they entered Qing County, it felt strange. Everything in the county was fine except for that it was deserted, but when they entered the county office, he found that the county magistrate was not there. He only said that the county magistrate Gongsun led his troops to lead the county in a hurry three days previous, and only a few days ago he sent people to report that he would return that afternoon.


    The obtuse small Master Cheng sat for more than an hour and finally waited for his senior brother to come back, and he was almost frightened when asked. Even though his head was not bright enough, he immediately realized that his wife and niece were wandering outside, where it was more dangerous.


    In order not to take advantage of the scattered thieves, the emperor ordered officials from all over the country to guard the city and no one could leave at will. Senior Brother Gongsun had to borrow troops to find people for Junior Brother Ben. However, at this time, the Cheng convoy had fled to the hunting lodge for refuge.


    Cheng Zhi led a large group of people around like headless flies for a while. It was getting dark before he thought of directly searching for someone in Old Master Li’s village. However, when he arrived, the filial son Li Wu Lang had already led Xiang Yong to go and rescue his father overnight.


    Cheng Zhi was extremely anxious, knowing that his wife and family had indeed encountered bandits. The other people in the village couldn’t tell where their Old Master Li was, so he had to wait a moment to find someone. In the pitch black and panicked, a large group of people plunged into a valley, but instead injured 30% of the guards. It wasn’t until dawn the next day that the good horses were reorganized. Cheng Zhi became smarter this time and found a local person as a guide. He touched every possible hunting house and finally found the right place that morning.


    As a result, when they had arrived at the hunting house, Shaoshang and her team had already departed, leaving only a pile of scattered limbs and bloodstains on the ground after the fierce battle and execution, as well as a pile of extinguished cremation sites. After his brain caught up with what he was seeing, Cheng Zhi passed out and was awakened by the guards splashing water on him. He advised that perhaps everyone in the Cheng convoy had already been rescued, so he chased after them all the way.


    After listening to this fragmented story, Shaoshang became really angry. The worse his brain got, the luckier he became. The most aggravating thing was that Uncle Pig’s Feet had been running around the mountains and plains for several days and nights, and he never once encountered a bandit!


    It should be said that Uncle Cheng Zhi was truly a model figure who had been lucky all the way from birth to that day.


    He was lovely when he was born, just like Old Master Cheng, a beautiful man of a generation. All of his siblings’ looks together were less than half of his. Old Madam Cheng loved him to death, and she never made him suffer even though the family was struggling. Then, at the age of less than ten, his elder brother rose to power, and everyone in the village thought Young Master Cheng an honorable person. After a few years, the long-sleeved and good at dancing Madam Xiao got together with a few famous families, and took advantage of the opportunity to send Cheng Zhi to Bailu Mountain to study abroad.


    Originally, Cheng Zhi, who had a poor background in education and a poor family background, could not avoid the cold eyes and ridicule of his classmates on the mountain. Who would have thought that he would meet Senior Brother Yan Kong who took pity on him when he was young, handsome, and innocent, and protected him all the way until he graduated and became an official (Shaoshang finally found out that this was a serious look age). In the chaotic world outside, the flames of war were raging, but Cheng Zhi was happily studying in the mountains where he had nothing to do with the world.


    Before leaving the mountain, he got the daughter of the mountain lord to marry him. From then on, the father-in-law and brother-in-law who loved Madam Sang also took care of him so that officialdom went smoothly, saving Father Cheng a lot of energy.


    Shaoshang finally knew why she always inexplicably disliked her uncle when she looked at him. As a child who was unlucky since birth, seeing Cheng Zhi like that, how could she not be jealous?!


    After chatting with Madam Sang for half an hour, Cheng Zhi finally came out to express his gratitude to Zhang Hao and the Li family father and son. Zhang Hao just gave up and said, “We are only following orders.” So, Cheng Zhi poured out all his fear and panic into gratitude to the Li family father and son and, on the spot, he was about to marry his children.


    Cheng Zhi said that his father-in-law had already advocated for his eldest Cheng Wei, but his twin sons were still single! Good appearance, strong muscles and bones. Would you like to choose one?


    Old Master Li thought that although the Cheng family was a newly established family, seeing the trend of prosperity, he readily agreed. To show his sincerity, Old Master Li clarified his family background and said, “Although I only have grandchildren now and my two newlywed daughter-in-laws, who have just become pregnant, look like they are carrying a boy. Have you seen my Wu Lang? He has recently began chasing after the young mistress of a family friend and acts like I don’t know. I will go to propose later. If they work hard, in two years there will be a child!


    Li Wu Lang thought, ‘Father… please watch your words…’


    Cheng Zhi was very considerate and thought that the Li family was also worried, so he warmly advised the father and son to return to their village as soon as possible. Anyway, now the Cheng family had the borrowed guards from their senior brother, and the protection to Hua County was enough. Father and son readily agreed.


    However, when persuading the Black Armored Army to retreat, Cheng Zhi kicked the iron plate. Zhang Zhan stated that ‘military orders must not be violated’ and that they must see them enter Hua County with their own eyes to complete the task.


    So, the next half of the day, Cheng Zhi never left Madam Sang’s carriage, and even A’Zhu and others were driven out. He had to pack all the tea, food, dressing, and bandages with his own hand.


    Shaoshang stared blankly without saying a word, cursing that son of a bitch a hundred times in her heart. For the sake of Uncle Pig’s Feet’s true love for Madam Sang and bad brain, she continued to temporarily lead the convoy on behalf of the patriarch.


    As he approached the gate of Hua County, Zhang Zhan walked forward with a firm bow and bid farewell, and firmly declined the two boxes of gold ingots that Shaoshang had found in her uncle’s carriage. He also said, “If you want to thank me, you may as well personally thank my young master one day.”


    Shaoshang stiffened her cheeks and smiled. “Yes, exactly…” Here were two things. First, holding two boxes of gold to reward Ling Buyi, she couldn’t even think of such a terrifying behavior. Second, she really hoped to never see Ling Buyi again.


    Cheng Zhi had been stationed in Hua County for many years, and the soldiers guarding the city gate immediately recognized the familiar guards and servants of the Cheng family, and immediately opened the doors to welcome them.


    As the city gate opened, the sky was filled with white puddles, and many pedestrians on the road were dressed in mourning clothes. The pawn who opened the gate on the side still wept and hung his head, murmuring, “Master Cheng, you finally arrived…”


    No matter how slow Shaoshang was, she realized something was wrong and quickly pulled her uncle, who was still in the carriage.


    Cheng Zhi stood at the gate of the city, staring blankly at the people dressed in filial piety clothes all over the street, and even those who made coffins on the street. After a moment of confusion, he woke up and instructed his wife to walk slowly. He quickly turned and mounted his horse to run towards the county government, while Shaoshang quickly rode her horse to keep up.


    Turning two street corners, the tall and clean four-entry county government compound stood in front of the uncle and niece. The newly paved bluestone steps were as neat as ever, but there were also many white soul calling flags hung on the roof in front of the door, fluttering in the wind like snow.


    Both uncle and niece were stupid.


    Cheng Zhi thought to himself, ‘It’s broken. I came out in a hurry to find someone and didn’t even ask my senior brother about the situation in Hua County.’


    Shaoshang thought to herself, ‘Didn’t Ling Buyi say Hua County was safe? Was he lying?!’


    When the officials came out and saw Cheng Zhi, they immediately threw themselves on their knees and wept bitterly, repeating the same sentence over and over again, “Master Cheng, you have finally arrived, here you are…” and added, “Old Master Cheng passed away!”


    The magistrate of Hua County also had the surname Cheng, but unlike Shaoshang, he came from a wealthy family in Henan. County Magistrate Cheng was nearly sixty years old and was gentle and elegant. He was not so much a bureaucrat as a kind teacher who was unwilling to punish his students.


    For several years, as a colleague, Old Cheng had always treated Cheng Zhi, a subordinate of his own surname, as if he were a close child. His daily duties were also taught by hand. In fact, the magistrate had always been in poor health. If it weren’t for the many losses suffered by the children of the Cheng family during the turbulent times and were struggling in the officialdom, he wouldn’t have been called to office at such an old age.


    After drinking, the elderly often say, “I will become an official in two years, and I can finally go home to taste wine, read books, and have fun and elegance…”


    Cheng Zhi would smile and say, “You’ve said this eighteen times. Anyway, you’ll have to endure it for a few more years. Looking at such a powerful county magistrate, I can’t bear it!”


    Three days ago, the rebels suddenly faced a crisis. The emperor’s place of residence was already prepared and not affected, but unexpectedly, the poor bandits and scattered soldiers not only did not give up, but also dispersed and plundered under the instigation of intentional people. One of the exceptionally fierce bandits rushed towards the nearby and prosperous Hua County.


    In the years of peaceful times, many people had already let down their vigilance. Finally, the magistrate of Loacheng County reacted and quickly closed the city gate, ordering soldiers and the strong men of households in the city to come and defend. Although there were not many defenders in Hua County, fortunately, in recent years, the city defense had been very stable and repaired, making it difficult for thieves and bandits to break through. The people in the city were protected by thick walls, but the people in the countryside were not. Suddenly, two villages across the county town suffered heavy casualties.


    So, the most common and tragic scene in ancient war history appeared in the form of a reduction of X times.


    The bandits drove the old and weak, women and children captured from the countryside to the city gate, threatening the magistrate of Old Cheng to open the gate, otherwise they would kill them. As they spoke, they picked a crying baby and showed the people at the gate the tip of the knife pointed at the child.


    Inside the city were the people under the rule of Old Cheng, as well as in the countryside. They were not forgotten when collecting taxes or sharing labor on weekdays. How could they abandon them at this time? The old county magistrate Cheng bid farewell to his old wife and young grandson (whose father died early), and led his generals and half of the soldiers, plus any volunteers from the city, to go out and fight.


    Before leaving, the white-haired old man sternly ordered the city gate officials to put down the gate bolts after they left and weld them with molten copper.


    In fact, everyone knew there was a great disparity between them and the enemy, and they couldn’t defeat the fierce bandits. The old magistrate also knew that, he was just trying to kill bandits so that those kidnapped people could escape. After half a day of fighting, the kidnapped population indeed managed to scatter and flee, and more than half of the troops fighting in the city were killed or injured. They were about to be completely annihilated when the rescue troops arrived.


    Under the emperor’s command, the Huben warriors divided into several teams to eliminate the bandits, and two of them rushed to Hua County upon hearing the news. After killing most of the fierce bandits, the remaining bandits scattered and fled. Seeing this, everyone at the city gate cried and broke open the welded bolt of the gate. However, they couldn’t find the figure of the old magistrate. By checking the battlefield, they realized that the old man’s body was missing an arm.


    Upon hearing the news, Madam Sang stumbled to the county government compound despite her leg injury and knelt in front of Old Cheng’s coffin, crying uncontrollably. Cheng Zhi had already put on his plain clothes, tears were stuck to his face by the cold wind, and he insisted on guarding the spirit of this elderly man who was waiting for his parents. Shaoshang’s tears rolled in her eyes, and she consciously went outside to find a white cloth and wrapped it around her waist, kneeling together before the coffin.


    Amidst the cries of the packed mansion, Madam Cheng, who was covered in onyx, smiled slightly and said to Cheng Zhi, “If we can avoid chaos and live to this age, we won’t be wronged. My son died early, and my husband regarded you as his own child. You will accompany him for three days before the funeral. After, you cannot behave like such a child again. There are still many things to do in the county.”


    Cheng Zhi’s crying was hoarse, unable to speak. After a while, he nodded numbly.


    The old lady turned to Madam Sang and said warmly, “His hair and mine have turned white, and we lived together for a long time. We hope that you and Zirong will have the same luck as us in the future. We will love each other for a lifetime and remain steadfast. If you have a wound on your body, don’t put yourself in this way.” As she spoke, she asked the servant beside them to forcefully support Madam Sang to recuperate.


    When staying at the back of the county government office for the night, Shaoshang squatted by the bed to change the dressing and bandage for Madam Sang. She couldn’t help but say, “Why should the old county magistrate go out of the city to take risks? Can’t we call the general and soldiers at the city gate? It’s not the same as being diligent in his duties. He was so old… I don’t think His Majesty would blame him.”


    “This was not for the emperor,” Madam Sang’s eyes turned red with tears and she solemnly said, “His Majesty wouldn’t blame him, but all the families and ethnic groups are watching. Without this ambition, how can the children of the Cheng family in Henan have the face to enter court and compete for officials?!”


    Seeing Shaoshang scared and afraid to speak, Madam Sang consciously spoke too heavily and stroked the girl’s hair. “We are from a wealthy family, and we should be stronger than the common people. When we meet the enemy, we should go to battle first, and when we die, we should be the first. Otherwise, why should we hold a high position and be supported by the common people? If we only want to be safe, how can we be worthy of our ancestors’ tombs?”


    Shaoshang hesitated a few times before she said, “…Our Cheng family is not yet a wealthy family…”


    “Perhaps we will be in the future,” Madam Sang said with a smile. “Since your father and uncle’s generation, every generation of descendants has been brave and diligent. After our death, we will erect a high plaque in the ancestral hall to be revered by future generations and continue to grow. Old Master Cheng died to save the people, sacrificing his life for righteousness, and he was a great philosopher. This death was well deserved.”


    Shaoshang couldn’t think of what to say.


    In her era, many works criticized how the aristocratic families were clumsy and pedantic, how they dragged down the times, and how they compromised and appeased peacefully. One of the achievements of many emperors was to destroy the power of the aristocratic family and crush the power of the wealthy.


    But the children of this era’s aristocratic family were still so passionate, with swords on their sides, walking alone in the sea and snow.


    At that time, she also realized for the first-time what family was. If she was sheltered by the Cheng family and enjoyed comfortable food and clothing, then even if she could not bring glory and honor to the Cheng family, she must not tarnish the family. For example, indulging recklessly and defecting to the enemy.


    She let out a faint sigh; it was not easy to live well during this era.


    …


    Next Chapter: A Guide to Marriage Alliances in a Township
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    Chapter Forty-Four:
A Guide to Marriage Alliances in a Township


    Another content warning here! If you’ve seen the show, you’ll know about the little girl that Shaoshang and Lou Yao befriend… her story is in the last third of the chapter. It begins with On the fifteenth day of the medical house, it rained heavily and ends with Shaoshang suddenly wanted to go home, back to her own time.


    After a few days of rest, the emperor’s edict arrived on the fourth day.


    First, Old Magistrate Cheng was praised for his righteousness and kindness towards the people. His name would be bestowed upon later generations, and wise officials of the world would compete for recognition. Before Shaoshang, who was kneeling below, could complain, it was immediately announced that the Old Magistrate Cheng would posthumously be named the second-class Marquis of Guannei, and after his eldest grandson comes of age, he would be granted an official rank of 600 stones and given 10000 yuan.


    Seeing that her niece only half-understood, Madam Sang quickly explained in her ear that once the grandson of Lord Cheng reaches adulthood, he would obtain an official position at the 600 stone rank level. As for whether it was an important position or a casual one, it all depended on the child’s own abilities – this was a very generous reward.


    Shaoshang breathed through a sigh of frustration and thought to herself that the emperor was still on the road. If it wasn’t for the emperor’s mercy and failure to decisively resolve the rebels, how could Hua County and the Cheng family encountered such a bloody disaster!


    Accompanied by Madam Sang’s older brother Sang Yu, Madam Cheng led her two grandchildren to bow and thank the emperor for his kindness, and then asked the Cheng Zhi couple to accompany Sang Yu to the side hall to talk. With the addition of Shaoshang, the four of them sat down in groups around the charcoal pot. It wasn’t easy to eat and drink too much. Cheng Zhi could only offer his wife and brother-in-law a bowl of hot honey soup.


    The brother and sister of the Sang family were very similar in appearance, both of whom were just average. However, Sang Yu had been a disciple of the Sang family for many years, and his body exuded a touch of poetic and profound aura. He held a cup and didn’t drink, first asking his sister about her injury.


    Madam Sang smiled. “I’ve been eating and sleeping well these past few days, and I’ve been changing the dressing every day. It’s much better, just skin and flesh injuries, but my bones or muscles aren’t hurt.”


    Sang Yu breathed a sigh of relief and brought a second piece of news to everyone, saying that the emperor ordered Cheng Zhi to temporarily replace the magistrate of Hua County, pacify the people, and eliminate disasters in the village. It seemed that the edict would arrive tomorrow or later.


    Shaoshang secretly cursed her uncle for his good luck. “Master Sang, why didn’t this edict come today with the other one?” she politely asked. During this journey, the couple entertained famous scholars, and she always accompanied them like this, occasionally adding a few words.


    Sang Yu had learned from a letter that his younger sister loved the daughter of the Cheng family’s eldest son very much. At this moment, he saw that the girl had a beautiful appearance and a graceful expression. He also thought that after his sister was injured, thanks to the careful care of this young girl, she was already close in his heart. He smiled. “His Majesty is kind. In order to avoid the family of the old magistrate being hurt by this situation, he specially sent an order one or two days later.”


    Shaoshang was speechless, and she never thought that the emperor would have such a gentle and considerate temperament.


    Madam Sang looked at her stunned expression and smiled at her brother. “She complained to me a few days ago that His Majesty was not cruel and ruthless enough. Didn’t everything go away except for Fan Chang?”



    Shaoshang let out a startled ‘oh’ and angrily scratched Madam Sang’s waist. She retaliated by scratching her small nose.


    Sang Yu shook his head and sighed. “There are probably not a few people who think about that, but how can the world know about His Majesty’s difficulties? Fan Chang’s achievements in following the dragon are not small, except for his fierce temper. Before his rebellion was revealed, he only took him based on rumors… This, this…” He stroked the five strands of his scholar’s beard. “Besides, we have always shared difficulties and wealth. In the past, Emperor Gaozu executed many meritorious officials but it is now said that His Majesty will also follow suit, which has not prevented instability in people’s hearts…”
[Emperor Gaozu of Han (d. June 1, 195 BCE) was a Sui military commander who led a rebellion against his former masters and founded the Tang dynasty.]


    Shaoshang nodded secretly, that made sense.


    After considering this matter, she plainly said, “Uncle, I’ll go to the front hall to guard the coffin for you. You and Master Sang should have a good conversation, don’t worry.” She got up and walked out, then turned halfway. “Master Sang, I ordered the chef to cook meat soup with scallion leaf mountain mushroom sauce. My uncle can’t eat it so Aunt and I pour it on the hot wheat rice to eat.”


    Cheng Zhi was originally in a gloomy mood, but now he couldn’t help but pat the floor, laughing and cursing, “You child, even if you don’t like your uncle, don’t show it to everyone!”


    “Last night I made you soup and cakes!” Shaoshang immediately retorted.


    “Didn’t Madam Cheng tell you to make an extra bowl?” Cheng Zhi thought about it and became angry. “Otherwise, you only planned to cook it for everyone else! I spoil you for nothing!”


    “Uncle is a big fool!” Shaoshang said, furious. “Only when the madam speaks can you eat well! Hmph, there’s no more food for you tonight!” She stomped her feet angrily and left, while Cheng Zhi glared and blew his beard out behind her. The Sang siblings fell against the table, laughing.


    As the small girl walked out of the door, Sang Yu wiped away the happy tears from the corners of his eyes. “Your niece is clever and likeable,” he said to his sister. He turned to his brother-in-law. “This county is fine, but the countryside outside the county has suffered a lot. You should be diligent and thorough, and perhaps you can fill the position of magistrate.”


    Cheng Zhi shook his head, speaking in a low voice, “It’s natural to be diligent and thorough, otherwise I wouldn’t be sorry for the old man under the Nine Springs. I still won’t make up for this deficiency. I’ll be here next year and I’ll let you find another place.”
[Nine Springs is the Chinese mythological underworld. Like Hades.]


    Sang Yu frowned and was about to express his disapproval but Madam Sang quickly took over. “My thoughts are of the same as Zi Rong. If we hadn’t been leisurely all the way, and arrived here a few days earlier, Zi Rong would’ve had to go out of the city to kill the thieves, and life or death would have been difficult to predict. Now that the old man has sacrificed himself for righteousness, we are all good. If Zi Rong fills this gap, he will inevitably be criticized by those who are frivolous and free in the future, and those who are devoted to their duties will suffer.”


    Sang Yu stroked his beard and thought for a moment. “That’s right,” he said. “Don’t worry where you are going, I know several small counties can fill the gap in county officials. Alas… it’s not as prosperous and peaceful as here.”


    As the emperor gradually crushed and subdued the lords, it actually required a lot of local officials. But it was also the county seat. There were large and fertile counties with tens of thousands of households, such as Hua County and Qing County, and small barren counties with only hundreds of households. Even being a county magistrate there was not as comfortable as being a county magistrate in Hua County.


    “It’s okay,” Cheng Zhi said. “I should also learn to start my own family and protect the people like he did. It’s just…” He looked at his wife and said, “Why don’t you go back to the capital and I’ll take office myself?”


    Madam Sang forcefully twisted her husband’s waist and glared at him. “If you want to go back, go back yourself, give me the official seal and I will take over for you! I haven’t been there with my brother in the past few years, so I need to show mercy and cherish the jade!”


    “What do women know?” Cheng Zhi covered his waist with a groan and glared angrily. “I’m doing it for you!”


    “Alright!” Seeing this scene, Sang Yu had a headache. “What’s the point? Would I find a place full of poor mountains and rivers for Zi Rong to create trouble on the ground?! General Cheng wouldn’t agree either! Besides, we must wait until His Majesty finished patrolling Yanzhou, then Qingzhou, and then return to the capital city before we can officially be appointed as officials.”


    After painstakingly saying this, he became more and more angry as he pointed to his sister’s nose and exclaimed, “You! Take care of your leg injury or else you won’t go anywhere!” He turned to point at his brother-in-law. “You! Take care of yourself and don’t make yourself look weak! Otherwise, go back to Bailu Mountain to study with my father!”


    After roaring this, and seeing that the couple were cautious and didn’t dare make any more mistakes, Sang Yu, who was admired by others, finally felt much more comfortable. After taking a long breath, he said, “Go, order your niece to prepare dinner as well. I will return to His Majesty’s place tomorrow morning.”


    Madam Sang raised her head. “Eh?” she said curiously. “Didn’t you say that His Majesty would leave camp to Shanyang Commandery in a few days? Shouldn’t you go back to pack your bags right away, brother?”


    “His Majesty has been losing his temper these past few days,” Sang Yu said helplessly. “I need to hide a bit. The luggage has already been cleared up by a servant.”


    Cheng Zhi also felt strange. “Is His Majesty indignant about the rebellion?” During the sudden chaos, the emperor was not angry. Now that the rebellion was over with, how could he get angry?


    “Not for that,” Sang Yu said, pinching his beard and smiling bitterly. “A few days ago, Fan Chang and those scumbags who instigated rebellion were all captured and killed after being chased by Eleventh Lang. This was originally a good thing…” He paused. “Unexpectedly, when Eleventh Lang reported to the emperor, he collapsed. His Majesty only then realized that he had been injured for several days, but kept it hidden and persisted in pursuing the rebels. Now he’s bedridden with a high fever and unconscious… Uh, no, he was already awake when I left.”


    Cheng Zhi and Madam Sang glanced at each other. Madam Sang sighed. “Since he is awake, why would His Majesty’s temper…?”


    Sang Yu laughed angrily. “His Majesty walked back and forth in front of Eleventh Lang’s bed, repeatedly saying, ‘Tell him to get married and have a son quickly, otherwise no one will see him off even if he dies!’”


    “Eleventh Lang refused?” Cheng Zhi asked.


    “Nonsense! If he was willing, His Majesty wouldn’t be angry!” Sang Yu said. “Later on, he became impatient. Eleventh Lang said he would marry someone who loves him as his uncle did, rather than being like his parents – resentful and hateful for half of his life.”


    Cheng Zhi clapped his hands and smiled. “Once he said this, His Majesty must have been at a loss.”


    “If he didn’t say that, His Majesty can’t do anything about him,” Sang Yu said. “Four years ago, the chief of Yuchang County remarried, and His Majesty wanted to pressure him to get married. However, he rode alone to the northwest, but coincidentally encountered a Hu man who violated the border and almost lost his life there! How dare His Majesty force himself after that? His Majesty can’t get angry at Eleventh Lang, or even vent his anger on others.”


    “His Majesty sympathizes with the ups and downs of Eleventh Lang,” Cheng Zhi couldn’t help but say, “raising him like a son. In fact, if he really doesn’t want to get married, why doesn’t he take a concubine and have a son first?” In fact, whether he gets married or not isn’t important, the key is whether he has a son.


    “A concubine,” Sang Yu said, humming. “Do you think His Majesty didn’t try that? That no one else tried to do that? But Eleventh Lang is strange. Those concubines came and went, and none of them served for long, let alone produced any children. Alas, forget it. I will return to Bailu Mountain after accompanying His Majesty to Qingzhou. The days of accompanying him are really uncomfortable!”


    Madam Sang didn’t say a word about her thoughts.


    After completing the three-day vigil, Cheng Zhi immediately began the bustling post-disaster reconstruction work. Due to the injury of Madam Sang’s leg, in addition to negotiating with the wives of the county’s major ethnic groups to beg for food, many other auxiliary tasks were honestly and politely assigned to his dear niece.


    When Shaoshang was studying, she once heard a saying that until the establishment of New China, dynasties in China could only control local areas up to the county level, and local governance in units below the county level mainly relied on indigenous forces such as clan gentry.


    Before she saw it, she didn’t understand what it meant. How could they not control it? There were village committees and branch secretaries in the village, town mayors and secretaries, and various levels of government agencies in the two. In the county, there was a complete set of public security, procuratorate, and law enforcement auxiliary offices, with a one-stop process of collecting taxes, gambling, anti-pornography, and anti-mafia population statistics. It was easy to find any you wanted, and it was easy to spread.


    But now, Shaoshang fully understood.


    Hua County was a county with a permanent population of around ten thousand households. It was equipped with one county magistrate, with an official rank of less than a thousand stones and one county magistrate (Cheng Zhi). The official rank ranged from four hundred stones to six hundred stones, responsible for civil affairs, taxation, household registration statistics, and other work. In addition, there are two county captains with an official rank of two or three hundred stones, responsible for public security.


    That was to say, for such a large town with a population of tens of thousands, there were only four officials appointed by the state! Four! The remaining auxiliary personnel were provided by the officials themselves.


    So – 


    The Old Cheng County Magistrate kept four or five staff members, as well as family generals and soldiers brought in from the family. During peacetime, he would write memorials and documents, and when someone caused trouble, he would arrest them.


    The county magistrate of Little Cheng raised two or three disciples, as well as a steady stream of elder brothers who sent their experienced generals to guard them.


    Even the two local police officers each had a group of younger brothers following them, shouting in the street market and various shops on weekdays to maintain order.


    Originally, Shaoshang wanted to ask, ‘What if the appointed county magistrate and magistrate had no money and no one else to rely on?’ Later on, she realized this question was too intellectual. At the time, it wasn’t the imperial examination system, and she could achieve the goal of being ‘a farmer in the morning and a minister in the evening.’ Nowadays, it was mostly recommended by the court and famous scholars as officials or summoned by decree. Simply put, those who could become officials, regardless of their family background, were basic people with normal backgrounds.


    Take Yuan Shen as an example. He met all the above conditions – his father was a state pastor, a prominent feudal official, and could fully recommend his excellent son to the court as an official. His numerous teachers were either great scholars or leaders, and they could also recommend their favorite disciples to become officials. But he took the third path, and at the age of eighteen, he made a remarkable achievement at the Confucian scripture discourse ceremony and was personally summoned by the emperor to be appointed as an official.


    Of course, there are exceptions to the curve to save the country.


    For example, the county magistrate subordinate to Senior Brother Gongsun next door was from an ordinary peasant family, but he had been brilliant since childhood and favored by local teachers. He was also recommended to study at the Imperial Academy.


    Secondly, the county magistrate of Dongjun was originally from the home of a street vendor, but he found business opportunities in turbulent times and accumulated a large amount of wealth by selling horses. It was said that he also helped several generals of our dynasty raise food and grass during the war. Based on this, he donated a moderate position after the war to overcome his official addiction, which could also be considered a shining star of his family. This time, his immediate supervisor caused a commotion, and he responded in person with extravagance. He even insisted on donating all his property to Daye, and then turned his head and expressed his sincerity to the emperor.


    Shaoshang couldn’t help but raise her big toe for this county magistrate, such talent!


    Shaoshang originally thought that this type of official appointment model was not conducive to the promotion of grassroots talents, but looking at the heavy bamboo slips in her hands, she felt that this idea was redundant. In a society where even paper had not yet been developed and popularized, wisdom could not be circulated in a cheap way, and could not unlock the wisdom of the people. How could large-scale grassroots talents be promoted? This was the reality.


    For example, she was now standing in the hospital in the corner of the west city, serving as a shelter ­– it was a congee shed. The petty official asked: The day before yesterday, 30 pieces of old rice were sent. Yesterday, 40 pieces of mixed beans were sent. A large pot requires two pieces of rice. Each pot can be rationed to 20 people every day. Three pieces of old rice and one piece of mixed beans can be boiled into thick bean congee. There were more than 1200 people outside. Today, at least how many pieces of old rice and beans need to be sent by Master Cheng?


    On that side, the disciple sent by Cheng Zhi to help had not yet prepared the plan. Shaoshang took a branch and drew a few equations on the ground, which surprised the official.


    Shaoshang was also taken aback. She clearly remembered that as long as it did not involve advanced math or higher levels, Madam Sang’s mental calculation was not much faster and the results were not much worse than her own written formula calculation. That customer was still considered a cultural person, and as for the rest of the people in the shed, they had no idea what Shaoshang was talking about. Some of them were wild and had not even mastered basic numbers, let alone addition, subtraction, multiplication, and division.


    Shaoshang suddenly realized that she needed to work hard to suppress greed, because it was too easy to deceive these farmers and hunters. When collecting leather goods and grains, she had to fiddle with the numbers, which was completely unprofitable – Firmly slapping the treacherous business genes passed down to her by her prior life’s father, Shaoshang remained steadfast in her work and resolutely drove away all those evil ideas.


    Because the Huben warriors arrived in a timely manner, the time that the bandits could commit crimes was actually only a half day. Even if they worked overtime for rape and plunder, the damage to the population and economy was still limited.


    Nowadays, more than 1200 people in the shed were unlucky and severely affected households. Not only had their houses been burned down, their families killed and maimed, but their belongings and food had also been looted. Even if there were relatives to provide shelter, the injuries and illnesses on the body will cost a lot. Therefore, Cheng Zhi specially set up a medical clinic to take in the affected people in the village for treatment and injury, and wait for their physical recovery before returning to their hometown.


    Shaoshang thought, ‘Indeed, medical treatment has always been expensive.’


    Madam Sang originally didn’t want Shaoshang to go to such a place, but Shaoshang felt that spending all day with the orphans and guardians of the Old Cheng County Magistrate’s family made her feel down. It would be better to go out and engage with the Red Cross movement, especially the trauma would not be contagious.


    Madam Sang wanted to respect her opinion, so she had to agree.


    In this era, the medical level was still very rough, and the treatment of external injuries was mostly done in three strikes: cleaning, scraping, and applying medicine. At most, a highly skilled suture could be added, and it was inserted into the flesh with hemp thread, causing Shaoshang’s heart and liver to tremble. Don’t even think about antibiotics or anything else, the most advanced treatment was to have the shamans dance and sing mantras on the side!


    At first, Shaoshang wanted to fight and drive out all the superstitions. She noticed that after this was done, many injured people mustered up the courage to survive – so the atheist Young Mistress Cheng politely invited the gods to perform a performance every few days for a good reward. Over time, the county unexpectedly gained a good reputation for her admiration for heaven and earth, as well as for the gods.


    The medical shelter was filled with people who were affected by the war, so it was naturally not a good atmosphere. Everyone had a belly full of tragic stories. If she were an ordinary little girl, she would probably cry dozens of times a day. Therefore, it was rare for someone as cold and hard-hearted as Shaoshang to stay.


    Turn back the flowing intestines, sew them together with a howling cry, and cut off the scattered limbs with skin and flesh. Without anesthesia, one could only endure it and apply medicinal oil to the burnt black and red skin and flesh…


    Faced with the medical apprentices and helpers gathered from the entire county, Shaoshang stood expressionless and commanded. Daily mobilization of food, medicine, and water, registration of the names and hometowns of the deceased and injured individuals who were left, allocation of personnel to take care of the injured, scheduling of work and rest shifts, and careful statistics of expenditure and income to avoid waste and corruption.


    Cheng Zhi originally only wanted his niece to handle the emergency for a few days. When he took out his hand from repairing the city defense, he sent another reliable person to manage the medical house. However, Shaoshang argued and refused to leave.


    These days, she almost always got up before dawn and rushed from the county government house to the medical house. She only returned at dusk and worked at least fifteen hours a day. Sometimes, when she was too busy, she would make do with lying down overnight in the inner hall of the medical room, with rotating guards and martial maids guarding her side.


    If, at first, she only sought refuge outside to avoid the bustling county government house, later it seemed as if an inexplicable and anxious force supported her, urging her to persevere day after day.


    On the fifth day at the medical house…


    Faced with groups of patients who were either crying or feeling heartbroken, Shaoshang was able to respond coldly and effortlessly:


    “Cry? What’s the use of crying? With this strength, quickly bite the wood in the doctor’s hand and hold onto the bone.”


    “Don’t scream, you’re just being bullied. You’ve been bullied several times, and there’s a big difference between one and the other. Your fiancé has been waiting outside for two days, and when you’re good, you’ll go back and get married. If you aren’t good, I’ll find a match for him later and get him another bride!”


    “Your father and brother had limbs chopped off and died of pain? I’m so sorry. However, if you die, so many fields in your family will have to be given to someone else. You should quickly recover and find a wife to give birth to one, two, three, four, five, and bring back the days of your father and brother.”


    “What, your mother and sister were all assaulted to death? Fortunately, you are a man and the thief was straight, otherwise your chrysanthemum would turn into a sunflower.” The last part was said in her head.


    On the tenth day in the medical house…


    When Shaoshang wrote, ‘Twelve people have recovered from their injuries today, they have left; thirty-one people died from injuries and they were moved out of the house,’ she deeply felt that the most important thing right now was to develop medical care rather than develop paper to spread knowledge.


    Relying on the current situation, even if she tried to improve the hygienic conditions, cook, wash, wrap cloths, eat, sleep, clean, and ensure the indoor temperature, it still depended on everyone’s physical fitness. Those who could endure would endure, and those who couldn’t endure would be taken out of the city.


    After all, not everyone had Ling Buyi’s ruthless endurance and strong physique. As of this day, only two or three hundred of the first 1200 people were left. One third of those who left had become souls, and their bodies are either taken back to their families for burial, or burned into ashes and scattered.


    On the fifteenth day in the medical house, it rained heavily.


    Shaoshang was lying next to a quiet hospital bed in the inner hall, tightly holding a cold little hand in both hands, and couldn’t help but shed tears.


    The girl on the sickbed was not yet thirteen years old, with beautiful eyebrows and a large dimple on her cheek. She used to have a happy family, but unfortunately, her home was built at the entrance of the village, and she couldn’t escape when encountering bandits who came riding in on horseback.


    She watched helpless as her entire family was slaughtered, was stabbed in the abdomen and brutally assaulted. Kind neighbors picked up the dying girl from under the burned down house and took care of her for several days before she was sent to the county hospital.


    The little girl had a strong will to survive. She gritted her teeth and endured the intense pain of changing the dressings and suturing time and time again. Even in a coma, she murmured to survive and seek revenge. When she was conscious, she would tell people how her parents and siblings loved her when she was young. Shaoshang made every effort to take care of her, wrapping her wounds, feeding her medicine, and changing her clothes with her own hands. She kept encouraging her softly, praying to the Heavenly God Buddha not to let this child die.


    As long as you live, you will die.


    But she still went, with endless pain and unwillingness. Before her death, she opened her big eyes and said to Shaoshang, “Young Mistress is very kind and virtuous. I will find you again in the next life.”


    Watching the girl’s body being carried away, more than half a month of hard work and anger hit together. Shaoshang’s crying was choking and trembling all over. Amidst tears, she remembered that little maidservant with dimples and a love for listening to her flute. She didn’t even see her corpse, or maybe her corpse was completely gone…


    Shaoshang suddenly wanted to go home, back to her own time. It would be better to go to that small town with cold eyes than to be here. There, she was not afraid of anything. If someone mocked her, she could scold them back a hundred times; when someone bullied her, she always found an opportunity to double her revenge in return. Later on, everyone in the town looked at her with admiration.


    But here, she was so powerless! She couldn’t do anything! She could only shrink in the inner hall and cry weakly.


    After crying for a long time, she had a headache. The guard hurried in from outside and reported, “Young Mistress, there is a young master surnamed Lou outside who wants to see you.”


    Shaoshang stood up and forcefully wiped away her tears with her sleeve, rushing out with a murderous expression. The two martial maids looked at each other; they had been trying to persuade the young mistress for a long time to stop crying. Why did she stop crying immediately?


    Shaoshang quickly stepped out of the inner hall and pushed the curtain outside open. Sure enough, she saw Lou Yao standing there, who had been separated for two months, with a few servants beside him.


    Lou Yao seemed to have been on the road for a long time, with a face full of wind and frost, and half of the clothing under his coir raincoat was wet. At first glance, he saw Shaoshang with a cheerful expression on his face, but before he could open his mouth and say half a word, Shaoshang already walked over like a gust of wind, silently tugging at the sleeves of the young master and forcefully dragging him out.


    If it came to strength, three Shaoshang’s couldn’t drag Lou Yao, but how could Lou Yao compare his strength with a girl? So, of course, he allowed himself to be pulled out of the house. The servants around him looked at each other but none stepped forward to ‘protect the young master.’


    Shaoshang was plunged into the pouring rain, eyes red, and exclaimed, “What are you doing here? Are you blackmailing me again?!” She was really fed up with those young masters and mistresses who were born into an easy life!


    The heavy rain poured down heavily, and her clothes quickly became soaked. Lou Yao looked at it indecently, quickly took off his coir raincoat and draped it over her. “No,” he stuttered. “Like last time, I really admire you.”


    Shaoshang pushed away the coir raincoat into the young man’s hands, screaming, “Shut up! Who wants you to admire me? You don’t know who I am! You’d admire something if it was three colors, you ignorant idiot! Do you know what happened to Yanzhou?! Are you still thinking of this worthless admiration? You are full of it! Let me tell you, I am a bitter and mean person who will take revenge, I am narrow-minded and vicious, full of sneakiness but incompetent! Only relying on the protection of my father and brother to show my teeth and claws until now, it’s really useless! There’s nothing to ‘admire’…”


    Lou Yao disregarded the girl’s indignant chatter, stepped forward and grabbed her, and covered her head and shoulders with the coir raincoat. He took three steps back, mustered all the strength in his chest and roared like thunder, “You listen to me, first!”


    Shaoshang was taken aback, and pulled the coir raincoat up to her mouth in a daze.


    Lou Yao took a deep breath, but because the rain was running all over his face, he almost sucked water into his nostrils. After coughing and sputtering a few times in embarrassment, he loudly said, “I wanted to say goodbye to you outside the capital that day. Actually, I told my family that I wanted to marry you as soon as I went back to the Wan family banquet! My mother thought I was joking at first, and I knelt in front of her residence… knelt for about half a stick of incense… then my mother agreed to send a letter to ask my father about this.”


    Shaoshang was stunned. Only half a stick of incense, so short. Your mother has a very easy way to talk to.


    Lou Yao continued, “Who knew you were leaving the capital so soon, that’s why I came after you and wanted to tell you. I’m not a disciple or a frivolous person, I truly admire you.”


    Speaking of this, he was a bit shy. “After your convoy left, I actually went back to pack up immediately and hurried to my father in Shanyang Commandery. I… I want to tell my father that you are a very good woman.”


    Shaoshang chuckled and almost burst into tears. “Me? I’m a good woman?” This was the best joke she had ever heard since she was born.


    Lou Yao was now completely soaked and he wiped his face. “Sure! You’re just great. You’re brave and witty. You dare to say what others dare not and do what others dare not to do! Why do you have to swallow your anger when you’re bullied? And why do you persist even if you don’t like something? If Young Mistress He didn’t withdraw the engagement on her own, would I have to be cowardly and endure it all my life?


    “I want to… I want to be fearless like you! I don’t want to be as mediocre and cowardly as before,” the young man said his words slowly, standing tall against the rain without feeling the cold.


    “Five days ago, my father promised our marriage and sent someone back to the capital to ask my mother to propose marriage to the Cheng family. I… I will come to see you first.


    “Don’t listen to people’s words and then self-harm and shame yourself. I have inquired about your affairs, and you are not at all like what is rumored! I believe in my own eyes! You must also believe in yourself!”


    The winter rain was piercing and cold, but the enthusiasm and sincerity emanating from the young seemed to evaporate this piercing chill into nothingness.


    Shaoshang stared at him in a daze, feeling a warm sensation in her heart. Although it was only a small warmth as faint as a nightlight, it was enough to give people hope.


    She didn’t feel the cold, either.


    …


    My heart went doki-doki to this chapter. I think I prefer this Lou Yao to the TV version! Although his puppy face is so cute.
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    Chapter Forty-Five:
This Is Not a Scandal


    It was raining in the winter, and it was a proper way to seek death. The servants and maidservants who were watching saw that something was wrong, and hurriedly dragged the boy and girl into the house. Originally, the servants of the Lou family were not sure yet, but after hearing their young master’s passionate confession in the courtyard, they packed Lou Yao and the young mistress of the Cheng family together and sent them to the county government office. However, the female guards of the Cheng family who also witnessed the scene would not refuse.


    That evening, in the backyard of the county government office, Madam Sang received two large gift packages for reconciliation. One was a wet niece with signs of a cold, and the other was a young master of the Hedong Lou family who was wet but showed no signs of cold.


    After bathing and changing clothes, no one was surprised that Shaoshang fell ill. She was dizzy, her face was hot, nose running, and her hands and feet were soft, she couldn’t even hold the soup bowl. Her dull head fell asleep. On the other hand, Young Master Lou, who had been traveling for a long time, was strong and energetic. After drinking three bowls of ginger soup, he didn’t even sneeze. He looked around for a while and couldn’t find Shaoshang. He also shyly asked if the whole family would have dinner together.


    Madam Sang replied with a smile, “Dinner will be accompanied by you, Uncle Cheng, and me.”


    Before finishing dinner, Cheng Zhi and his wife had thoroughly investigated Young Master Lou inside and out.


    Madam Sang propped her elbow on the table in thought, occasionally looking up and down at Lou Yao.


    Cheng Zhi once again put on his old father-in-law’s picky face and lengthened his voice, “You know where we are going. Since we are near Linjun and have heard of chaos in Dongjun, why didn’t you come and see Shaoshang earlier?”


    Lou Yao waved his hand in fear. “No, Uncle, you misunderstood me. Before the incident in Dongjun, my father sent me back to the capital city, saying that he would carefully consider the marriage, and then I slowly rode back. Half a month ago, I could only have seen the gate of the capital city and heard that the governor of Dongjun, Fan Chang, was causing trouble. I quickly turned around to look for you! A few days ago, I bumped into my old servant and his party on the official road and they said my father had already agreed to the marriage. They were sent back by my father to the capital city to send family letters to my mother.”


    Cheng Zhi pouted, 20% satisfied.


    As a responsible and self-righteous guardian, Cheng Zhi wanted to send Lou Yao back to Shanyang County or the capital city the next day. As a result, Lou Yao refused to leave after hearing Shaoshang was ill in bed. Anyway, Lou had enough money, and wanted to buy a residence in the county.


    Cheng Zhi felt his head spin upon hearing this, and he hurriedly dragged Young Master Lou into the side room of the county government office’s backyard to settle down. That day, his niece and Lou Yao had had a big argument, and so many people witnessed it. It took him so little time to get back home from the city defense, and if Lou Yao lived outside again, and people came and went, it would be a bustling city.


    Meanwhile, Madam Sang received both good news and bad news.


    The bad news was that due to overwork and depression, coupled with being caught in a winter rain, her niece’s cold seemed to have worsened and she developed a low fever during the night. The good news was it was impossible to persuade her niece to leave the clinic, and now it was natural to handle her resignation procedures.


    Shaoshang was ill for several days and kept waking up and sleeping, which made Madam Sang increasingly worried. Fortunately, the doctor repeatedly confirmed that excessive fatigue caused wind and evil to enter her body, and gradually recuperating would always be good. Even so, Cheng Zhi still invited a renowned and powerful witch doctor from a neighboring county to perform a fierce prayer in the back of the county government official’s house.


    In other words, since the Cheng Zhi couple took over caring for their niece, they had hardly been without worry for a day. When they left the capital, they were worried that she had just been beaten, and the child’s family would take her on horseback rides, play the flute, and visit friends all day.


    Alright, her mood had brightened up and she became open-minded and generous. As a result, they encountered the bandits, which made her see piles of dead people at a young age, mostly with incomplete limbs and a miserable state of death. Later, she was asked to take a ride at the medical house, but to her surprise, she took this matter seriously and responsibly.


    Going out and returning late, everything must be done in person. Watching her increasingly melancholic and sorrowful expression as she returned from the medical hut every day, Cheng Zhi and Madam Sang couldn’t help but slap themselves in the face. The couple couldn’t help but discuss who had the bad idea in the first place!


    “…Oh, I remember. At that time, I was still dealing with my leg injury in the house. The next morning, I got up and heard A’Zhu say that Niao Niao went to the medical house. It was you, that was your bad idea!” Madam Sang looked at the sleeping girl on the bed, worried, and then turned her head bitterly to her husband.


    Cheng Zhi sat across from the bed. “It’s not that you keep talking about this since you’ve encountered this chaos. You should take advantage of the situation and earn some good reputation for Niao Niao. How compassionate and merciful she is. There are also wealthy families in the town, and when Niao Niao’s good reputation spreads back to the capital, it will be easier for her to get married in the future.”


    Madam Sang touched the girl’s bright red and hot face. “Can we only go to the medical house?”


    “Where can we go? Should we take her to the city defense to watch thousands of naked men working, or go to the barracks to listen to the old men there talk dirty? Or go out of the city to appease the people in villages, in case someone slips through the net. What about thieves and bandits? The medical house is different. In the city, there are guards who will watch over you, and the medicinal materials and food will be delivered. But it’s just cooking soup and medicine to check the accounts!”


    Cheng Zhi felt he was wronged. “Besides, I didn’t make a fuss when I saw her coming from the mountains of corpses and blood. Letting her help the doctors is natural.”


    “What do you know?” Madam Sang lowered her voice. “Niao Niao is that kind of person. If she’s bullied, she will not accept any injustice, and will have to retaliate. But if it hurts her heart…” She gave a sigh. “Niao Niao must hide it in her heart so that no one knows.”


    Cheng Zhi sighed. “Yes,” he said. “This disease will get better soon, and then they will get married…”


    Madam Sang looked at her husband with a blank expression. “I feel like I’ve missed two things. First, who said that Niao Niao was going to marry Young Master Lou? I haven’t written a single word, yet.”


    Cheng Zhi became anxious. “Why not marry?” he asked. “The Lou family is the first aristocratic family in Pengcheng, Hedong! Besides, A’Yao is such a good child. Although he may be a bit clumsy in speaking, his heart is in the right place. Haven’t you seen him these days?”


    Speaking of the benefits of Young Master Lou, Cheng Zhi couldn’t stop. “Yesterday, the old man withdrew from the spiritual hall, and the old lady was going to take her family to help the coffin back to her hometown. You and I are too busy to do anything, and there may be no mistakes. It was all the arrangements made by A’Yao running in and out, from the smokeless fine charcoal to the fur-made bedding, and even riding horses to send them out dozens of miles outside of the city. Old Madam Cheng said, if it weren’t for her two granddaughters getting married early, she would have definitely snatched my son-in-law from me! Who in this county town doesn’t praise my good fortune now, like the Lou family in Hedong. The family is famous and diligent and prepared to propose marriage!”


    Madam Sang glared. “In just a few days of hard work, you’ve been full of A’Yao, A’Yao. If things don’t work out in the future it’s because of how you end this awkward situation! The second thing you forgot is that Niao Niao was not born to you or me. She has her own father and mother to make the decision about marriage.”


    Cheng Zhi remained silent for a moment. He sighed after a while and said, “Who said no, if Niao Niao was born to you and me, I would immediately finalize this marriage! Oh, I don’t know if there will be such a good son-in-law in the future…”


    This time, even Madam Sang sighed. “Yes,” she said, “if I were to speak freely, I would also be grateful for a son-in-law like A’Yao! I don’t know how Sister-in-law plans to do it.”


    “What else can we do? Just wait,” Cheng Zhi said helplessly. “I hope Sister Yuan Yi doesn’t get confused about this.”


    However, both husband and wife were wrong in their predictions. They received a response from Cheng Shi first.


    After four days of being in a daze, Shaoshang’s fever broke and she completely regained consciousness. Although she had woken up from time to time before, she was still unconscious and unable to handle things. Although the body was still weak, her head was clear and bright and obviously there was no serious problem.


    On the same day, Cheng Zhi and his wife received a silk family letter urgently sent by the military cavalry, and the seal on it was the emblem of their elder brother Cheng Shi. After reading the letter, the couple realized that Cheng Shi was in Pingyuan Commandery at Qingzhou at this time, and was only two days away from Shanyang Commandery in Yanzhou, which was where the Lou father lived.


    The meaning in Cheng Shi’s letter was very simple: the Lou family was also a prestigious family and it was a great blessing for the Cheng family to be able to marry into them. This matter was only asked about the intentions of Shaoshang. If she agreed, then she would become a relative. If not, then she wouldn’t.


    Cheng Zhi read this family letter three times and sat back, saying, “Elder Brother is really the one who makes the decision about marriage. How can you listen to the child? What does Niao Niao know?”


    “You’re the one who doesn’t know anything.” Madam Sang grabbed the silk scroll and walked out. “Your brother is wise. With Niao Niao’s temperament and ability, if she doesn’t want to, she will make a fuss about it. If, on the other hand, she does want to…” She smiled. “Everything will be smooth sailing.”


    As she spoke, she turned around and left, turning in the corridor and walked straight into Shaoshang’s room.


    At this time, A’Zhu had just washed Shaoshang, and served her with bone congee and sweet honey steam cakes. Shaoshang begged A’Zhu to open a window to breathe, otherwise, the disease and food smell in the room would be difficult and unbearable.


    A’Zhu’s face was as black as a pot and she had to work tirelessly to drag the young mistress back from the hands of the King of Hell. She then raised a white and chubby child, naturally showing disdain for anyone who did not value her hard work, including Shaoshang herself!


    After Shaoshang’s good words were fully expressed, she acted coquettishly and added A’Mei’s assistance. A’Zhu finally agreed to open the window half a grid. When Madam Sang entered the room, she quickly closed the window again.


    Madam Sang looked at the tough back of A’Zhu as she left and smiled. “If you don’t take care of your body again, I will tie you up and give you back to your mother. You don’t want to think for me and your uncle. Your father entrusted you to us. If you have good or bad intentions, your uncle and I still have the face to return to the capital!”


    Shaoshang fell on the ground and raised her arms to make a bow. She said, “Aunt, please forgive me. I already know I’m wrong. These days, A’Zhu hasn’t given me a good face.”


    Madam Sang stepped forward and pushed the girl back onto the bedding, took out the roll of silk and handed it to her. She picked it up. “Is it something urgent? Why is Father in Qingzhou?” Shaoshang quickly read through it, and her first thought was that Father Cheng was just what she wanted, not only using simple and easy words, but also writing in a font that she could understand.


    Madam Sang tucked up the four corners of the quilt. “Your father has a tight tongue, and we only know this,” she said. “The emperor has ordered Qingzhou to eliminate banditry these days. Ordinary bandits and thieves are always on the lookout. Only in Pingyuan Commandery, there is a band of bandits, who are always hard to attack with the help of high mountain strongholds.”


    “The emperor asked Father to eliminate them?! How dangerous!” Shaoshang immediately became nervous. She could remarry if she married the wrong person, but Father Cheng was so good that she didn’t want to change her father!


    “No! With His Majesty’s current strength, what thieves and bandits cannot be eradicated?” Madam Sang pressed the girl’s shoulder back onto the bedding. “The emperor heard that it was some kind of righteous bandit who had been protecting the village during the war for many years and was loved by the people. His Majesty couldn’t bear to commit murder, so he wanted to recruit an army. Your father once recruited a large stronghold in Qu Ling, which was well preserved both inside and out. His Majesty was very satisfied, and that’s why he went to recruit again. Otherwise, like General Wu, he would be brave and invincible, and could easily slaughter cities and capture prisoners, causing blood to flow into a river. His Majesty would not like that.”


    As soon as she heard that, there was no need to worry, and Shaoshang breathed a sigh of relief.


    Seeing her like that, Madam Sang pursed her mouth and poked her, “Hey,” she said, “don’t worry about your father now. I heard that he will be there soon. What do you say? Will you marry or not?” She used a joking tone, deliberately teasing the young girl and wanting to see her niece blush.


    Unexpectedly, Shaoshang was not shy at all. Just like deciding whether to have soup or rice for dinner, she lightly said, “Marry, of course. Please hurry and write a letter to Father saying that I agree.”


    “You… you’re sure?” Madam Sang asked, surprised. “You don’t want to think about it anymore?”


    “What does Aunt want to say?” Shaoshang slowly raised her head and looked at her.


    Madam Sang chose her words carefully. “What about Yuan Shanjian? Don’t you have any interest in him? Didn’t you tell me that he even sent you medicine before he left? And…” She bit her tongue and didn’t mention another name.


    “So what?” Shaoshang picked up the silk scroll. “The Lou family has been a famous family since the previous dynasty and has not declined for many generations.”


    “The Yuan family has also been a famous family since the previous dynasty, and has not declined for many generations!”


    “Young Master Lou has treated me with the utmost sincerity and affection, simple and pure.” Shaoshang’s ten fingers were slender, rolling the silk without any disorder.


    “Although A’Yao is good, in terms of talent, academic ability, and political power, Yuan Shen can suppress him a hundred times!”


    “So, you have seen Yuan Shen?” Shaoshang rolled up the silk and slowly tied it with a brocade rope.


    Madam Sang stopped talking.


    Shaoshang placed the roll next to her pillow. “Aunt,” she said slowly, “let me ask you. Isn’t the Lou family not worthy of its name? It looks like a cluster of flowers, but it’s actually an empty bag.”


    “The Lou family is wealthy, and I dare not say that they are the richest in the world.” Madam Sang shook her head. “There are still some richer east of the river. In court, they have a good reputation.”


    “Is it true that the young master had some wrongdoing and cannot be allowed to marry?”


    Madam Sang shook her head again and gave a bitter smile. “A’Yao’s previous fiancé was He Zhaojun, who was a famous and shrewd little girl. If anything went wrong with A’Yao, she would immediately shout all over the city.”


    “So, is it because Young Master Lou’s parents dislike me for my bad reputation and lack of family background that they don’t like me?”


    Madam Sang couldn’t help but laugh in spite of herself. “Looking at Master Lou’s enthusiasm in delivering letters to your parents, I believe he has no prejudice against you. As for Second Madam Lou… I know a little…” She smiled. “She really didn’t like He Zhaojun. She had repeatedly signaled to Madam He that she should teach her daughter well. Later, when the He family broke the engagement, she lost face and felt sorry for her son’s humiliation. I think she should be full of hope for you.”


    Shaoshang spread out her small hands and smiled. “Since that’s the case,” she said, “why can’t I marry Young Master Lou?”


    Madam Sang hesitated, not knowing how to say what she wanted to say. “Don’t you want to wait and see if there’s a better candidate?”


    Shaoshang leaned back against her pillow with a smile. “Aunt, I don’t have much experience, but I know that the most difficult thing to guess in this world is the human heart. The human heart is separated by the belly, how do you know what people think in their hearts? Since you can’t guess their hearts, then watch their actions. Young Master Lou is indeed not as talented as Yuan Shen, but he really holds a heart in front of me.”


    Madam Sang remained silent.


    “But, what does Yuan Shen think in his heart? I don’t know, and no one knows. What if he was just teasing me and doesn’t have the heart to marry me, and I pushed him for such a good marriage?!” Shaoshang shook her head as if to say to herself, ‘I wouldn’t know.’


    Madam Sang couldn’t help but sigh.


    Shaoshang looked at Madam Sang and gave a sweet smile. “Aunt, you are the best-looking child in your own family. You always think that I’m good here and there. But I am not that good, I am just the most ordinary little woman. If I’m different it’s because my mouth is sharper, temper is worse, and am more cunning. Now that I can win the favor of Madam Lou, it is my great fortune. If I have any greed, it’ll become a joke.”


    Madam Sang remained silent for a long time. “…What you said is also reasonable,” was the only thing she could say.


    “Aunt?” Shaoshang suddenly raised her voice and laughed. “When you mentioned Yuan Shanjian just now, did you also want to mention Ling Buyi?”


    Madam Sang’s heart shook. “What are you talking about?” she smiled.


    “The day that I came out of the hunting house, Grandfather Li whispered to you for a while about how Ling Buyi took care of me,” Shaoshang looked at her aunt with interest. “But just now, you dare not mention his name. Because you also know that for someone which such a high position and power, any more thoughts would be self-indulgent. You were afraid of causing me to think recklessly, so you simply didn’t mention it.”


    Madam Sang looked at the girl’s clear eyes and couldn’t say a word.


    “Master Ling has a strong and kind-hearted personality. He came to save our lives, despite being seriously injured, but he has to be thought of by others for no reason. He has encountered so many such things that he looks cold all day.” Shaoshang laughed happily at herself. “Ten birds in the forest are better than one bird in the hand. I have long known this truth.”


    Madam Sang gave a sigh and patted the young girl’s hand. “Okay, I’ll tell your uncle to write to your father.”


    When someone raises a child, they always worry that the child might not be able to see clearly, and their self-esteem would be too high, but they raise their own children, but they are worried that their niece would think too clearly, which made people feel heartbroken for no reason.


    Shaoshang sighed a few times. She heard heavy footsteps in the courtyard outside of the house, followed by the clear and hurried voice from a young man, “Nanny, is your young lady better today…?”


    Then there was A’Zhu’s low voice, which was hard to hear in the room.


    Shaoshang laughed. “Aunt doesn’t know, Nanny told me that at this time of day, Young Master Lou always comes to ask after me and then stands in the courtyard for a while before leaving.” As she spoke, she suddenly raised her voice significantly. “Nanny, I’m much better now. Please let Young Master Lou come in!”


    The girl’s crisp and clear voice spread outside the room. After a while, she only heard a flustered sound of taking boots off. A’Zhu slowly pushed the door open, careful not to let the cold wind blow into the room. The brave and vigorous young man strode in.


    She didn’t see clearly that day in the rain, and hadn’t seen him for two months. Lou Yao seemed to have grown a few inches taller, his face slightly tan, and gradually faded away from the boy’s youthful stubbornness, become more like a dignified man.


    Lou Yao bowed and greeted Madam Sang, who was sitting on the side of the bed. When he saw her nod and raising her hand, he sat down on a fluffy cushion on the floor.


    Shaoshang smiled at him. “Young Master Lou,” she said. “I heard the maidservants say you’ve been busy inside and outside these days. It must have been very hard for you.”


    Lou Yao looked up and saw the girl on the bed, after a long illness, her skin was almost white and translucent, with only a touch of pink on her lips. Her dark eyes grew larger, and her fragile skeleton supported her spacious pajamas, feeling very lonely and pitiful.


    But he felt that the girl was extremely beautiful, like a butterfly breaking through its chrysalis, painfully peeling off the layer of baby-like chubby temperament that was being nurtured, transforming into a thrilling and isolated beauty.


    Lou Yao only glanced once, then dared not look again. His face turned red and he spoke politely, avoiding her gaze.


    Shaoshang picked up the silk roll and shook it. “Young Master Lou, my father sent a letter today. He has agreed to this marriage.”


    Lou Yao suddenly looked up and was pleasantly surprised. “Really? Really?”


    Shaoshang found it funny and couldn’t help from saying, “Some people have impersonated the military notices, some have impersonated official documents when they were appointed, and some people also impersonated the family letters for marriage alliances.” She suddenly changed her tone and said softly, “Young Master, there are no words yet. I heard my aunt and uncle call you A’Yao. How about I also call you A’Yao?”


    Lou Yao looked at the beautiful expression of the girl and his heart was filled with hot air. He became even more flustered. “Okay! Can… can I call you Shaoshang…?”


    “Of course you can,” Shaoshang smiled gently, like a budding flower. “I heard from my uncle that you want to start your own household, even if it’s remote and poor, and you have to rely on your own ability. I can settle accounts, read paperwork, and understand farming. Will you take me with you when the time comes?”


    Lou Yao’s eyes were warm for a while, and tears flowed out of excitement. He was speechless with joy and said loudly, “Okay! Let’s go together, and we are not afraid of hard work!”


    Madam Sang looked to the side, trying not to smile at her niece’s feeble speech. This was the most natural law in heaven and earth. Her niece had finally grown up and learned how to use her beautiful face to achieve what she wanted.


    …


    Next Chapter: Opening
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    Chapter Forty-Six:
Opening


    After Cheng Zhi returned to the government office that night, Madam Sang immediately relayed to her husband what Shaoshang had said.


    Cheng Zhi remained speechless for a long time. He originally had been the most in favor of this marriage, but at this moment, his emotions were inexplicably gloomy. He sat alone at the window for a long time, until the second sound sounded, before spreading the silk roll and dipping his brush in ink to reply to his brother’s letter.


    The army rode like the wind, and the three places were not far apart. However, seven or eight days later, Cheng Zhi received a handwritten letter from his brother, which said, ‘The exchange of tokens with Master Lou has happened, the marriage agreement has been made, and we will complete the ceremony after returning to the capital.’ As for the keepsake of the engagement, the former produced a mutton fat jade suet and the latter produced a golden tiger paperweight. The two of them also made an appointment to quickly ride to the junction of the two states of Qingyan and Yanzhou, drink three bowls of wine, and clap their hands five times in agreement.


    People trusted each other during that time, so the marriage contract was settled.


    Cheng Zhi raised the silk scroll in his hand and sighed, “My brother said that although the magistrate of that Lou County is a scholar, he has a straightforward temperament and is kind, and is very happy with the match and likes him.”


    Madam Sang didn’t even bother to lift her eyelids. “Over the years, has your brother ever had any friends with whom he didn’t like?” With Cheng Shi’s innocent and dark face, even if he felt that the other person had forgotten to bring their brains when they were reincarnated, his face could still be incredibly friendly.


    Cheng Zhi sighed again. “Where are Niao Niao and A’Yao?”


    Madam Sang also began to sigh, “Either inside the city or out.”


    The couple stared at each other, speechless.


    In fact, as early as seven or eight days ago, the young master of the Lou family had already regarded himself as the son-in-law of the Cheng family, and when he walked in and out, he looked up and straightened his chest with joy. A servant in the government boldly called him ‘son-in-law,’ and the reward was a slap in the face.


    Originally, Cheng Zhi worried that he was young and prosperous, and his wallet was loose. Now that no elders were around to control him, he would be led out to play by the dandies of the city. Unexpectedly, since Shaoshang woke up, Lou Yao never left the house except for a few times.


    Whenever the aristocratic family in the city sends a memorial card and Lou Yao tells Shaoshang about his plans to go out for a banquet, she shrinks onto the bed with a lonely and unhappy look, “Oh, you’re going out?”


    Then Lou Yao fell into a soft-hearted mess, feeling that his young fiancé was easily struggling to escape the clutches of illness. Now, at a time of weakness and helplessness, she was afraid of loneliness. How could he go out and have fun alone? After rejecting the invitation, he continued to teach Shaoshang how to read and write, and continued to talk and laugh for another day. Anyway, when he was in the capital, due to the strict supervision of his mother and former fiancé He Zhaojun, he had little chance to connect with those promiscuous children from a young age, and he didn’t find any fun in those pursuits.


    “I have humble knowledge; won’t your family look down on me?” the sick girl was worried.


    Lou Yao’s heart was not only soft, he even softened his tone and voice. “Don’t be afraid, don’t be afraid,” he said softly. “I am also the most ignorant one in my family.” The main branch of the Lou family had two bedrooms, each with several children. Lou Yao was the second to last in this series, and there was a cousin Lou Li below him. The above brothers and sisters, regardless of the common people, were known as cultured and intelligent, but he was of the wrong birth. He didn’t love literature or swords, and even refused to go to the Imperial Academy.


    “It must bother you to teach me to read and write every day,” Shaoshang smiled gratefully.


    Lou Yao shook his head like a windmill. He didn’t feel bothered at all, he was just overjoyed, okay? Since childhood, he couldn’t even lift his head in front of his siblings. Now, he was being looked at with such admiration from his beloved, and her gentle and humble voice was asking every word. He was really happy.


    In order to meet her teaching needs, Young Master Lou, who had always avoided writing like a raging beast, became diligent for the first time. He not only asked his attendants to take books from his father’s study in Shanyang Commandery as teaching materials, but also reviewed the books he had recited when he was young night after night.


    After the attendant who went to retrieve the book explained the reasons and consequences, Lou Jun Cheng, who had intended to call his son back, immediately gave up and quickly sent over a dozen bamboo slips. He also packed a lot of clothes and gold ingots, instructing his son to, ‘stay there for a while to learn how to behave with Uncle Cheng, and not rush back to the capital city.’


    After hearing this, Madam Sang laughed angrily. “Master Lou is a county magistrate who has been around for many years, but he asked his son to learn how to ‘behave in society’ like you?” That was really the funniest thing she had heard all year.


    “I am now the county magistrate,” Cheng Zhi quickly corrected his wife.


    “You are a substitute.”


    No matter how the elders thought in their hearts, Lou Yao’s stay in the county government office became more and more peaceful.


    Shaoshang was also very satisfied with the situation. There were two things in front of her now. One was that she didn’t expect someone to ask for her so soon, and she still had a good family background. Therefore, it was obviously not enough to only read and handle official documents for handling affairs. She must learn the kind of graphic writing and high-end books. Whether it was for future marital happiness or not, it was best for her to firmly grasp Lou Yao and cultivate a relationship as soon as possible.


    Shaoshang made a comprehensive plan and simply kept Lou Yao by her side, which happened to solve two difficulties together. And Lou Yao was like hitting a stone mill made of honey, willingly putting on a halter and pulling up the millstone. Every night he worked hard to review his knowledge, and then during the day, he gave it back to his semi-illiterate fiancé. He was so busy all day with such frequent interactions that he didn’t have time to socialize outside.


    So, in just a few days, rumors spread throughout the city that ‘Master Cheng’s family style was as good as before, and his niece was strict in supervising her husband.’


    Madam Sang was unjustly hit with an arrow, which was both infuriating and funny. She pulled her husband’s ear and cursed with a smile, “When they wanted to give you a dancer, I asked you to accept it! These people have been for many years now, I still remember!”


    Cheng Zhi repeatedly begged for mercy. “If we really want to calculate the family tradition, it’s not your turn. There’s also Sister Yuan Yi above us. Let’s calculate this account with her later! Come on, sit down first, sit here with me… let’s sort this out first…”


    Without waiting for the couple to settle their accounts with deep affection in the room, Shaoshang finally recovered and could go out to the fields.


    At this time, it was late February and the earth was returning to spring. The ice and snow on the branches in the fields melted together, and fine, fluffy green grass tips emerged from the moist soil. Although the cold wind still blew in the face while riding a horse, it was not as ruthless as the harsh winter chill. On the contrary, with a somewhat deliberative temperament, Lou Yao had to take Shaoshang out for a walk every day.


    Sometimes they would wander around the various commercial workshops in the city, picking out a few interesting objects, and sometimes they would ride their horses all the way out of the city, wandering around the neighboring countryside. Now that the bandits who caused the rebellion the month before had been eliminated, and there were two families of servants guarding them, they were not afraid of danger.


    Sometimes, they would go too far, and often it was dark before they would return to the city. Cheng Zhi was like an annoying gatekeeper uncle, and every day he had to solemnly reiterate the time the city gate closed to those young children.


    Lou Yao and Shaoshang lowered their heads, looking at each other and laughing like two little moles. When they looked up, they made an honest and obedient appearance, only nodding and agreeing. However, the next day, they ran deep into the countryside as usual.


    What made Shaoshang even more happy was that Uncle Pig’s Feet, who had always been at odds with her, gave her an extremely lightweight and exquisite antique carriage – a small one that could be used for two people to sit side by side with open sides, painted in red and gold all over, as bright and lively as a young girl. On top of it was a round and graceful light umbrella cover, with curved axles like necks. The two wheels were not only sturdy, but also wrapped in layers of unknown animal leather for shock prevention.


    “Uncle, is this really a gift for me?” Shaoshang couldn’t believe it and kept rubbing the shiny painted wall of the carriage. She still remembered when she was admitted to college, when her uncle gave her a super cute and powerful electric scooter, which saved her a lot of energy on campus.


    Cheng Zhi’s kind expression said, “It wasn’t from me, it was from your aunt.”


    “Thank you very much, Uncle!” Shaoshang almost jumped up with joy, feeling in her heart that Uncle Cheng was really the best person in the world. Ignoring being in the backyard stable, she jumped up and kissed Madam Sang’s face. Although she knew how to ride a horse, she eventually felt uncomfortable after a long bumpy ride. With this little carriage, she could go anywhere easily.


    Madam Sang couldn’t help but laugh and secretly reached out and twisted her husband’s waist.


    “But I can’t drive, can I?” Shaoshang was so happy she almost forgot about that.


    Cheng Zhi was so kind that couldn’t seem to be ordinary, “Let A’Yao teach you.”


    Lou Yao naturally bravely responded.


    Just like someone who could ride a bicycle would soon ride an electric bike, it was not difficult for someone who could ride a horse to learn how to drive a carriage. In just two days, Shaoshang was able to swing the bamboo whip forcefully, and the whip didn’t need to fall on the horse’s hindquarters. With the light tap and sound of the bamboo, this adorable carriage could be driven. A few days later, she could not wait to drive it around the city. After she felt that she was familiar with it, she and Lou Yao went out of the city to look east.


    In early spring, the cold wind was blowing, and the young horse’s hooves were urgent.


    Shaoshang pulled the reins of the horse with one hand and held the bamboo whip in the other, driving skillfully and slowly. Looking around with beautiful eyes, all within reach were the busy voices and shadows of rural women. Or burning wasteland, or plowing the land, or fertile soil; in the fields, there was a melodious singing of farmers, regardless of who started first. Many people who heard it would laugh and say a few words, from near to far, one after another, singing continuously.


    Having been there for so long, it seemed that she only had recently come to know this familiar and unfamiliar world. In this scene, except for the unnamed cemetery of the wasteland where the cold wind and dying moon still lingered, the bloody slaughter the month before seemed to never have happened. Regardless of whether they lost loved ones or friends, people were like the earth, who are trampled on and eternal, always looking forward with hope.


    Shaoshang accepted parking and driving, and, after a while, she said, “A’Yao, in the future, as our parents did, we must do our best.”


    Lou Yao stood by the carriage and stared for a long time. “Hmm,” he said. “I dare not say how prosperous it will be, at least we should educate the people to understand the etiquette.”


    “Only when the granary is full, can we know the honor and disgrace. We have to feed them first!”


    “Naturally!” Lou Yao smiled. “My father often says that as long as the people can have enough food and clothing, nothing can go wrong. But… I think if parents and officials support them to have enough food and clothing, it’s just a temporary plan. What if we change officials in the future? Why don’t we let them be sensible, strive for self-improvement, and know how to find ways to have enough food and clothing.”


    Shaoshang immediately looked at him with admiration and praised him repeatedly. “That’s right! A’Yao, what you said is really good! Teaching people to fish is better than giving them fish, this is the way to make it last!” Then a series of praise went on, and the young man’s face turned red with praise.


    During this period, the two of them got along very harmoniously.


    Shaoshang intentionally curbed his sharp habits and showed a good temper toward Wan Qiqi. She always had business and quantity in everything; Lou Yao was a soft-tempered person. When encouraging Shaoshang he was patient in all things. Shaoshang felt that this development momentum was very encouraging, whether they loved each other or not was too illusory. At least now that they could like each other was the first step to success.


    Shaoshang once again set off with her whip, and behind her rode a team of guards who sailed towards the east in a vast sea.


    Lou Yao rode a horse and watched with a smile as his young and beautiful fiancé skillfully drove the car. The more he saw, the more proud he became. As he saw they were on an exceptionally beautiful hillside with a pond on the side, he suddenly suggested, “Why don’t you play the flute for such beautiful scenery?”


    Shaoshang looked around and readily agreed. She immediately asked Lou Yao to sit next to her, handed over the reins and whip, and freed her hand to play the flute.


    The sound of the flute rose with the wind, and the melody was light and comfortable, full of vibrant hope. Spring was warm and flowers bloomed, and good times would come. With the blessings of heaven, we pray for smooth weather and warmth – from the accompanying guards to the farmers by the field, everyone smiled.


    “– Good! Good flute, good music!”


    A mellow and powerful voice suddenly sounded from the hillside, startling everyone, and the guards behind the carriage were all on guard. Shaoshang quickly put her flute down, and Lou Yao gripped the reins. The two looked around.


    She saw a middle-aged man wearing a coir raincoat and a bamboo hat hanging from his back slowly walking towards the pond. Although he was carrying a fishing rod and fishing basket in one hand, dressed as a fisherman, he was accompanied by a group of respectful servants behind him.


    The middle-aged man originally only came out when he heard the sound of the flute. However, when he saw Shaoshang sitting in the carriage, his brow immediately furrowed. Looking at Shaoshang’s expression, he began to ponder a bit. “Are you the niece of Cheng Zhi from Hua County?”


    Shaoshang was not as angry as when she had been when she first met Yuan Shen. Seeing this middle-aged man’s extraordinary and impressive demeanor, she quickly pulled Lou Yao out of the carriage and waved her hands to keep the guards away, bowed, and greeted, “I’ve seen the ceremony, and master is right. Could it be that you have an old relationship with the Cheng family?”


    Lou Yao had been feeling familiar with the middle-aged man since he saw him. When he heard him speak, he suddenly exclaimed, “Ah! You are Master Huangfu!” He was once taken by his brother to listen to his lecture.


    Shaoshang had no understanding of the court affairs, only knew that this middle-aged man was clearly a considerable official. At present, there was a strong sense of femininity, and she shrank behind Lou Yao to deal with it.


    Who knew that Master Huangfu would ignore Lou Yao and instead stare at Shaoshang and jokingly say, “Mistress Cheng, since your name is Shaoshang, why don’t you play the qin instead of playing the flute?”
[Shaoshang and Shaogong are named after strings of the qin.]


    Shaoshang couldn’t avoid it. “I… I don’t know how to play the qin, and this flute was taught to me by my aunt not long ago…” How did this guy know her name?!


    Looking up, Shaoshang finally realized the appearance of this man.


    This man named Master Huangfu was quite old and not good at maintenance. Although he had beautiful eyebrows and a grand demeanor, his face was covered in wind and frost, and fine wrinkles covered his face. Therefore, Shaoshang didn’t dare to speculate on his specific age.


    Hearing this, Master Huangfu felt inexplicably disappointed and handed the fishing rod and basket to the servants beside him. He waved his hand and asked them to walk further. “Your aunt didn’t like to play the qin was she was young, saying her fingers hurt,” he said. “However, she still learned to play it later, and played it very well.”


    Shaoshang put away her smile and remained silent for a long time. “Do you have an old relationship with the Sang family?” She already knew who this person named Huangfu was, but how about using this tone when talking about someone else’s wife.


    “Of course there is. I have been studying at Bailu Mountain since I was young, and when I left the mountain, your uncle had not yet entered.” Master Huangfu eased his bamboo hat behind him. “In the end, he married Shun Hua.”


    Shaoshang lowered her face and arched her hand. “If there is nothing else, I’ll leave now.” She turned around and went to get into the carriage. Lou Yao was stunned beside her, completely unaware of what had happened.


    “Wait!” Master Huangfu suddenly raised his voice and gave a smile. “Do you know that I gave this fancy carriage to your aunt?”


    Shaoshang’s face turned cold. “So what?” She cursed Uncle Pig’s Feet ten thousand times in her heart. It really was a matter of not discussing with her niece, and she’s been implicated again and again!


    Master Huangfu took a few steps forward and gently stroked the curved and graceful axle. “I heard that she has a leg injury. To avoid making it difficult for her to travel, I specially made this beautiful carriage to be sent to her. Who knew that your uncle would give it away.”


    Shaoshang was unwilling. “Master is wrong,” she said. “This beautiful carriage was not given to me by my uncle, but by my aunt!” Although her third uncle may not have a good brain, he had a high appearance, a good figure, a simple and sincere personality, and her aunt loved him dearly. Time had passed, what else do you want, a dead old man?! Don’t count the wrinkles on your face!


    “As for the leg injury of my aunt, you don’t have to worry. From dressing, changing clothes, and even sucking on the pus and blood from the wound, my uncle doesn’t trust anyone and does everything himself.” Even if every sentence was true, it was difficult for a young lady to speak up, but Shaoshang had a tough heart and thick skin. At this time, for the sake of Uncle Pig’s Feet, she would fight.


    Sure enough, Master Huangfu’s face changed greatly upon hearing the words. In just a short while, he regained his elegant and comfortable appearance, only grinning bitterly and shaking his head repeatedly. He pondered for a moment and said, “In terms of seniority, I am also half of your elder. Crossing this mountain slope is the other courtyard where His Majesty once stayed. It’s better for the young mistress to speak there.”


    Shaoshang sneered repeatedly. “My aunt told me that she once asked you something, and in the future, please don’t go to her or anyone around you, nor write letters nor send her things. So, there is no need to talk about it.” This pair of mentor and disciple looked reasonable and resolute, regardless of whether they could bear it or not.


    Master Huangfu smiled slightly. “Your aunt has indeed treated you kindly and told you everything,” he said. “However, after the last time Shanjian entrusted you with a message, your uncle wrote a letter saying that it was okay to meet old friends.”


    Shaoshang gnashed her teeth together and wished she could drag Uncle Pig’s Feet over and beat him a hundred times!


    Master Huangfu saw that the young girl’s expression was varied so he sincerely said with warmth, “I don’t mean anything else. It’s just… Oh, I want to see your aunt, but I think she doesn’t want me to appear in front of her again. You are a close person to her, and talking to you is like seeing her.”


    Shaoshang listened to his sincere words and lowered her postures. She thought to herself that this person was one of Yuan Shen’s teachers and probably had some connections. If possible, she should try not to offend him, so she could only hold her breath and nod.


    The slope was gentle, with Master Huangfu walking ahead with his hands down, while Shaoshang followed silently. Lou Yao, who still didn’t understand what was happening, led a horse behind him about ten zhang away, followed by a large number of guards and maidservants.
[Ten zhang is about 109 feet.]


    Unexpectedly, she had not yet climbed the mountain slope, but saw a tall and wide pavilion built on top of the mountain, with bronze unicorn cast on the eaves, and six rows and eight columns below it, stretching out.


    There were two young men in the pavilion. The one in the baby blue scholar’s robe was holding a roll of bamboo slips and standing facing the eastern mountains. The other was dressed in a plain white satin jacket with a dark pattern on the front, with a crane-like appearance and a handsome side face. He sat quietly in front of the stone table and chessboard, one hand resting on his knee and the other leaning on the stone table with his wrist. His white fingertips were wrapped in a grain of thick black.


    Upon seeing the two people, Shaoshang immediately felt as if her legs were filled with lead, and her brain surged with magma, unable to pass through no matter what.


    When Yuan Shanjian saw them, he bowed gracefully to Master Huangfu and said, “Master, you should drink some medicine now.”


    Obviously, Shaoshang was standing next to his teacher, and his gaze was so firm that he didn’t even glance at her, pretending not to see anything. As for the chess player, he didn’t even move the corner of his clothes.


    Master Huangfu smiled. “His Majesty returned to the capital after patrolling Qingzhou a few days ago,” he said to her. “However, my body is not in good condition and I can’t bear the fatigue of the journey anymore. His Majesty sent me here to recuperate. Shanjian, you have seen him before, he came to accompany me. There is also son… Oh, Master Ling… I only came here two days ago, and His Majesty instructed him to take good care of his injuries.”


    Shaoshang nodded awkwardly. Indeed, deep down in her heart she felt that this awkwardness was very unreasonable because she didn’t feel that she needed any awkwardness, but the atmosphere was unfoundedly awkward.


    Master Huangfu walked to the side of the stove and was supported by a servant to sit down and drink medicine.


    Shaoshang felt that she needed to break the tension, so she took two steps forward and bowed. “Master Yuan,” she said, “it’s been a long time. How have you been?”


    Master Yuan, with a cold expression, finally shifted his gaze a little, his voice even colder than his expression. “I haven’t seen you for two months,” he said. “I heard that Mistress Cheng has been engaged. I congratulate you here.”


    A sentence with a very elegant tone, with the words ‘two months’ biting heavily, with a hint of gnashing teeth.


    Shaoshang swallowed her saliva, but before she could reply, a young man holding a tray turned out from the other side. As soon as he saw Shaoshang, he exclaimed in surprise, “…Mistress Cheng…?”


    Shaoshang smiled. “Guard Liang Qui, you are here too.”


    Lian Qiu Fei’s face darkened inexplicably, and said in a strange way, “I haven’t seen you for just a month. I heard that Mistress Cheng has been engaged. I congratulate you here.”


    Shaoshang felt embarrassed.


    Why did you say the same thing as Yuan Shen?


    …


    Next Chapter: Temporarily Staying in Another Courtyard (Part 1)
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    Chapter Forty-Seven:
Temporarily Staying in Another Courtyard (Part 1)


    Just as Shaoshang thought that this situation was already unbearable, her darling fiancé, holding a horse and pulling a small carriage, came up from behind with a loud noise. He looked up and couldn’t wait to speak to his fiancé. His eyes were already shining like torches, and he shouted, “Brother Zisheng, older brother, Older Brother Ling… you are also here…”


    Shaoshang squinted her eyes. Lou Yao looked too familiar. Her roommate, the blogger sister, looked at the male god next door just like this!


    The young man’s voice was loud, and the shouting could be heard from a distance of two miles. Ling Buyi could no longer ‘indulge in the chess game,’ and finally sat back and smiled. “A’Yao, you’re here.”


    Lou Yao quickly walked forward with Shaoshang, feeling overjoyed. “Brother, you don’t know yet. I’m engaged, here she is. She’s your future sister-in-law…”


    Shaoshang’s half body was still as stiff as a freshly molded plaster statue. Indeed, she didn’t understand why she turned into a plaster cast.


    At this moment, there was a ‘click’ sound from behind, and everyone turned around to see a corner of the square small tray held by Liang Qiu Fei inexplicably split. Fortunately, the young guard was quick and quickly supported the lacquer wood and vermilion bowl on the tray, which prevented the medicine from spilling out from the bowl.


    Ling Buyi’s expression remained unchanged and he said gently, “You don’t know how to do these things. In the future, let the boy come.”


    Ling Qui Fei trembled and quickly ran into the pavilion holding a medicine bowl, serving Ling Buyi to drink the medicine. Yuan Shen furrowed his brows and looked at the young bodyguard running like he was flying, then at Ling Buyi next to him, with a hint of confusion between his eyebrows.


    However, upon hearing Ling Buyi’s gentle and old tone, Shaoshang immediately felt relieved and smiled and arched her hand. “Don’t worry, Master Ling. A month ago, I heard that your old injury had recurred, and everyone in the Cheng family was worried. Now that I see Master Ling’s bravery as before, I can tell my uncle and aunt.”


    Then, she turned to Lou Yao. “You don’t know,” she said, “my aunt and I were attacked by bandits on our way to Hua County, and we almost fell into their hands. If it weren’t for Master Ling’s righteous help, you wouldn’t have seen me!”


    Lou Yao’s admiration grew stronger in his heart, and he repeatedly thanked him.


    He had loved martial arts from a young age, but the Lou family were all literati who neither supported him in practicing martial arts nor had many connections to make friends with current heroes. However, when Lou Yao was twelve years old, his big brother was rescued by Ling Buyi when he was on a trip to school. The Lou family was deeply grateful and repeatedly thanked him. Lou Yao took the opportunity to meet this young hero who was famous in the capital city, as well as his little cousin Lou Li.


    Ling Buyi had held several positions since he was young. He was usually busy and never saw the end. Lou Yao didn’t have many opportunities to seek advice, but whenever he met with him, Ling Buyi was always willing to give advice.


    Lou Yao was grateful and clenched his fists, saying, “Older Brother, you have been kind to my family several times. I really don’t know how to thank you.”


    After listening to her fiancé’s brief account, Shaoshang follow suit. “Yes,” she said, “elder brother, you are a pillar of the country with your righteousness and reputation.”


    As soon as this sentence was uttered, Liang Qiu Fei’s empty medicine bowl cracked with a loud ‘kuao’ sound. This time, before Ling Buyi could speak up, he repeatedly blamed himself. “It was my carelessness. I will leave now! I will leave now!” Then he retreated as if he were fleeing.


    Ling Buyi hung his long eyelashes and remained silent, twirling the black chess piece with his fingertips repeatedly with his left hand.


    Yuan Shen’s face was as black as the bottom of a pot, and he said coldly, “It’s not too late for Mistress Cheng to become a relative and follow Master Lou’s name.”


    Lou Yao was a bit confused and didn’t know how to respond. Shaoshang was very angry in her heart. This guy named Yuan was mocking her for trying to curry favor with the powerful people in the Lou family. She immediately glared at him, with a clear expression on her face of, ‘It’s none of your business!’


    Yuan Shen hummed coldly and turned his face away.


    At this moment, Master Huangfu had finished drinking medicine by the small stove next to the pavilion and slowly walked over. “Alright,” he said as he smiled. “The cold in early spring is not decreasing. Let’s go talk in another courtyard.”


    Shaoshang, who was still wanting to go at this moment, said coldly, “It’s getting late today. We won’t go to the other courtyard. We’ll have a good time reminiscing with Master Huangfu when we have a chance.”


    He frowned and was about to persuade her, but unexpectedly, the sky suddenly shrouded in clouds, dropping scattered drops of rain, one of which was a big raindrop that his Shaoshang’s forehead. The girl might as well have let out a dull ‘ouch.’


    Yuan Shen was already sulking, but seeing this situation, he couldn’t help but burst out laughing.


    Shaoshang glanced at him and became more determined to leave, climbing straight into the carriage. While pulling out leather gloves from her waist pocket to wear, she beckoned Lou Yao to mount quickly.


    Master Huangfu stared at Shaoshang’s hand with a stern gaze. “Is this what Shun Hua made for you?” he asked. “Did she break her finger again?”


    Shaoshang looked down. These were a pair of soft suede gloves that Madam Sang had just made a few days ago to prevent her from getting callouses while driving around all day. Shaoshang became increasingly unhappy and said bluntly, “Master, you’ve been thinking too much. It was my uncle who broke the finger, because my aunt only drew and sewed the leather rope, and the rest of the rubbing and punching was all from my uncle!”


    Yuan Shen couldn’t help but speak out and help when he saw that his mentor was being scolded, “Since Mistress Cheng is so careful to ignore him, why not return the gift carriage given by my master? That’s truly clean and efficient.”


    “You-!” Shaoshang became even angrier. A scholar’s mouth was poison, words were like whips. If she really returned the carriage, she would be caught in the rain before returning back home. She didn’t want to get sick again.


    Lou Yao couldn’t figure out the exact details. He only knew that his fiancé, who represented the Cheng family, and Yuan Shen, who represented the teacher, were arguing. However, he was clumsy and couldn’t argue, so he took the practical action to support his fiancé’s decision – to ask his servants to get coir raincoats and hats for him, and prepare to set off in full.


    “I won’t return the carriage or go to another courtyard. So what about Master Yuan?” Shaoshang said.


    “Then don’t talk so badly, don’t make things so clear. Just marry someone, and make it seem like the future and past are gone, as if you have never seen each other again!” Yuan Shen stood upright, with a strong expression on his face. Since he was calm, he didn’t know who he was blaming.


    “I’m going to say die, I’m going to get rid of it, what can you do with me?!” Shaoshang sat in the carriage, her hands full of anger.


    “Not so good? Just seeing your pretentious appearance just now makes people angry!” Yuan Shen said slowly, but he was really angry in his heart. Pretending to be polite, with a fake smile on her face, she, Cheng Shaoshang, obviously had a sharp and arrogant temperament, and she would hit whoever disagrees with her. What’s wrong with being mean, overbearing, and loving to fight? He thought it was good. Had she deliberately pretended to be like that just to marry into the Lou family?!


    “Whether I pretend or not has nothing to do with you!”


    “Then, whether I’m angry or not has nothing to do with you!”


    …


    At this moment, a servant had already propped up a huge oilcloth umbrella, and Master Huangfu couldn’t help but shake his head under it. He was usually in the prelude to the emperor, who was decent and gentle in the palace, and now he was arguing with a little girl in the rain.


    Master Huangfu was about to consider his words and continue to persuade the girl to go to the other courtyard when he saw a familiar black iron edged carriage coming from the slanting horizon. He couldn’t help but be taken aback.


    At this moment, Ling Buyi in the pavilion had already put down his chess pieces and stood up to walk towards the crowd. “A’Yao, we should go to the other courtyard together.” She didn’t know how he raised his voice, but this sentence clearly spread to everyone outside of the pavilion.


    The male god had spoken, and Lou Yao stopped fidgeting with the raincoat and hat, and looked at his fiancé in embarrassment.


    The pitch-black carriage slowly drove up to the small vermillion carriage. Sitting in the driving position was Liang Qiu Qi, who had not been seen for some time, and two powerful martial maidservants carrying swords strode along on both sides of the carriage.


    Ling Buyi’s expression was gentle as he walked up. “Although your carriage has an umbrella cover, it can’t withstand much of the wind. I heard that Mistress Cheng has been recovering from illness and it would be a pity if she gets sick again. It’s just a matter of dealing with others, don’t deal with yourself.”


    Shaoshang paused from her argument with Yuan Shen, wanting to agree but unwilling to be ridiculed.


    Lou Yao quickly helped out and said, “Shaoshang, what Older Brother said is reasonable!”


    Seeing that the little girl was a little shaken, Master Huangfu was afraid that her fiancé would be self-defeating, so he quickly pulled aside. Yuan Shen was angry and refused to speak.


    Ling Buyi was tall and had long legs. Within a few steps, he walked to the side of the carriage and personally opened the door. He looked at the girl and smiled slightly. At this time, it was early spring in March, when the rain was scattered and the cold air with a hazy texture fell on his plain robe, like a light veil. It was reflected by the dark and inky carriage behind him, inexplicably carrying a sense of unpredictability, just like the magnificent and elegant scenery in the north.


    Shaoshang first praised Master Ling’s beauty in her heart, then glanced at Yuan Shen next to him. She arched her hand and said, “I am at the mercy of Brother – ah!”


    Before the word ‘Ling’ could be uttered, Ling Buyi nodded his head back slightly. The two martial maids joined hands and quickly stuffed Shaoshang into the safety of the carriage. Shaoshang was sitting by the door of the carriage, wanting to get her fiancé, “A’Yao, why don’t you…” Still unable to say anything, the two thick carriage doors closed! Then the interior darkened.


    Shaoshang was speechless for a while. Master Ling was really nice, she didn’t have any opinions, but could he control his desire for control just a bit?


    This carriage was probably used by Ling Buyi himself. The interior was tall and spacious, and Shaoshang’s body was petite. She could actually stand straight up inside it. The furnishings was simple and dignified, with sheepskin and butter lamps hanging on both sides of the light wood chamber, shining brightly on the black fox fur and black oil on the surface. In the middle was a square table with a small cabinet. In addition, there was no brazier, no water slurry, and no incense.


    If there was a seemingly non-existent decoration inside the chamber, which was filled with ordinary bow string grease and a faint smell of blood, and carried the aura of an adult man. It made Shaoshang feel uneasy, like being in a demon beast’s lair.


    At this moment, she heard Ling Buyi’s soft but undeniable voice outside. “…A’Yao, even if the rain stops later, you may not have time to catch the gate. Why don’t you set off early tomorrow? I’ll send someone back to the county town to report so you don’t have to worry… the rain is getting heavier, let’s ride to the other courtyard.”


    What else could Lou Yao say? Shaoshang didn’t even need to look, she only knew that he nodded and said, “What my brother said is right.”


    Shaoshang, who was locked in the carriage, was deeply moved and sighed. Master Ling was really humble and polite. He was so considerate and thoughtful, if he had a strong desire to control, he should be stronger. Speaking of which, her marriage was pretty good, so everyone who comes and goes will get along with each other. And, she learned to make friends with Master Ling. Not bad, not bad.


    This carriage looked tall and heavy, but it unexpectedly traveled very quickly and smoothly. Shaoshang had just taken off her leather boots and placed them by the carriage door. Someone knocked on the wall of the carriage in front of the driver’s seat, and Liang Qiu Qi said, “Young Mistress, we have arrived at the other courtyard.” Two military maidservants slowly opened the door again and helped her down together.


    Shaoshang turned with her feet on the ground and saw a courtyard with white walls and dark tiles. The walls were high and the courtyard was deep, and under the eaves were flying phoenixes and carved beasts. Especially on the two heavy purple golden beast head door rings at the vermilion gate, there were also four green camp jade decorations as good eyes.


    Entering the door and looking around, she saw tall pillars, long beams, and a spacious roof. Although she didn’t see how wealthy and noble it was, it was full of elegance.


    Shaoshang was led into an exquisite guest house by the maidservants, and immediately was meticulously served to wash and change clothes. At this time, aristocratic woman naturally did not only bring a water bottle and mobile phone while going out. To prevent accidents, the laundry clothes and dressing box compartments were all ready and wrapped in oilcloth, so they were stored in the box under the carriage.


    When Shaoshang was dressed properly, the sky was already dark and she was quickly led to one side of the hall.


    Shaoshang first bowed to the first two people and then looked at the seating arrangement, which had two tables on the left and right. She wanted to sit in the second seat on the left, so that she could leave the first seat for Lou Yao. Unexpectedly, Yuan Shen glanced sideways and sat directly in the first position on the left with his long legs crossed.


    Yuan Shen smiled and waved to Lou Yao. “Young Master Lou,” he said, “please take your seat.” He brushed his sleeves and pointed to the second seat next to him, then to Shaoshang, “Young Mistress Cheng, please take your seat.” He pointed to the opposite seat.


    Lou Yao felt a bit foolish. Wasn’t this a situation where unmarried couples sit together? However, it seemed very polite to give up the right upper seat to Shaoshang. In the end, amidst Shaoshang gritting her teeth and a burst of skin and flesh, the unmarried couple had to take their seats as Yuan Shen had instructed.


    The dishes on the table were quite rich, including tender grilled chicken, stewed pork bone soup, sauce grilled fish, two dishes made of freshly pickled vegetables and fruits from the early spring mountains, and even a pot of rice wine. After the maid poured the wine, everyone raised their glasses and toasted each other. What would they toast?


    Ling Buyi looked calm and said, “The war has ended, and the weather is favorable.”


    Master Huangfu felt a bit said and said, “May the years never regret and the past never mourn.”


    Lou Yao didn’t understand, Yuan Shen pretended not to understand, and Shaoshang wanted to leave. The three of them drank silently.


    No one spoke during the meal.


    Yuan Shen’s eating was refined and elegant, without any deliberate affectation, and he hardly made the sound of chewing. This was a habit of restraint and introspection developed since childhood. Lou Yao ate very quickly, after all, the Lou family tutor was there, but compared to Yuan Shen it appeared to be slightly more dynamic.


    Master Huangfu didn’t eat much and continued to drink one after another.


    Shaoshang was unable to get used to such large pieces of food. She insisted on cutting the fish into smaller pieces before putting down her knife and eating. When she looked up, she found that Ling Buyi had quietly finished his food.


    When she was full, she put her jade chopsticks down and said in a loud voice, “Senior Official Huangfu, do you always drink alcohol? Didn’t you say you wanted to talk with this little girl before it rained?”


    “You can call me Master,” Master Huangfu smiled desolately. “I have resigned from my official position and plan to live in the countryside, write some classics and theories, and teach some disciples who aren’t very stupid.”


    Ling Buyi glanced at him and said, “His Majesty values you, why do you have to be like this?”


    Master Huangfu shook his head. “It’s been over twenty years!” he said. “Since Emperor Liang attacked my uncle, I have had to leave home and travel the world for over twenty years. I am old and tired!”


    Shen Yuan was very calm. “Master,” he said, “it’s better to take a break. You’re only in your early forties, and now you look almost older than my father.”


    He laughed and pointed at Yuan Shen. “I’m the one who left early. With a big disciple like you, it seems that the rest of the children are either stupid or pedantic!”


    “Master, have you accepted other disciples?” Yuan Shen said. He was the only one!


    “Not yet, not yet,” Master Huangfu said, slightly embarrassed.


    Both Shaoshang and Lou Yao couldn’t help but laugh softly.


    Master Huangfu’s drunkenness surged, and his gaze fell onto Shaoshang. “Mistress Cheng,” he suddenly said. “I rely on my old age to sell my age today. How about me calling you Shaoshang like your aunt does?”


    Perhaps because she had also drunk a few glasses of rice wine, Shaoshang, with a flushed face, readily agreed.


    Slightly intoxicated, Master Huangfu exclaimed in a loud voice, “Us meeting is fate. Today I will tell you a story. Remember, this is just a story! Don’t drag it to anyone else.”


    Shaoshang’s ears pricked up and she was full of energy. Today, she would finally learn about the ‘long story’ that Madam Sang always refused to say.


    Yuan Shen sighed weakly, looking at the vaguely understanding Lou Yao beside him, and then let out another sigh.


    Ling Buyi furrowed his brow, waved his hand to dismiss all the waiting maids in the hall, and asked Liang Qiu Qi to clear the people around them.


    “Many years ago, when the last emperor was still in power and the Li emperor hadn’t yet usurped the throne, there was a nobleman in a certain place…” Master Huangfu said with drowsy eyes. “Although his father died early, he was highly valued by his uncle for his outstanding talent from a young age. Whether in his clan, school, or county, he had a great reputation and was praised everywhere. This nobleman had a fiancé who he had been engaged with since childhood, but unfortunately, he always felt that this fiancé was not worthy of him.”


    “How did this fiancé look?” Shaoshang suddenly interrupted, unable to conceal her sarcasm.


    Ling Buyi and Shen Yuan both looked at her, each with differing expressions on their faces.


    Master Huangfu was surprised and smiled bitterly. “You, little girl, are too sharp. That’s right, alas, this fiancé had an ordinary appearance. The young master not only has a great and promising future, but also the nickname ‘Song Yu.’ In fact, considering that this fiancé has excellent academic and moral qualities, the young master is really superficial. Very superficial…”


    Shaoshang curled her lips and continued to listen to his story.


    “When I was young, no one had ever thought of wanting a beautiful and charming woman with both talent and appearance. This young master couldn’t help but be vulgar. In books, poetry, and essays there were countless beautiful and affectionate women… This fiancé had a poor appearance and plain temperament, which was always a regret in the young master’s heart. However, he also knew that his fiancé was indeed the best woman, so the two grew up together in this way. The young man thought, ‘If you marry her in the future, just treat her politely.’”


    “Unexpectedly, when this young master was seventeen years old, his uncle in the clan pointed out the writing of Emperor Li in court. Overnight, all the adult men in the young master’s clan were nowhere to be found, leaving only one house of elderly and weak women and children. This young master escaped a disaster by studying in the Enshi mountains, and later had to flee to another land. This young master’s family background had already been defeated, so the elders of his fiancé advised him to withdraw from marriage and avoid disaster. That year, she was only fourteen years old.”


    Upon hearing this, Shaoshang felt that she could already guess the ending. She smiled. “Master said that when we met, it was fate. It seems that this young master and his fiancé have no fate anymore.”


    Who told you to initially dislike people who were not good-looking, you deserve to be cheap, Uncle Pig’s Feet! But… it seemed the age was incorrect. She remembered when her uncle asked for her aunt, both of them were already in their twenties.


    “What do you know? If that was the case, this young master wouldn’t regret his time in the future,” Master Huangfu’s eyes were full of tenderness, but his voice was filled with pain.


    Shaoshang was surprised. Did Uncle Pig’s Feet become a male mistress?!


    …
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    Chapter Forty-Eight:
Temporarily Staying in Another Courtyard (Part 2)


    Master Huangfu suddenly gasped for breath. Yuan Shen silently poured a cup of hot water from the warm nest and knelt down to serve his mentor the drink. Master Huangfu breathed a sigh of relief and continued his story, “Not only that, but as a young woman, she also had to shoulder the heavy responsibility of taking care of the young master’s family. The mansion and estate of the young master’s family had been occupied by local bullies, and the food and clothing of the lonely, widowed, and weak children had come from the fiancé’s various sources. She had been waiting for seven years.”


    Shaoshang hesitated, but refrained from speaking.


    “Many things this young master will only inquire about in the future. For a man, seven years was a time to venture into the Dragon Pond and Tiger Cave to seek revenge, but for a woman, it was an endless stream of family blame, taking whatever is desired, and desperately trying to cover the wind and rain for orphans and widows. Daily trivial matters and life, age, illness, and death are all summarized to find her advice.”


    Master Huangfu’s eyes lit up with water. “But at that time, the young master was too arrogant. He thought his fiancé loved him very much, and these were all things he deserved. It would take many more years of worldly experience for this young master to understand even more how much pain and suffering his fiancé had endured for him back then…”


    Ling Buyi, who had been silent so far, suddenly spoke up. “Master,” he said, “if I may be frank, perhaps that young master shouldn’t have let his fiancé wait. Heaven has its own way and one will never let a lover separate. If heaven has no way, one should follow the fate of heaven.”


    The words startled everyone in the hall. If this was said by an elderly person who had experienced many hardships, or a mediocre and incompetent person, it wouldn’t be surprising at all. However, Ling Buyi, a young powerful official who was omnipotent in the sky and sea, should be in high spirits when he would say such resigned words. It was really strange.


    Only Shaoshang lightly clapped and warmly praised the audience, saying, “Well said Master Ling!” In fact, she also thought this way.


    Throughout history, those who had been guarding cold kilns had not come to a good end. After decades of hard waiting, the person on the other side of the straight had already married and had children and grandchildren. Otherwise, you would be the imperial wife for a day, and then get a young, noble and beautiful ‘good sister’ to sleep with your husband and beat your baby. The literati and bureaucrats still wanted to spread your unlucky through the ages, and ‘encouraged’ the women in the future to follow suit – although, in Shaoshang’s opinion, that story was more like a warning.


    According the ethical logic of Shaoshang, humans could not compete with heaven. God told you to separate, so you can separate obediently, find each other, and marry each other. Reorganizing the family also brought a lot of happiness. For example, her previous life’s father and mother, didn’t they both have good lives after they remarried? They became peaceful and optimistic. If everyone could think of it that way, there would have been many tragedies prevented from the ancient times to present.


    After speaking out, Shaoshang saw the startled gaze of the others before bluntly realizing that she seemed to praise the wrong person.


    Fortunately, Lou Yao had an open-minded and sunny personality, and was naturally not suspicious. He spontaneously takes his fiancé’s words as a habitual act of agreeing with the male god – because he himself often unconsciously agreed with ‘what the older brother said is good.’


    However, the remaining few people clearly recognized that the girl’s words were all from the bottom of their hearts. Master Huangfu twisted his beard and shook his head with a bitter smile. Ling Buyi didn’t know what was on her mind, but he turned his head and chuckled lightly.


    Yuan Shen then said, “Mistress Cheng, if Master Lou encounters this matter, will you wait for him or not?”


    Shaoshang had already slapped this guy eighteen times in her heart, and knew that it would be no good if he opened his mouth. Fortunately, she reacted quickly. “Master Yuan, let me ask you this. If you encounter such a disaster, should someone wait for you?”


    “I asked you first,” Yuan Shen raised his eyebrows.


    “If you don’t say it, I won’t either,” Shaoshang glared.


    Seeing the two of them drawing their swords, Lou Yao carefully approached as the mediator and said, “Shaoshang, I wouldn’t have you wait.”


    “Don’t speak yet!” Shaoshang glared at Lou Yao and turned back to the master and disciple, saying word by word, “Since Master Yuan asked, I’ll answer. In fact, it’s simple: if he waits for me, I’ll wait for him.”


    Yuan Shen frowned. “What do you mean?”


    Shaoshang smiled awkwardly. “If he treats me wholeheartedly, even if he falls into Jianghu and his family background falls, I am willing to wait for him.” It was better if she came to support the family. The mother of President Xianyu earned more than his father, and she was also harmonious and affectionate.
[This was the guy next door that Yu Cai Ling was in love with.]


    “But, if he makes excuses as to why it isn’t easy to wander outside, what are the difficulties and hardships, and gives me the pleasure of being around, I won’t wait for half an hour!” After finishing this sentence, Shaoshang’s gaze turned straight to Master Huangfu.


    Master Huangfu looked at the girl’s sharp and clear gaze, and his heart ached, as if he had heard Madam Sang’s initial questioning.


    He continued: “Before the downfall of her family background, there were indeed many women who admired the young master. If it were true about her talent, appearance, and family background, none of them would be inferior to the young master’s fiancé. However, the young master kept his promise and remained cold to those women. Later, when the catastrophic disaster came, the floating flowers and shadows naturally dispersed. However… alas, the young master’s deceased father had a very good guard, and later he established his own family in the Jianghu, which made him quite famous. The kindness of his deceased father in the past, he volunteered to escort the young master southward. However, unfortunately, he died on the way.”


    Shaoshang squinted. “Then, the guard had a daughter?” Such a cliché trope?!


    Master Huangfu smiled bitterly and nodded. “Exactly. He had only one daughter under his knee, who was still young at the time and raised by his relatives. It wasn’t until a few years later that Emperor Li was so cruel that he caused heroes from all over the country to raise flags, and the government could not even arrest him. This young master remembered the last commission of the guard, and only then did he find the daughter of the guard to give him abundant wealth.”


    “She won’t be subjected to extreme abuse and suffering in her relatives’ homes?” Shaoshang quickly thought to herself.


    “It’s not like that,” Master Huangfu sneered and shook his head. “That guard was also a prestigious figure in the Jianghu, and the orphan girl he left behind was also guarded by someone. Later… later…”


    “Later on, that orphan girl must have taken a liking to that young master, and all kinds of obsessions and secret love, right?”


    “Mistress,” Yuan Shen said, displeased, “can you please stop interrupting all the time?”


    “Who made your master stutter? I’ll go on talking for him,” Shaoshang said with a mischievous smile.


    Master Huangfu waved his hand and signaled to Yuan Shen and Shaoshang to stop their arguing. “Shaoshang is right. However, the orphan girl was not obsessed either, just silently following behind the young master. Seeing that the guards around the young master were not careful in their daily lives, she came forward to take care of them. However, despite this, the young master still kept his words to her. After two years, the Central Plains had already been plagued by flames of war, and Emperor Li couldn’t spare himself. This young master could finally return to his hometown.”


    Shaoshang sneered in her heart, what a ‘genuine tone.’ It was just not ‘accepting or resisting.’


    “In the past seven years, the young master traveled all over the world, serving as a guest under the guise of many current heroes, and also achieved considerable fame. The young master thought to himself that he could finally marry his fiancé with great success. So, he wrote back and said that on the day of his father-in-law’s birthday the next month, he would enter the main entrance holding a golden phoenix and Zhu robe and ask for the wedding date in front of all the guests! Who knew, who knew…”
[Golden phoenix and Zhu robe are wedding ceremonial items.]


    Shaoshang was mesmerized and stopped interrupting.


    Master Huangfu trembled and said, “That orphan girl committed suicide by taking poison on the day the young master set off to return home.”


    “She’s dead?!” Shaoshang was shocked. This story had a unique twist she didn’t see coming.


    “Probably not dead,” Ling Buyi said lightly.


    Master Huangfu let out a sigh. “Due to the maid’s early arrival and timely induction of vomiting, the orphan girl did not die. However, seeing her dying, the young master remembered how her father, who had died tragically, could not ignore her. The young master knew a famous doctor from outside so he could only carry the orphan girl to search for that doctor. The young master made up his mind, so that even if the orphan girl died in front of him, he would no longer pay attention. He hurried to take the orphan girl to the famous doctor on the mountain. The young master hurried back to his hometown, traveling day and night, and the birthday banquet had already come and gone.


    “The young master knew that offending his fiancé was not easy, and he wanted to make it clear to her. He begged for a few days before he could open the door and meet her. However, when she opened her mouth, she was about to withdraw from the marriage!” Master Huangfu’s fingers began to tremble. “At that moment, all the relatives and guests turned around and advised the fiancé to be calm and reasonable, not to be too headstrong and stubborn. She missed this great marriage and would regret it in the future. But… But…”


    “The fiancé was able to resist everyone and refused to withdraw,” Shaoshang said coldly. “But now she could also stand alone and step forward and withdraw to her heart’s content.” The decision to withdraw from the marriage was so good, it was truly heartwarming!


    Master Huangfu nodded, “The young master thought that his fiancé was getting angry at the moment and would be fine after a while. So he treated the Yue family kindly and withdrew according to his fiancé’s wishes. As long as she didn’t marry for a day, he wouldn’t marry for a day. One day, the fiancé changed her mind, and the young master immediately welcomed her with sincerity. Who knew… when we arrived, the young master waited for news that his fiancé was going to marry someone else. The young master immediately went crazy and asked his fiancé about it.”


    Master Huangfu’s face was filled with pain. “No matter how the young master explained the matter of the orphan daughter and also explained that he had sent someone back to report it, the messenger died in a military disaster and he did not intentionally leave his fiancé to make a fool of herself at the birthday banquet. However, all the fiancé did was turn a deaf ear and only asked if the young master had ever cared about her and if he had ever known what she wanted. Then, without waiting for the young master to answer, she declared that she would cut all ties and never see him again.”


    “Young mistress, I really don’t understand why the fiancé could wait for him for seven years and endure all those hardships for him, while also being magnanimous and understanding justice from a young age. Why is it that when I see the flowering season in sight, I become stubborn on the last trivial matter?” Master Huangfu held his head in his hands and wept profusely.


    For a long time, it was so silent in the hall a falling needle would be heard.


    After listening to this long story, Lou Yao seemed to understand but also not understand. Yuan Shen was already aware of the situation and could only sigh lightly in this moment. Only Shaoshang was full of anger. If she hadn’t closed her mouth tightly, she would have poured out roasts and insults.


    Ling Buyi caught a glimpse of the girl as if she were a small kettle with a round upturned mouth, boiling water vapor and almost pushing the lid open. “Master,” he said, “I have some questions but I’m not sure if you can answer.”


    Master Huangfu’s face was covered in tears and he looked up. “Zisheng, it’s okay to speak.”


    “You just said that the young master was as cold as ice to the women who came to admire him. Is that young master considerate and caring for his fiancé?” Ling Buyi asked.


    Master Huangfu was taken aback. “Hmm… this young master had been calm and self-disciplined since childhood, and there was no such thing as… such hospitality.”


    Shaoshang couldn’t stop herself. “Is there a difference between treating others as cold as ice and treating one’s fiancé as lukewarm?” What women want is for their beloved to treat them differently. Who treats a random woman and a wife the exact same?!


    Ling Buyi couldn’t help but smile and continued to ask, “From what you said, this fiancé is a clever person. Although this young master knows how to marry a good wife, he still secretly regrets his fiancé’s mediocre appearance. Master, guess if the fiancé noticed or not.”


    Master Huangfu hurriedly said, “I… she… that young master had this intention when he was young, but later on, he was moved by the deep affection and righteousness of his fiancé and he had no such frivolous thoughts anymore.”


    Shaoshang angrily said, “Does that fiancé want the young master’s affection? My uncle…” She suppressed herself and changed her tone. “Who knew at that time that Emperor Li would seek his own death so quickly? That fiancé waited for him when her hope was slim, which shows what a person who is indifferent to fame and fortune is. All she wants is to hope that the person in her heart will also take her to heart. Who would have thought it was such a conceited and sentimental bastard!”


    Master Huangfu was at a loss for words.


    Yuan Shen didn’t stand up for his mentor this time. He glanced sideways at the girl’s flushed little face, with a pair of bright big eyes shining brightly. He silently thought: if someone treated him like that, he would never be as aloof and indifferent as his mentor. He would treat her well.


    Shaoshang held back her anger. “The orphan girl had been following the young master for two years and there are many people who came to the countryside who knew. Did the rumor spread to the young master’s father-in-law’s house?”


    Master Huangfu supported Yuan Shen’s arm and stood up hastily. “I know,” he said. “But the young master repeatedly sent letters to refute rumors with the family, saying that the orphan girl was not worth mentioning.”


    Shaoshang sneered again. “But that fiancé couldn’t be trusted.”


    Master Huangfu was struck by lightning. His wrinkled forehead dripped cold sweat and he still argued with himself. “In the young master’s heart, what if that orphan girl was not as good as his fiancé? How could he let her go? It’s really the fiancé that misunderstood!”


    Shaoshang was furious. Misunderstanding?! Those were the words that men loved to say the most! “Master, you…” But she couldn’t think of a satisfactory rebuttal for the moment, and couldn’t yell.


    Ling Buyi slowly got up and walked to the huge lantern, holding a copper needle to light up the lamp. “Master Huangfu,” he said, “if this fiancé was on the battlefield with the orphan girl…” He shook his head and felt that his example was inappropriate. What were two women doing on the battlefield?


    Shaoshang understood what he was trying to say and quickly jumped in. “If both the fiancé and the orphan girl fell into a river, who would the young master rescue first?”


    Master Huangfu wanted to answer immediately, but Ling Buyi added, “If that fiancé knew a little bit about water, she could float on the water for a moment, and the orphan girl couldn’t swim at all. Who would this young master save first?”


    After listening to the whole question, Master Huangfu hesitated again. “This… this…” Ordinary people would think that the one who could float could persist for a little while, and would first save the person who couldn’t swim.


    Shaoshang felt that Ling Buyi’s knife was extremely well prepared, and she looked at him with admiration in her eyes. Ling Buyi didn’t look aside, but the corner of his mouth was slightly curved.


    Yuan Shen looked at his mentor’s expression of distress. “Master Ling,” he said, “if it were you, who would you rescue first?”


    “I would save my fiancé first,” Ling Buyi said simply.


    Master Huangfu trembled. “Could you just watch the orphan girl die?”


    Shaoshang snorted coldly. If it were Uncle Pig’s Feet, he would have saved his aunt one hundred percent! What orphan and widow, even if they did die, they couldn’t compare to Madam Sang drinking an extra mouthful of river water, which would make Uncle feel heartbroken!


    Although Lou Yao was young and reckless, considering such a situation, he also expressed his opinion in a daze, “If it were me, I would also save Shaoshang first.”


    Shaoshang was overjoyed and turned her head to give him a big, fawning smile as a sign of approval.


    Lou Yao blushed, but his heart was filled with pleasure.


    Ling Buyi didn’t look at the expression of the little girl, and continued to poke the fire with the copper needle. “That year, General Wu’s army was attacking the Tyrant King Chen’s family. I was pressed behind His Majesty and plundered the formation, thinking that being idle was also idle. So, he pretended to attack the convoy where the Tyrant King held his treasures. Unexpected, Chen’s army was fatigued and drew thirty percent of its troops to rescue the property while killing Zhenghan. Chen’s army was crushed like a mountain.”


    Reflecting on the lights, Shaoshang only felt that his cheeks were as beautiful as jade.


    “At the time, I was still young and didn’t understand what kind of treasure was needed to win. However, the wealthy tyrant of the Chen family didn’t think so. For him, the city could be lost, the soldiers could be killed, but the treasure could not be missed at all.”


    Ling Buyi had his hands behind his back and smiled humbly, “Master, is the fiancé a person who could not afford any mishaps for that young master? Anyone who has drowned knows the height of the riverbed, and the depth of the water is unknown. If there were any water plants entangled on their feet and an undercurrent, the consequences would be unimaginable. Did the young master ever think that the moment he first goes to save the orphan girl, the fiancé might have died? If the young master really had the fiancé in his heart, how could there be half an accident?”


    Yuan Shen couldn’t help but open his eyes for his mentor and said, “But the fiancé didn’t fall into the river.”


    “The orphan girl didn’t fall into the river, either. She took the poison herself.”


    Ling Buyi spoke coldly, “These types of people will die if they want to die. Then he would give the guardian a stepson to inherit, and in the future, he would be promoted and wealthy and his descendants would continue, so that the guard’s legacy would continue forever.” This simple and rough hypothetical scenario left Master Huangfu stunned, while Lou Yao and Shaoshang tried to suppress their laughter.


    “I feel a bit sorry for the guard who died tragically,” Yuan Shen said.


    “If you’re sorry, then you’re sorry. In life, no one can be right,” Ling Buyi finished the last light and put down the copper needle. “If I had known that the bodyguard sacrificed his life to protect him in exchange for marriage, it would have been better for the young master to find another wealthy person in Jianghu to escort him. Others may not have been able to sacrifice their lives.”


    Shaoshang sneered. “My father is a military general. In order to protect him as the commander in battle, there are many soldiers who have died or been injured. It’s just a matter of caring for the family and promoting the children. I don’t see any sisters or daughters coming after my father for marriage!”


    She was most annoyed by the theory of giving one’s life to repay one’s kindness. According to this kind of argument, those generals and marshals, this one would marry his younger sister after his death, and the general will marry his daughter after his disability. If you pity an army of one hundred thousand, you would have marriage pacts all over!


    Master Huangfu was completely dumbfounded. Yuan Shen supported his mentor, feeling half of his body cold and trembling.


    Lou Yao looked at the male god closely and hummed. “What older brother said is true. That orphan girl just ignored her parents’ kindness to have children just to prevent the young master from returning home. It’s really not self-loving.”


    “Perhaps it isn’t about the delaying, but because the orphan daughter knew that the young master was about to get married and became disheartened and poisoned herself,” Yuan Shen argued.


    “What matters isn’t the intention, but the result,” Shaoshang spat loudly. “The result is that she asked for medical treatment but delayed the young master’s return to his hometown, so she took poison to prevent him from returning to his hometown!”


    Yuan Shen sighed. Master, he tried his best.


    “After all, if the young master had sent the orphan girl away earlier…” Master Huangfu sighed with sorrow.


    Ling Buyi picked up his slender eyebrows. “That orphan girl is just a clow jumping off a beam, not worth mentioning.” He suddenly raised his voice and said, “Mistress Cheng, if your uncle travels far away and there are rumors that he has another woman, would your aunt believe it?”


    “She wouldn’t believe it,” Shaoshang said with a smile. Then, she laughed. “My aunt would also find someone to quickly rescue him, afraid that my powerless uncle would be taken by the passing female ruler and taken back to the mountain!” If it were Father Cheng, Director Xiao would also be worried that a female ruler deceived her husband.


    Ling Buyi couldn’t help but laugh. Master Huangfu was filled with disappointment, but knew that the girl was telling the truth.


    “This fiancé can’t actually believe that the young master, although cold on the face, actually has a heart for her, nor can she believe that the young master has no feelings for the orphan girl,” Ling Buyi said. “How could two such people who can’t trust each other become husband and wife?! She must have understood this before she decided to withdraw from the marriage.”


    “But… he really only has his fiancé in his heart…” Master Huangfu murmured.


    “Seven years of life and death are intertwined, and the sea of suffering is boundless. No one in the village knew the intentions of his fiancé. However, the young master could not make his fiancé believe him, which shows how arrogant and reserved he is.” Ling Buyi’s words were like a line, leaving no room for others.


    “The fiancé spent seven years proving her love for the young master, and then resolutely withdrew to tell him that although she had an ordinary appearance, her heart should not be underestimated.”


    Shaoshang couldn’t help but shed some tears when she thought that a woman as good as Madam Sang had been subjected to such great bullying.


    Ling Buyi looked at her and said in a soft voice, “I thought that this fiancé was actually a wise woman who could afford it and let it go. Once he figured it out, he would never leave a trace of it behind.”


    Master Huangfu slumped down on the ground, covering his face with his sleeve and didn’t speak after that. Yuan Shen felt pity for his mentor and could only silently accompany him.


    Shaoshang was full of gratitude and felt that in the future, she would follow Lou Yao, and they would admire the male god together.


    Ling Buyi bowed his head and arched his hand, saying, “I apologize, I’ve been blaspheming too much.”


    Master Huangfu sat on the ground, weakly waving his sleeve. “What is your fault?” he said. “I have to thank Zisheng. The long-standing doubts in my heart have finally been resolved today. It’s my fault… it’s my fault…”


    For so many years, although he had been full of apologies and gratitude towards Madam Sang, he never complained that she withdrew from the marriage and broke up with him for the small matter in the middle of the night, which was a bit of a fuss. Now, in retrospect, his fault was not that he had missed Old Master Sang’s birthday banquet, but that he remained arrogant and self-reliant from childhood to adulthood, never repaying Madam Sang’s affection. Afterwards, year by year, time was like sand and youth was wasted, finally grinding away all of Madam Sang’s enthusiasm.


    The wine was cold and the feast ruined, but the music ended and the people dispersed.


    Yuan Shen helped the drunken Master Huangfu back, and Ling Buyi was about to say something. Unexpectedly, Liang Qiu Qi entered the hall from the side and presented a black scroll with a solemn expression. Shaoshang and Lou Yao left first.


    In the early spring night, the cold wind was still strong. Fortunately, after drinking some rice wine before, the two of them walked slowly back to the room along the corridor without feeling the chill.


    Lou Yao let out a white breath and sighed, “The story of Master Huangfu is actually about him and your aunt.” Even if he was short on the uptake, he could hear it.


    “Nonsense,” Shaoshang snorted lightly.


    Lou Yao sighed again. “Speaking of it, if Third Aunt had understood earlier, she wouldn’t have suffered so much. Fortunately, your admiration for Older Brother isn’t as great as if it were Third Aunt, otherwise the pain would have been even greater.” Brother Zisheng was not as kind as Master Huangfu and his disciple, who would have been pitiful to her.


    Shaoshang sneered. “If my aunt withdrew early, I’m afraid it wouldn’t have been my uncle’s chance! This is all fate, fate! Hey…” She suddenly froze for a moment. What… what did Lou Yao just say?


    “When did I have admiration for Master Ling?!” Shaoshang tugged at Lou Yao’s sleeve, eyes showing a fierce look. Food could be eaten indiscriminately but words could not. Even if he was a toad, he couldn’t falsely accuse her of wanting to eat swan meat.


    Lou Yao was taken aback. “Aren’t you?” he stammered. “Didn’t you fight with Wang Ling that day…?”


    Shaoshang took a look at his thoughts and said suspiciously, “Wang Ling said that it was Eleventh Lang I admire?” Although she didn’t know who that was.


    “But brother… that’s just… Eleventh Lang?” Lou Yao felt foolish.


    Shaoshang stayed still for a moment, her mind a mess. “…Why is he called Eleventh Lang?”


    “His Majesty has ten princes. His older brother has a weak relationship with Duke Ling’s father and son, and he has been raised by the Empress since childhood. When he enters the palace, he lives and stays there, and when he leaves, he accompanies him. His Majesty said that Older Brother is his eleventh son.”


    Shaoshang’s face turned green and white, feeling thunderous and rumbling overhead.


    Fortunately, Lou Yao told her about this matter, otherwise it wouldn’t be easy to fool others by revealing things in other places. Recalling the various times she spent with Ling Buyi recently, she vaguely felt that it wasn’t good.


    “How do you not know that Older Brother is Eleventh Lang?” Lou Yao asked.


    Shaoshang quickly pulled back her crazy thoughts and sneered, “Well… if I say, since I got engaged to you, I’ve completely forgotten about Eleventh Lang, would you believe that?”


    “Of course not!” Lou Yao blushed. He wasn’t stupid yet, okay?!


    Shaoshang herself thought that this excuse was too lame, so she let go of Lou Yao’s sleeve, and said weakly, “Actually, there’s something I haven’t really said. My second aunt and my mother have always had quarrels, and I was locked up by her in the inner house since I was a child. I didn’t have any friends and didn’t know anyone outside. During the banquet, the others talked about Eleventh Lang and they were all giddy. You know how it is… if you know, everyone is fine with it. If you don’t, everyone thinks you’re different… I didn’t even know who Eleventh Lang was!” After saying that, she carefully looked at Lou Yao’s expression, secretly hoping that this excuse worked.


    Lou Yao was very satisfied with this and even scratched his head with a worried smile. “You make sense,” he said. “I don’t love cockfighting, but the young men in the market are all familiar with it, so I had to raise several roosters. In fact, what’s the point of cockfighting? I can’t see it at all.”


    Shaoshang breathed a sigh of relief and she knew that choosing to marry Lou Yao was the right choice! Then, she thought of another more troublesome matter.


    From the first encounter at the Wan family’s martial arts arena that day to the hunting house rescue, she faintly felt that Ling Buyi treated her very politely. His smile was so gentle and good looking, and his words were also so polite and humble. She couldn’t even say that she treated his various courtesies as a secret love.


    Since Ling Buyi was Eleventh Lang, he must think that she was one of the secret admirers. He may also think that she pulled the wood from the bridge and caused the girls to fall into the water for him, because he didn’t see herself arguing with Wang Ling and others like Lou Yao did!


    And then… and then, she got engaged… what would Ling Buyi think about her! A scumbag, narcissistic girl? The front foot still smiles like a flower in the hunting house, while the back foot happily calls the new fiancé ‘brother’ together?!


    Even if Shaoshang became a Tyrannosaurus Rex, she felt like she didn’t have much integrity anymore.


    After taking a detour in her mind, Shaoshang couldn’t help but ask Lou Yao, “Since you think that I liked Eleventh Lang, why did you still want to marry me?” She felt that she couldn’t understand his thoughts.


    “Because Brother Zisheng isn’t interested in you!” Lou Yao naturally replied. “In the capital city, there are eight hundred people who yearn for him, if not one thousand, so it’s time to get married and have children!” His little cousin Lou Li would not discuss marriage until next year.


    Shaoshang opened her mouth. The thunder overhead stopped, the clouds cleared, and sky became visible again.


    She patted Lou Yao’s shoulder hard. “A’Yao, you’re right! Brother Zisheng doesn’t mean anything to me!”


    Perhaps in Ling Buyi’s heart, there was no difference between her and Wang Ling. So what was she worrying about? It really was unfounded!


    …


    Next Chapter: yesterday once more
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    Chapter Forty-Nine:
yesterday once more


    The next morning, Shaoshang woke up early and instructed the guards to wake up Lou Yao before dawn. She quickly set off to return to Hua County. Lou Yao originally wanted to spend time alone with the male god, but decided against it when he saw his fiancé glaring at him.


    Master Huangfu sighed with tears all night, while Yuan Shen remained by the side to serve. According to what Lou Yao heard, he had only been sad for half a night, but Yuan Shen didn’t know whether he wanted to motivate his mentor or his habitual poisonous tongue. It was he who was taking a nap beside the teacher’s bed at the moment.


    In the chilly morning, the carriage and horses of the Lou-Cheng family quietly touched the gate of the residence. Shaoshang had planned to leave without saying goodbye and had to spend some time talking with the soldiers in charge of the gatehouse. However, the gatekeeper informed her that Ling Buyi had already left in the middle of the night with the Black Armored Army. Before leaving, he instructed them to let them leave if Shaoshang and Lou Yao wanted to.


    Lou Yao’s face was full of disappointment, and he had originally planned for the male god to take a rest here. He could always come from the county town to visit him. Shaoshang, however, felt a sense of consternation, like she was so excited that she got up early to memorize vocabulary before dawn, but the student next door woke up in the middle of the night to study hard.


    Then the gatekeeper respectfully pulled out Shaoshang’s small carriage, only to see a tall and shiny horse with black fur tied to the crankshaft of the carriage cage. “What about my yellow-haired pony?” Shaoshang exclaimed.


    The gatekeeper smiled. “Master Ling changed it for the young mistress before he left. He said that there was a way to use horses for driving. If you are only leisurely in the city, you can use a small horse with the same size as the carriage seat, but if you want to go for an outing outside the city, the size of the horse should be between the umbrella cover and car seat, otherwise it would be laborious and bumpy.”


    Shaoshang was grateful in her heart and turned to Lou Yao, “After returning to the capital, you will have to thank Brother Zisheng for me.”


    Lou Yao, however, was unwilling to leave his fiancé and said wryly, “When we return to the capital, we will go and thank him together.”


    He had grown up so much, whether at home or outside, he had never had such a congenial partner as Shaoshang. Although she was a woman, she had an open mind and was brave enough to take the lead. If she were living in the same humble and shabby house, if she were an ordinary lady, she would probably either frown in displeasure, or patiently wait for the situation to gradually improve. But, Shaoshang couldn’t bear to wait. She would draw blueprints with great interest to find a craftsman, how to lay the floor that can isolate moisture, how to repair the roof and strengthen the beams, and so on.


    A girl once said, “Only when you are full of desolation can you show your skills and achieve great things. If you are full of prosperity, what are you going to do? Open a few more brocade shops?” In the era when she came, if you were passionate about pioneering and courageously advancing, you might be able to rank in the top three for thousands of years.


    Lou Yao felt that this statement was a combination of courage and boldness, so he wrote it into his uncle and father’s book as an important argument to praise his fiancé for being such a great person. The couple talked about the world every day, read and laughed, and got along happily. In front of this new fiancé, Lou Yao no longer felt inferior and timid, and even began to think specifically about what to do in the future and how to do it.


    Shaoshang had heard of it and was right to think about it. To express gratitude with sincerity, it was better to prepare the gift in person.


    After the horse change, the small carriage was truly reborn. This pitch-black horse was well trained and had a calm temperament. When it heard the sound of the whip, it lifted its steps and pulled the carriage on its own. The speed was not slow or urgent, and was stable and powerful. It was very comfortable for Shaoshang to sit on.


    As soon as she returned to the county government office, Shaoshang wanted to immediately go find Madam Sang. However, when she met with Cheng Zhi, who was just about to go out to inspect the city defense, he immediately took on the demeanor of an elder and made Lou Yao stand outside. He grabbed his niece and pulled her to the side to scold her.


    Unfortunately, it was too late for him to show his authority. Before he could say a few words, Shaoshang opened her mouth and said, “Uncle, how lucky are you? If it weren’t for Master Huangfu and his arrogance, where would it be your turn to marry Aunt?”


    Cheng Zhi immediately became discouraged. “I knew that Master Huangfu didn’t have good intentions to keep you and A’Yao,” he said angrily. “What’s there to say about the past? It’s not that I pried into his corner. It’s Shun Hua who proposed marriage to me!”


    “Aunt proposed marriage to you?” Shaoshang was so surprised she whispered. “You’re talking nonsense.”


    “Your aunt is very kind. She suggested marriage to me in private at the time,” Cheng Zhi said with a stern face. “She said that if I didn’t want to, no one would know about it, so that I wouldn’t have trouble meeting the master of the mountain and Senior Brother Sang because I refused to marry.”


    “Uncle, did you marry her because she proposed marriage? Don’t you like her?”


    Cheng Zhi blushed and awkwardly stroked his beard, saying, “Well, that… naturally…”


    “If you don’t tell me, I’ll tell my aunt!” Shaoshang turned around and was about to file a complaint. Cheng Zhi was so scared that he quickly grabbed the little ancestor and cursed himself for thinking he could reprimand the niece who didn’t sleep at night. He needed his wife for this kind of dignified work. It was the craft of the Sang family ancestors to put on airs and make trouble!


    “Okay, Okay, I’ll tell you!” Cheng Zhi stretched his neck and looked outside, seeing no one around. “When I went up to Bailu Mountain, Master Huangfu had already fled to Jianghu. When I first met your aunt, I didn’t take her seriously. To be honest, I wore more women’s clothing than her.”


    “Uncle is so bold! Just go and say that to Aunt in person!” Shaoshang refused to let Madam Sang suffer, and she didn’t hesitate to blame her uncle.


    “If you’re so picky again, I won’t say anything!” Cheng Zhi pretended to leave.


    Shaoshang sighed and had to compromise.


    “Later on,” Cheng Zhi continued, “I saw that she was a weak woman who was willing to shoulder the punishment and gossip of her elders. There was a lot of help here and there, and sometimes she couldn’t even straighten up when she was tired. I really admired her in my heart.”


    “What is this gossip? Aunt is so kind and righteous, and someone else speaks ill of her!”


    Cheng Zhi said in a muffled voice, “Why not? Those ladies in the city dare not wait for Master Huangfu themselves, but they criticize your aunt, saying that she is an ordinary looking woman who rarely marries a person like Master Huangfu. Naturally, she would be struggling…”


    “Pah!” Shaoshang spat. “Unfortunately, I wasn’t there, otherwise I’d tear their mouths one by one!”


    “But so far, I just pity my good feelings. Later on, when Emperor Li was defeated, the people of the Huangfu family no longer had to be in hiding. Although Master Huangfu had not returned yet, who knew he would have a bright future. But, at this moment, your aunt suddenly wanted to withdraw.”


    Cheng Zhi pounded the gatepost hard and continued, “Everyone thinks that it was a small matter for Master Huangfu to miss the birthday banquet. They all advised your aunt to forget it. Your aunt refused to comply and despite everyone’s scolding, she still withdrew from the marriage. Alas, my heart was sore at the time. I knew that she was not greedy for his fame and talent, nor for any fame, wealth or other reasons. What she wanted was just genuine intention… Unfortunately, I didn’t have a career or was from a wealthy family, so I didn’t feel embarrassed to open my mouth.”


    “I see,” Shaoshang nodded.


    Cheng Zhi glanced at his niece angrily, not only failing to lecture her successfully, but also tricked into saying many old things. So powerful! No wonder Sister Yuan Yi couldn’t even subdue her! Seeing that it was getting late, he could only go out angrily.


    Shaoshang picked up Lou Yao waiting outside and quickly walked towards the back. Sitting in the back room, Madam Sang saw that niece and future nephew, who had not returned all night, and didn’t ask anything. She first pressed the two of them to use a bowl of hot soup cakes in her room. Shaoshang swallowed her last bite and quickly encouraged Lou Yao to go to the martial arts arena to practice swords, spears, staves, and halberds, so that he could show off next time he saw the male god.


    Lou Yao glared. “You don’t need to support me. I’ll leave on my own. Why did you say such a fake excuse?” He was clever enough that he immediately knew that his fiancé was going to whisper to Madam Sang.


    “That’s good,” Shaoshang said. “Could you please avoid it first? My aunt and I have something to talk about.”


    “… You still use excuses to appear more rounded,” Lou Yao said.


    Madam Sang kept smiling as she waited for Shaoshang to leave Lou Yao and held back her maid before saying, “Alright, come on. What did Master Huangfu tell you?” She didn’t even know the virtue of her ex-fiancé?!


    Shaoshang quickly gave a brief account of what had been said last night, and then said, “Aunt, what he said is true and he didn’t deceive me, right?”


    After listening to her words carefully, Madam Sang’s mouth lit up with a hint of mockery. “He is a great filial son. He told such a winding story, but missed the most important thing.”


    Shaoshang had an ‘as expected’ expression on her face and patted the table. “I know,” she said. “It’s that orphan girl. Master Huangfu must have missed out on many things about her?!”


    “Did your ears stop working? I said, ‘great filial son!’” Madam Sang poked her niece’s forehead and sneered. “Qi Shi is not worth mentioning. She acted like a lonely and helpless person, thinking she could deceive everyone. Later on, she fulfilled her wish and entered the room to become Huangfu’s wife. Isn’t she happy?”


    Shaoshang was stunned. “Ah, so she still married…” If Uncle Zhi was a big pig’s foot, then Master Huangfu was a pig foot’s hair! What he said last night was so sincere and pitiful, ‘What if that orphan girl wasn’t as good as my fiancé?’ So he turned around and married her?!


    Madam Sang saw that her niece was about to explode and smiled. “Don’t worry, believe your aunt. Qi Shi married him and that’s the biggest punishment for her. Over the years, she’s probably not much better than the prisoners in a cell.”


    Shaoshang calmed down, feeling thoughtful.


    “What Master Huangfu missed was his mother, Madam Dou,” Madam Sang said.


    Shaoshang clicked her tongue. Come on. Fortunately, her aunt escaped quickly, otherwise she wouldn’t be able to distribute dog food with her uncle all day long, regardless of whether others could bear it or not.


    “What’s wrong with Madam Dou? Didn’t you say that later on, you would take care of all the widows and children of the Huangfu family, eating what you had and using what you had?”


    “She didn’t use mine,” Madam Sang said. “She remarried after Uncle Huangfu passed away, and Master Huangfu was less than five years old at the time. But… she remarried twice and it didn’t go well…”


    “Remarried twice?” Shaoshang was inexplicably envious. “Madam Dou is quite capable…”


    Madam Sang snorted. “Madam Dou was very beautiful and has a good heart. Unfortunately, she couldn’t even get married three times. Uncle Huangfu was talented and capable, but unfortunately passed away. The second husband was mediocre, and she angrily refused to marry. When she also gave up on the future of her third husband, she realized that her and her ex-husband’s son had risen to fame. At that time, Huangfu was only fourteen years old, so she quickly returned to put on the airs of Old Madam!”


    Shaoshang suddenly felt contempt in her heart.


    “When Master Huangfu was young, Madam Dou was busy running for her own career and never even looked at him a few times. He made a name for himself, and so many noble ladies who admired him were rushing to flatter and fawn him. She wasn’t happy.”


    “Aunt, did Madam Dou embarrass you?” Shaoshang asked.


    Madam Sang snorted coldly. “It’s all about making trouble for me. I’ve never taken her words lightly. ‘My son is talented and beautiful, you should cherish your blessings,’ ‘engagement was too hasty back then, marriage is about life, I think we need to consider long-term solutions’… Hmph, if you had the ability to go find the elders of the Huangfu family to withdraw from the marriage, I’d have suffered seven years less. She could make trouble for my mother!”


    “Later on, what happened to the Huangfu family?” Shaoshang was filled with smugness, “Did she run away?”


    Madam Sang looked at the girl with great approval. “Not only did she run away, but she was also very clear! She was hiding at her husband’s house and didn’t dare to come out. The censor came to ask, and she hurriedly pulled at her two sons born to her husband, saying, ‘I only have these two sons!’”


    “That’s it. Later on, when Huangfu and his son rose up again, how could she still want to come out again?” With such a thick face, Shaoshang didn’t know whether to admire or despise him.


    “They told me that she had grievances!” Madam Sang said sarcastically. “Once the situation eased, she couldn’t wait to use the Qi family to oppress me. She kept talking to me all day long about how gentle and weak the Qi family was, how thoughtful she was in taking care of Huangfu, and how much better she was than me. Later, Master Huangfu finally succeeded them. They really became mother and daughter-in-law…” She laughed out loud as she spoke, “I have to say Huangfu, well done!”


    Shaoshang vented her anger. “Madam Dou doesn’t really like the Qi family. She’s just using them to sever your engagement and waiting to find a better bride in the future!”


    Madam Sang smiled lightly. “You don’t know,” she said. “Madam Dou, like you, will never be satisfied with any bride. If she could, she’d marry her own promising son on her own!”


    Shaoshang almost choked on her saliva and laughed in surprise. She approached Madam Sang’s arm and rubbed the fine cloth sleeve with her face. She liked this type of sharp and straightforward sarcasm!


    Madam Sang stroked her face. “You believe in me,” she said softly. “Master Huangfu married the Qi family, which was the greatest punishment for the Qi family. He resigned and went into hiding, which is the great punishment for his mother. In fact, later on, he understood everything but it’s useless to talk about.”


    “If my aunt can let go of this, so can I,” Shaoshang said with interest.


    Madam Sang smiled and turned her head to recall. “It would have been deceitful to say that we didn’t feel sad when we parted ways. I had no intention of remarriage, but my parents, brothers, and sisters sighed and cried every day. I thought I might as well get married.”


    However, she was not a self-deprecating person. Even if she wanted to get married, she had to marry well. If she couldn’t be affectionate and loving, at least she should be respectful and polite. “In fact, although I missed my flowering period and had a bad reputation, relying on my father and brother’s family background, no one wanted me. Among the handful of gentle and kind unmarried men in the mountain, I ultimately chose your uncle. Firstly, he often secretly looked at me and thought I didn’t notice. Secondly,” she laughed and tapped the table, “it isn’t that I boast. Even if we counted the two county towns at the foot of the entire Bailu Mountain, you couldn’t find a second young gentleman who was more handsome and beautiful than your uncle.”


    “Aunt, are you good at judging people by their appearance like that?” Shaoshang wanted to laugh, but her face was calm.


    Madam Sang covered her mouth with her sleeve. “So, I no longer hate Master Huangfu for disliking my appearance! Even if it wasn’t pleasing before, it still gave me a good life in front of your uncle’s face!”


    Looking at the girl across from her with a stern expression, she smiled happily for a while before saying, “Okay, I’m not joking anymore… Well, when we first got married, your uncle and I were both tied up and didn’t know how to get along. What he was thinking at the time was that after marrying him, my food and clothing was not as good as those as my parents, which made me unhappy. What I was thinking was to do my best to help your uncle while being a good wife to the Cheng family, but later… later…”


    Madam Sang smiled slightly as she returned to her former days. Under the questioning of Shaoshang, she had no choice but to continue. “One day, your uncle took me on a hiking trip when the sky was clear and the air was fresh. He didn’t know what to say to me, so he pulled me running all over the mountains and fields. We were out of breath as we ran. Then, he made a big wreath out of wild flowers in the mountains and put it on my head. The wreath was too big, and it slipped onto my neck. I couldn’t breathe I was laughing so hard, and his face turned red like a child who had done something wrong. At that time, I thought, I could marry him and it would be great. I want to live well with your uncle.”


    Shaoshang was happy for her uncle and aunt in her heart, but she said on her lips, “Yes. Since then, whenever you have free time, you go hiking and playing everywhere! That’s what Grandmother says!” Sometimes those two would even bring the county magistrate and his family for an outing or picnic.


    Madam Sang wiped away the tears from the corners of her eyes and sighed regretfully. “Oh, I grew up with Master Huangfu. In fact, upon closer examination we are quite similar. I don’t love playing the qin, I love playing the flute, but he also loved playing the flute. I had to endure not liking to learn the qin. Later, when I married your uncle, he loved to play the qin. We studied new scores together, and when we were free, we played a piece together. Your grandfather once said, this was called marriage and why we should settle for it.”


    Holding Shaoshang in her arms, she gently stroked her soft, black hair. “Master Huangfu isn’t a bad person, he’s just…” She sighed wistfully. “He just didn’t understand.”


    Shaoshang didn’t really understand either, and reluctantly nodded.


    Two days later, everyone in the Cheng family had dinner, while Cheng Wei went to school as usual. The twins were driven to bed early, leaving only Cheng Zhi, Lou Yao, and Shaoshang chatting in the courtyard. Seeing the moonlight as bright as jade, Shaoshang begged her uncle and aunt to play a piece together.


    Cheng Zhi adjusted the strings and proudly exclaimed, “Done! Tonight, I’ll give you a feast! I’ve been practicing this piece for two months before I made your aunt laugh!”


    Madam Sang blinked and smiled.


    Cheng Zhi raised his hand and made a clear sound like a spinning pearl, followed by Madam Sang’s gentle whistling sound. Shaoshang immediately recognized the song “Zheng Feng: Leaving the East Gate” that her aunt and uncle often loved to play together, and smiled.


    The melody expressed emotions, melodious and gentle. Madam Sang’s heart turned as she blew into the flute.


    She had been determined since childhood, but no one knew, and in fact, she herself wasn’t sure what kind of emotion she wanted. Was it enough for Master Huangfu to put down his lofty airs and be gentle with her as soft as jade in the beginning?


    It wasn’t until Cheng Zhi played this piece of music to her that she understood: she could endure hardship, endure cold words, but what she wanted was a steadfast affection like in a poem.


    Madam Sang turned to look at her husband, her eyes filled with sincere affection – ‘Thank you for giving me what I wanted the most when I had already given up myself.’


    Shaoshang saw the look Madam Sang gave Cheng Zhi was rippling like waves, and her face was flushed with joy as if it was about to overflow from around her. Her ordinary face was reflected by this, and her expression shone brightly. Shaoshang secretly thought that she should have called that old man Huangfu to take a look, so he could give up.


    Who knew that people could not bear to think about it. Just as Shaoshang had this idea, outside the high walls of the county government mansion, suddenly came an old and vigorous male singing voice, singing exactly this song…


    “Out of its east gate, there are women like clouds. Although they are like clouds, I think about banditry. Clothes and scarves, chat with me…”


    Everyone in the courtyard was stunned and recognized whose voice it was, but looked at each other silently. Only Lou Yao exclaimed in surprise, “It’s Master Huangfu!”


    At this moment, Cheng Zhi and Madam Sang both stopped playing, while Master Huangfu outside the wall still sang freely: “Out of the temple, there are women like tea. Although they are like tea, I think of banditry. In the temple, chatting and entertaining…”


    The song was loud and deep, with a hint of dullness, as if coming from afar. Rough stones were pounding on the ice, tugging at the pain of the vocal cords and realizing the regret and pain after all – Shaoshang didn’t speak sarcastically, but listened quietly. This was the first time she held a peaceful and neutral attitude towards her aunt’s former fiancé, without any contempt or ridicule.


    She now understood what her aunt meant by saying Master Huangfu wasn’t a bad person, he just didn’t understand.


    The past few days, she listened to Lou Yao talk about the experience of Master Huangfu and learned that he not only had profound knowledge, but also had the courage to take on tasks, just like Sun Qin and Zhang Yi, who had ruled over the seven kingdoms in ancient times, who lobbied among the feudal lords as a scholar and eliminated many military disasters. How could a current hero, who was not just a small belly and chicken intestines, have been concerned about Madam Sang for more than a decade just because he was so unwilling in his youth?


    Master Huangfu not only failed to understand what his fiancé had been thinking, but also failed to understand his own thoughts.


    However, the situation could be remembered, but it was already lost.


    Master Huangfu sang “Zheng Feng: Leaving the East Gate” three times outside the wall, and then the sound of a copper bell on a carriage rang, getting further and further away. After a moment, the servant outside came in to report, “Master Huangfu left a message with the front gatekeeper that he has a holiday given by His Majesty. He will leave the city gate tonight and then go into seclusion in the mountains. After a few years, everything will be clear, and he may come back to disturb his old friend.”


    Cheng Zhi nodded and turned to shake his wife’s hand. Madam Sang shook it back with tears in her eyes. “It’ll be good if he can see it through. After all this time, I hope he can have a happier life. Don’t dwell on the past.”


    After a long silence in the courtyard, Lou Yao, who was not in a very good state, chuckled twice. “So… what Master Huangfu sang was good, I’ve never heard of it before in the capital.”


    Cheng Zhi and his wife were initially disheartened, but upon hearing the young man’s foolish words, they couldn’t help but shake their heads and burst into laughter.


    As the night darkened, everyone stood up and walked out of the courtyard.


    Lou Yao strode ahead, and Cheng Zhi caught up with him and patted the young man’s shoulder. He said he wanted to be kind to his niece. Madam Sang slowed down and turned to ask Shaoshang lightly, “What do you think?”


    Shaoshang curled her lips. “Master Huangfu is really good. He is so good at studying and entering politics, but he is confused about such things. It’s all because he is too arrogant, otherwise, how can anyone in this world not figure out who they like in their hearts?”


    Madam Sang stumbled under her feet. “… You’re right,” she said after taking a deep breath.


    Then silently watching the beautiful girl like a trembling bough, she quickly caught up with her husband and fiancé, shouting, “Uncle, have you bullied A’Yao again?”


    …
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    Chapter Fifty:
Warehouse Reserves Restart


    In March of Yangchun, the first ten days of the year were approaching. As a (temporary) parent official, Cheng Zhi needed to preside over the purification ceremony for the people – that is, leading them to the riverbank to splash water and wash themselves, removing the bad luck and haze of the previous year.


    As for the high-ranking women, although they weren’t actually going naked to engage in the celestial sport, they also wore much thinner clothing and even had to use curtains to block them. Lou Yao hesitated and asked Shaoshang if he could pour himself a bucket of water that day as a gesture of wish.


    Shaoshang smiled. “Okay,” she said. “But that day I’m going to wear a bare shoulder shirt. What are you wearing?” Her two collarbones were as slender as butterfly wings, very beautiful in her opinion.


    Lou Yao immediately blushed like soy sauce braised meat, but he didn’t know what his brain had done, so he covered his nose and ran away. Unfortunately, the day before the festival, Father Cheng and Director Xiao fell from the sky. Strictly speaking, the couple arrived half a day apart from each other. Now Shaoshang, not to mention showing her collarbone, had to regulate her words and deeds.


    Cheng Shi was very happy when he promised the marriage but the aftertaste was inexplicably sour. After all the recruitment work was complete, he led his army back to the capital and passed through Dongjun. He quickly led a team of guards to Hua County to visit his daughter and examine his future son-in-law.


    Madam Xiao was also caught off guard by this marriage.


    Firstly, the second wife of the Lou family entrusted someone to speak to her about being close to Shaoshang. Without waiting to quell her astonishment, she also received a sincere letter of marriage from Lou Yao’s father in Qingzhou (in fact, this letter was originally sent to Cheng Shi, but at the time of writing, Lou Yao’s father did not know that his future family was nearby). Madam Xiao had just received an urgent letter from her husband stating that he had agreed to the marriage and had exchanged tokens with the second Lou adults.


    Madam Xiao felt a fit of anger and didn’t even bother to pay attention to her husband’s feelings. She set off to Hua County to inquire with Cheng Zhi and his wife in person, and then pick her daughter up and return to the capital.


    “Whenever you encounter something that curls up, your brother will take me as a thief to guard against.” Madam Xiao mocked herself.


    “What did I say back then? Don’t go too far with Shaoshang, be careful of the backlash,” Madam Sang said with a smile. After laughing for a moment, she asked how everything was at home.


    “Old Lady Hu accompanied Mother to uproot all the flowers and plants in the backyard. At the moment, they’re discussing what kind of crops to plant! I think her spirit is better than before. Yang Yang is still learning to manage household affairs, and her temperament has matured. No one dares turn a cold face on her.”


    “So, what do you think of Shaoshang now?” Madam Sang asked with a smile.


    Madam Xiao pondered, closed her eyes, and sighed, “You raised her very well… better than me.”


    After a few months of separation, her daughter not only had a graceful and filled out figure, bright teeth and eyes, but also the fierce aura that had previously stuck between her eyebrows had dissipated. Her gaze at people was no longer gloomy and solitary, but instead showed kindness and mischief. After experiencing what she had, the girl’s overall demeanor was now open-minded and natural, and her elegant demeanor exuded a lively and innocent radiance that was truly joyful.


    Madam Sang looked around and ostentatiously said, “Look, Shaoshang rebuilt this room!”


    Following Madam Sang’s gaze, Madam Xiao looked around and found that this inner room was made somewhat differently. It was warm, but not stuffy, and the light was bright and atmosphere transparent.


    “A while ago, Shaoshang even dug me a stove for bathing, and even connected it with a big wooden barrel that she found, so I can soak in it no matter how cold the day is. From bricklaying to water diversion, this was all her idea, and cost-effective. The craftsmen were quite satisfied!”


    Madam Xiao sighed lightly.


    Her deceased biological mother, even though she had several sons and a daughter, still had a waist like a willow, a shape like a girl, and delicate and clear face. No matter how many wars, revolts, and family downfalls happened outside, nothing could disturb her enjoyment of wealth and prosperity. Nowadays, Shaoshang had grown up a lot, and her appearance was almost identical to that of her biological mother, but her personality was becoming increasingly different.


    The backyard of the government office was not very large, and from outside, Cheng Shi’s thick scolding and the girl’s angry voice were faintly audible, interspersed with Cheng Zhi’s laughter at his old brother’s misfortune. Upon hearing this, both sisters-in-law felt amused.


    “A’Yao is also the youngest child pampered by the Lou family,” Madam Xiao said, expressing her concern. “Don’t take it lightly.”


    “Although A’Yao is young, he knows of bows, horses, swords and spears. Don’t worry, he isn’t delicate! Besides, Shaoshang is here. Brother is just being intimidating… By the way, what do you think of this engagement?”


    “We have all exchanged tokens, what else can I say?” Madam Xiao said helplessly.


    Madam Sang noticed the displeasure in her tone and she softened. “To be honest, what would you do if this marriage were not arranged by Brother-in-law, but rather left to you?”


    Madam Xiao remained quiet for a moment. “I won’t hide it from you,” she said simply. “That day, the Lou family sent someone to inquire about the marriage, which I couldn’t even have imagined in my dreams. Ah, Shaoshang is rebellious and has a bad reputation in the capital. Even if A’Yao was okay with it, I think Madam Lou would hesitate, who knows…” She shook her head. “This happened so fast.”


    “Now that He Zhaojun has married Prince Xiao, A’Yao’s mother is facing no glory. If she delays any longer, she’s afraid that He Zhaojun will have children. Could she be happy?”


    Madam Xiao nodded, then hesitated. “Do you think that if Shaoshang marries well in the future but Yang Yang’s husband’s family is not as prestigious as the Lou family, will the Ge family become resentful…?”


    “There you go again!” Madam Sang forcefully set down her bowl. “I’ve told you before that eagles and sparrows cannot be raised together! Such an appearance and temperament like Niao Niao cannot be covered up!”


    Madam Sang thought it was a good thing that Madam Xiao didn’t know Ling Buyi yet, otherwise there would be even more trouble. “Yang Yang has her own advantages and will have a happy marriage in the future. As you said earlier, whether one’s family is high or not is closely related to whether life is good or not! If Niao Niao can marry low and live with peace of mind, why can’t Yang Yang also do that?”


    Madam Xiao was not angry, either. After sighing, she spoke slowly, “Actually, I have also thought about that. Many things are not something that I can do as I want. Master Lou said in the letter that he was hesitant at first, so he sent someone to inquire. Coincidentally, he saw your injured and sick group as they stumbled backed to Hua County. Along the way, there were many people who were tired and couldn’t bear it, and the large convoy was actually led by a little girl…”


    Madam Sang remembered her leg injury at that time, and her husband, who had been crying and regretful, trapped in the carriage and refusing to get out.


    She couldn’t help blushing.


    “Master Lou said, no matter what the rumors in the capital are, what he sees and hears from the people under his command were all the benefits of Shaoshang – responsible, courageous, filial to her aunt, considerate to the descendants of Old Cheng’s family, intelligent, knowledgeable, and a warm heart of compassion for the weak and lonely. Master Lou also said that a good or bad temper was only the last resort. Shaoshang is still young, and she would gradually learn in the future,” Madam Xiao said.


    Madam Sang chuckled. “I see that A’Yao’s father is so gentle and kind. Shaoshang will be blessed in the future!”


    Madam Xiao gave a bitter smile and said, “My own daughter, I didn’t even know that there were so many benefits, but Master Lou, an outsider, could tell. Shun Hua, can you tell? Am I wrong?”
[Fucking yes you are. Mygod.]


    Seeing the hard-headed and arrogant woman was now looking lost and self-doubtful, Madam Sang couldn’t help but soften a little. “Shaoshang still has a lot to learn,” she said. “A single act of ‘making your own decisions and assuming your own abilities’ can scare her uncle and me into a cold sweat! You don’t know, Shaoshang used to want to open a kiln and burn bricks on her own! It scared me to death. Fire and water are merciless, and if it’s not managed properly, the kiln will explode and the bricks burst, burning to the point of scars on her face and body. What could I do?!” She patted her chest and thought about it with lingering fear.


    “When you speak, she listens,” Madam Xiao sneered. “But now, when I tell her what to do, will she be willing to listen to me?”


    “…This child only listens to those who treat her well,” Madam Sang whispered.


    Madam Xiao remained silent.


    Cheng Shi had snuck out to challenge (scratch that, test) his future son-in-law, and his daughter stared at him with wide eyes. Except for a few archery and knife gestures, he couldn’t reveal anything with his throwing stone lock. 


    “Father, what are you doing? Don’t tell me A’Yao isn’t passing your test? Can you still get the token back from Uncle Lou?” Shaoshang crossed her arms and smiled. “Father, let me tell you a wise saying. Before the marriage is settled, you need to investigate their shortcomings more. Once the marriage is settled, you need to pay more attention to their benefits, so that life will be easier.”


    Father Cheng was also an old hand at this, how could he be stumped by his daughter? Seeing that Lou Yao had been helped down by the servant, he smiled and said, “What do you know at a young age? I’m trying his strength for you. It’s better for your husband to be weaker. In the future, if you argue, you can also fight him two ways, so that when your father and brother come to rescue you, they won’t see your nose bruised and face swollen.”


    “Father, can you hope for something better for me?” Shaoshang became angry and loudly said. Who would dare try to assault her?!


    Since the marriage had been decided, Shaoshang couldn’t be allowed to be happy outside. It was time to start the etiquette process, learning the routine and basic family lineage, and quickly perfect them.


    That night, Madam Xiao instructed her servants to pack the luggage for Shaoshang. Little Lou Yao shyly asked, ‘Can I come back to the capital with the Cheng family?’ Madam Xiao looked silently at the roof and reluctantly lowered herself for a while. At the same time, she felt a sigh of relief in her heart. No wonder the third brother and his wife were so confident and relaxed. Seeing the boy’s sticking to her daughter, it was obvious his feelings were true.


    Madam Xiao was a swift and resolute person. It took two days for the motorcade to be repaired, and on the fourth day, she picked up her daughter and set off. Lou Yao rode a horse alongside her as usual, with a regretful expression on his face that his fiancé could not ride with him.


    Shaoshang reluctantly bid farewell to Madam Sang, tears swirling in her eyes, urging Madam Sang to pay attention to her body and her leg injury. Her voice was choked with sincerity, and Madam Xiao looked sour off to the side.


    Not only did she feel sour, but Cheng Zhi, who had been in the cold wind for half a day, did as well. He naturally took his wife’s hand away from his niece’s, and then muttered a few clichés with a caring expression.


    Shaoshang looked pitifully at her third uncle.


    Father Cheng was a typical person who was wise, but foolish. He lets go of small things and has a clear mind for the big things. Madam Xiao looked strong, but she rarely changed the decision made by Master Cheng. But, Uncle Pig’s Feet, his belly and intestines were far less beautiful than his face. He was held in the palm of the hand by Madam Sang without realizing it, and he always liked to be proud, indicating that all the nutrients that should have grown into his mind back then had grown into his face.


    Cheng Zhi also looked at his niece with pity.


    He knew that Cheng Shi had been honest and sincere from head to toe since he was young. When telling lies, it was like telling the truth. If you don’t fan people’s tears when telling the truth, it’s considered acting out of order. Madam Xiao was even more resolute and resourceful. No matter how powerful the niece was, could she still climb over the palms of this couple’s hands? If you can’t handle it properly, you’ll have to throw a cup and be punished with a cane!


    Cheng Zhi touched his niece’s head and said, “After returning home, listen to your parents and stop being stubborn.”


    Shaoshang patted her uncle’s arm and said, “Uncle, listen to Aunt’s words more. Don’t think too much, it’s definitely right to listen to her.”


    Both uncle and niece felt sorry for each other in their stomachs, and for a moment, they found it difficult to reconcile and no longer resented each other.


    The bamboo whip was raised, and the convoy set off. Shaoshang looked back from the carriage window, only to see the city gate slowly closing behind her. She took a gentle breath ­– she was about to return to the capital city. She hoped to get married to Lou Yao earlier and then go out with him to become an official. That really was what made the sky high and the sea wide.


    …
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    Chapter Fifty-One:
Scandal Prematurely Exposed


    On the return journey, there were no surprises or dangers, and the weather was smooth.


    Previously, Father Cheng, who used to work for personal gain, led the army to lead the way. Later, Madam Xiao’s war-torn guard led the way. It was said that this guard only listened to her alone in the past, and even Cheng Shi had to take second place. It was claimed that under the same number of people, it had never been breached.


    But, as they approached the capital, Shaoshang and Lou Yao became even more aggrieved.


    In the outer counties, it was fine. As soon as they returned to the territory of Sili, Madam Xiao directly bound her daughter according to the specifications of a princess.


    Don’t mention wandering mountains and rivers, she wasn’t even allowed to ride horses anymore. The brand new golden red little carriage was pitifully pulled behind her, and Shaoshang could hear its whimpering and crying sounds. Sitting in the delicate and stable carriage, observing the various etiquette of a lady, she was almost suffocated. The warm and comfortable light honey skin that had just been acquired in the past few months quickly returned to a famine-like pallor while being confined in the carriage all the way back.


    Madam Xiao was actually not against her daughter riding a horse. She was both civilian and military, and she already strongly supported girls learning some archery skills. However, once she released her daughter to the horse, she would inevitably stand shoulder to shoulder with the Lou family’s boy and speak and laugh without hesitation. The capital city was approaching, and the people on the official roads were becoming increasingly dense. Although the atmosphere was more open, it was always right to be cautious. 


    Shaoshang originally wanted to plead with Father Cheng for mercy, but unexpectedly, she had angered her own father by overly protecting her fiancé. Now, Cheng Shi agreed with both his hands and feet to let the young couple ‘behave’ better – he had not even touched Madam Xiao’s hand before they got married, what else did the upright son of the Lou family want?!


    A corner of the carriage curtain was lifted and a delicate wooden box with a bundle of brocade ropes was pushed in. Shaoshang quickly untied the rope and opened the box, tearing open the oilcloth underneath. Inside, a golden and smooth piece of dried peach fruit was found, exuding a sweet fragrance.


    Shaoshang inserted a bamboo skewer and tasted it. She smiled at the young man accompanying her outside the carriage. “A’Yao, you’re right,” she said. “It’s better than those two shops in the city!”


    Lou Yao had just ridden a long distance for over an hour and at that moment, was sweating profusely. Seeing his fiancé’s smile, which was even sweeter than a dried peach, he was completely exhausted. He smiled widely. “This place is not far from the capital city. If you like it, I will often have someone buy it for you in the future.”


    Shaoshang raised her beautiful and delicate eyebrows like a bird, but deliberately said with a thin expression of anger, “You too. Can’t you ask a servant to buy them? You’ve been exhausted from going there! Let me see, your temples are dripping wet! Come here, I’ll wipe them.”


    Lou Yao obediently leaned his head over and asked his fiancé to reach out from the carriage to wipe away the sweat. Looking at Shaoshang’s beautiful and clear smile, he happily almost hit the edge with his head.


    “It’s no good. With so much sweat on your face, you’re still clearly sweating a lot! Hurry back to your own carriage and change your clothing!” Shaoshang looked worried.


    Lou Yao didn’t say a word, and he stared at her big, beautiful eyes. She pursed her small mouth, and gently became angry, “You don’t listen to me anymore! I won’t talk to you again! If you get sick from the cold, I won’t eat dried peaches again in my life!” She pretended to throw the dried fruit box out of the carriage window.


    Lou Yao dared not disobey, he immediately turned around to change clothes.


    “Hey, wait a minute! You can try one, too… come on, open your mouth… isn’t it sweet?” The girl used a bamboo skewer to pick up the dried fruit and reached out of the window. Lou Yao took it in one bite and happily rode away, feeling dizzy and disoriented. He went past his own carriage and, after regaining his composure, kept his distance.


    Madam Xiao, who was riding beside him on horseback, watched this scene and secretly shook her head while sighing.


    In her eyes, her niece Cheng Yang had a gentle temperament, was focused on the overall situation, was not too sharp or sexual, and was kind and amiable. However, these valuable qualities were all overshadowed by the lively and charming personality in her daughter’s body.


    Madam Xiao considered herself to have been around the block before, how could she not know that in the eyes of a young, hot-blooded teenage boy, Cheng Yang was just a secure and reliable desk, sturdy and durable, while Shaoshang was a bright moon, an intoxicating spring breeze, and a thrilling sea of clouds and mist.


    Moreover, she now knew that her daughter was not only capable of being spoiled, but was also able to handle affairs.


    Compared to her niece, what her daughter lacked was only common sense and regulations, and she was even more capable and adaptable. She had to put in a lot of effort to make Cheng Yang know how to combine kindness and power, but in the end, Shaoshang was self-taught and managed the entire medical house in an orderly manner, driving many medical apprentices and servants to work hard.


    Post-disaster reconstruction required money everywhere, and with little business, it could not be suspended for profit but could be lured to fame. Every doctor who worked from beginning to end had received a white silk document written by Cheng Zhi himself before leaving, which described how kind-hearted and diligent they were in their duties without shirking their other duties. Finally, they were stamped with the county magistrate’s official seal to show their commendation.


    Even the daughter used the money left in her money box to buy a shaman off, and occasionally came to the medical room to set up a divination altar. Today, counting the brother’s tireless efforts to save lives and heal the injured day and night, she would surely receive blessings in the afterlife, and the family blessed and prosperous in the next life. In the future, if the injured person was killed innocently, God would not be angry about it, and the blessings that had not been enjoyed in this life would be doubled in the next… it not only boosted everyone’s fighting spirit, but also appeased those mourning, killing two birds with one stone.


    Madam Xiao sighed again.


    Besides, Lou Yao was not the eldest son. The eldest son’s wife needed to be prudent and decent, and the youngest’s bride was lively and quarrelsome, what’s more, she came to settle accounts and managed everything, and had a good relationship with her son. She imagined that if Cheng Zhu wanted to marry such a bride, she would probably agree.


    In fact, this marriage was basically earned by her daughter herself, and she and her husband effortlessly climbed to up to an aristocratic family. According to the shaman, such a daughter was simply reincarnated to repay her debts. Her parents hadn’t raised her, but later resolved the marriage matters on their own, without any worries.


    Madam Xiao smiled wryly and shook her head. She was not fond of seeking out divination since childhood, but now she was starting to believe in it.


    The young Shaoshang in the carriage was proudly eating snacks. In fact, she had already faintly felt that she had a talent for acting.


    In her hometown, she had no choice but to be stubborn. After entering university, she knew there would inevitably be hidden dragons and tigers in first-class universities, with various academic elites and Generation X gatherings, and the water depth was unpredictable. Therefore, she quickly cultivated her character and pretended to be a beautiful little girl from the Jiangnan water town with low eyebrows and pleasant eyes. She always pretended to be quiet, lovely, and progressive. Was it worth fishing for a salted fish president with excellent moral character and family background, as well as a few miscellaneous fish in the department?


    Thinking of this, Shaoshang felt a pang of pain again. She died without even taking a bite of such high-quality fish. What kind of bad luck was that? Even with a nod, she could peel off the fish head, scrape the fish meat, and drink the fish soup. It was so delicious that she had been pinching it for two or three years! Now, she couldn’t help but want to give herself a beating, what a first love and white moonlight that kills people!


    For example, her SMS roommate, before graduating, had six orchard owners, seven fish pond owners, and eight demolition households to come propose marriage to her family! Her parents worried every day if polyandry was illegal in China!


    Shaoshang thought to herself that it shouldn’t be a problem to hold onto Lou Yao. Next, if she could handle her future mother-in-law Second Madam Lou, everything would be stable.


    At this time, the sky was getting dark, and half a day earlier, the army had been sent to the Panqing camp on the outskirts of the capital, and then he brought his family and guards to join his wife and daughter, planning to go back to the city together. When he was less than ten miles away from the capital, Cheng Shi had to say goodbye to his future son-in-law.


    The Cheng family’s mansion was closer to the south gate of the capital, while the Lou family’s mansion was easier to walk through the north gate. If Lou Yao insisted on accompanying the Cheng family to enter through the south gate, he would have to go through most of the capital to return home. It was almost curfew. The straight official road ran from west to the city wall on the west side of the capital, where the two families parted ways, just enough to pass through the north and south gates.


    Lou Yao knew that he couldn’t evade this time, so he could only follow the horse behind his own convoy a few steps away.


    Cheng Shi looked at Lou Yao’s reluctance and felt unhappy all over. Looking back, he saw his daughter holding the carriage window curtain and waving her handkerchief with tears in her eyes, and he felt like he stopped breathing. He couldn’t help but say sourly, “Niao Niao, put your head back! You’ve only known each other for a few days now, and it’s like parting in life or death. Why didn’t I see you this reluctant to go to Qingzhou?”


    Shaoshang pressed her handkerchief around the corner of her eyes and muttered, “What did he say? When I went to Qingzhou, I was almost out of the official position. Didn’t you and Mother have a hard time separating before you got married? Didn’t grandfather ever feel sorry for you? Can’t we compare ourselves?”


    Cheng Shi coughed a few times and said to himself, “I really didn’t.”


    He was promoted directly from an unfamiliar admirer or the Xiao family’s young mistress to husband, which took less than five days in total. Among them, three days were spent helping to bury his future father-in-law, Old Master Xiao, and the relationship between husband and wife had developed after marriage.


    Cheng Shi glanced at his wife, who was far in front of the convoy, and said with a stern face, “Go back in and stay calm inside!” What kind of heart was his? The little couple who hated premarital romance the most! He was trembling in front of Madam Xiao at that time, afraid that she would understand and repent of marriage.


    After driving for nearly an hour, the Kaiyang Gate to the south of the capital was right in front of them. Four imposing and big towers towered above the city tower, and under the dark sky, clusters of black beasts looked down on the city like four wild beasts with their teeth and claws outstretched.


    Cheng Shi and Madam Xiao were about to go forward and deliver the city command to the young general guarding the city, but they saw the tall vermilion copper nail gate tightly closed, the sharp arrows faintly visible behind the city head, and huge braziers burning at every obstacle on the wall.


    Madam Xiao thought something wasn’t right.


    Cheng Shi asked his servants to come forward and call for the gate, but it still wouldn’t open. A light and scattered voice came from behind and said, “Oh, General Cheng, right now the gate is strictly guarded and no entry or exit is allowed. This villain dares to ask General Cheng to take a break in another village in the suburbs. Tomorrow, everything will be fine.”


    Cheng Shi was angry in his heart. “What’s the matter?” he exclaimed. “I have been ordered to return to the capital, why can’t I enter?”


    “General,” the voice behind the city gate continued, “don’t embarrass this villain. This was directly ordered by my superiors!”


    Cheng Shi clenched his fists and angrily slammed them on the saddle on his horse. He turned to whisper to his wife, “The martial law at the gate of the city is mostly for arresting people, so people should be allowed in and not out. What’s more, there are only a few of us, and we have entered the city. Could it be that when we sneaked in, it’s not a war between two armies?! Hmph, it’s just because I come from a poor family, and my official position is not high, so it’s okay to be contemptuous. If the elder brother of the Wan family was here, let’s see if they would open the city gate!”


    Madam Xiao rode her horse over and gently stroked her husband’s generous back. “There’s no need to be angry,” she said flatly. “Let’s go back to the villa to rest.” Cheng Shi nodded. He could be as angry as he wanted, he would never do such a thing like forcibly breaking into the city gate.


    The husband and wife then ordered the convoy to turn around and head towards the other villages in the suburbs. After Shaoshang found out, she was also depressed and wondered whether all the city gates were under martial law and whether Lou Yao had entered the city. Unexpectedly, the convoy hadn’t walked a few steps, only to hear a soft sizzling sound behind the huge city gate, and then the gate opened.


    A group of light armored cavalry galloped out from the dark door opening like a den of beasts, each with tall horses and shiny armor, and the sound of galloping horses came like the roaring of tigers and wolves.


    This light cavalry of hundreds of people, like a sharp sword drawn from its sheath, suddenly pierced through the quiet city gate and quickly wiped away the entire convoy.


    At this moment, it seemed that someone in the cavalry shouted, “It’s the convoy of the Cheng family!” A general who was surrounded by front and rear cavalry guards at the forefront, led a horse and turned back to ride towards the Cheng convoy. Hundreds of light cavalry behind him also rode back with the commander like flowing water.


    The Cheng Shi couple, still feeling depressed, were immediately startled by this situation. The couple looked at each other, unsure of what was happening.


    In an instant, the young general wearing a silver-gray feather cloak rode up to them. Cheng Shi saw the person’s face clearly and arched his hand in a daze. “Ling… Young Master…” Although he was young, he had many positions, and Cheng Shi didn’t know which official position to call him.


    “Captain Cheng,” Ling Buyi arched his hand.


    That ended Cheng Shi’s thoughts.


    He and Ling Buyi had met before, but they had never spoken and had no friendship. Just as he was planning to start with a few pleasantries, he passed by and saw Ling Buyi riding straight towards the cart behind him. He and Madam Xiao were stunned for a moment and quickly followed.


    Ling Buyi saw the eye-catching golden red carriage at a glance, rode to the side and softly called out, “Shaoshang, Shaoshang, are you inside?”


    Shaoshang was suffocating in the carriage when she heard a familiar voice. She quickly moved the carriage window curtain and looked out. A young and handsome general riding on a tall horse was before her, with a face as fair as jade and eyes as clear as amber.


    “Master Ling, why are you here, too?!” she exclaimed in surprise as she saw the hundreds of light riders surrounding the Cheng family’s convoy. She furrowed her slender brows. “Are you off to catch the culprit again? Is the wound on your shoulder okay?”


    Ling Buyi looked down at the girl with a soft smile. “Everything is fine,” he said. “Thank you for removing the arrow.”


    At this moment, the Cheng Shi couple had arrived on horseback.


    “Niao… Shaoshang, do you know Master Ling?” Comrade Cheng himself didn’t know why his laughter was so stiff. Looking at his wife’s face, he felt that it wasn’t as good as his dry smile.


    His foolish daughter smiled naively and innocently. “Father,” she said, “you don’t know, but Master Ling saved my aunt and me! Also, Master Ling and the Lou family have a strong friendship, A’Yao is just like his brother!”


    Ling Buyi’s smile faded a bit. “You don’t look good, are you sick again?”


    Cheng Shi wanted to say that in fact, his daughter was born with that appearance. As long as she didn’t deliberately show her teeth and claws, she would always appear very weak and pitiful if she stayed quiet.


    Shaoshang knew that Ling Buyi held a high position of power, but she didn’t want to trouble others. After all, the other party helped and saved them several times, so how many thank-you gifts would need to be prepared in the future. She smiled. “It’s fine, it’s fine! I just don’t seem to have much strength, but it’s actually okay.”


    Ling Buyi looked at the girl hesitating for a moment, then pretended to be excited and smiled exceptionally gently. He said, “You still have the strength to worry about me, it seems everything is fine.” He whispered to the guard next to him.


    ‘Who said I’m worried about him?’ Shaoshang thought.


    Without careful consideration, she looked closely and recognized the guard. She chuckled, wasn’t that General Zhang?


    General Zhang silently clenched his fists and quickly rode towards the city gate.


    Ling Buyi then turned to the Cheng Shi couple. “After you enter the city, don’t take Zhongzhi Road. Just take the deviation road from Yuyang to return to your mansion. As for what happened, military officials will inquire with General Wan tomorrow, so know that he won’t come out tonight.”


    Cheng Shi opened his mouth in a daze, and hurriedly clasped his fists to thank him upon hearing those words.


    Ling Buyi bowed back politely, his gaze warm and harmonious like the rising sun.


    For some reason, Comrade Cheng, who was looking at him, felt both guilty and panicked. He wanted to shout out, ‘You do know my silly daughter and Lou Yao’er are engaged!’ He just didn’t have the courage.


    Ling Buyi placed a slender and powerful hand on the frame of the carriage. He bent his fair and graceful neck down and whispered to the inside of the carriage, “Take it easy, I will see you in the future.”


    “How can that be?” Shaoshang quickly asked. “It should be A’Yao and me visiting you when you have time, Brother.”


    Ling Buyi lowered his gaze and stopped speaking. After a brief goodbye to Cheng Shi and his wife, he immediately raced forward again. The light cavalry gathered around the convoy immediately followed, and in an instant, like a whirlwind, with hundreds of riders passing by.


    At this moment, out of the open city gate ran a guard who was full of words, listening to the voice of the person who had just spoken lightly. At this moment, he smiled all over and repeatedly apologized, bowing deeply to welcome the Cheng family convoy into the city.


    Seeing that they could finally go home, Shaoshang was overjoyed. However, when she saw Father Cheng’s mouth opening and closing next to the carriage, she exclaimed, “Father, what’s wrong with you?”


    “It’s nothing,” Cheng Shi sighed. “Let’s go home first.”


    After returning home, he had three things he needed to do.


    First, he has to ask his daughter in detail who she had seen and what she had done in the past few months, and she could not let anything go.


    Secondly, he would write a letter to scold his younger brother Cheng Zhi – what did he think of his niece?! What was even more hateful was that this couple didn’t say anything to him or Yuan Yi!


    Finally, his sister-in-law Madam Sang was right. His foolish daughter was arrogant, intelligent, capable, and powerful, but she was slow and ignorant about the most vulgar reality in this world.


    Shaoshang noticed Father Cheng’s desire to speak and stopped. “What exactly are you going to say?”


    Cheng Shi helplessly waved his hand. “Niao Niao, look back,” Madam Xiao suddenly said.


    Although confused, Shaoshang felt strange, she still followed her mother’s instruction and saw the two vermilion city gates slowly closing again behind them.


    “What do you see?” Madam Xiao asked.


    “The city gate has been closed again?” Shaoshang felt confused.


    Madam Xiao forced a smile and didn’t say anything. She rode alone to the front of the convoy.


    No, what she should have seen was power. The omnipresent power. And today, she had only glimpsed a tiny corner of this boundless power network.


    …


    Next Chapter: You Make A Lot Of Sense, We Are Temporarily Speechless
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    Chapter Fifty-Two:
You Make A Lot Of Sense, We Are Temporarily Speechless


    When they returned to the Cheng Mansion, it was dark, and the eldest brother Cheng Yong led the servants and younger siblings to light the lanterns at the door to wait.


    At nightfall in early spring, the ink-blue sky was mixed with warm lights, like a children’s painting cut out of deep blue wax paper, hazy and warm. Shaoshang sat in the back of the carriage, holding up the curtain and looking at the smiling faces of her older brothers. She curved her lips.


    After not seeing each other for several months, everyone in the Chang household had indeed undergone significant changes.


    Her mother’s sworn sister, Qing Cong, had turned white, and the three older brothers and Cheng Yang all grew taller. The two younger brothers had been promoted from being like glutinous rice ribs to lotus leaves. The one who changed the most was Cheng Ou. Not only did his complexion improve greatly, but his face was originally full of flesh and eyes were as thin as seams. When he looked at people, he exuded a melancholic and fierce aura, like he was constantly trying to find faults. Nowadays, after many months of hard work, his body was sturdy and tight, and the face even shrank a little. He smiled kindly, fully demonstrating that exercise can make people happy.


    Cheng Shi knelt down at his mother’s knee, full of words of relief. As usual, Old Madam Cheng also touched her son from head to foot and judged that he was indeed unharmed before announcing the meal. After the banquet, everyone sat and chatted with each other. Old Madam Cheng was concerned about the recent situation of her youngest Cheng Zhi, and had the intention of asking Shaoshang, but due to her face she endured it. Cheng Shaogong winked at his twin sister repeatedly, but Shaoshang didn’t catch them all.


    “I don’t know how Third Uncle and Aunt are doing these days, but you can talk about it,” Cheng Yong said. He couldn’t help it.


    “Brother, I know that Grandmother has missed Uncle and Aunt, so I brought home with me a servant with a quick tongue,” Shaoshang said respectfully. “She has been serving them for the past few months and has seen and heard no less than me. From tomorrow on, let her talk to Grandmother in detail, wouldn’t that be better?”


    Although Grandmother Cheng was not satisfied with Shaoshang’s attitude, she thought that if this girl hadn’t spoken, she would have been unwilling to say a few words. So, she tugged at the corners of her mouth and reluctantly nodded.
[Shaoshang begins to refer to Old Madam Cheng as Grandmother Cheng in this chapter.]


    Cheng Shi turned his head and glared at his daughter, scolding the stubborn and restless little girl with his eyes!


    “Father, let me play a piece of music for everyone to listen to,” Shaoshang said with a smile. “I’ve learned to play the flute, and even Mother can’t say it is bad!”


    Whether she was stubborn or left-handed, there must still be someone in this world who remembers the innocent little girl who passed away in the countryside. There were indirect and direct reasons for the girl’s death, but Grandmother Cheng was definitely to blame. During the past decade, the Cheng Shi couple had sent people to pick up their daughter multiple times, but they were all blocked by Madam Ge and the old woman.


    This old woman was even more unbearable than Madam Xiao. At least Madam Xiao had gained a great reputation for fighting for the family, but Grandmother Cheng was purely selfish. Even if her granddaughter came back from a long illness in the countryside, she was half-apologetic. Why should she put on a low profile and show some kindness, so Shaoshang had to make up for it?!


    Was old age that great? As long as you don’t die, anyone could grow old! So, she wouldn’t forgive… she would never forgive!


    The clear and serene sound of the flute resonated, like a butterfly trembling on a spring branch, carrying a few fallen petals. Soon, it patted its fragile and charming wings and flew into a sea of flowers, leaving behind brilliant shadows and a strong fragrance all over the ground.


    Cheng Shi closed his eyes and listened, finally showing a smile on his face. It was pitiful to say that not only did the eldest son not inherit the slightest bit of his father’s beauty, but he also didn’t have even a trace of artistic sense.


    In the middle of the song, Cheng Yong had already asked a servant to bring out his beloved qin. Cheng Shaogong took a delicate black pottery xun from his waist. The former plucked the strings while the latter held the xun and blew into it, merging into the sound of Shaoshang’s flute.
[A xun is a small wind instrument that almost looks like an ocarina but is more blob shaped.]


    Cheng Song didn’t know how to play any instruments, but he had a good voice that could make vocal teachers break their heads. He gave a brief audition and Shaoshang was amazed. This guy, he could go as low as a C #2 while as high as a G4. The vocal range was clear and magnificent, with a long, lingering charm.


    At first, the four siblings were not very in sync but were able to make up the tune after a moment. The elegant sound of the qin, the quaint pottery xun, the clear flute, and the wide singing that echoed through the house quickly merged into a heroic and enthusiastic song called “Zai Chi” ­– Zai Ji Zai Xiang, returning to mourn the Duke of Wei. Drive the horse leisurely, talk as far as the water. The doctor trekked, but my heart was worried…


    Cheng Shi shook his head and smiled, unable to stay angry any longer.


    Cheng Yang sat by the side and lightly tapped to the beat, with a look of envy on her face. In fact, she had also learned how to play the qin and se*, but was not very good at playing them, and was sometimes hesitant to play. How dare she perform so generously in front of others like her cousins.
[A se is kind of like a harp.]


    Madam Xiao stared at the four children in the center of the hall. The boys were tall and strong, while the girl had snowy skin and beautiful features, all of whom were so intelligent, healthy, and full of energy. She suddenly had a thought that, if she had ever torn her face and wanted to take her daughter with her, would she have seen such a scene many years ago?


    At the end of the song, Grandmother Cheng shed tears, feeling extremely sad and muttered, “…If only your grandfather were still here. He was not born in a good time and never had a close friend in his life, so he was always alone. If he could see you today like this, he might have lived a few more years.”


    Everyone in the hall remained silent, and Cheng Shi approached his mother to gently comfort her.


    Shaoshang curled her lip and didn’t take it seriously. She heard that Old Master Cheng, who had passed away, had been cold and violent towards his wife for decades, and he didn’t give his old wife a good face until his death. Unexpectedly, Grandmother Cheng still had a deep affection for him. ‘I love you, it has nothing to do with you’ sounded very noble and touching, but Shaoshang thought she could never do that.


    The reunion ended, and the maidservants served their respective masters back to their residences. Shaoshang yawned and followed behind Cheng Shi and his wife – whose idea was it to have her residence so close to her parents’ residence?


    Seeing that she was about to leave, Cheng Shi suddenly turned around. “Niao Niao,” he said, “don’t go back yet. Come to our residence.”


    Shaoshang’s heart pounded; what trouble did she cause again? After such a touching artistic cultivation just now, her father could still scold his child. Father was truly a genius!


    “Father, the city gate is under martial law today. Don’t you and Mother have to discuss it carefully?”


    After entering the city, it was clear that the atmosphere was not right. Even if one took the wrong path, it was too cold and aloof. By this time, the weather had gradually warmed up, and the peddlers and the smell of food stalls that filled Yuyang everyday had disappeared, leaving only bare slate streets.


    Unexpectedly, Comrade Cheng asked in a strange tone, “Why are you in such a hurry? I haven’t even mentioned anything from Master Ling, it seems he has nothing to do with our family.” After saying this, he took Madam Xiao and led her to their residence.


    Shaoshang reluctantly followed suit. Mother, there are no human rights for children!


    In the inner hall where the Cheng Shi couple lived, Qing Cong had prepared high candles and clear soup for sobering and moistening their throats, and then went off to the side. She had a small bamboo basket on her lap and was absentmindedly doing needlework. The Cheng Shi couple knelt at the front of the hall, one on the left and the other on the right, while the young girl sat alone in the middle below them.


    “Can you tell me what you’ve done in the past few months, who have you met? Don’t miss a thing!” Father Cheng drank all the clear soup in one gulp, and used his strength to put the dish on the table. Let’s talk!


    “You want me to say everything? It’s been several months!” Shaoshang was surprised.


    “Let’s talk about everything else later!” Cheng Shi was dumbfounded. “Let’s talk about Ling Buyi first. How did you get to know him and how many times did you two meet? What did you say and do?!”


    “So that’s what this is about.” Shaoshang was not afraid at all and leisurely said, “Did Uncle and Aunt not tell you? Aiyo, Father, it isn’t your daughter who said this, you must have been busy scolding Third Uncle. Alright… they didn’t say anything. The so-called kindness and prestige are given together and you are the eldest. You have to use brotherhood like spring wind and rain change…”


    “Okay!” Madam Xiao couldn’t stand listening anymore. She slapped the table hard. “Speak well!”


    Shaoshang gave a chuckle. “Father, Mother, I promise to say everything,” she said. “But there are some things that don’t sound very appealing. If you get angry and hit me again…”


    “Okay, it doesn’t matter what you say. We’ll never hit you,” Cheng Shi sighed.


    “You can’t punish me, either! A’Yao and I have made an agreement to do many things, but we can’t be locked up at home every day and punished by copying books!”


    Comrade Cheng suddenly realized that there were wolves and tigers after him, and that danger could not be saved everywhere. He breathed in and out in anger for two rounds, feeling angrier than when someone robbed him of military achievements. He could only nod with difficulty.


    As soon as these conditions were agreed upon, Shaoshang no longer beat around the bush. She succinctly told the dangers of the hunting house, them staying at another courtyard for a nighttime story, and the horse he gave as a gift. As for the first encounter at the Wan Mansion, why didn’t she mention it? Because the shrewd Cheng father and Director Xiao immediately remembered that Ling Buyi should also know about the harm caused by her bridge demolition. She had already been beaten for that matter last time, and she didn’t want to bring up that old story.


    “It’s that simple?” Cheng Shi listened and hesitated.


    “It’s really that simple,” Shaoshang said helplessly. “Every time we meet, everyone is watching us, and even A’Yao is there. What else can there be?” After careful consideration, apart from the first encounter with the Wan family, she really hadn’t been alone with Ling Buyi. She was even cleaner than disinfectant.


    Cheng Shi stood up and paced around the hall, feeling very embarrassed and unsure how to express himself.


    “Do you know…” Madam Xiao suddenly said. She also felt it difficult to say words. “Do you know who Ling Buyi is?”


    Shaoshang thought for a moment and hesitated. “Sister Qiqi told me that Master Ling has many, many official positions, but I can’t remember them all. A’Yao also told me that he is like the emperor’s adopted son… as if that’s all…”


    “Although Ling Buyi is dignified and amiable, he has always been silent. To be honest, Niao Niao, I have seen Ling Buyi seven or eight times. Not only has he not said a word, but I have never seen him so… so…” Comrade Cheng once again was trapped in a shortage of words. He finally exclaimed shamelessly, “So attentive!”


    Shaoshang didn’t like that word and frowned. “What do you mean attentive? Father’s words are really unpleasant! He and A’Yao are like brothers. He’s probably taking care of us for the sake of the Lou family.”


    “Nonsense! I’ve never heard of Ling Buyi and the Lou family having such a great friendship! At most, he’ll be invited five or six times and Ling Buyi will go to a banquet once!” Father Cheng was also a person with both eyes and ears, otherwise he wouldn’t have gotten to where he was today!


    “That’s because Father is ignorant. Do people go around shouting to the world about their friendship?”


    “Alright!” Madam Xiao looked at the father and daughter and closed her eyes to suppress her expression. “Niao Niao, don’t you think that Ling Buyi has… intentions toward you?”


    “Mother’s words are even worse. What intention?” Shaoshang turned her head, greatly displeased.


    “Intention! That’s great!” Old Father Cheng’s beard blew out, like a big octopus with flaring tentacles. “Don’t you think that Ling Buyi is interested in you?!”


    The couple thought their question was so straightforward that the girl would feel a bit shy and awkward. However, they only saw their daughter’s clear eyes and slightly troubled expression as she spoke. “That’s what Aunt said, but… you see, A’Yao likes me. Without saying a word, he immediately asked his parents to propose to me, so I know he likes me. But Ling Buyi didn’t come to propose, so what does he think in his heart? Who knows…”


    Cheng Shi choked and thought to himself that was also true.


    Madam Xiao closed her eyes. “According to your statement, after you left the hunting house, Ling Buyi was either suppressing bandits and clearing thieves, or he was seriously injured and unconscious and recuperating,” she said. “Even if he wanted to do something, it’s too late.”


    “Yes, I’ve thought about that, too. But now that things have come to an end, we’ll probably never know if Ling Buyi would come to propose to me if he was available.” Shaoshang nodded and ended up with a bit of humor. “Speaking of it, you could say that it’s fate…”


    In short, Ling Buyi’s meaning for himself belongs to a conditional clause, and the condition setting part should use the ordinary pretense clause. You cannot use the past tense because someone else had not proposed marriage, nor can you use future tense because someone else may not propose marriage.


    Alternatively, it could also be seen as Schrödinger’s cat, where no one knows if the cat is alive or dead until the lid was opened. Unfortunately, there was no chance to lift the lid now.


    Cheng Shi was speechless and went to look at his wife.


    Madam Xiao looked steadily at her daughter, who wasn’t in any rush. After a moment, she suddenly realized something. “Actually, you just don’t want to let go of the marriage of the Lou family.”


    “That’s right,” Shaoshang said lightly. “There might not be another proposal after that. I don’t want to let go of this marriage.”


    Cheng Shi sat dumbfounded next to his wife again.


    “Niao Niao, let me ask you this… do you have feelings for A’Yao?” she asked.


    The problem was like a thin needle, causing Shaoshang to feel uncomfortable. She immediately responded with a sharp counterattack. “Although Mother has not raised her daughter much, her expectations for her are very high! I also want to ask Mother, are you planning to arrange for my cousin’s marriage these days? Are you planning to have her talk about love with a young man from a certain family before marriage, and then ask her if she has the will to decide on the marriage? It’s not just the order of my parents to make a match, but what’s the difference with me now? Nowadays, most couples in the city are like this, and they don’t live a good life.”


    Cheng Shi frowned, feeling that his daughter’s words were quite impolite.


    Surprisingly, Madam Xiao was not angry at all, but instead calmly said, “You don’t have to be angry with me. You and my future son-in-law are different. Regardless of whether there are feelings or not, as long as they treat each other with courtesy and respect, they can still be together, and no one owes anyone. Many harmonious couples in the city are like this! Don’t avoid my question, do you love A’Yao as much as he loves you?”


    Shaoshang froze for a while. “That’s right!” she said angrily. “I love A’Yao, but it’s different from him loving me. So what?”


    “Then you owe him,” Madam Xiao said quietly.


    “I don’t agree with Mother’s statement!” Shaoshang heavily slapped her hands on the floor as she exclaimed, “There are many types of emotions in this world, and it’s not necessarily necessary to have a romantic relationship. Did Mother have a deep affection for Father before getting married? Your daughter thought that the best marriage in this world is to take what each person needs. As long as Second Uncle could give Second Aunt prosperity and grandeur, even if he beats the bride three times a day, Second Uncle could endure it.”


    “I will be a good wife for A’Yao. I don’t have to love him so much to be a good wife for him! I will take good care of him, be considerate. I will plan his career, manage the estate, and reform regulations for him. When he is down, I will praise him, and when he is proud, I will admonish him. I will help him become a more capable and accomplished man! I will make everyone say that the Lou family had begged me for this marriage!” Shaoshang gasped for breath, she was almost shouting.


    After a while, Cheng Shi said, “Niao Niao, it’s not like that. As a father, I know that if it wasn’t for the chaos that caused the difficulties of the Xiao family I wouldn’t have been married to your mother in my lifetime. But today, I still want to say one thing, let me do it again. Even if I have no fate with your mother in this life, I would rather her family be happy. If her father and brother were here, they would be proud of her like the sun. I knew at the time your mother held no affection for me, and I was still willing to wait for her. Does A’Yao know…?”


    Shaoshang fell into tears in a daze, and each tear fell heavily onto the floor, making a soft sound.


    The girl’s voice seemed to come from a distant place. “But… what if I don’t have that type of luck?”


    “Father was able to revive Mother’s family and married her. My aunt wanted to escape the pitiful gaze and nagging of her family and friends, so she chose the most pleasing one from among reliable candidates. How could my mother know that I won’t develop a deep affection for A’Yao like you and my aunt did after getting married?”


    “Father and Mother, as well as my uncle and aunts, you are all divine couples. There are always divine couples in this world, but I don’t have the good luck of meeting them. So, what should I do?”


    The dripping tears had already soaked her clothes, and the girl knelt straight in the middle, trembling with anger, her expression mixed with stubbornness and confusion.


    She had had bad luck since childhood and had never have a good thing fall from the sky. She always put in double the effort to achieve something.


    As long as you study hard, your grades will be good. As long as she works hard, she will also have confidants and best friends. Even emotions, as long as you work hard, you can definitely fall in love with the person you ‘want’ to fall in love with.


    Although it was intentional, her efforts were also very sincere!


    Why did Comrade Cheng and Director Xiao insist on blaming her?!


    Since there’s a smooth and easy way to go, why must she climb the Thorn Mountain Range?!


    Couldn’t you listen to heaven’s will? The gods brought A’Yao to her and she caught him. What was so wrong about that?!


    After hearing this, Cheng Shi was completely stunned.


    He didn’t actually want his daughter to be part of a divine couple; marriage was fate, but it was hard to find. It wasn’t like letting his daughter pick on Ling Buyi and do the feat of climbing the dragon and supporting the phoenix. In fact, at this point, it had nothing to do with Lou Yao or Ling Buyi anymore, but rather his daughter’s calm to negative thoughts were really surprising.


    At the moment of dizziness and swelling of his mind, Cheng Shi habitually groped for his wife’s hand. After grasping it, he realized that her hand was cold and terrifying, as if it were a dead person’s hand.


    “Okay, you can have a good time with A’Yao. Your father and I won’t say anything anymore.” Madam Xiao’s face was pale, her breath trembled, but her tone was very gentle. “I hope you can love each other for a lifetime without any twists and turns.”


    The last sentence was like a prayer.


    …


    Next Chapter: Advancing Marriage (Part 1)
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    Chapter Fifty-Three:
Advancing Marriage (Part 1)


    The next morning, Shaoshang was feeling dazed in bed when she heard A’Zhu report that Madam Xiao had fallen ill. Her heart trembled, thinking to herself that she might have caused the illness. She didn’t dare delay, so she quickly got up to wash herself, dressed neatly, and rushed to the main residence in two or three steps.


    After entering the inner room of the Cheng Shi couple, she saw that Madam Xiao had a fever. Her face was damp and red, lips dry and slightly cracked, and her breathing was thick and irregular. Before Shaoshang could say a few words, her three brothers and Cheng Yang all arrived.


    Madam Xiao’s hands and feet were sore and weak, but she was still clear-headed and explained to everyone that she had been tired during her recent journey.


    Cheng Shi’s face was full of sadness, but his mouth said, “It’s been a long time since you’ve been ill. The doctor said that a minor illness is a blessing! After all these years of being on and off the saddle, I don’t know how many illnesses you’ve accumulated. Take this opportunity to take good care of yourself!”


    Shaoshang looked at the couple and realized they were trying to justify themselves. She remained silent and quickly discussed with Cheng Yang about who would take care of the affairs in the mansion. She would then share some of the nursing work with Qing Cong. Cheng Yang admired Madam Xiao deeply in her heart, but it was always difficult to compete with her own daughter to take care of her, so she could only nod and agree.


    Qing Cong originally intended to have Shaoshang not help much. In the past few months, she had only seen her ability to argue and deal with others and didn’t think she would be able to serve patients. It would be filial to let her taste soup and medicine with a medicine bowl, and it would make for a good reputation outside.


    Unexpectedly, after half a day, Shaoshang was surprisingly capable – little did she know that most children without fathers or mothers knew how to cure their own illnesses.


    Shaoshang first cleared away the visitors, keeping the room warm while occasionally introducing fresh air. Every quarter of an hour, she wiped Madam Xiao’s hands, feet, chest, and back with warm water, constantly letting Madam Xiao stay hydrated. Half of the morning had not yet passed, and Madam Xiao had already been supported to the waiting room six times, leaving the rest of the time for the patient to lie down and sleep.


    Reasonable care, coupled with Madam Xiao’s already strong physique, the doctor’s second medicinal soup had not yet been prepared, and Madam Xiao’s fever had subsided significantly. Shaoshang then sat under the porch, quietly guarding a medicine stove and a congee pot, gently waving the garden fan in her hand, and the house was quiet. Time went by.


    Cheng Shi returned home from the military office of General Wu, and what he saw was this situation – Cheng Shi felt lost in his heart, feeling as if his daughter had grown up a lot overnight.


    Wan Songbai, who also followed him, looked back and said, “Qiqi, look at how filial and obedient she is. How filial were you when I was sick last time? You went out and had a fight with someone.”


    Wan Qiqi glared at her own father. “Can Father really speak?” she exclaimed. “Are you praising or belittling us like this, hoping for a rift between me and my sister? But for the sake of you praising my sister, I won’t argue with you this time!”


    Wan Songbai also glared at his daughter. “You aren’t big or small…”


    “Husband!” Madam Wan felt her forehead and said weakly, “We are here to visit Yuan Yi!”


    When everyone entered the inner room, Madam Xiao had just woken up and her spirits were much better, chatting and laughing happily. As they spoke, the topic was about to shift towards adult topics, and the two couples asked Shaoshang and Qiqi to go play on their own.


    The two girls held hands and walked towards Shaoshang’s small courtyard, chatting and laughing. Today was a sunny day, and Wan Qiqi was wearing a golden brocade light pink, three winding train, which was particularly bright and shiny under the sun. After the two of them sat down, she couldn’t wait to say, “Hello, earlier this morning, my mother told me that you were engaged! I heard it was the nephew of Grand Servant Lou, what’s his name… Lou Yao? Is it true?”


    Shaoshang nodded and acknowledged with great generosity.


    Wan Qiqi’s face was full of light, and she looked up and down at the other person. “I can’t tell,” she said with a slurping sound. “My little sister is quite capable. After going out, she grew taller and looks better. She easily brought a son-in-law back! You’re younger than me, but you’re engaged before me…”


    She didn’t mean it was okay, but when she mentioned it, Shaoshang couldn’t help but sigh. “Oh, I don’t know if it’s right or wrong to make the marriage decision so quickly.” The argument with her parents last night still rang in her ears, and she was not half happy that she had won the argument.


    “What you’re saying is so strange. There’s no difference in speed in a marriage, only between the willing and unwilling,” Wan Qiqi said. “The good fetuses we give birth to are loved by our parents. Like some elders who don’t take their children seriously, after drinking outside, they can’t say they’ve decided on their children’s marriage. How can you put your mouth on it? Uncle Cheng loves you so much and must have asked you before deciding on this marriage.”


    Shaoshang was stunned and suddenly understood the shock and surprise on her parents’ faces last night.


    Father Cheng and Director Xiao both had a typical straight male line of thinking – if you like your daughter, agree, if you don’t like her, don’t agree. How simple! When soliciting her opinion and receiving a positive response, the couple naturally thought that Shaoshang had mutual affection for Lou Yao. Unexpectedly, when asked last night, not only was the truth vastly different from what they had originally expected, but it was also discovered that their daughter’s way of thinking was unusually strange.


    Shaoshang reflected on what she said last night and realized that she had clung to her values too tightly last night and it wasn’t advisable to speak up when excited. She should have insisted at that time that she had a deep affection for Lou Yao, which was as vast as the sea and sky, and the charm still lingered in the air. Could Father Cheng and Director Xiao install a lie detector for her?!


    “Sister Qiqi, what about you? If your mother and father call you a burden in the future, what would you do?”


    “I don’t care,” Wan Qiqi said to herself. “I must marry the person I love! If my parents obstruct me, I will tell them to go away!”


    Shaoshang remained silent. She thought to herself that was what a real teenage girl should behave like.


    In fact, Father Cheng was already a rare good father. If we follow the realistic idea that the Lou family had such a good family background, we should eagerly agree to the marriage proposal. However, he still allowed his daughter to make her own decision. But how did she repay Father Cheng?


    Director Xiao and Madam Sang got married to the Cheng family because the family or themselves encountered great difficulties and were almost at the end of their lives. They needed to find a lifeline or escape route. But, no matter how she looked at it now, she was always in her prime and the whole family was happy. She should be full of energy. As a result, her attitude towards choosing a spouse was no different from that of someone who had no choice. Were Father Cheng and Director Xiao feeling depressed now?


    The two little sisters reunited after a long separation. They had something to say, but before they could finish speaking, Wan Qiqi suddenly remembered something and seemed unconcerned. She had received a new bundle of high-quality deer tendons and wanted to give it to Cheng Song for bow strings.


    Shaoshang wanted to laugh and put on a skeptical expression. “Are you here today just to give something to Second Brother and talking with me was a side thought?”


    Wan Qiqi immediately began to deny with a fierce look on her face, saying, “Treating tendons in the summer isn’t bothersome. It’s not too far into summer and he wants to get started.” She even took Shaoshang to Cheng Song to prove her innocence.


    Shaoshang hurriedly stated that she had been serving medicine to her mother for more than half a day and was now very tired. She asked the young lady of the Wan family to go by herself, and that she would never dare to doubt her again. Wan Qiqi looked quite pleased with herself as she stepped out of the corridor.


    Shaoshang shook her head behind her and thought with a smile, ‘Damn it, I’ll just treat it like I’m blind and can’t see that you, a pink embroidered pig, want to marry my second cabbage of a brother!’ But, Second Cabbage Brother himself was also crying and shouting that he was willing to be embraced by her.


    After sleeping for about half an hour, Wan Qiqi came back with another dignified and luxuriously dressed girl on her arm. Shaoshang took a closer look and found that it was Yin Xu’e.


    Wan Qiqi tugged at the corner of her mouth with a smile on her face. “It wasn’t long before I sat down that Sister Xu’e came. Well, she came to find Elder Brother and said she wanted to give him a horse’s mane to make strings for him…” She deeply felt that her creativity had been plagiarized by Xu’e. She gave a bow string, and Yin Xu’e also gave a string, couldn’t she have given him a nine-ring machete?!


    Yin Xu’e twisted her sleeves and politely said, “…My mother and Aunt Xiao have a good relationship. If we learned that she was sick, we definitely would come to visit.”


    Shaoshang: …


    Even though she didn’t think much of it at first, there was nothing unclear about the blushing and wriggling expression of Yin Xu’e. Very good. Now her First Cabbage Brother could almost be sold. She just didn’t know how long those three cabbages would stay.


    Her beloved was outside, and how could Yin Xu’e persuade Shaoshang to continue hiding inside? It was rare for her to pull her out with a concerted effort, and a room of young girls gathered in the outer hall where the three brothers lived. Not long after, the newly appointed future son-in-law of the Cheng family also arrived with a jolt. After learning that Madam Xiao had fallen ill, Lou Yao hurriedly bumped into the door and waited until lunchtime to rush in. He also brought half a cart of medicinal supplements and the Lou family’s doctor.


    The Wan family learned about this and clapped their hands, both laughing and sighing. Wan Songbai almost took off his brother-in-law’s shoulder and shouted loudly, ‘Not one of my dozen sons-in-law are so attentive!’ Madam Wan whispered a joke to Madam Xiao, ‘My younger sister has a good fate, her children are filial and now this son-in-law is also filial.’ What could the Cheng couple say? They could only smile bitterly and shake their heads.


    Madam Xiao had instructed Cheng Yang to arrange a proper table for the young people to eat on their own, without having to come and serve their elders. During the banquet, the four brothers and sister of the Cheng family were inevitably shouted at by the guests to play together again. Yin Xu’e glanced at Cheng Yong and smiled, asking the maidservants to carry a fifty-stringed zither adorned with jade and brocade from their carriage, and join the ensemble together. Wan Qiqi refused to fall behind the others and immediately stood up to take her sword, dancing it with Cheng Song’s singing to boost his spirits.


    At this moment, the sky was bright, young, and passionate, and everyone was enjoying themselves. Shaoshang turned to look at Lou Yao and saw that he had been doused with a lot of wine by her three malicious brothers. At this moment, his face was red and expression blurred. He only knew how to smirk at his fiancé.


    Shaoshang looked at him for a while, seeing the brave young man who had first seen the real her. At that moment, he smiled like a foolish Japanese melon. She suddenly smiled and turned to order a servant to help him rest in Cheng Shaogong’s room.


    This was great, and in many, many years to come, they would gather like this countless times to drink, spar, be close with friends, play the qin, flute, and xun together, and sing and sword dance along with them. Was there a better youth than this?


    …


    On the second day, Shaoshang continued to serve Madam Xiao. The mother and daughter seemed to have formed a strange tacit understanding, and every time they argued, it felt like they both forgot the past and never mentioned it again. Silently finishing the cleaning, the mother and daughter had nothing to say, so Shaoshang sat down on the porch as usual, guarding the medicine stove.


    Who knew it wouldn’t be long before Cheng Yang led Lou Yao and a middle-aged woman out leisurely. Shaoshang caught a glimpse of a bulging mole on the woman’s left eyebrow, and immediately knew that this was Lou Yao’s mother, the second wife of the Hedong Lou family.


    Madam Lou glanced at the girl sitting at the bottom of the corridor with skin the color of snow, dressed in a semi-old emerald train wide jacket, neither flamboyant nor decadent. Her childish face still had a gentle and peaceful expression. In front of her, a small red clay stove flickered with flames, and the soup pot was filled with a dense water vapor, reflecting the girl’s increasingly smoky and beautiful appearance.


    Everyone loved beauty, and at first, she fell in love with her for three or four quarters. Then she turned her head and gave her son a look. He had boasted about his fiancé three hundred and eighty times at home, saying that she had a good temper and was lively and cheerful, but he didn’t say that this little girl was so good looking.


    Second Madam Lou had come to visit Madam Xiao. Shaoshang didn’t dare do anything careless, so she took out the months of training provided by Madam Sang. She lowered her head and served Madam Xiao half up from the bed with agility. Second Madam Lou noticed her obedient and quiet demeanor, and she fell in love with her again.


    “Oh my my, what are you doing getting up? I was thinking about you and decided to visit but if it’s tiring for you, I might as well not have come!” Second Madam Lou was several years older than Madam Xiao, but her skin was white and tender, her expression was cheerful, and her words and actions even had a hint of childishness.


    Madam Xiao leaned against the pillow, her breath still lacking. “We should have discussed the big matters of the two children, but looking at my body, I am really sick…” Since Madam Xiao had received the letter from her husband about the marriage, she had been in contact with Madam Lou several times, and they had a pleasant friendship.


    “You take care of it slowly,” Madam Lou said with a smile. “Don’t worry, I’m not either.” She mischievously turned to her son. “It’s my son who is in a hurry.”


    Lou Yao couldn’t help but cover his own mother’s mouth. “Mother!”


    “I’m not in a hurry,” Shaoshang quickly said with a smile.


    “Shaoshang!” Lou Yao felt besieged on all sides.


    Second Madam Lou smiled when she saw her son’s face full of embarrassment. Madam Xiao reluctantly followed with a smile.


    “…I heard that Master Cheng’s job in Zhao’an has been very successful this time. His Majesty has ordered Master Cheng to be promoted to the position of Commander of the Left Guards?” Second Madam Lou smiled. “Today, I am here to visit the sick and also congratulate!”


    Madam Xiao handled such social scenes with ease. “Just visiting the sick. Yesterday I received a lot of things from A’Yao. For my congratulations, did you come empty-handed?” she joked.


    Second Madam Lou immediately pushed her son sitting next to her forward. “Who said I’m empty handed?” she said sternly. “Didn’t I offer this scorpion to you?! Tell me if you don’t want him!”


    Madam Xiao pointed her fingers and shook her head helplessly, causing everyone in the room to burst into laughter.


    Shaoshang was also laughing. Father Cheng had risen to the rank of a thousand stones, which was really a great thing. Even better, what she saw today was that the second madam of the Lou family was as innocent and straightforward as Lou Yao had said.


    Second Madam Lou could be said to be one of the few lucky women in turbulent times. Born into a wealthy local aristocratic family, loved by parents since childhood, she had never encountered military chaos and banditry like Madam Xiao, nor had she almost devoted her love life like Madam Sang. When she came of age, the family arranged to marry the second son of the main branch of the Lou family, and they were well-matched. Her elder brother and sister-in-law were all smart and capable people. After she married, she didn’t care about anything, except for having children. She only needed to mix flowers and drink wine every day to enjoy the honor.


    “However, my eldest sister-in-law said, ‘It’s good for us to avoid these two days, I don’t know how many people have fallen to the ground outside.’” Second Madam Lou suddenly said with concern.


    Madam Xiao remained motionless and smiled. “It’s all those blind people who missed this wonderful spring. How dare they falsely accuse High Highness the Crown Prince of being involved in the rebellion against Fan in Yanzhou? He wants to kill the emperor while the imperial guard is patrolling the east, so that he could ascend to the throne early. It’s thanks to His Majesty’s wisdom that I think this will soon be over.”


    “It’s been a few days now, and the city gate is still under martial law! At this time, the spring is so bright and every time in the past we have gone for an outing outside the city!” Second Madam Lou had a simple heart and didn’t know anything about court affairs.


    “You can’t get tired of going out every year. There are only a few places outside the city,” Madam Xiao smiled. “I heard there’s a small county in the Hongnong Commandery. Every year in the late spring and early summer, they sacrifice hundreds of puppets. When this thing passes, I will lead the guard to protect you to go there.”


    Those words were like a boyfriend’s MAX strength, and Second Madam Lou couldn’t help nodding with joy. She increasingly felt that her future in-law was frank and enthusiastic, and was someone she could be friends with. The more she looked at Shaoshang, the more pleasing she became.


    Seeing Lou Yao’s mother being coaxed, Shaoshang’s heart filled with joy. She had a cute expression on her face, but she knew in her heart that it was Madam Xiao deliberately trying to win her over, so that her future mother-in-law would love her more.


    In the future, they would only have to rely on themselves.


    …


    Next Chapter: Advancing Marriage (Part 2)
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    Chapter Fifty-Four:
Advancing Marriage (Part 2)


    Four or five days later, Madam Xiao finally recovered from her illness. She brought her daughter to the Lou family’s house as an invited guest, and let all the female family members of the Lou family visit Shaoshang, especially the current clan wife, Madam Lou ­– it was impossible for Lou Yao to go to Cheng’s house three times a day, get drunk, and give food and medicine for the sick, but the Lou family still didn’t know whether Shaoshang was round or flat.


    The Lou Mansion covered an area about the same size as the Cheng Mansion, but its location was only one lane away from the palace. The population in the mansion was as prosperous as that of the Yin family. However, the strictness of Madam Lou’s family governance was far greater than that of Yin Xu’e’s mother. Shaoshang came all the way and saw the maidservants and servants coming and going, bowing their heads in deference, but couldn’t hear a word. When she finally paid a formal visit, she thought she would meet a serious and thin, powerful mistress. After meeting, she realized that Madam Lou had a full moon face, a kind heart, and looked like a good-tempered housekeeper aunt.


    Madam Lou carefully examined Shaoshang’s hand with an indescribable emotion in her hands. She turned her head and smiled at Second Madam Lou, “Sister-in-law, you have chosen such a good bride.”


    Second Madam Lou was proud and said, “That’s right! I also liked her as soon as I saw her, and compared her to all the newlyweds and daughters in our family! It’s rare to be filial and kind, and I can’t be happier for A’Yao!”


    Madam Lou, who was sitting next to Second Madam Lou, covered her sleeves and smiled softly with a respectful expression. “You and A’Yao are both pleased, so I can rest assured.”


    “Do you agree, Sister-in-law?” Second Madam Lou asked happily.


    As soon as this was said, Madam Xiao and Shaoshang, who were sitting next to each other, frowned and glanced at each other. The Lou sisters-in-law didn’t notice, and Madam Lou said, “If I don’t agree, A’Yao would never speak to me again. Tomorrow I will find Wu Zhu to divine the auspicious day and make a decision.”


    Madam Xiao, who was unwilling to suffer losses, smiled as well. “Don’t worry about it,” she said. “Take your time. My husband and A’Yao’s father are both faithful men. They exchanged the engagement tokens months ago. Before I left Yanzhou, I heard that many people from Dongjun and Shanyang Commandry had congratulated them. What could not be determined was that they were all modest gifts.”


    Upon hearing this, Madam Lou’s expression changed slightly, and Second Madam Lou seemed puzzle as to why her sister-in-law would react like that.


    “I know that the jade pendant that A’Yao’s father used was still in my dowry when I got married. It’s great to give it to Shaoshang now!” Second Madam Lou smiled innocently.


    “That jade pendent has been worn by my second younger brother for many years,” Madam Lou said. “Now it has been used as a token for the Cheng family. Be careful, I’ll tell the second wife that you favor one over the other.”


    “Sister-in-law, don’t say anything,” Second Madam Lou hurriedly said. “It was me who spoke too much…” She looked anxious and panicked, as if she was very afraid that the new wife might be dissatisfied.


    Madam Lou smiled and caressed her sister-in-law’s back, comforting her. “Alright, I’m making you anxious. When did I say such provocative words to the eldest bride? Don’t worry, don’t worry.” The tone seemed to be that of coaxing a child.


    Only then did Second Madam Lou feel relieved.


    Madam Xiao frowned slightly.


    This kind of technique of combining kindness and power was what she used to use when she was outside the city to win over people. She didn’t expect to see such a scene in the Lou Mansion today. She was reassured that Lou Yao’s mother’s frankness was easy to deceive, and worried that Madam Lou would be difficult to deal with.


    Moreover, in this hall, except for the maidservants, there were only five of them talking and eating. In the future, if the bride of the Second Young Master was unhappy about this matter, would it not be related to them? She was unhappy in her heart, but decided to leave it because this matter would be a big deal. She had the intention to verbally retaliate, but this kind of convoluted internal argument was the most unbearable for her, so she stayed silent.


    “Aunt, you don’t have to worry. I’ll bet you that Second Young Madam won’t care about the jade pendant,” Shaoshang suddenly said.


    Second Madam Lou paused for a moment and said incredulously, “Shaoshang, are you serious?”


    Young Madam Lou looked over in surprise.


    Shaoshang forced a smile. “A’Yao told me that Second Young Madam met Second Young Master while traveling in Jiaodong, and was the apple of the eye of the local residents. At that time, Second Young Master was out of town, and although he had a handwritten letter from Uncle Lou, he had no belongings. He personally polished a silver mirror to make it a decision, symbolizing ‘this heart is like a mirror, and pure heads do not doubt each other.’ I’m afraid that all the jade pendants in the world cannot compare to this mirror in the heart of the Second Young Madam.”


    Second Madam Lou was both surprised and pleased. “You’re right! I’ve forgotten about that.”


    Young Madam Lou looked a little envious. Afraid of being seen by the madam, she quickly got up and asked the maidservant to add fruit juice and snacks.


    Shaoshang smiled and lowered her head – nonsense, with the days and nights of being with Lou Yao, how was it possible that love was in the air the entire time? There were so many ideal stars and moons in life to talk about, so naturally they needed to clarify the interpersonal relationships of the Lou family down to every plant and tree!


    Madam Xiao was satisfied with her daughter’s gentle but firm response. She thought to herself, ‘The marriage of the second young master was arranged by Lou Ji himself, surpassing the main wife.’


    Madam Lou also smiled slightly, seemingly not all displeased, and immediately instructed the maid to call in Lou Yao from outside.


    Lou Yao had been waiting in the courtyard outside and when he stepped into the hall with joy, he nearly forgot to take off his boots.


    Madam Lou smiled as she watched her nephew hurriedly kneel down. “A’Yao, your bride is really impressive. Just now…” Before she could finish her words, the young man looked foolish and said, “Yes, Aunt, you’re really discerning. Shaoshang is so smart and capable, she knows everything! Father has praised her several times!”


    Madam Lou’s expression stagnated.


    Shaoshang pretended she was unhappy and whispered softly, “A’Yao, why are you doing this? Madam hasn’t finished speaking yet. If you do that again, I’ll tell my elder brother to catch you up with reading and writing, too! Aunt, keep talking, don’t pay attention to A’Yao…” She then turned her head and smiled. “Don’t blame A’Yao. He is very polite every day. He doesn’t treat his aunt as an outsider in his heart.”


    Second Madam Lou smiled happily. “What you’re saying is that A’Yao understands etiquette very well, but our own children are better off being cautious towards their elders outside.”


    Lou Yao scratched his head and giggled. He felt that even when his fiancé blamed him, she appeared gentle and lovely, purely out of concern for him.


    Shaoshang smiled amiably, but in her heart, she disdained Madam Lou. She was not as good as Director Xiao. She had at least real achievements in fighting with real swords and could talk circles around her. The one in front of her could only secretly put in eye drops!


    Madam Lou was silent for a moment, then she smiled again. “There is nothing to say. A’Yao, hurry up and bring your uncle back. Engagement is not a small matter, and there are many things he needs to do.”


    Lou Yao’s eyes lit up and he smiled at his fiancé, then bowed and quickly retreated.


    After saying a few more words, Madam Lou asked the eldest daughter beside her to take Shaoshang to the side hall. Their sister-in-law was about to start discussing engagement matters with Madam Xiao. Shaoshang slowly stood up, with a gentle and pure posture (thanks to Madam Sang’s emergency training). Second Madam Lou was satisfied with it and could hardly close her mouth with a smile.


    Halfway through the inner corridor, they moved in and saw a group of women in the side hall, including those who dressed up as young women and those who would dress up in the boudoir. They were all the newlyweds of the Lou family and unmarried young ladies. The offspring of the two houses in the Lou family were average, both of whom have four men and four women, with half of them legitimate and half concubine-born. The lowest overall ranking was Lou Yao from the second family and Lou Li from the first family.


    Following the introduction of Young Madam Lou and met everyone one by one. Her behavior was appropriate and her words were humble. When it was Lou Li’s turn, she glared at Shaoshang for a while and turned her head angrily, refusing to greet her. Young Madam Lou gave an embarrassed smile, then asked Shaoshang to sit down and everyone began to gossip.


    The women present had a gentle conversation, and even if there was something in their hearts, they would never reveal it. They could talk, joke, or gossip, but they were very congenial. Shaoshang noticed a young woman sitting on the right side, with slender eyebrows and a solemn expression. She was the second daughter-in-law of the Lou family, the eldest daughter-in-law of the second branch of the Lou family, and the heroine of the silver mirror story just told.


    Shaoshang felt strange when she saw her. She thought to herself that this unsmiling woman should be the bride of Madam Lou, and the pleasant and even timid eldest daughter-in-law should be in the room of Second Madam Lou.


    Lou Li endured for a long time, but when she heard Shaoshang’s beauty and tranquility being praised for the eighteenth time, she couldn’t help but sourly say, “I really didn’t expect it. Madam Cheng was so fierce towards Sister Ling of the Wang family that day. Today, she’s disguised as serious.”


    “A’Li!” Young Madam Lou exclaimed; her eyes wide.


    The women in the hall either quietly stopped drinking, or remained silent and watched the scene unfold.


    “Yes, I didn’t expect it either.” Shaoshang didn’t even raise her eyelids. This was fighting with a young girl in the first year of junior high school.


    Lou Li saw that Shaoshang had no response and continued. “It’s great fortune that you can marry into our family. If it weren’t for Sister Zhaojun marrying someone else, where would you get to? You don’t know this, but my mother loves Sister Zhaojun…”


    “A’Li! If you say one more thing, I’ll call my aunt to come and tidy you up!” Lou Yao’s sister got angry and stood up with a gesture.


    Lou Li was also furious. “Cousin, you actually helped her scold me!” Because she was the youngest, her brothers and sisters were very tolerant of her, especially this cousin, who was particularly affectionate every day.


    Shaoshang smiled slightly and turned her gaze towards the Lou family, indicating that it was okay. She turned her head back and said, “What did A’Li just say? Your mother really loves He Zhaojun? Then I don’t understand. Your brother, Seventh Young Master, is only two years older than A’Yao and three years older than He Zhaojun. Why didn’t you let them get married in the first place?”


    As soon as this statement was uttered, a young woman with a light crimson train on the left side of the hall blushed, while the rest of the audience looked different. The Lou family’s eyes all lit up, as if they didn’t dislike having a shrewd mistress.


    Lou Li chocked half to death and exclaimed, “That’s because… because…” How did she know the reason at such a young age? Since she became sensible, He Zhaojun had been engaged to her cousin. “It’s because my aunt loves Sister Zhaojun more!”


    “Oh, really? So – it’s – like – that.” Shaoshang elongated her voice, looking like she was being educated, with a half-smile.


    Lou Li’s face turned red and she felt guilty about this. Not to mention the interior of the Lou family, there were many people outside who knew that the Second Madam of the Lou family was dissatisfied with General He’s arrogance and his arrogant only daughter. But, then again, which mother-in-law would like a bride who shouted and shrieked at her son, and would not hesitate to bully her fiancé.


    “Alright!” Young Madam Lou stopped at the table and said, “A’Li, shut up! Hurry up and apologize to Shaoshang!”


    “I won’t!” Lou Li’s face turned bright red. “Sister-in-law, you don’t know how despicable Cheng Shaoshang is. Sister Wang Ling has told me…”


    “What are you talking about?” With a sharp shout, Madam Lou led numerous maidservants into the side hall, followed by Second Madam Lou and Madam Xiao.


    Madam Lou’s stormy gaze swept over everyone’s faces one by one as she passed by. When the women saw that she was angry, they all bent down, while Young Madam Lou hesitated and dared not speak.


    Only Second Young Madam Lou stood up leisurely and said, “Aunt, you’ve come at the right time. A’Li was just talking about the dispute between Young Madam Cheng and Young Madam Wang of the Wang family that day. A’Li just said that Shaoshang is a disgusting person.”


    Now Madam Xiao and Second Madam Lou’s faces were both unsightly. Madam Lou’s eyes were sharp, and she caught a glimpse of Madam Xiao’s lips moving. She quickly took a few steps forward and slapped her daughter’s face with a ‘smack.’


    Lou Li covered her face. “Mother… you… how dare you?” Although her mother was strict, she was always quite lenient towards her. At that moment, she even beat her in front of everyone! The more she thought about it, the more upset she became, and tears welled up in her eyes.


    Madam Lou made a decisive decision and said in a deep voice, “A’Yao has already been engaged to Shaoshang. Today is her first time coming to the Lou family, but you humiliated her like this! Do you still have the face to see your cousin in the future? It’s useless for A’Yao to treat you kindly all day long.”


    Listening to her mother’s resolute words, there was a hint of fierce action, which gave Lou Li some fear. She dared not speak, but her heart still refused. She could only look at Shaoshang with a hateful gaze.


    Lou Li’s dissatisfaction was evident to everyone.


    Second Madam Lou smiled lightly and slowly took a few steps forward. She bowed and said, “Madam Xiao, I am sorry. Don’t worry that your daughter won’t be married because of A’Li. Besides, A’Li will marry sooner or later, and they won’t see each other much in the future.”


    The statement was bold and explicit, Madam Lou looked awestruck. Young Madam Lou quickly said, “A’Yan, why do you say that? A’Li is young and doesn’t speak well, it’s all…”


    “You won’t say ‘it’s all unintentional,’ will you?” Second Madam Lou’s eyes were scornful.


    Young Madam Lou was speechless, her face flushed.


    “Aunt, I understand,” Second Madam Lou sneered coldly. “Just now, A’Li told Madam Cheng how much her mother loved Sister Zhaojun. I know you love the younger generation, but I don’t know how much you love Sister Zhaojun. If I had known that, I wouldn’t have let A’Yao take advantage of her beauty. It would be better to have Seventh Brother marry Zhaojun two years earlier.”


    The seven young ladies kneeling behind looked embarrassed and trembled with anger. Second Madam Lou felt awkwardly embarrassed. Madam Xiao’s face was cold and when she went to look at Madam Lou, her eyes clearly wanted an explanation.


    Madam Lou suppressed her anger. “What are these words?” she said. “A’Li, it seems that you haven’t shut them down enough in the past three months and are still talking nonsense. Then you can continue to think about it in front of the wall!”


    Lou Li was crying and about to speak when she was pushed and caught by four maidservants.


    Madam Lou turned her head and repeatedly apologized to Madam Xiao and Shaoshang, promising to discipline Lou Li well.


    While the elders were speaking, Second Young Madam Lou suddenly turned to Shaoshang. “I don’t like to call you Younger Sister-in-law. In the future, I will call you Shaoshang, okay?”


    Shaoshang looked back and their eyes met. Although it was the first time they had met, smart people understood each other’s intentions without speaking much. She smiled brightly. “Okay,” she said. “Then I’ll call you Sister Yan.”


    Second Young Madam Lou smiled and shook Shaoshang’s hand. At some point, the newlyweds of the other two concubines in the second family quietly gathered around them, standing beside them, and forming a harmonious atmosphere.


    Madam Lou saw this situation and looked at her gentle and kind eldest daughter, feeling a wave of irritability in her heart.


    …


    “What’s wrong with trivial matters? Nowadays there is no such thing as a family who doesn’t want to save face.” There were also fathers, sons, and brothers fighting in the Imperial Court.


    “What are you saying?!” Madam Xiao felt flustered.


    “Mother,” Shaoshang said with a serious expression, “it’s common for people to have twists and turns in life. Qiqi told me the story of Uncle Wan choosing a son-in-law for more than a dozen of his daughters. Those with good family background are shallow and romantic; those with outstanding character have too many burdens in the family; those with a good family background and good character often have no talent or ambition, and they spend their entire lives leisurely and moderately under the shadow of the family. Mother, look at A’Yao. He has a good family background, is loyal and honest, and has no habit of being a promiscuous child. Although his talent is not currently evident, he has an upward mobility and is willing to work hard. Mother, can you tell me if this marriage is very good?”


    Madam Xiao thought to herself, ‘Could you just say that Lou Yao is both obedient and willing to work? His family is okay.’


    “My brothers in the family have all been taught very well by you. You don’t know, but many families with daughters outside are secretly thinking about my brothers.” Shaoshang smiled and fluttered her sleeves, as if a little bird was flapping its wings.


    Madam Xiao didn’t know that. She waved her hand and became numb to her daughter’s whims, saying, “…Talk about your own business, don’t ramble on.”


    Shaoshang was silent for a moment. “In fact,” she said with a smile, “Third Aunt asked me before. For a person like me who is impatient with rules, wouldn’t it be annoying to face a room full of sisters-in-law and brothers after marrying to the Lou family? Won’t it be long waiting for A’Yao to get an outside government official position? I said, it won’t take long. By then the sky will be high and the ocean will be wide. Even if it isn’t as comfortable and exquisite as in the capital, it will be much more comfortable.”


    “How can you make that assertion?” Madam Xiao secretly admired that Madam Sang’s consideration of wealthy families was indeed much more subtle than her own.


    “On that day when I recovered from my illness, A’Yao came to see me and said that he would become one parent in the future. At first, he casually said it, but after we got along for a long time, I realized that if he had his own temperament, he would prefer to lead a small team of people in his father’s footsteps. So, who taught him the phrase ‘for one parent?’” Shaoshang laughed mischievously. “You have already seen A’Yao’s mother, and that is definitely not what she would say. I guess that was what Lou Jun said to his son.”


    Madam Xiao looked at her daughter for a moment. “General He sacrificed his life to save Old Master Lou. He had two sons, Lou Jing and Lou Jun, under his knee. Later, General He proposed to marry a daughter. I thought the Lou elders had deliberately given up such a powerful in-law relative as the He family to the second branch, but later on, I heard of He Zhaojun’s various arrogance and I also expected…”


    “As long as the two families are not separated, even if A’Yao marries He Zhaojun, the eldest can also receive the assistance of General He.” Shaoshang sneered. “Third Aunt once told me that since the usurpation of the throne by Emperor Li of the previous dynasty, the height of the living temples of the same family has become a great taboo. Even the great contributions of Marquis Yu’s family, except for the marquis himself, His Majesty only grants wealth and does not allow heavy power. Moreover, the person who made great contributions to His Majesty in the first place was not Old Master Lou, but the deceased Old Master Lou. After he passed away, Old Master Lou inherited the title and was promoted by His Majesty. A’Yao’s father didn’t want to be a petty official in the capital city, so he went to another state to become an official.”


    “Your aunt tells you everything,” Madam Xiao sighed.


    “Outsiders say that Master Lou is capable, but my uncle said that, in fact, A’Yao’s father is not inferior to his brother,” Shaoshang continued. “He just looks gentle and doesn’t argue. In a few years, he will soon be promoted to the rank of county magistrate. Alas, the bad thing about this is that the two brothers are evenly matched, the temple is high, and the emperor is an important minister. Could you do that? I couldn’t do that.”


    “There’s even worse,” Madam Xiao nodded, trying to get used to the seemingly eerie situation of discussing politics with her daughter. “Although the brothers of the Lou family are equal, they can still help each other and be humble to each other. But in the son’s generation, the weakness of the first house can no longer be concealed. A’Yao’s brother, who is the first in the Lou family, can be called a man with both civil and military skills. There are also two common brothers of A’Yao, who have gained some reputation.”


    “A’Yao has boasted to me… Ah, no, he praised his younger brother,” Shaoshang said with a nod. “Such a powerful person, but he has never been an official.”


    “Second Young Master Lou is ambitious and doesn’t want to become an official in the local area,” Madam Xiao said. “He has spoken more than once about joining the main center and is now traveling around the world. Although others are far away from court, his writings about local experiences, customs, military and food accumulation, and even policies can often be read by His Majesty.”


    “Could Grand Servant Lou suppress his nephew? A’Yao told me that his uncle treats his nephews like his own sons.”


    Madam Xiao shook her head. “Grand Servant Lou wouldn’t. They are all the children of the Lou family, and the more promising their peers are, the better. It was Grand Servant Lou, that year Second Young Master Lou could have entered as a high official, but was forced to appoint officials for his two sons. There is no family where all sons are appointed officials. Second Young Master Lou couldn’t bear this anger and left.”


    “Your elder brother helped me find out that some of the sons of the Lou family do have a scholarly reputation. But two of them didn’t go to the Imperial Academy and said they wanted to find famous teachers outside. The other two, they really know how to read, but they are pedantic and honest, and don’t know how to adapt. They are only suitable for proofreading. The emperor would not let such people be local officials…”


    Shaoshang smiled and clapped her hands. “Let me guess,” she said. “Madam Lou must have said this, ‘My nephew, you have such skills and will definitely be able to become an official on your own in the future, but your cousin can only rely on holding an official position. You’ll let them take it!’ But in the end, did he also fail to hold an official position?”


    Madam Xiao wanted to laugh but held it in. “I heard that Master Lou is constantly urging his nephew to come back.”


    “A’Yao’s younger brother is also too arrogant,” Shaoshang said. “As the saying goes, too hard is easy to break. If the eldest aunt is unhappy, make her unhappy. The prosperity of the family is great, how can ignorant women be allowed to cause trouble?! Ah! Mother, I’m not talking about you. You are the great hero of the prosperity of the Cheng family!”


    Madam Xiao frowned and instinctively wanted to scold her daughter for being disrespectful to her elders. However, she intellectually felt that her daughter was right, so she had to say, “Madam Lou was not like this before. The Lou family was in turmoil and very difficult. A’Yao’s mother was not reliable at all. In order to support the family, Madam Lou was extremely capable and wise.”


    Shaoshang thought it over and then suddenly said, “Is it because Mother has learned the lesson and used it as a warning? As a family wife, you must not be partial to your own children. You must consider the overall situation and select the best children from the family to be able to fight for the family.”


    Madam Xiao was shocked and looked at her daughter in a daze.


    Shaoshang saw the gaze and quickly coughed before returning to the main topic. “So, you see, the sons of the eldest lady wanted to hold positions but couldn’t, but the eldest aunt hasn’t given up yet. She’s still hoping that one day her son will have a chance to become an official. A’Yao’s younger brother avoided going out due to the face of the eldest brother. Isn’t that our timing?”


    “It’s indeed a good time,” Madam Xiao said as she nodded. “Firstly, A’Yao doesn’t plan to enter the court, but he’s trying to find a job at the local level. Secondly, Master Lou is ashamed and will definitely strongly recommend him. Lou Jun is even more happy than he can be.”


    “Mother’s prediction is divine. I admire you!” Shaoshang quickly praised.


    Madam Xiao looked at her daughter. “Did you come up with all these things yourself?” she asked with determination.


    “Yes.”


    Madam Xiao’s mood fluctuated. “So, what do you think will happen to the Lou family in the future?”


    Shaoshang looked solemn, then said, “Hurry up! Grand Servant Lou has already passed the year of his destiny, and even if he wants to wait for the promotion of his son, the Lou family will not agree. Like the marquis who passed away a few years ago, his descendants are all incompetent, and there is no material in the family to build. Even if there’s a title, the family can only retreat to a place. If Madam Lou intervenes again, the ancestors of the Lou family may have a seizure. Second Young Master Lou will not continue to endure it. Therefore, A’Yao must hurry up before the situation is broken and accept an official position quickly.”


    “Are you so confident that A’Yao will be like the second son of Madam Lou, who was refuted when summoned by His Majesty to respond?” Madam Xiao asked.


    “I have confidence,” Shaoshang said with a straight back and firm gaze. “I have enquired about it. Although His Majesty loves those who are knowledgeable, he also values those who are practical. Although A’Yao has poor knowledge, his martial skills are not bad, and I will tell him how to dig ditches, build deep walls, store water and divert floods… A’Yao is very smart. He not only remembers what I say, but also adds his own observations and feelings. He is also sincere. I think His Majesty will like him and be willing to give him a chance.”


    “You’ve thought of everything.”  Madam Xiao felt both proud and bitter in her heart.


    Shaoshang remained silent for a moment. “I’ve always thought things for myself,” she said.


    She had always planned her life on her own, whether to study in a mixed society or a university, whether to choose humanities or sciences, how to allocate her study time, and how to fill out her own preferences.


    …


    I love this little bit of reconciliation between Madam Xiao and Shaoshang! It’s progress!!
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    Chapter Fifty-Five:
You Won’t Like Me (Part 1)


    No matter how the women in the inner house of the Lou family thought about things, as for as the men outside were concerned, since the two families were engaged, they should handle it well. Grand Servant Lou was a shrewd person, and in a few days, he took the opportunity to explain this matter to the emperor when they were alone. His mouth was full of good words for the women of the Cheng family, hoping for a favor to add luster to this marriage. The emperor had a gentle nature, and Cheng Shi had recently received his approval for his actions. He readily promised and the next day, he sent eunuch Cong Guan, who was waiting with pen and ink, to the Cheng Mansion to announce the decree.


    At this point, there were not as many tricks for receiving orders as in later generations, so there was no need to place incense tables or candles. Just the person receiving the decree would kneel respectfully. The Imperial edict praised the entire Cheng family once more, from Cheng Shi, who was ‘kind to the weak, good at fighting but not belligerent,’ to Madam Xiao, who was ‘a woman with a strong husband,’ and Cheng Shaoshang herself, who was ‘diligent, cautious, and virtuous.’ Shaoshang blushed a bit at this. She said her high school principal only ever praised her for good grades and perseverance, but never for her gentle conduct.


    After the edict was announced, Madam Xiao smiled and stuffed many gold beads into the eunuch, and Cheng Shi was still muttering to himself, “His Majesty didn’t praise me for being so good when I was debriefing in front of him.”


    The faces of the rest of the people in Nine Zhui Hall were all different. Cheng Yang was full of awe and envious from head to toe. Old Madam Cheng curled her lips and shook out her sleeves, pulling Old Lady Hu back into the room.


    “I didn’t expect that among our siblings, the first to receive His Majesty’s commendation would be Niao Niao,” Cheng Shaogong sighed.


    Cheng Song punched him and smiled. “Have you calculated this by reading divination books every day?”


    “No,” Cheng Shaogong said. “It’s just that our family shouldn’t marry off a daughter in the next couple of years, we should only have daughters-in-law coming in.”


    “Nonsense! Hurry and throw those things away.” Cheng Yong glanced at Cheng Yang beside him and then said to Cheng Shaoshang, “The Grand Servant Lou is doing this to show the sincerity of the Lou family towards this marriage. You should treat A’Yao better in the future, don’t keep bossing him around.”


    “A’Yao said he loves to listen to me the most,” Shaoshang said as she smiled. “If I don’t ask him to do something for a day, he won’t even be able to eat!”


    “You’re talking nonsense, too!” Cheng Yong said sternly, feeling deeply that his mother must have bumped into something inappropriate when she was pregnant with those twins.


    After getting the all clear, Lou Yao was overjoyed and began his days reporting to the Cheng family. He would never come empty-handed – yesterday was a fresh fruit sent by Lou’s estate, today was a fine brocade cloth newly woven by Lou craftsmen, and the next day there would also be a jar of aged wine from the Lou treasury.


    Not wanting to speak out and make things awkward, the entire Cheng family praised this future son-in-law endlessly. Even Old Madam Cheng, who had a strange and shady attitude towards Shaoshang, touched the exquisite new clothes on her and said privately to Old Lady Hu, “Marriage should be like how Niao Niao’s is. Unlike A’Xi, that unscrupulous person. Once you get married, I’ll stick a dowry, and you’re already asking for debt from me!”
[A’Xi is one of the daughters of the Cheng family.]


    Shaoshang was also muttering to Madam Xiao, “Such beautiful brocade, such fine cloth, send some to Third Aunt! A’Yao said, this is the unique craftsmanship of their family, and you can’t even buy it outside.”


    “…You miss your aunt.” Madam Xiao gave her a glance. “After dividing this between you and Yang Yang there won’t be much left.”


    “Then, give my share to Third Aunt!” Shaoshang said quickly, seeing that Madam Xiao’s expression was becoming displeased. “No, what I mean is that this plain looking person needs to dress nicely. With looks like Mother and me, a burlap bag is also a beauty! If you don’t believe me, ask Father.”


    “How dare you arrange your aunt like this?” Madam Xiao sneered. “Be careful, I’ll tell her.” It was rare that she didn’t want to scold her daughter for not behaving properly.


    “I’ve been teasing you for a long time,” Shaoshang sighed helplessly. “Third Aunt doesn’t take it to heart. What’s the use of saying I look better than her? She looks much better at people who eat every day than I do at people who will eat for decades in the future.”


    “That’s indeed what she would say!” Madam Xiao snorted. Then she thought to herself that Ling Buyi was much more beautiful than Cheng Zhi. If she could get that person, let alone the Cheng family, the entire capital city would allow her to walk freely.


    The human heart was really the strongest thing in the world. If she had known nothing before, Madam Xiao would not have thought about it. But now she couldn’t help but think about it. However, she was a decisive person. When she thought about something unprofitable, she lifted her hand and looked at her daughter’s proud expression. After sighing, she redoubled her efforts to plan this marriage.


    According to the customs of the time, after engagement, the two families would hold separate banquets, inviting relatives and friends from each family to gather and showcase their future son-in-law/bride. To Shaoshang’s understanding, there was no convenient means of communication to inform the world in this era, and there would be a considerable period of time between the engagement and marriage. In case someone didn’t know (or pretended not to know), they would be cut off halfway.


    The Cheng family didn’t have many relatives and friends in the capital city, along with their colleagues and superiors, as well as Wan Songbai and other trusted officials and their families, they only gathered for a moderate banquet of forty to fifty people, and even the servants of Master Lou were not able to get drunk. On the day of the banquet held by the Lou family, Cheng Shi couldn’t help but sigh and watch the prosperous scene of carriages standing shoulder to shoulder in front of the Lou family’s door, with a cloud-like roof. “Look at their grandeur, their momentum!”


    Unexpectedly, Wan Songbai on his side sighed loudly. “It’s all because of my brother’s fault.”


    Ah?! His family was thriving, and they had a woolen relationship – The people of the Wan-Cheng family went together to see him, only to hear that big-bellied General Wan’s face was deep in pain. “If I had known today, I wouldn’t have married those dozens of daughters east or west. If we had all married around the capital, we could gather our sons-in-law together at this moment, and the day before yesterday, we could also build a strong presence for our wise brother’s family. We would have beat that Lou family!”


    Everyone was stunned, and after a moment, they all burst into laughter!


    Madam Xiao wiped the tears from her eyes and turned her head to Shaoshang. “It’s really rare to have a true friend who can watch and help each other,” she said in a low voice. “Your Uncle Wan is enough.”


    Shaoshang nodded.


    There were two extremely wide rows of houses in the courtyard of the Lou Mansion, built opposite each other, separated by lush and dense flowers and trees in the middle, and connected by a slender straight corridor on both sides. It looked like an oblique H-shape from above. The female guests were in the left row of rooms, while the male guests were in the right.


    It was as if Madam Lou had forgotten their dispute that day. She enthusiastically dragged the Shaoshang mother and daughter around the house, sometimes introducing several relatives of her own family, and sometimes paying respects to several respected women. Shaoshang was young in age and generation, almost bowing to everyone until she felt dizzy. Finally, a white-haired man in his eighties arrived. Madam Lou hurriedly took Shaoshang to the corridor to kowtow, shouting, “Hello, Uncle!”


    This trembling Marquis of Ban and Lou Yao’s deceased grandmother were siblings, perhaps the oldest person in the entire capital city. The emperor would never forget this elderly person who was given medicine in the palace every day.


    Old Marquis Ban looked a bit confused in his age. After Shaoshang greeted him, he looked around for a while and laughed with only a few teeth left. He patted Lou Yao’s shoulder beside him. “A’Gou, your bride is so beautiful! I told you earlier that marrying a beautiful bride is more important than anything else. Look at the woman A’Mao married, that’s why he left so early…”


    Lou Yao’s face turned red, and he arched his hand without daring to argue. The white-faced young man who supported Marquis of Ban helplessly said, “Grandfather, this is A’Yao, not the deceased father!”


    Madam Lou couldn’t help but sigh, while Second Madam Lou smiled happily and repeatedly praised the old man for his great vision! To prevent the old man from saying more things he shouldn’t say, Lou Yao quickly helped the old man away.


    After various ceremonies were completed, Shaoshang, Cheng Yang, and Wan Qiqi were taken by the maidservant to the small side hall as usual.


    Cheng Yang felt uneasy and pulled on Shaoshang’s sleeve. “If anyone tries anything with us today, we’ll go straight to Aunt. Don’t worry!” she said.


    “What’s there to be afraid of?!” Wan Qiqi felt dissatisfied. “On such a great day, who dares to bully us? You don’t have to move, look at me.”


    Shaoshang sighed and said, “Don’t worry, cousin. I won’t argue or fight today. Sister Qiqi, don’t move, either. As long as you have the skills, that room of women isn’t enough for you to fight.”


    Entering the side hall, the young ladies dressed in red and blue all looked at her with kind eyes. Shaoshang walked over with a smile, holding Cheng Yang and Wan Qiqi in her left and right hands, and respectfully greeted the crowd. The girls returned the motion one after another. Sitting in the corner, Lou Li took a moment to slow down and returned the greeting reluctantly ­– it was obvious that she had been cleaned up a lot that day.


    The most surprising thing was that Wang Ling, who was beside her, walked forward with a smile on her face and held Shaoshang’s hand. “It was a misunderstanding that day, it was all my fault,” she said. Shaoshang had to admire this girl’s psychological qualities.


    Today was probably the most peaceful banquet for Shaoshang since her debut. The girls were eating and drinking, talking and laughing happily, not saying any unpleasant words or inappropriate topics. Shaoshang was very satisfied. Originally, she didn’t want to go out and make a scene.


    When Wan Qiqi was in a good mood, she boasted about how well she played the flute at home. Shaoshang followed the girls’ coaxing and took out her beloved bamboo flute from her sleeve, playing a piece of music together – the sound of the flute was like a valley and wind, and the spring rain was gentle, making the listener unable to do anything but smile slightly, as if thinking the most gentle and beautiful childhood memories.


    The sound of the flute reached the main hall of the compound, and the women slowed down their movements one after another, listening with a soft expression. They showed a sincere and appreciative expression to Madam Xiao, which was a hundred times more sincere than when they had just exchanged greetings.


    At the end of the song, the girls in the hall looked at Shaoshang with kind expressions in their eyes. They all thought in their hearts that how could a girl who could play such a touching melody be as disgusting and ridiculous as rumored.


    Shaoshang lowered her head and stroked the flute, smiling slightly.


    She realized for the first time that perhaps it was not just Grandfather Cheng’s natural inheritance, but perhaps she already had a little bit of musical genes. However, in her previous life, she lived a rough and wild life with radical indignation. Apart from purposeful reading, and then studying, she never enjoyed any other beautiful learning… such as playing instruments, singing, dancing, painting… she never tried any of those.


    Simple, sincere, just learning for love and beauty, and those things she once sneered at could make people so happy.


    “…Hey, isn’t that Eleventh Lang?!” She didn’t know which girl called it out. The girls were like fireflies chasing the light source, suddenly gathering on the railing of the east windowsill.


    Shaoshang stood up, and through the gap between the girls’ heads, she saw Ling Buyi’s clothes floating on the terrace in the opposite row of rooms, standing alone in the distance. The expression of the young and handsome general could not be clearly seen through the straight corridor several tens of zhang away. But his tall and slender figure was as tall as a pine branch, and in the scorching spring sun, his demeanor was fierce and as beautiful as a dream.


    A young girl pressed her chest and let out a coquettish sigh. “My heart aches! Even if I marry someone like Eleventh Lang, I will never forget him!”


    Another girl’s eyes were filled with tears and she plainly said, “Even if I marry someone three times, I will still feel heartbroken!”


    “I won’t forget marrying ten times…” The girls began to lament one after another.


    At this moment, the silent Wang Ling suddenly looked up and smiled, “Shaoshang, what about you?”


    “Let me think about it…” Shaoshang said, pretending to caress her chest while pressing her fingers one by one on the flute in her sleeve.


    As soon as this statement was uttered, the sorrowful little ladies burst into laughter and swept away their loneliness.


    They all sat down again, probably realizing that they were all eating from the same love bean. At the moment, the laughter and conversation seemed most enjoyable and comfortable than before. Cheng Yang finally let go of her worries and started speaking with a newly met girl who was also shy and quiet; Wan Qiqi boasted to a few young women in their early twenties about the legendary story of when she single-handedly beat four young people.


    Shaoshang was holding a bowl of corn soup, slightly distracted.


    In fact, there were many beautiful things in this world – the flute that emitted beautiful melodies while holding down the sound hole, the willows and catkins like snowflakes when the spring breeze blew, the bluestone steps under the corridor that slightly rose when stepped on, the red face of Lou Yao when he was teased by her and unable to respond…and, Ling Buyi.


    He was a very nice person and it was great to be able to look at him from a distance like this.


    She didn’t know how long she wandered, but Lian Fang suddenly stepped in and quietly leaned over Shaoshang, whispering a few words in her ear. Shaoshang was confused for a moment before she realized, ‘What? He wants to see me?!’


    These days, beautiful men were all so unconventional. Shouldn’t he be like Yuan Shanjian, quietly waiting for her by the rocks, by the pool, and by the water? How dare she let her maidservant speak so recklessly? Was she someone who had an affair and shamelessly meets someone else at her fiancé’s house?!


    “Master Ling has three more things to say,” Lian Fang whispered. “First, he really does have something to say to you. Second, he reassures the young mistress… Master Ling said he won’t harm you. Please, believe him.”


    Shaoshang was stunned for a moment, then reached into her sleeve again to caress the flute’s holes, touching it from the first to last, and then she smiled lightly. Actually, she believed him, but –


    “I won’t go. You tell him it’s not appropriate, so just forget about it.” Unfortunately, her romantic energy was not enough to support her adventure, and she smiled and asked, “By the way, wasn’t it three things? What about the last thing?”


    The maidservant looked puzzled. “Master Ling said, if you don’t go, he will come to you on his own. If something happens, you can just withdraw the engagement and marry him… if you don’t go, he will take it as the intention of allowing marriage!”


    Shaoshang’s mouth opened slightly and her eyes widened in disbelief.


    …


    Next Chapter: You Won’t Like Me (Part 2)
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    Chapter Fifty-Six:
You Won’t Like Me (Part 2)


    Shaoshang hesitated for only nine and three-quarters of a second before she asked for a change of clothes, holding Lian Fang’s hand and leaving the side hall. Compared to the pale little maid, Shaoshang didn’t even tremble her fingertips.


    Madam Xiao had said that there were not many people who could truly support and help each other and just one was enough. This sentence was very reasonable. Shaoshang was unwilling to lose such a strong support on her future path due to her stubbornness. She could naturally find various clever excuses to evade, and she could even get Lou Yao to go with her. However, for a powerful figure like Ling Buyi, the best way to get along was to be as sincere as possible, rather than using a bunch of ‘smart’ tricks.


    Shaoshang was initially hesitant about how to pass, but to her surprise, Ling Buyi provided a simple and effective method, using only two ordinary thin silk cloaks to cover the heads and faces of the master and servant, and walked away in a grand manner. There were many young ladies in the garden today, and the passing servants did not come forward to question. After not taking a few steps, the master and servant arrived at a secluded path between the flowers and trees. They saw a tall young man in brocade standing quietly alone with his hands behind his back. He heard footsteps behind him and immediately turned around.


    Shaoshang sighed in her heart, but with a very standard smile on her face, she bowed and greeted, “Hello, Master Ling…”


    Before she could finish speaking, Ling Buyi suddenly said, “Did you decide to come when you heard I was calling, or did you wait for your maid to relay my third message before coming over?”


    Shaoshang’s smile stiffened. “Master Ling not only has the grace to save my life, but also has repeatedly helped me. With such enthusiasm and kindness, I naturally….”


    “Well, then you came after listening to the third message,” Ling Buyi said calmly.


    Shaoshang couldn’t speak.


    “Your words of kindness are unforgettable, but what about your actions?” Ling Buyi still had a smile on his face, and his words were already cold. “It can be seen that it’s useless to talk to you. You have to hear threatening words before you come. That’s how you treat your benefactor?”


    Shaoshang’s forehead was already feverish. “No, No! I am not ungrateful. If you were the same age and appearance as my Uncle Wan, I would immediately rush over! Young Master, you are so beautiful and handsome…. Ah! No, you are so young. How dare I come up at will! You don’t know, just now you were standing across from me, and all the little girls in the hall seemed crazy. If someone saw me with you, I’m afraid I wouldn’t live to see tomorrow’s sunrise!”


    “Do you usually watch the sunrise?” Ling Buyi said.


    Shaoshang once again couldn’t speak.


    “Zhang Zhan said that back then, in the early morning you would have someone drive the convoy, and when you got up, your face was even worse than when you saw those bandits. Are you afraid of getting up early?” Ling Buyi’s eyes had a smile in them.


    Shaoshang had the intention to argue it was due to the fatigue and discomfort of the journey. However, considering that the Cheng convoy had been on the road for over a month, that excuse was too farfetched, and she had to chat up. “General Zhang looks very quiet…” Why were you so sarcastic?!


    “The young madam also seems to be very grateful for his kindness,” Ling Buyi said lightly.


    Shaoshang’s anxious forehead began to sweat. “I am grateful for the kindness! The kindness that saved my life that day is vivid in my mind. I, I…” In a state of urgency, she once again retorted, “Master Ling, you are truly heroic! How can I not repay your kindness?”


    “Did I ask you to go up the mountain of swords and down the sea of fire? You are so condescending. If I really have difficulties in the future, if I come to ask for help, I’m afraid I wouldn’t even be able to enter your house.”


    Ling Buyi’s face was unparalleled, but his words were as sharp as a sword, and he showed no mercy at all.


    Shaoshang became angry and finally met her match. She bowed and said, “Master Ling, I am wrong. I really am wrong! I should have rushed to you without saying a word as soon as I heard your call.” This was truly a groundbreaking scene. Even in kindergarten, junior high, high school, and even university, she had never admitted her mistake so sincerely.


    “What if there’s another time?” Ling Buyi asked.


    Shaoshang arched her hand to the sky. “Let bandits cook and eat me!” she exclaimed. This was the most terrifying oath for her.


    Ling Buyi looked at the girl quietly for a moment, but with a gloomy smile, he said, “Accompany me for a while.”


    Shaoshang wiped her sweat, nodded quickly, and walked beside him.


    Lian Fang followed far behind, and although Master Ling was good-looking, he was terrifying and tense. Even if he spoke with a smile, it implied a sense of awe and indifference. Her own young madam had courage, not only daring to argue and deny, but also daring to bet on silly spells.


    The flower tree path was very secluded and winding. Ling Buyi was tall and had long legs, but he intentionally slowed his steps down to allow the girl to walk alongside him. Shaoshang walked beside him, looking up from the side, only feeling that his shoulders were broad, his back extended like a ridge, and his face had a deep and handsome outline. He walked slowly without saying a word, his brows furrowed, as if preoccupied, like the silent gods of ancient times in oil paintings.


    Although he was the same age as Yuan Shen, Shaoshang always thought he was older than them. She dared to argue with Yuan Shen, but never dared to make trouble in front of Ling Buyi, probably because he was a truly ‘mature’ man.


    No matter how slow you walk, there will be an end to it. “Master Ling, there’s no way left.” Shaoshang was stunned.


    It turned out the road between flowers and trees was a dead end, and it ended when you turned to the left. There was a small carved stone table in the shape of a tiger crouching, plus two stone chairs.


    Ling Buyi chuckled. “Yes, it’s the end.” He remained silent for a moment and sat down on the stone stool. “Please sit with me for a while.”


    Shaoshang quickly sat down on the stone stool and looked around. She noticed that it was cold and secluded, as if she were in the depths of a hundred flowers. They were fragrant and the chill was imperceptible.


    The two of them sat in silence for a moment before Ling Buyi suddenly said in a deep voice, “Someone is coming.”


    Shaoshang was shocked and turned pale. She stood in a panic. “What should I do?” Were they here to catch an affair?! But this was the end and there was no place to escape.


    “Don’t be afraid, you and your maid should hide there.” Ling Buyi pointed to the flower wall in the corner.


    Shaoshang fixed her gaze and sighed at the good place. Holding onto Lian Fang, the two crawled in.


    They could hear hurried footsteps. Shaoshang looked through the dense branches and saw two girls running over hand in hand, panting heavily. It was Wang Ling and Lou Li.


    “Eleventh Lang, is it really you?” Wang Ling was overjoyed as she hurriedly tidied up her hair and clothing. “Just now, the maid of A’Li’s family said she saw you coming here and I didn’t believe it.


    Lou Li ran with flushed cheeks, her eyes fixed on Ling Buyi. “Didn’t two women come this way with you? Where are they?”


    Ling Buyi gave them a cold look, his eyes sharp like swords, and Lou Li was too scared to speak.


    Wang Ling immediately pulled Lou Li, gesturing for her to shut up, and then turned her head to smile. “It must be the maid who saw it wrong,” she said. “Eleventh Lang is hiding here alone and quiet.”


    “Since you know I’m hiding here quietly, both of you should leave now,” Ling Buyi said.


    Wang Ling and Lou Li were very embarrassed and didn’t know what to say. Finally, Wang Ling reacted and she smiled, “My aunt has been talking about you lately. She said that it’s been a year and you’re still alone, which makes her very worried.”


    “Is that what the Empress said?” Ling Buyi asked coolly. “If the Empress didn’t say this, Madam Wang would be guilty…”


    Wang Ling was foolish and quickly said, “No, no, no, no! I go to the palace every day. Although my aunt didn’t say anything, I know what she meant in her heart! She and His Majesty are both looking forward to Eleventh Lang getting married!” Her aunt would never push for her niece to take the blame.


    “Getting married? What are you saying, Young Mistress Wang?” Ling Buyi didn’t even move his posture.


    Wang Ling’s face and ears turned red. She knew what she meant, but was too embarrassed to say it. To her surprise, Lou Li beside her quickly said, “Why not Sister A’Ling? She has exceptional talent and looks…”


    “I like beauty,” Ling Buyi suddenly interrupted.


    Wang Ling felt foolish, and Lou Li’s mouth snapped, “Isn’t Sister A’Ling beautiful?”


    As soon as this question was asked, from behind the flower wall, Shaoshang nearly laughed – she was indeed Lou Yao’s cousin, both dull and foolish.


    “Do you think you are very beautiful?” Ling Buyi directly asked Wang Ling.


    Wang Ling suddenly felt cold all over and deeply humiliated. She thought she looked good, but couldn’t withstand such questioning.


    Lou Li knew she had made a slip of the tongue, but she refused to admit defeat. “Eleventh Lang’s words are not right. Marrying a wife and a virtuous person…”


    Ling Buyi ignored the little girl and asked Wang Ling again, “Do you think you are very virtuous?”


    Wang Ling couldn’t bear it anymore, feeling ashamed. She braved tears and stomped her feet as she ran away. Lou Li glared angrily at Ling Buyi and ran after her.


    “Come out, don’t hide anymore,” Ling Buyi said after they ran away.


    Lian Fang stepped out and supported the smiling and blushing young lady of her own family, with the imprint of firmly covering her mouth with her hand on her face. Shaoshang was not a good person, and Wang Ling had never held back with her, so she didn’t show mercy. After Lou Li intended to humiliate her that day, though Lou Yao had also scolded his cousin, Shaoshang felt that it was only now that she truly relieved her anger!


    After a long time, Shaoshang had enough laughing and calmed down, sitting upright at the stone table.


    “Tell me about your childhood,” Ling Buyi said with a gentle expression.


    Shaoshang’s expression suddenly cooled; she disliked recalling her childhood the most. “When I was young, I had bad luck. There’s nothing else to say.”


    Ling Buyi quietly looked at the cold and sharp look in the girl’s eyes, and the corner of his mouth slightly curved. “What a coincidence,” he said. “I also had bad luck as a child and there’s nothing else to say.”


    “Why don’t you tell me some interesting stories about Master Ling’s study of civil and martial arts?” Shaoshang had no words to say.


    “Learning and practicing martial arts are very difficult. Study hard and practice hard. What interesting things can you say?” Ling Buyi said.


    Shaoshang thought to herself that it was a coincidence. She also found reading difficult and not interesting at all.


    The two of them sat silently together for a moment, until Lian Fang next to them was almost crying. The silence was so scary!


    “What do you plan to do in the future?” Ling Buyi asked. “I mean, besides getting married.”


    Shaoshang’s eyes lit up. She had many plans for that. “I want to gather doctors and compile their medical skills and insights into a book, which might benefit the world. I also want to transform those bulky agricultural tools, which can not only save manpower but also produce more food. You don’t know, pure manual farming is really difficult. Many farmers are young and sick, and they can’t even straighten up before they get old. Also, I want to build a factory, which doesn’t need to be very large. I drew some things and I want to see if I can create it…”


    She stopped speaking because Ling Buyi was looking at her without reservation. She felt embarrassed and said, “This little girl is too arrogant, I’m making my elders laugh.”


    “Go on,” Ling Buyi shook his head, as handsome as a tilted jade mountain.


    Shaoshang realized she had just lost her mind and quickly became serious. “I also want to be a good wife and be filial to my elders.”


    Ling Buyi’s face turned cold. His fair right hand clenched on the stone table. “How vulgar!”


    “Just now, you terrified my maid and said you wanted to marry me!” Shaoshang roasted. “Now you think I’m vulgar?!”


    “Marrying me isn’t what’s vulgar,” Ling Buyi said solemnly. “Marrying others is very vulgar.”


    Shaoshang covered her sleeves and chuckled, her smiling eyebrows and eyes curved, becoming more and more like a festive jade doll.


    Ling Buyi raised his eyebrows, and asked with a smile, “How did you know that I was being intimidating? Perhaps I really meant it.”


    Shaoshang sighed helplessly. “Master Ling, even if you are busy, you will never have the opportunity to mention your marriage to His Majesty before today. Since you haven’t mentioned it, you have no intention. Don’t tease me anymore.”


    “…You’re quite right,” Ling Buyi said with a faint expression. “Maybe I only enjoy being a philanderer.”


    “Then, His Majesty might be happy,” Shaoshang said. It was better to sow some oats to get results.


    Ling Buyi was rarely taken aback. After understanding, he burst out laughing loudly. After a while he smiled and said, “How dare you mention His Majesty? I haven’t even settled accounts with you. You got engaged yourself, but I was scolded by His Majesty. ‘What’s wrong with you?  When you’re old and unable to find a woman on your own, you’ll scold me for being unfilial!’”


    Shaoshang imagined the scene in her head and she pursed her lips and began to laugh.


    Ling Buyi looked at her smile and said, “Shaoshang, you are the most passionate and courageous young woman I have ever seen in my life. No matter what difficulties and obstacles lie ahead, you always have to overcome them.”


    He saw the girl’s face was full of disbelief. “I grew up in the palace and have seen many women who were passionate and brave, but they were passionate about fame and power. Unlike you, what I think is…” He was the most disgusted person in his life who had worked hard to camp, but he did not dislike the various positive calculations of the girl in front of him.


    Shaoshang had some doubts. Was he praising her? She gave a dry smile. “There are also people in the palace who are indifferent to fame and fortune,” she said.


    “Apart from being unable to leave, what are people who are truly indifferent to fame and fortune doing in the palace?” Ling Buyi asked with a faint smile.


    “Who doesn’t love fame and fortune, but I’m not liked by nature, and some paths are inherently difficult to follow,” Shaoshang said.


    “Who says that?” Ling Buyi asked. “You have already won the favor of many people.”


    “No,” Shaoshang said as she shook her head. “If others know my true nature, very few people would like me.” Anyway, any lie she said would be exposed by him, so it was better to tell the truth.


    “Another coincidence,” Ling Buyi said. His smile slowly fell, his eyes fixed firmly on her, feeling lost in despair. “If someone really knew me, I’m also afraid few people would like me.”


    “Master Ling must be joking. You should ask those ladies in the capital city about this. They would never agree!” Shaoshang clapped her hands and smiled.


    “It’s true,” Ling Buyi said seriously. “It’s you. If you know more about me in the future, you might hate me.”


    Shaoshang was stunned.


    She finally understood why such a beautiful man always felt very difficult because she could not understand him.


    She could understand Father Cheng, Yuan Shen, and Lou Yao was an open book, but she never understood Ling Buyi clearly.


    However, as soon as they talked about the matter, Shaoshang decided not to waste the opportunity. After clearing her throat, she stood up and said sternly, “Master Ling, I have a message that I want to say to you today. This esteemed daughter is inexplicably grateful, but I… I…”


    The following words were a bit embarrassing to say, but in order to avoid suspicion in the future, she gritted her teeth and said them anyway. “But I am a loyal woman. You are very good, but I have already decided to marry Lou Yao, so I naturally want to be loyal and have no other choice… Don’t laugh, you, you…!”


    That righteous and confident message ended with Ling Buyi’s gentle laughter as he fell against the stone table.


    “Master Ling,” Shaoshang was furious, “you… you look down on people too much.”


    Ling Buyi propped himself up and smiled. “I know you’re a loyal woman, keep talking.”


    Shaoshang sat on the stone stool in frustration and refused to say anything more.


    “Don’t be afraid,” Ling Buyi had stopped smiling, knowing what the young girl was thinking. “This should be the last time I will meet you alone.”


    Shaoshang quickly turned around. “Are you going on another trip? Where are you going to fight this time? Is it important?”


    “It’s not about that. You are getting married, and you’ll always have to avoid suspicion in the future.”


    What?! ‘So you do know how to avoid suspicion,’ Shaoshang thought.


    Ling Buyi looked at the girl with a gentle expression. “Didn’t you always want to leave with A’Yao? Don’t worry, I’ll find a way for you, find a suitable place, and don’t leave the constraints of your family just for the sake of it. You’re willing to go to any poor place, you can’t bear it.”


    Shaoshang lowered her head, feeling indescribable in her heart. He saw through everything.


    Ling Buyi stood up and looked down at the lush flowers and trees around him. “Just now, I was across from you, and I vaguely heard a few flute sounds. Upon reflection, I’ve never heard you play the flute well before. Everyone says you play very well.”


    His tone was calm, but Shaoshang felt inexplicably sad. “If Master Ling wants to hear it, I will play for you now,” she quickly said.


    Ling Buyi seemed very happy, and then shook his head. “Forget it, I won’t listen. If I still want to listen once, it’s troublesome. Alright, I’ve already said that. You can go back now, I’ll sit a little longer.”


    Shaoshang opened her mouth and stopped. In fact, she didn’t know what to say, so she respectfully stood up and bowed, then led Lian Fang away. After taking a few steps, she turned back and looked at Ling Buyi. He was looking up at a flower tree, lost in thought…


    The petals of the flower tree floated down in spring, pink, white, and deep rouge, falling onto the stone table, clothes, and his thick ink-like long hair. Through the gentle petals and gentle breeze, the handsome man in front of her seemed to have never existed before.


    After a glance, Shaoshang turned back around and walked away, never turning back.


    …


    Next Chapter: Yanhui Pagoda (Part 1)
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    Chapter Fifty-Seven:
Yanhui Pagoda (Part 1)


    Shaoshang remained silent until they returned to Cheng Mansion, leaning against the wall of the carriage in a daze.


    Cheng Yang was worried and asked, “Did any of the young ladies at the banquet bully you with their words?” She had made friends with several like-minded young ladies today and huddled in the corner chatting happily without paying attention to others.


    “Who would have the courage?” Shaoshang sneered.


    Madam Xiao also noticed her daughter’s low mood. “Which relative of the Lou family has shown you face?” she asked. Madam Lou had obviously been convinced by her husband, and today the whole family’s female side had no disrespectful words or actions. But, with such a large family, it was inevitable that there were some thorns.


    “Who dares?” Shaoshang proudly said. “I would make A’Yao never recognize this relative for the rest of his life!”


    Unable to find any results from the inquiry, Madam Xiao let her daughter go back to her room. At dinner, she saw that she was still listless and only took a few bites before she lowered her head and returned to her residence. That night, a clear and deep sound of flute suddenly sounded in the courtyard of the Cheng Mansion, as if sobbing. The melody was not sad, but had a sense of confusion and melancholy about it.


    Madam Xiao couldn’t sleep anymore. After opening her eyes and listening for a while, she suddenly got up and wanted to open the curtain and go out, but was caught by her husband from behind.


    “I advise you not to go,” Cheng Shi said, closing his eyes.


    “Something didn’t feel right when we left the Lou family today,” Madam Xiao frowned and said. “No, I have to go and ask.”


    Cheng Shi didn’t even open his eyelids and said, “If you ask, will Niao Niao tell you?”


    “Then I’ll ask the maid next to her,” Madam Xiao said, feeling suffocated.


    “Don’t do that either. Think of Niao Niao’s mind. You asked her before and you found out. Do you think she would be happy if you asked all the people around her?” Cheng Shi changed his sleeping position. “You mother and daughter have eased up a bit recently, but don’t make any more problems.”


    “Are you not worried about something in her heart?”


    “Except for ignorant children, stupid people have nothing to do in their hearts. Even if Niao Niao is about to get married, why can’t there be someone who hurts the east and pities the west?”


    “It’s hurt the spring and pities the autumn, not the east and the west.”


    “Okay, it’ doesn’t matter if you get hurt as long as you don’t harm your body. How long has Niao Niao learned to play the flute so well? The people who listen to it are very sad. If my father was still alive, we could leave Niao Niao in the capital and maybe someone famous would teach her.”


    Madam Xiao remained silent for a moment. “Can you fall asleep with listening to her playing the flute all the time?”


    “Why can’t you sleep? Before, when Father was feeling upset, he liked to play some sad and bitter music in the middle of the night. Sometimes he played the flute, sometimes he played the qin, and sometimes he even played drums and cymbals. We didn’t sleep well at all! Okay, you should lie down too…”


    Madam Xiao sat by the bedside for a long time before thinking to herself, ‘It wasn’t easy for my deceased father-in-law.’


    Fortunately, Shaoshang used to be someone who lived together for many years. Before long, she turned off the lights and went to bed after playing a song. The next day, she woke up again with a bright and cherry appearance, showing no signs of any worries.  


    Lou Yao had originally planned to come to the house every day, but even the best temper of Grand Servant Lou couldn’t help it. He grabbed his nephew and threw him into the study, only allowing him to go back to the Cheng family every fifth or sixth day – no one had ever been a son-in-law and flattered his wife’s family also required a sense of propriety, as if he had never asked for a new wife in his lifetime. Madam Lou had lost all face, and those who were waiting for a recommendation as an official at the entrance of the North Palace were more reserved than their nephews!


    Then, Shaoshang magically discovered that since Lou Yao couldn’t come every day, her brothers were all smooth-tempered and kind-looking.


    “Do you look down on A’Yao?” Shaoshang was puzzled so she secretly asked her twin brother.


    “We don’t look down on Young Master Lou, we look down on you,” Cheng Shaogong said. “Every time you see him, you smile like Er Wang next door biting into a chicken leg.” Er Wang was a yellow dog.


    The result of this conversation was that Shaoshang flew into a rage and poured an entire box of chess pieces onto Cheng Shaogong’s head, and never wanted her older brothers to take her out again.


    As soon as Madam Xiao praised Shaoshang in front of her son, Cheng Shaogong began to slander against in injury on his forehead. “Mother, Niao Niao is afraid that managing household chores will delay her from going out to do her own things. She’s been going out so often these days, and she doesn’t ask us to accompany her!” It used to be the brothers who always accompanied their younger sister out!


    Surprisingly, Madam Xiao was not at all angry. “With maidservants and servants following her around, what will happen?” she asked leisurely. “She won’t bring back another son-in-law.”


    Cheng Song’s mouth moved and he exchanged glances with his older brother Cheng Yong. The two brothers lowered their heads and didn’t say anything – they once saw Yuan Shen sending their younger sister back until they were separated at the entrance of an alley.


    Afterwards, the brothers also secretly asked Shaoshang. They didn’t expect Shaoshang to be so straightforward and say, “I’ve only met him twice, no that was the third time. It all has to do with Third Uncle and Aunt.”


    Yuan Shen was Yuan Shen, and his style of behavior had not changed at all. He also asked people to watch the entrance of the Cheng Mansion, and when he saw Cheng Shaoshang’s golden red small carriage coming out, he got his servants to follow her all the way to repay her – meeting talented and beautiful people should have been very pleasing to the eyes. If only the place where they met twice was not so exotic.


    The first time they met was by an iron shop in the corner of the city, facing the red-hot iron stove, the cheeks of the talented and the beautiful were roasted hot, and their hair was curly.


    The next time they met was in a mill not far from the city. Facing the chaff and fine flour flying in the air, talented men and beautiful women all turned pink, white, gray and yellow. Changing clothes could directly take over the mill.


    “Couldn’t you go to a bookstore or gold store or something? A flower shop and a makeup shop are also fine ideas.” On the way back to the Cheng Mansion, Yuan Shen rode a horse and went with her, feeling speechless in his heart.


    “Did I invite you to come?” Shaoshang was very displeased with the man who interrupted her research. “Speak up if you have something to say! What did you say last time? Oh, you said that Madam Huangfu has settled down in the mountains, now? If you want me to deliver a letter again, I won’t do it!”


    “You didn’t listen to a word I said!”


    Shaoshang rolled her eyes. “That’s because you escaped from the iron stove for half a moment.” In that meeting, including the greeting outside the iron shop, the two of them didn’t speak ten words in total. Master Yuan was so smoked that he almost coughed up his lungs.


    Yuan Shen was depressed. He had never been to the iron shop before. People were nearly cooked and he couldn’t even breathe.


    “I’m not asking you to deliver a letter. My master only needs to know that Madam Sang is doing well. If there’s anything he can help with, Madam Sang and Uncle Ling wouldn’t be able to say. You can quietly tell me that he can help… Why are you looking at me like this? There’s no other point, it’s just that I want to feel better in my heart.”


    “This is quite similar,” Shaoshang said with a smile. “What my aunt did for the Huangfu family back then was more than just a little bit. If he can figure it out, then I will take better care for my aunt. Of course, I must agree to such a practical matter.”


    “And…” Yuan Shen looked gloomy. “I’m also going to see about a wedding.”


    “This is a serious matter,” Shaoshang said with a hearty laugh. “Elderly people say that the more selective you are, the less good you will have left. It’s better to cut the mess quickly. A’Yao and I will come to congratulate you then!”


    Yuan Shen was angry in his heart, his white jade-like cheeks turning slightly red. He fumed and said, “No one’s sharp knife can be like yours. They promised you as soon as they proposed to you. I knew it, I knew it…” As he spoke, he wrapped his legs around the horse’s belly, forcefully turning its head, and quickly rode away, leaving behind the sound of horse hooves at the entrance of the alley.


    Shaoshang touched her nose, pretending to not understand and happily went back to the mansion.


    A few days later, at the height of spring that year, a Confucian scholar from the Imperial Academy suddenly presented several old booklets to the Emperor with prophecies on them, as if they meant ‘There is trouble in the East, those who will respond will be the most spiritual.’


    The Emperor attached great importance to this and immediately summoned several trusted courtiers to discuss it. After that, he came to the conclusion that the character Sui was at the top of the mountain and it should be at Tu Mountain to the east of the capital city. It was necessary to sacrifice the living beings in the mountain.


    Originally, the Emperor should have personally visited the Great Wild Hunting, but he was kind and said that spring was the time for all things to multiply and excessive slaughter was not advisable. Therefore, he switched from offering hunting as a sacrifice, to offering various grains and seeds to the mountain spirits. Confucian scholars naturally gathered to sing praises, praising the emperor for his wisdom and kindness. Grain and seeds were inherently more sacred than prey.


    In this way, the emperor took his concubine and the poor imperial family, along with a group of officials, to go to Tu Mountain to offer sacrifices – and Father Cheng was also selected. Although this was a sacrifice, in Shaoshang’s view, it was more like a large-scale spring outing picnic, as the officials selected to accompany them could still bring their families.


    The Cheng family was young. Apart from the unable Cheng Grandmother and Little Cheng Zhu, there were a total of two couples on the trip, along with the three brothers and Shaoshang. After merging with the Wan family’s convoy at the city gate, the day was spent mostly in a carriage before they finally arrived at Tu Mountain.


    They arrived not too late, and at the foot of the mountain, there were already people and horses everywhere. From a distance, with the most eye-catching black-edged vermilion and gold topped large tent in the center as the axis, various colored private tens spread out for several miles.


    For example, the dozens of tents belonging to Yu Hou’s family were all uniform indigo brocade tents inlaid with pale ivory carved national emblems, which were noble and dignified. If General Wu did not pay much attention to detail, he would pile up colorful tents in one place. General Han loved to show off his elegance, and his family was more than a dozen tents all made of green bamboo and cloth. When he looked at them, he felt cool and serene.


    There were also those who loved to play around, such as the Empress’s younger brother, Duke Xuan, who even dressed up his tent like a thatched hut made of straw. When she approached, she saw bundles of gold, silk, and silver silk taped together, which made everyone envious and funny, and also caused the Empress to scold him. Duke Xuan had to tear them down and rebuild an ordinary tent overnight.


    The Wan-Cheng families set up their tents together as usual, and the two happy families had meals and talked with each other. Unfortunately, there was a superstitious ceremony the next morning, and it was not good to drink or eat meat that night. They could only use some vegetable cakes and bait, as well as fish soup made from the freshly caught fish and shrimp from the stream below the mountain.


    At dawn, Wan Songbai and Cheng Shi dressed neatly in their official robes and rushed to the Imperial tent, while the other family members stayed in their original places, kneeling, kowtowing, and praying to the loud sound of gongs and drums. It took a whole morning of turmoil to finish.


    Most likely due to her anemia, Shaoshang became dizzy afterwards and rested in the tent. When she felt better, she left the tent and saw that the surroundings were already different.


    Wan Qiqi and Cheng Song went to participate in the archery horse racing event where the class lord awarded them. Cheng Yong went to find several classmates to write papers, but was dragged away by some children of the Yin family. Cheng Shaogong originally wanted to stay in the tent to read, but, before the exhibition, he did his usual divination and came up with a precise message that ‘it was not advisable to stay in place before the beginning of the shen shi time block.’ He touched his nose and had to go out to wander around for a while.
[The shen shi time is the two-hour period between 3 and 5pm.]


    Madam Xiao and Madam Wan sat opposite each other talking about family matters, while Cheng Yang obediently accompanied them as usual. When she saw Shaoshang coming out, she even told her that Lou Yao had come to see her. Seeing her resting, he didn’t bother and was also taken away by Second Brother Cheng.


    Shaoshang thought for a moment and decided not to waste such good weather. So, she put on her hat and rode her beloved cow-spotted horse aimlessly and leisurely by herself. Along the way, she saw a laughing little girl, accompanied by a carriage, and nearly startled several pairs of wild mandarin ducks. Passing by a bouquet of flower trees, she even made a few wreaths and wove them on the head of her little horse. The horse shook her head, becoming sillier and cuter, which made Shaoshang laugh.


    She didn’t travel to many places when she was young, so she turned her back to Tu Mountain and walked towards the surrounding hills. Unexpectedly, she didn’t ride too far when she saw Yuan Shen and a group of young scholars, drinking wine and reciting literature in the pavilion by the stream. Fortunately, no one recognized her with her veiled hat, so she quickly patted the neck of her little flower horse and turned away.


    As she continued along, she thought about why it was always easy for others to find her and remembered Yuan Shen’s previous words to her; she really did gravitate towards the water. If she didn’t want others to find her, perhaps she should turn around and go in the opposite direction. Shaoshang looked up and saw a small pavilion style wooden tower on a nearby hill.


    Shaoshang was moved in her heart. She was just about to see how magnificent the scene of the emperor’s account and wealth was. Unfortunately, her father’s official position was not enough, so she couldn’t get a closer look. It was better to look down from a high place.


    With her mind set, Shaoshang quickly rode her horse to a place dozens of feet away from the pagoda. The hills were covered in gravel, and the road was towering and rugged. She cherished the young hooves of her little flower horse, so she tied it to a nearby forest and walked up the mountain with her skirt hiked up.


    The hill looked small from the distance, but it took a lot of effort to climb up. Shaoshang was out of breath before coming to the bottom of the tower. She saw the words ‘Yanhui’ engraved on the tower door, and then pushed the door in, shouting, “Is anyone here?” After shouting several times at the top of her lungs, Shaoshang realized that there was no one in the tower, so she turned around and closed the door, carefully stepping inside.


    The new tower was built by nearby villagers who raised money to worship the newly emerging religious idols. Although the interior of the pagoda was not very finely carved, the wood was sturdy and brand new, and the tung paint was shiny. Shaoshang climbed up floor by floor, and it took seven full floors to reach the top of the tower.


    Shaoshang stroked her violently undulating chest, panting while she examined the familiar stone statue enshrined at the top of the tower, and couldn’t help but laugh ­– that’s right! But now this statue still carried a bit of primitive ferocity, and after hundreds, or even thousands of years of evolution, it would become a kind and benevolent Amitabha!


    Shaoshang wanted to push the window open to take a look, but when she looked up, she found that a skylight had been opened on the roof.


    Before becoming a reserved young woman, she was first a mischievous child, and her skill climbing trees and walls could be ranked among the top three in her town. She then tied up her skirt and climbed up the railing and side pillars. Her delicate but exercised body cleverly climbed up.


    Passing through the skylight and flipping to the roof, the warm spring sunshine spread throughout her body. Shaoshang took a deep and comfortable breath, feeling it through her entire body. Looking around, she saw a crowd of horses and tents as small as an ant colony, which looked like a colorful Kaleidoscope in the sunshine.


    The feeling was really tempting. Shaoshang lay flat on the gently sloping roof, covered her face with her sleeves, and enjoyed this rare moment of tranquility and warm sunbathing. She didn’t expect that as soon as she lay down, she fell asleep. When she woke up, the sun had already set in the west.


    Shaoshang slapped her head and let out a whoop. She remembered that Madam Xiao had instructed that the emperor would entertain the courtiers tonight, and the empress would invite the families of the officials for a banquet. She had to hurry back before the first quarter of the you shi time block. However, by then, many people would have taken seats without her. Although it was an informal banquet, if someone saw her and reported, it would be trouble.
[You shi time block is the two hours between 5 – 7pm. The first quarter would be 5:30pm.]


    Shaoshang didn’t have a watch during this time and she didn’t even know what time it was. She quickly lifted the skylight, then slid down back into the pagoda. Before leaving the seventh floor, she also bowed to the stone statue. Surprisingly, as soon as she reached the sixth floor, she faintly heard voices in the wing room.


    The tower was like a common hexagonal structure, except for the seventh floor, which was a small attic dedicated to stone statues. The six floors below were all of the same size and structure. A hexagonal flat floor, with a small portion used as a staircase passage, and the remaining area divided in half. Half was a wing room and the other half was a flat area leading to a railed terrace.


    Shaoshang was confused and still couldn’t figure out the situation. Climbing up the railing of the stairs, she heard two people talking inside, but the words were not very clear:


    “… The Crown Prince has seen things quickly this time. He found someone to explain the prophecy within two hours and escaped a disaster…”


    “…If… all right… how could such a temperament be worthy of the position of Crown Prince… It’s imperative to depose the Crown Prince…”


    Shaoshang was covered in a cold sweat and she was afraid. This fear was different from before, as if a cold cast iron had been stuffed into her chest, falling and overflowing with cold air. She didn’t know how long she had frozen, but she restrained her frantic desire to escape and slowly retreated back, hoping to return to the seventh floor and hide.


    As she approached the windowsill, a powerful and fair palm extended from her head. Shaoshang almost screamed and covered her mouth with both hands, but made no sound at all – looking up, she saw a familiar and beautiful face!


    Ling Buyi had climbed halfway up the beam and saw Shaoshang below, seeming startled. Then, he burst out laughing. He was already extremely beautiful, and with a smile, the spring scenery on the mountain was not as bright as his.


    Shaoshang glanced blankly, but forgot she was afraid and replied with a dull smile.


    At this moment, the movement outside was finally detected in the wing room, and one of them said in a deep voice, “Who is there?” He was about to push the door to see who it was.


    Shaoshang was once again frightened, her heart rising to her throat. Ling Buyi thought for a moment and quickly jumped down. He reached out and grabbed Shaoshang, then flew out of the tower with her!


    This time, Shaoshang couldn’t help but scream loudly. However, due to being too scared, she couldn’t make a sound and could only scream crazily in her heart – this was the sixth floor! Do you think this was a martial arts film?!


    …


    Next Chapter: Yanhui Pagoda (Part 2)
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    Chapter Fifty-Eight:
Panhui Pagoda (Part 2)


    The most serious threat to Shaoshang’s previous life was just a group fight in a billiards room. Her older sister handed her a beer bottle and asked her to make a bid, which led her to her first feeling to withdraw from the delinquent life. Because she suddenly realized that although she was generous in various ways, she was not suitable for the scene of blood splashing three feet.


    Ling Buyi tightly held her waist with one hand and hooked the railing under the eaves of the fifth floor of the pagoda. The two of them hung outside the tower, and Shaoshang had to firmly embrace Ling Buyi. The wind was fierce high up on the hill, and her arm strength was limited. She nearly slipped down several times. Fortunately, Ling Buyi’s left arm held her in his arm like a sturdy iron ring, preventing her from falling.


    Shaoshang listened to the footsteps inside the pagoda clattering down from the sixth floor. After a moment of hesitation, the two people in the wing room were eager to leave. Just as Shaoshang was about to be happy, Ling Buyi suddenly whispered to her, “I’ll remove those two and no one will know about today.”


    Shaoshang was a bit afraid. At this moment, Ling Buyi was completely different from usual, with a cold and fierce expression, as if he was not talking about killing to people, but killing two dogs. She was startled and couldn’t think of anything. “No, no, no, look, there’s someone coming from over there!”


    Ling Buyi followed her gaze and saw a team of dozens of powerful guards quietly groping up the hill, apparently to meet these two people in the wing room. Fortunately, the two of them were hanging behind the eaves, so they were not seen by the guards. Ling Buyi frowned, as if unwilling to give up the idea of killing people to silence them.


    The two people in the wing room walked to the bottom of the pagoda and quickly rode away after speaking a few words to the guards who came to meet them. Ling Buyi shrank behind the eaves of the fifth floor. Seeing that they were walking clean, he made a forceful grab with his right hand and carried the girl into the fifth floor’s wing room. Shaoshang’s hair was scattered by the wind, and as soon as she stepped onto the floor, her legs immediately softened and she sat down, her heart beating as fiercely as a drum. Looking at the man next to her, his face was calm and his heart beat was the same as usual, except for a slightly solemn expression.


    “Have they left?” Shaoshang pressed her chest, suppressing the heart that was about to jump out. “Let’s go, too. Maybe they’ll come back and search for people.”


    “Why do you think that?” Ling Buyi glanced at her with a slight smile.


    “Those two cowardly bandits, who were delicate and expensive, are afraid of being hurt. They ran so fast and when they feel safe, they must have people come back to investigate!” TV shows were all like that.


    Ling Buyi suppressed a smile and nodded. “Did you walk here?”


    “No, I rode over and tied my horse in the forest to the east.” Shaoshang pointed out the east window.


    Ling Buyi’s expression was gloomy, and he had doubts in his heart. “…You are a very smart woman and know how to hide your mounts from being seen.”


    “No!” Shaoshang couldn’t help but want to vomit blood. “I saw that the hillside was covered in sharp gravel and I was afraid it might hurt my horse. That’s why I didn’t ride here!”


    Ling Buyi was stunned, obviously not expecting that reason.


    “There is land in this world, and I am such a big fool!” Shaoshang was furious, and now she had figured out the cause and effect.


    Ling Buyi couldn’t help but laugh. “Climbing to the top of the pagoda to take a nap,” he said. “Well, no one would think of it.”


    “Who didn’t have a hobby when they were a child?”


    Ling Buyi smiled and leaned down to pick up the girl’s cool hands. “Today, you can walk with me again,” he said.


    Shaoshang looked into his smiling eyes, his thick brown pupils as clear as crystal, but it gave her a chill for no reason.


    At this moment, she realized he was wearing a faint and reflective dark blue woven silk twill brocade robe today. Originally, he was supposed to be wearing a cloak, but it was missing. Without waiting for her to regain her thoughts, Ling Buyi once again lifted her up and placed her on his back, wrapped her arms around his neck, and quickly descended from the tower.


    Shaoshang had wanted to ask him to leave, but when she saw him turning and moving on the hill, she didn’t know how much faster than her he walked, so she just closed her mouth. On the man’s broad back, her nose was filled with a breath that seemed like a cold snow forest. In order to not fall off, she had to tightly embrace his neck. Through the thin spring shirt, she could almost feel the strong and slender back muscles beneath. Shaoshang was embarrassed and didn’t know how to handle herself.


    The two of them first found Shaoshang’s little cow-spotted flower horse in the eastern forest. The cute and silly little horse didn’t know what had happened, but was still shaking its head and doing cute things. Ling Buyi looked at the ridiculous wreath and the corner of his mouth curved. Shaoshang blushed. “This is also just a little hobby.”


    Ling Buyi led the little flower horse and the girl south for a while, and then found a tall steed that he had tied there. On the pitch-black iron bridle, there was a dark blue brocade robe hanging from it. Obviously, he had also come with those two people.


    “So, you also tied the horse in this forest, it’s really…” Shaoshang smiled. She really wanted to say ‘heroes have similar opinions,’ but the thought of bringing Ling Buyi to the same level of intelligence as herself, which belonged to decorating a horse’s legs. So, she changed her tone and said, “Master Ling, let’s hurry back.”


    Ling Buyi shook his head. “It’s already past you shi. Those two people can slowly screen out the people who missed the banquet today when they return.” After a moment of contemplation, he said. “Let’s go somewhere else.”
[You shi is the time block from 5-7pm.]


    Shaoshang had to follow him to get on the horse and ride back to the building with Ling Buyi’s back towards those people. After a while, he came to a cliff where a crooked-neck tree grew diagonally.


    “Master Ling, what are we doing here?” Shaoshang began to feel uneasy as the sky darkened and the place became deserted. In fact, she wanted to ride back on her own, but the man firmly held onto the reins of her little flower horse, preventing from leaving.


    Ling Buyi, holding the two horses tightly tied to the edge of the mountain and carrying the girl on his back, said calmly, “I didn’t expect to run into you today, let alone you running into those people.”


    Shaoshang noticed his tone was not kind and began to panic. “Master Ling, do you know those men? Is it very important?”


    “I just wanted to see those two talents coming with me all the way,” Ling Buyi continued. “Now, I don’t know their true colors, but am about to be exposed.”


    “How could they see through it? They haven’t seen us yet. As long as we find a reason why we missed the banquet, we can get through this.” Shaoshang’s voice felt very dry.


    Ling Buyi turned around, with a handsome and profound expression that was difficult to understand. “No, there’s still you. You can expose me.”


    “I, I won’t…” Shaoshang’s voice trembled as she suddenly remembered that Ling Buyi had just wanted to kill those two people in the wing room, and her current fear was the same. She saw that the situation was not right and immediately wanted to run towards her little flower horse. Ling Buyi reached out and broke off a stone from the mountain, gently throwing it towards her. It fell in front of Shaoshang’s footsteps. If Shaoshang had just taken a step farther, she would have been hit by this stone on her toe.


    Ling Buyi once again showed that unfamiliar indifference and walked slowly towards Shaoshang.


    Shaoshang retreated and suddenly exclaimed, “I heard that you were raised in the Empress’s Palace since childhood and have always been close to the Crown Prince. Who doesn’t know which side you are on? Those people are going to deal with the Crown Prince, wouldn’t they be on your guard?”


    “You’re right,” Ling Buyi said, pausing. “But I’m not afraid they’ll know I’m helping the Crown Prince. I just can’t miss an event in a few days.”


    Shaoshang’s teeth trembled with fear and tears were almost falling down. She was nearly retreating to the edge of the cliff. “Master Ling, brother, I really don’t know how to say this. You have to trust me!”


    “It’s a big matter. If there is a slight mistake, I can’t just trust you to let the number of heads fall,” Ling Buyi said calmly. He grabbed Shaoshang’s arm and could easily complete the two steps of killing and destroying the body with a gentle push.


    Shaoshang tugged tightly at his sleeve with both hands, crying profusely. “…No, no, I don’t know those two people. I haven’t seen their faces. How can I reveal your whereabouts? Should I shout all over camp?! Besides, the Cheng family has a weak foundation and is neither a powerful aristocratic family nor a powerful official who followed His Majesty to fight the rebellion at first. You really can believe me!”


    Why was her life so tragic? In her previous life, she had bad luck and eventually survived peacefully. However, in this life, she had to be involved in a national conspiracy and skip the social stage to go directly to the political one. There was no need to value her so much. Her qualifications were actually barely enough to even mix with the thirteen sisters in Yuzhen!


    Upon hearing this, Ling Buyi slowly released his right hand, took a few steps back, and without a word, turned around and sat on a smooth and flat long square stone by the cliff.


    Shaoshang had seen Ling Buyi’s ability and knew there was no hope of escape. It was better to use all her strength to plead. Seeing a chance, she quickly moved to Ling Buyi’s side and cried, “A’Yao and I both respect and admire you so much. How could we have ruined your big event?”


    Shaoshang heard a ‘snap’ sound. Ling Buyi’s left hand directly broke off a piece from the square stone under his body, and Shaoshang was immediately frightened. She tightly closed her mouth and didn’t dare say anything else.


    Ling Buyi slowly took out a jade pendent from his arm. Upon closer inspection, Shaoshang saw that it was actually half a piece of jade with a character that said ‘Niao’ on the fragment. She panicked and hurriedly touched her waist. Sure enough, she found that it was empty ­– that was the jade pendent given to her by Father Cheng, and she personally carved the ‘Niao’ character on it.


    “What about the other half?” Shaoshang was dumbfounded.


    “It’s been picked up by those people,” Ling Buyi said.


    Shaoshang’s mind spun rapidly and she immediately understood.


    Ling Buyi had taken advantage of the chaos in the pagoda and tore off her jade pendent, pinching it in half, and then threw out the half of the pendent engraved with the character ‘female,’ allowing the two people in the wing room to pick it up, while the other remaining half remained with him. There were so many women in the capital with the ‘female’ character in their names. It was impossible to guess who they were based solely on that half of the jade pendent, but if there was another half of the pendent, as long as the grains aligned, they could find out who she was.


    Ling Buyi smiled and said, “I also want to believe you, but… it’s better like this.”


    Shaoshang’s anger flared up. “How dare you threaten me?!”


    Ling Buyi’s expression faded. “Then I’ll kill you.”


    “Don’t, don’t, don’t…” Shaoshang immediately softened, pouncing on his sleeve and pleading bitterly. “You still want to blackmail me?”


    Ling Buyi curved his mouth slightly and inexplicably.


    “In short, you are not allowed to tell anyone about today’s matter, including your parents, siblings, and Lou Yao. If I detect that you have spoken out, I will immediately throw out this half of the pendent and remind those people that the Cheng family has a daughter with the nickname Niao Niao…”


    Shaoshang became angry again and said helplessly, “Since you know who those people are, why were you still eavesdropping and engaging in such things?”


    “If you don’t agree I will kill you.”


    “No, no, no! I promise, I promise!” Shaoshang held Ling Buyi’s arm tightly. She knew she was being very spineless, but the most important thing to do was survive.


    After speaking this, both of them quieted down, and Shaoshang sat exhausted on the other end of the square stone, with her shoulders down and head empty. Feeling tired and relaxed for a moment, she was both disappointed by the disillusionment of her once proud and upright idol, and angry at the predicament of being constrained everywhere.


    Ling Buyi looked at the girl’s expression and tightly grasped the half piece of the pendent in his palm. “I knew earlier that if you saw my true appearance, you wouldn’t like me anymore,” he said lightly.


    Shaoshang turned her head and looked at his handsome and sorrowful face, full of self-disgust, under the setting sun. Without any reason, her heart softened and she moved over to sit next to Ling Buyi. “No,” she said softly, “I still like you.”


    Wait, did she like him before? Forget it, she had to coax him first. At the same time, she had to comfort herself – it was understandable for others to be cautious when doing big things, as long as they didn’t talk too much, then everything would be over.


    “Really? I just saw that you looked unhappy, didn’t you secretly scold me in your heart?” Ling Buyi turned his face; his jawline was flawless. “The way you looked at me before, it wasn’t like that.”


    “How can that be?!” Although his guess was spot on, how could Shaoshang admit that? “If it weren’t for you, I would have been cooked and eaten by bandits a long time ago. Since then, you have repeatedly helped me, which shows your kindness. It was just that… just now… if it weren’t for you, the people in the wing room would have caught me immediately, and it would probably have been the end of me! Now, if I had only hated you for such a small matter, wouldn’t it seem ungrateful?”


    The more she spoke, the more straightforward and angrier she became. The more she thought about it, the more she felt that Ling Buyi should not be blamed. He just scared and threatened her.


    Ling Buyi finally laughed, then lowered his gaze again, face gloomy. “I really want to let you go,” he said.


    Shaoshang sighed in her heart, ‘Can’t you just ignore me?’


    “A while ago, His Highness the Crown Prince stole a seal and caused a lot of trouble. It should have been caused by guests in the Crown Prince’s mansion, so I set up a game and only waited for the opponent to enter. I roughly know who this person is, but I don’t know which details are buried in the Crown Prince’s mansion. I just hope we don’t have to panic today,” Ling Buyi said slowly.


    Shaoshang was both surprised and afraid. She forced a smile. “I don’t understand these confidential matters. You don’t have to tell me!”


    Ling Buyi’s clear, water-like gaze swept over her. “Just now, I only listened intermittently and couldn’t hear very clearly. Did you hear their voices?”


    Shaoshang was so alert she responded immediately, “No, I didn’t hear clearly.”


    Ling Buyi stared at her for a long time. “Okay.”


    Shaoshang was still a little frightened when she heard Ling Buyi say, “The sky is almost completely dark. Can you think of an excuse for us to go back?”


    Shaoshang quickly shook her head, indicating that she fully complied with his instructions.


    Ling Buyi reached out and held the girl’s left forearm. His palm was wide, his knuckles were long and powerful, and the girl’s arm was thin. With such a grip, all five fingers enclosed her arm.


    “Later on,” he said, “I’ll break your arm, tear off a few more of your clothes and hang them on the edge of the cliff. I’ll say that you were greedy for the scenery and accidentally fell down. I saved you while passing by… Don’t worry I’ll just gently crack your arm bone and it’ll be okay soon.”


    Shaoshang held her arm as she trembled, knowing that it was a good idea, but she couldn’t bear to part with her bones!


    Ling Buyi looked at her for a moment, and the girl’s beautiful cheeks still had a hint of velvet, appearing childish and pitiful. At this moment, in panic, her bud-like lips trembled gently, as if a thin feather touched his heart.


    With a muffled cracking sound, Shaoshang widened her eyes. Ling Buyi broke his left forearm with his right hand – she had seen the power of this left arm before; it once swung a golden and black long halberd to cut off the fierce bandit with a knife. Now, due to her impatience, his life had been broken.


    “Forget it, come and save me. Let’s use another story,” Ling Buyi looked pale and smiled slightly.


    Shaoshang shed tears instantly, as if she had been severely stabbed in her heart.


    She pounced on Ling Buyi’s leg and cried. “I heard the voices of those two people. I remember them, and I’ll help you recognize them in the future! You… do you hurt? Are you hurt?”


    She cried without any disguise this time.


    …


    *fans self* Whenever SS and LBY have scenes in the novel, the tension is thick!
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    Enjoyed the chapter? Support me on Patreon to get early access to new chapters, exclusive content, and more! Your support helps me keep bringing you these translations. Thank you!


    Disclaimer: Your support on Patreon goes directly towards my work as a translator and helps me produce more content. It does not constitute support for the original novel or its author.


    
  

  
    Chapter Fifty-Nine:
Overthinking


    From any perspective, this was an extraordinary banquet for the officials.


    The Emperor was still warm and harmonious, the Empress was still elegant. Marquis Yu recited poems with deep affection as usual, General Wu danced his sword as usual, and Uncle Xuan Guo was the first to get drunk, and as usual, he rolled down on the food table. The Second Prince was not looking pleased with the Third Prince, as usual, and the cold words kept teasing him during the banquet, angering the Fourth Prince so much that he nearly took action. The First Prince quickly came out to argue and turned his head to scold the Second Prince.


    The Third Prince took his time and waved his hand to the Fourth Prince to show that he didn’t need to continue. He then skillfully pointed out that the Second Prince’s companions had not returned yet. At first, the Emperor didn’t care. After a moment, the flying calvary reported back that those companions, who were young and full of energy, went against the sacred will and went hunting on their own in the mountains.


    At that time, the Emperor’s face darkened. The Second Prince stole the chicken but could not eat the rice. He knelt down in panic and pleaded for mercy, but the Crown Prince had to turn to persuasion. The Fifth Prince interjected, “Is it difficult to miss the banquet today? I think there are still many more not in attendance.”


    So, starting from that, the Emperor simply questioned all those who had missed the banquet. After a series of ups and downs, the results were gratifying – six or seven Confucian scholars who were drunk in the afternoon, four or five reckless teenagers who broke their legs at the horse race, three noble ladies who gambled in their tents, and two wild lovers who got lost in the forest.


    To be fair, today there was no strict monarch. If there was extenuating circumstances, missing the imperial banquet was not a big deal. Therefore, the Emperor raised his hand and spared the unlucky ones who had broken their legs. The rest had their own punishments: the drunken Confucian scholars were expelled from the Imperial Academy. The gambling women were fined 30,000 yuan per person, deprived of their imperial decree, and their husbands and sons would be demoted two hundred stones in rank. As for the two pairs of wild mandarin ducks… one pair was the Duke of Zhong Shan and the newly widowed Madam Cheng Hou, and the other was the son of Warrior Tian Lang and Tai Xue, the daughter of Physician Ou Yang.


    The Emperor was plain and upright, and immediately expressed his displeasure. “I didn’t want to pay attention to these matters, but Master Cheng Hou died in battle a few months ago. Even if his wife has to remarry, she still committed adultery with someone with a family during the mourning period. On one hand, it can be seen that there is no husband-and-wife kindness and righteousness, and on the other hand, it humiliates the wisdom of the deceased husband. She must be punished!”


    After speaking, an edict was issued to expel the Madam of Cheng Hou from the capital and return her to her mother’s family. However, the wealth and silk of her husband’s family could not be distributed. Marquis Zhong Shan wiped the blackboard, seized the title, withdrew the official position, and then returned to his hometown for self-reflection.


    The courtiers, seeing the Emperor’s irritable expression, stopped pushing and exchanging cups, laughing and chatting, and sat quietly at their tables waiting for the Emperor to settle. At this moment, Tian Liang and Physician Ou Yang had knelt in the center of the imperial tent, kowtowing and pleading guilty. The former argued that, “The young girl is not sensible and lost, not intentionally neglecting the imperial banquet,”’ while the latter blushed and grit his teeth, “My daughter has been engaged to someone else and was lured by the Tian family’s son!”


    Sitting in the corner of the imperial tent, Cheng Shi was uneasy. Before the banquet, Madam Xiao sent someone to tell him that their daughter had not yet returned. He thought his daughter and Lou Yao had gone out for a private walk, but just before entering the tent, he saw Lou Yao sitting outside in the seat of a noble’s son.


    The Emperor didn’t have time to worry about whether a girl from the middle-level general’s family came to the banquet. The three noblewomen were discovered only after a fierce battle of gambling, and Madam Cheng Hou and Young Madam Ou Yang were taken with them while the guards were searching for Duke of Zhong Shan. Master Tian Lang was piggybacked on.


    Cheng Shi glanced carefully at the Grand Servant Lou opposite of him, and prayed to the Western Kunlun Holy Mother and Eastern Yuanshi Tianzun to protect his daughter from the storm.


    Tian Lang and Physician Ou Yang were already flushed and quarrelling with each other by pulling their robes. Just as the Emperor was about to speak out, a small eunuch suddenly hurried in and bowed his head in front of the throne, whispering a few words.


    The officials didn’t know what the small eunuch said, but the Emperor’s face was a bit surprised, and his eyes were shooting to several tables in the corner of the tent. Fifth Prince was close and vaguely heard the word ‘Ling,’ causing a fit of contempt. He hurriedly said, “Father, speaking of it, isn’t Eleventh Lang here today? Why hasn’t he come to the banquet this time?”


    The Emperor gave him a deep look. “Today, the group of upright individuals who went hunting in the mountains will each go receive ten lashes. Isn’t it still chaotic in the north of Jizhou? Send them over there to serve, and only those who make contributions can return.”


    The Second Prince let out a mournful cry. “Imperial Father?! You, think twice…” Those companions were all his daily acquaintances of officials, nephews, and sons which could have ruined his years of achievements.


    The Emperor remained motionless. “The Second Prince is not able to restrain his left and right sides effectively. Together with the Fifth Prince, you will also go and receive ten lashes.”


    The Fifth Prince was smiling proudly when he suddenly heard this statement. “Imperial Father,” he said in a daze, “did you say something wrong?”


    The Emperor was too lazy to pay attention to those two living treasures. He whispered to the small eunuch to lead people to the side tent, and then left the table and walked out. The officials and princes also stood up to send him off. The Emperor only took a few steps and then stopped, turning back to say, “General Cheng, come with me.”


    The gaze of all the ministers instantly flashed towards him, and Cheng Shi couldn’t understand this inscrutable holy intent even if he were a genius. At this time, he could only hold his burning gaze and shrink his neck to go forward and follow.


    After the Emperor left, the tent became noisy like bees buzzing.


    “What’s the matter, what happened?”


    “I just heard from a guard outside that Eleventh Lang is back!”


    “Come back as soon as you do, Your Majesty. Why has your face changed? His Majesty will never punish Eleventh Lang…”


    “I heard Eleventh Lang was injured and helped back!”


    “What?! Who could have hurt Eleventh Lang?! Those who helped him back, I want to hurt him a lot!”


    Cheng Shi couldn’t hear any of those comments. He really didn’t know why the Emperor had called him alone. He thought to himself that even if his daughter was late for the banquet, he wouldn’t have attracted such high standards of attention. He followed the Emperor closely, unable to keep in mind the recent court affairs. The Emperor suddenly spoke, “Official Cheng, how many children do you have under your knee?” His expression was very pleasant.


    Cheng Shi paused and mechanically said, “I have four sons and one daughter.”


    “Only one daughter?” The Emperor paused with a frown.


    Cheng Shi’s heart beat like a drum. He felt at a loss. “Yes, I only have one daughter.”


    The Emperor furrowed his brows. “Has she been betrothed to the nephew of Grand Servant Lou?”


    “Exactly,” Cheng Shi thought to himself, ‘Your Majesty, didn’t you also issue a decree to my family for the marriage?’


    The Emperor looked completely displeased. “Why do you only have one daughter?!” The underlying meaning seemed very dissatisfied.


    Cheng Shi was completely confused. Was it wrong to only have one daughter?!


    “Master Ling’s left arm was injured, and he came back with the help of General Cheng’s daughter,” had been the words whispered by the small eunuch.


    The Emperor felt that in this short sentence, every word was strange.


    First of all, would he not know who his adopted son was? He hurt his arm, not his legs. Why would he want someone to help him? Even if he hurt his leg, he would be able to walk straight from Liangzhou back to the capital city with three knives and six holes, without showing weakness.


    Secondly, it was a little girl who had come back! Even if the mountain god was worshipped today, and a spirit fairy suddenly appeared to sing a little song, it would not surprise the Emperor even more.


    Once, someone slandered Ling Buyi for not getting close to women because he was homosexual. He angrily criticized the words in vain, but his heart was filled with anxiety and he didn’t sleep well for two nights. It wasn’t until later that someone gave his adopted son a few beautiful boys and was badly beaten did that idea leave his heart.


    After walking through the camp about ten feet, he came to a slightly smaller golden imperial tent. Before the small eunuch could open the tent, the Emperor heard a gentle, soft girl crying inside, and his famous, lonely, adopted son was whispering reassurances.


    With a sigh, the Emperor told the small eunuch to announce him and strode in, followed by Cheng Shi, who was pale when he heard the voices.


    After entering, they saw Ling Buyi sitting by the fire. A doctor was fixing his left arm to a wooden flat and dressing it. A young girl was kneeling beside him. Although her crying face was like a cat, he could still see that she was beautiful, childish, and weak. Like jade snow had piled up.


    …So, his adopted son actually liked this one? The Emperor thought to himself, hadn’t anyone ever sent such a beautiful concubine before? No, since his adopted son was fifteen years old, he should have given him all kinds of flowers, willows, and greens.


    “Father…” Shaoshang tugged at Cheng Shi’s hem, tears hazy and pitiful.


    Cheng Shi knew that his daughter’s safety would not be affected, and those who were affected were afraid it was due to marriage. “Whatever His Majesty asks, you can say,” he whispered.


    Shaoshang nodded – according to the words set by the two of them, she rode a horse to the cliff and wanted to climb down to see the flowers at the edge and accidentally slipped down. Fortunately, she hung on the crooked-neck tree at the edge of the cliff and Ling Buyi was passing by during that moment and heard the cries for help. When he pulled her up, he broke his left forearm.


    He heard the call for help and went over? The Emperor really wanted to turn his head and remind his adopted son, ‘Do you remember when the eleventh daughter of the Yu Hou family fell into the water, and you kicked a wooden stake and threw it to be held while floating?’ However, Yu Hou also understood his meaning.


    After listening to his story, Cheng Shi felt relieved and thought that this was the best way. Immediately, he kowtowed and thanked Ling Buyi for rescuing his daughter, and then loudly confessed to the Emperor.


    The Emperor nodded to himself, thinking that Cheng Shi had no intention of attaching himself and was still useable.


    “Young Mistress Cheng and Eleventh Lang, have you met each other before?” No matter how tumultuous his heart was, the Emperor’s face would not show a trace of emotion.


    Shaoshang lowered her head and looked at the hem of the Emperor’s two-colored dress hanging on the carpet, her palms sweating uncontrollably. This was the first time in her life she was meeting the nation’s Big Boss, how could she not be nervous?


    The Emperor looked at her panicked posture, and it turned out that it was the etiquette of the family towards elders, rather than the ritual of facing the Emperor. It was evident that cultivation was lacking, and he forced himself not to frown, glancing at Ling Buyi.


    Ling Buyi was completely unaware, holding his wrapped left arm and kneeling down to greet. “I have met Young Mistress Cheng several times,” he said, “I couldn’t ignore her.”


    The Emperor ignored him and continued to ask, “Young Mistress Cheng, where did you meet Zisheng?”


    “Your Majesty, why don’t you ask me these things?” Ling Buyi’s face had turned pale but he still smiled.


    “Young Mistress Cheng, Zisheng is a powerful official and a pillar of the country. Do you know that you are guilty of causing him injury?”


    Shaoshang was about to open her mouth when Ling Buyi took the lead again and smiled. “If I had known Your Majesty wanted to scare her to death, I wouldn’t have given up my left arm to save her just now,” he said.


    The Emperor couldn’t help but turn his head and was about to scold his adopted son with a stern expression. However, when he saw the sadness in Ling Buyi’s eyes, he sighed inwardly and waved his hand to let the Cheng father and daughter retreat.


    Cheng Shi took his daughter’s arm and sighed repeatedly as he walked. “What’s wrong with you?” he accused.


    “What’s wrong? Didn’t Father hear everything?” Shaoshang couldn’t care about her demeanor and pulled her sleeves to wipe the tears from her face.


    “You… why did you get involved with Eleventh Lang again?!”


    “Master Ling is righteous and benevolent. When I get back, I will ask A’Yao to come with me to his door to thank him! Father, please prepare a gift for me.”


    “Is that all?” Cheng Shi was confused.


    “What else would we do?” Shaoshang looked back at Father Cheng with a strange expression.


    Someone had saved her life, thank you very much. If she had the opportunity to repay in the future, what was the problem?


    As for the matter of the goose returning upstairs, it could not be said.


    Cheng Shi thought, ‘Am I overthinking this?’


    …


    In the wing opposite, Grand Servant Lou had heard some news and pulled his nephew to a secluded spot. “Just now, Eleventh Lang came back with an injury. Do you know who helped him back?” he whispered.


    “Your nephew knows that it was Shaoshang.”


    “Ah.” Grand Servant Lou couldn’t react.


    Lou Yao had a straightforward expression on his face. “Just now, Shaoshang asked all the maidservants around her to tell me. Elder Brother from the Ling family saved her life. When we get back, Shaoshang and I will go and thank him.”


    “Is that all?”


    “What else would they do?” Lou Yao thought his uncle was very strange.


    Grand Servant Lou thought, ‘Do you think about yourself at all?’


    …


    In the tent, the Emperor circled around Ling Buyi. “You and the young mistress of the Cheng family…”


    “What does Your Majesty want to say?” Ling Buyi leaned on his good arm and stared at him.


    The Emperor straightened up and walked slowly with his hands behind his back and changed the topic. “That day when I gave the marriage edict to the Lou-Cheng family, I remember you were there on the side.”


    “Yes, I was on the side,” Ling Buyi said lightly.


    The Emperor stared at his adoptive son for a while, feeling like he had nowhere to say anything.


    Ling Buyi glanced at the small eunuch beside him. He understood and whispered, “Your Majesty, the banquet outside…”


    The Emperor waved his hand impatiently and left after telling him to recover well. He strode back to the main tent. After sitting down, he saw Tian Lang and Physician Ou Yang staring angrily at each other. He sighed. “It’s okay, a young man’s love is not easy. Physician Ou Yang, prepare to marry a daughter into the Tian family when you go back.”


    Physician Ou Yang began to sputter. “Your Majesty, my daughter is already engaged.”


    Seeing the Emperor’s tired expression, General Wu roared with a thunderous sound, “Even if you become a relative, there will be those who will never get married! What are you talking about?”


    Marquis Yu twirled his elegant scholar’s beard and smiled. “Physician Ou Yang,” he said, “so many people have witnessed this today. I think it makes your daughter’s original betrothal family unwilling to continue their relationship. This is not the Tian family’s marriage, but the young children are in love with each other. His Majesty intends to help them achieve that, why are you stubborn?”


    Physician Ou Yang fell to the ground in despair and dared not refute again. Tian Lang’s face was full of joy and he loudly kowtowed to express his thanks.


    The Emperor’s mind began to drift and he thought, ‘Am I overthinking this?’


    …


    I freaking love this emperor. He is the best and amazing and not to mention the actor his smokin’! Such a refreshing thing to have a good, slightly neurotic Emperor/worried father lol.


    Next Chapter: The Third Scandal Of My Life


    


    


    


    Enjoyed the chapter? Support me on Patreon to get early access to new chapters, exclusive content, and more! Your support helps me keep bringing you these translations. Thank you!


    Disclaimer: Your support on Patreon goes directly towards my work as a translator and helps me produce more content. It does not constitute support for the original novel or its author.


    
  

  
    Chapter Sixty:
The Third Scandal of My Life


    Although the Emperor had already passed the prime of his life, his figure was still tall and agile. As long as he immediately arched his saddle, there was no more than one palm of his hand that could rival him in the entire capital city, and the first one was his adopted son whom he personally taught.


    There were no immortals in the world, and he understood this from the beginning of the rebellion. The loyal ministers who fought with him in the sea of blood had no family, relatives, or died in battle or were implicated. Including himself, the three siblings now only had one Emperor and his elder sister left.


    But none of those officials from the dragon clan had the brutality of the Huo family. In order to drag down the heavy army for themselves, the entire Huo family was nearly wiped out. Now, Ling Buyi was the only bloodline left by his Huo brother in the world.


    Sometimes the Emperor was pleased with Ling Buyi’s bold and decisive approach, and his high and clear demeanor, but sometimes he didn’t like to see him too outstanding. The Emperor often thought that it would be great if his adopted son was like an ordinary noble child, or like his own sons, who loved power and wealth, were fond of wine and hunting, and kept concubines. If so, the Emperor might be disappointed that he was not so much like his Huo brothers, but at least he could bestow things onto him.


    However, Ling Buyi was not. He was as melancholic and aloof as a wandering soul. He neither made friends with high-ranking officials nor raised guests or family members. Except for his affection for his relatives and brothers (the Emperor clearly was referring to himself and the Crown Prince here), it seemed that everything in this world was not taken seriously.


    The Emperor knew that Yuan Shanjian, the son of Madam Yuan Zhou, was currently at the top of the list of eligible sons-in-law in the capital city. However, from the top of the list down to a hundred, there was no name for Ling Buyi. It was not that Ling Buyi was bad by any means, but rather that he acted unfathomably. After Princess Yuchang and the daughter of Marquis Yu had encountered difficulties one after another, few households dared to come forward and ask for trouble.


    It was necessary for a wealthy man to pester his fiancé, who had established himself in the world and did not love horse spirits or beauty, fame and fortune.


    Of course, the young lady of the Cheng family was not his fiancé at the beginning. According to a recent inquiry with the adopted son’s retainer, he had already met with the Cheng family several times before – the first meeting at the Wan family’s mansion, the rescue in Dongjun, the farewell at the residence on the outskirts of Hua County, oh, they had a quick meeting outside the city gate, and then today’s encounter.


    The Emperor was cautious and quick to draw two conclusions.


    First, Ling Buyi had his heart set when he was in the hunting house. Unexpectedly, the Lou-Cheng family followed suit like fire, moving so quickly that when he turned around and found out that his beloved already had a marriage agreement, he gave up and no longer demanded.


    Second, Ling Buyi indeed regarded the Lou family’s children as his little brothers, and also regarded the Cheng family as the wife of his brother, which was why he paid more attention. In addition, there was no other ambiguous meaning.


    Ling Buyi naturally said that the wind and moon were shining, but what was the truth? The Emperor stood up and paced back and forth in his bedroom, feeling bored and unsure of which conclusion he hoped to follow.


    If it were the former, would it be better for them to quickly withdraw from the engagement so as to complete it with Ling Buyi?! After all, the two families of Lou and Cheng were officially engaged, and even the monarch couldn’t do anything to insult his subjects. But if it was the latter… the Emperor sighed heavily, it would be better to pester the fiancé. At least the adopted son didn’t have to be a wandering soul anymore, and he also knew where to start.


    The Empress, who was holding a scroll and reading in the tent, looked at the Emperor quietly for a moment. “Your Majesty,” she said, “what’s the matter today? Are you trapped in military and state affairs?”


    “No, it was Zisheng who was injured,” the Emperor said tightly. “By the way, do you remember the young mistress from the Cheng family?”


    The Empress raised her eyebrows and smiled. “You don’t remember? A’Yan complained to me several times before, saying that the little girl was crude and mean, and had a bad character, and didn’t even know how to read a few words.”


    “I can only believe half of what A’Yan says. If someone comes to you with good manners and speaks ill of you, would it be better to be complimented?” The Emperor waved his sleeve and sat next to the Empress. “I remember Grand Servant Lou once boasted to me that Young Mistress Cheng said, ‘Only with eyes full of desolation can we achieve great things.’ It shows that although she doesn’t know the language, she has a lot of courage!”


    “That’s true,” the Empress nodded. “I have already scolded A’Yan. General Cheng and his wife were loyal to the country and had to leave their daughter, which led to Young Mistress Cheng’s lack of education. How could she be ridiculed for that? Didn’t Your Majesty decree marriage to both families a while ago?”


    The Emperor choked.


    The Empress turned her head. “At that time, Your Majesty said General Cheng had both moral integrity and talent, but unfortunately his family was a bit weak. However, the young master of the Lou family likes the young mistress of the Cheng family more than anyone else.”


    The Emperor twisted his beard and said in a muffled voice, “…Yellow-mouthed child, what does it mean to know what you like?”


    The Empress felt the Emperor’s speech tonight was mixed up, whether it was to approve of the children’s mutual affection or oppose their self-proclaimed lifelong or unequal status. She put down the bamboo scroll and said, “Your Majesty, what’s on your mind?”


    The Emperor let out a long sigh; he didn’t know what he really wanted. He could only say, “Zisheng refused to recuperate in the palace and must go back to his residence. If I knew that I wouldn’t have given him his own mansion to begin with!”


    “Your Majesty, you can summon Zisheng into the palace.” The Empress suppressed a smile and tried to remain dignified and elegant.


    Unexpectedly, the Emperor shook his head and continued his tumultuous style tonight, “It’s better for Zisheng to be in his own mansion.” If someone was to come and thank him… if that little girl understood the truth.


    …


    Of course, Shaoshang was very reasonable. She not only came to thank him, but thanked him three times in one go!


    On the first day, after returning from Tu Mountain to the capital, Shaoshang had her servants bring a cart full of heavy gifts and invited Lou Yao to go together to thank Ling Buyi. However, before leaving, Grand Servant Lou specially took a leave and went with them.


    Ling Buyi’s mansion was only one square away from the palace. It was said that it was originally the palace of a former prince. It was magnificent, high and wide, with soaring eaves and columns. The houses were like dragons, clouds, and phoenixes spreading their wings, but it was incredibly empty and desolate. From the entrance to the main room after the third entrance, apart from the two neat and serious patrol guards passing by, Shaoshang didn’t see a servant or maid.


    This was not so much a mansion of a powerful official as it was a military camp.


    What was even colder than a mansion of this atmosphere of visiting patients.


    Shaoshang and Lou Yao were very enthusiastic, and Grand Servant Lou was also very sincere. However, Ling Buyi seemed to have a magical ability. No matter what the other person started, he could talk the topic to its death with just a few words, and soon the three had to withdraw.


    Lou Yao thought that his elder brother of the Ling family must have a serious injury and should be given a good rest.


    Grand Servant Lou breathed a sigh of relief and said to himself, “Ling Buyi has no idea what to do with his brother’s fiancé so he looks cold and indifferent.”


    Shaoshang noticed the displeasure in Ling Buyi’s polite and cold expression, thinking that he might have wanted to talk about those returning to the pagoda. As a result, the uncle and nephew of the Lou family couldn’t speak on the side.


    The next day, Shaoshang searched for several cans of wound medicine from her father’s warehouse and planned to visit him again. However, Father Cheng and Madam Xiao insisted on following her. Shaoshang had no choice but to set out with her parents.


    Ling Buyi had slightly warmed up this time, but there was one difference…


    “It’s fortunate you passed by when you did, otherwise Shaoshang would have fallen off the cliff.”


    “Well, if I weren’t there, Shaoshang would have died.”


    “Its fortunate Master Ling passed by when he did, otherwise she would have fallen off the cliff.”


    “If I were not there, what would your daughter have done?”


    A certain science girl couldn’t understand this ancient art of conversation, so she could only smile from the side, but Father Cheng and his wife had complicated expressions. Soon, they couldn’t talk anymore, and the family of three just went home.


    On the third day, Shaoshang, who had astonishing perseverance, wanted to go to the Ling Mansion again. This time, Madam Xiao directly sent the third son Shaogong to follow her closely. Shaoshang tried to get rid of him several times along the way, but Cheng Shaogong bluntly said, “Niao Niao, save your breath. Mother said you’re going to be married soon. To prevent some situations, you are not allowed to get too close to Master Ling!”


    Shaoshang sighed. Why didn’t anyone believe that she and Ling Buyi had a pure relationship?


    Just when Shaoshang thought that this visit was about to float away, she found that the Ling family mansion was unusually lively today. The front door was filled with horse carriages, and the ice cellar-like courtyard was filled with guards and attendants.


    The person who personally opened the door for Shaoshang was the young smiling Liang Qui Fei. He didn’t seem surprised that Shaoshang had her twin brother accompanying her, and enthusiastically informed her, “Today, the Crown Prince has brought several distinguished guests to visit my lord and is having a banquet in the front yard.”


    The Prince of Chu had arrived, so she could not ignore it. The two siblings quickly went to the main hall of the front yard to pay their respects. Looking up, Shaoshang unexpectedly saw Yuan Shen among them, and couldn’t help but be stunned. Yuan Shen, dressed in a moonlight white robe and full of elegant and handsome demeanor, smiled at her from afar.


    The Crown Prince looked very charitable, with a short beard growing on his face. When he saw the Cheng twins greet the court, he quickly helped them up and praised Cheng Shi’s children of ‘loyalty to the country, courage and perseverance surpassing others.’


    No matter how mischievous Cheng Shaogong was, he was only a fourteen-year-old-boy. At that moment, when he saw the Crown Prince, he was so excited that he couldn’t even speak fluently. He stuttered a few words, “Your Highness, Ministers…” and a young man in splendid attire next to him chuckled.


    When the siblings looked, it turned out to be Marquis Ban Xiao they had met at the Lou mansion that day. As soon as Marquis Ban Xiao smiled, he immediately apologized and arched his hand. “I was impolite. Don’t take it amiss, Young Master Cheng. I’ve been laughing since I was young, it was not for you.”


    Cheng Shaogong was not angry either, and smiled. “It’s okay, If I were you, I would have laughed, too.” At this moment, his nervousness had passed and he regained his natural and carefree spirit.


    Yuan Shen glanced at the slender girl who had been kneeling since she entered and smiled, “Your Highness the Crown Prince has received a blessing today. This young master Cheng is good at playing the xun. I have heard friends praise him several times, and he said it has the style of an ancient gentleman.”


    The Crown Prince saw Cheng Shaogong being open-minded and cheerful, handsome and elegant, and heard Yuan Shen’s praise. He felt a bit of affection in his heart. “That’s great,” he smiled. “Shaogong, please join us in drinking.”


    Cheng Shaogong was very willing in his heart, but he couldn’t stop from saying, “Today I’m accompanying my younger sister to thank Master Ling for saving her life.”


    The Crown Prince smiled kindly. “Zisheng is injured and cannot drink alcohol. He is taking a rest in the back, why not let the young mistress thank him on her own…”


    Before he could finish speaking, a young master with a sharp voice spoke up. “Zisheng casually helped you. I’m just afraid that some people would pretend to express their gratitude and act as if they’re close. They would stick to him like cowhide, and couldn’t be clear.”


    Shaoshang suddenly raised her head, and the young masters in the hall only felt that the jade snow in front of them was shining brightly, with dazzling eyes like flowers. They thought to themselves that this young mistress of the Cheng family was well bred, and the Lou family was very lucky.


    Yuan Shen’s face changed greatly, and was about to sneer at this person. Unexpectedly a Wang young master sat next to him and poured a drink for himself. “Wang Long, you dare to arrange Eleventh Lang’s affairs? Do you still want to live? Last time he hung you under the high eaves of the Fei Feng Pavilion and blew the cold wind for two hours, did you forget?”


    “You?!” The young master named Wang Long was ashamed and angry, his expression becoming more and more similar to his young sister Wang Ling.


    As the Crown Prince saw the two of them about to argue, he called in a low voice, “A’Long, shut up! Fourth Brother, what are you doing here?”


    Cheng Shaogong was still angry and wanted to seek justice for his younger sister. “What you just said…”


    “Is this Master Wang?” Shaoshang suddenly asked politely. “I have seen you before with your sister.”


    Wang Long and the Fourth Prince stopped arguing and all the young masters turned their heads to listen to the girl’s words.


    “…It was at the Wan family’s banquet. The first time we met, we started arguing,” the girl smiled slightly. “It was over Master Ling. I didn’t expect to have another argument about Master Ling when I first saw you today.”


    With a huff, Marquis Ban Xiao couldn’t help but laugh again.


    Yuan Shen suppressed a smile and quickly repaired his knife. “The Marquis of Ban has loved to laugh since he was young. He didn’t go after you, Lord Wang. Don’t blame him.”


    The Fourth Prince also smiled. “Wang Long, if you still want to talk about Young Mistress Cheng, please tell us about the Wan family falling off the bridge that day?”


    During the banquet, the young gentlemen chuckled and thought to themselves, ‘Among the little ladies in this city who are like cowhide, the first one is your sister Wang Ling. You can talk about others.’ Other young ladies chased Ling Buyi and joined in the fun together. Afterwards, they got married separately, but his sister was still so entangled in love.


    At that moment, Liang Qiu Fei impatiently came out of the back room, with a smile on his face and bowed. “My lord has heard that Young Mistress Cheng has come to thank him and asked to invite her in.”


    Yuan Shen felt a chill in his heart, and the strange feeling he had when he was stationed somewhere else reappeared.


    Shaoshang respectfully bowed and withdrew from the crowd.


    Cheng Shaogong originally didn’t have to go with her, but Wang Long said that he wouldn’t let his younger sister have a delusional reputation, so he had to go in and thank him no matter what.


    Liang Qiu Fei could only watch as the Cheng twins walked back, and couldn’t help but glare at Wang Long with hatred.


    Ling Buyi seemed to have just taken a shower and washed himself. His fair complexion exuded a jade color, and his thick, black and long hair was scattered over his snow-white satin jacket. He leaned on the day bed like an ancient painting depicting the beauty of the city.


    He had already heard the sounds outside and leaned quietly against the pillow, with no visible emotion on his face.


    With Cheng Shaogong present, Shaoshang couldn’t say anything about the pagoda tower. The three of them just exchanged a few warm and indifferent greetings.


    Shaoshang felt sorry in her heart and glanced at her older brother. She then looked up at Ling Buyi and whispered, “Actually, I’ve been….” She wanted to say that except for the first time, she wanted to come alone to visit him, but she couldn’t really do it. It wasn’t her intention to shirk.


    “You don’t have to say anything, I know,” Ling Buyi said softly.


    Cheng Shaogong grimaced and thought to himself, ‘Since you know everything, what nonsense are you talking about?’


    “Is your arm still hurting?” Shaoshang looked concerned.


    “You only ask me from the beginning to end if it hurts, but you don’t ask if I have any trouble with the bow or riding a horse?” Ling Buyi smiled.


    “If it doesn’t hurt, that’s okay,” Shaoshang laughed. “It doesn’t matter if you can get on the horse and pull the bow.”


    Ling Buyi stared back, his eyes gentle as water.


    Cheng Shaogong was about to cough a few times to interrupt the sincere atmosphere. Ling Buyi might as well had taken a faint glance at him. His body was inexplicably cold, so he stopped speaking.


    Ling Buyi turned around and was about to say a few more words when a loud shout came from outside. A drunken voice was speaking, passing through intermittently. “…I have seen this Cheng woman before, meeting people…. Eleventh Lang….”


    Cheng Shaogong’s face darkened and he glared at Ling Buyi and Shaoshang. He quickly got up and strode outside, determined to defend his younger sister.


    Shaoshang was terrified and looked at Ling Buyi in a panic. Liang Qiu Fei beside him whispered, “Master, why not…?”


    Ling Buyi raised his hand to stop the young man from speaking, looked gently at the girl and said, “When we meet, except for a few days ago at Tu Mountain, there are always others present. Don’t be afraid, we will talk.”


    Shaoshang gave a sigh of relief, but she was also in a hurry to get her brother out of trouble. She calmly thought about it and plucked the courage to stand up and say loudly, “I’ll go first!”


    Stepping out of the outer hall, she saw Cheng Shaogong was holding the front of a sharp mouthed man. “Master Huang, how can you speak like that?” he angrily exclaimed.


    Wang Long fanned the flames as he laughed loudly. “…Young Master Cheng, since your sister has already done it, why are you still afraid of being told about it?!”


    Everyone watched the play with a smile on their face. Cheng Shaogong wanted to fight, but the Crown Prince, Fourth Prince, and Yuan Shen stood up together and stopped drinking. They had different reasons. The Crown Prince wanted to stop Cheng Shaogong from beating his cousin. Yuan Shen wanted to stop Huang Yang from continuing to talk about Shaoshang’s infidelity, and the Fourth Prince just wanted everyone to stop.


    “Young Master Huang!” Shaoshang raised her voice and walked straight to the crowd, giving a bow. “Can you tell me when and where you saw me having a private meeting with someone?”


    Everyone froze and watched quietly.


    “Shaoshang!” Cheng Shaogong said anxiously. “Don’t act recklessly!”


    “Although I am a young woman, I know how to sit up straight. Young Master Huang, it’s okay to say so!” Shaoshang recalled Ling Buyi’s words, and the more she thought about it, the more confident she became. Unless this Huang person encountered her at the Yanhui Pagoda, there was no evidence of a private meeting!


    Ling Buyi was standing by the porch. Hearing this, he stopped and listened with a smile.


    Huang Yang had already woken up a bit now, and seeing that he couldn’t get out of this, he had to blurt out in a loud voice, “There were two times! One time at the entrance of the iron shop by the city, and another time outside the mill outside of the city. I saw you talking to a man. That person stood inward twice, but based on their body shape, they should be the same person!”


    What?! Shaoshang’s mind suddenly relaxed, and after a moment, she looked at Yuan Shen beside her.


    She also saw Yuan Shen being a little sluggish, totally caught off guard.


    “Young Mistress Cheng, don’t say that it wasn’t you! Don’t say that man was your brother! Although I couldn’t see his face clearly, he’s taller than all of your brothers!” Huang Yang didn’t immediately deny seeing the girl and became proud. “You even drove a golden red carriage, and both I and the servants saw it really well! Tell me, who was that man. Isn’t he Eleventh Lang?” He began to laugh.


    Huang Yang was smiling as he caught a glimpse of Ling Buyi, who was covered in a cold frost under the porch. The laughter immediately stopped and his heart filled with fear.


    “Let me explain.” Yuan Shen took a few steps forward, excited and cheerful in his heart but his attitude was gentle. “Your Highness, Fourth Prince, Third Young Master Cheng, all of you, the two men whom Young Mistress Cheng saw twice was me.”


    When this statement was made, everyone except for Shaoshang was shocked.


    Liang Qiu Fei looked to Ling Buyi in a daze, feeling that his young master was already full of chills.


    Yuan Shen made a bow to the Cheng siblings and smiled. “I have implicated the young lady, it’s about my mentor…”


    Without waiting for him to explain further, Shaoshang jumped in. “This matter involves the affairs of the Cheng family and cannot be elaborated on,” she exclaimed. “Please believe that the two meetings between myself and Young Master Yuan were purely for the sake of our elders!”


    Huang Yang and Wang Long were tongue-tied, while the others looked surprised.


    Shaoshang, still feeling inadequate, stood straight in the doorway and said with a righteous tone, “There is land in the world. If there is any ambiguity or selfishness between me and Young Master Yuan these two times, if you ask me to leave this mansion two hundred feet away, I will be killed by a carriage! How about that?!”


    After taking this popular oath, Shaoshang withdrew from the crowd, bowed to the Crown Prince and Fourth Prince in apology. She then waved her sleeve and left with pride, forgetting to even take her own brother with her.


    Cheng Shaogong silently folded his fists and looked at Ling Buyi, whose cold face had turned slightly under the porch. Then he turned to look at Yuan Shen, whose face had turned ice cold. Suddenly, he felt like he knew too much.


    …


    This matter could not be concealed from the Emperor, who had been paying close attention to Ling Buyi these days.


    After listening to the report, the Emperor hated the iron and pounded the Imperial case – how could it be so easy for someone’s son to spread rumors? He could be seen standing at the entrance of the iron shop and mill. Why hadn’t anyone spread the rumor of his adopted son? If the scene of rescuing a beauty on a cliff was seen and passed on by word of mouth, wouldn’t it be… wouldn’t it be…?


    The upright Emperor regained his consciousness and decided to stop this immoral association.


    However, at this moment, including the Emperor, Ling Buyi, Shaoshang, Yuan Shen, and even the Lou-Cheng family did not know the upheaval would come so quickly.


    …


    I really wished this scene was in the series adaptation! Go professional traitor Shaogong!


    Next Chapter: Misfortune (Part 1)
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    Chapter Sixty-One:
Misfortune (Part 1)


    Speaking of humor, this almost reversed the trajectory of Shaoshang’s life, and her initial interest was not as good as Grandmother Cheng’s cesspool.


    The sage said, ‘Eat without words, sleep without words.’ The vast majority of the Cheng family must disagree with this statement, at least Grandmother Cheng and her father couldn’t not do it. They often argued while eating, and the reasons for the arguments often left them speechless.


    Today, the mother and son were choked again due to the extensive develop or refined operation of family farming. The topic originated from Cheng Yang, and although she spoke with pure filial piety, how could we say that there was never a lack of good people in this world who do evil with kindness.


    “…Tu Mountain has beautiful scenery and a refreshing sky. It was also the first time I’d seen it. It’s also close to the capital city. The next time I go to Zhuangzi to check my accounts, I’ll take Grandmother there.” Cheng Yang smiled gently.


    Grandmother Cheng, who sat high in the middle of the hall, glanced at her son and said in a faint voice, “Ah, you visit the gods, watch the horse races, and leave me alone as an old woman. How lonely and pitiful!”


    Cheng Shi put down the lacquered wooden chopsticks and said loudly, “Didn’t Mother say that the seeds will come in spring, and the aphids will multiply so you wanted to stay and take care of the crops in the back garden? Mother, it isn’t like before, what do we need full-fledged seeds for? We are no longer hungry! Look at Niao Niao and the cucumber and white cabbage was grown last time, it’s delicious, crisp, and refreshing!”


    He didn’t want to say that last time he gave his daughter’s few baskets of fresh cucumber and white cabbage to his colleagues, relatives, and friends. The surprised reactions of the other party made him feel that his family had a bit of rich heritage ­– cultivating fine fruits and vegetables out of season, even ordinary powerful aristocrats might not be able to produce them.


    “Tall son! What are you talking about?” Grandmother Cheng was furious as she patted the table. “You can say my body is old but don’t talk about my fields and crops! Every time I say I’m old, I will make a thick pile of manure and the corn and wheat will be grown sweeter than other peoples!”


    “By the way, there’s also that compost vat that doesn’t smoke! Do you remember the vat on the back of the mountain in your hometown? I told you a few times not to bury it so low, but when you went up the mountain, you couldn’t breathe!”


    This was really a great topic for dinner. Cheng Song and Cheng Shaogong shook their shoulders and lowered their heads to laugh, when Cheng Yang paused with her chopsticks and looked embarrassed. Madam Xiao couldn’t bear it anymore and forcefully patted the lacquered wooden chopsticks onto the dining table.


    Cheng Yang became panicked and quickly said, “It’s all my fault. I shouldn’t have mentioned anything that made Grandmother unhappy…”


    “Don’t interrupt, Cousin. It’s none of your business. Father and Grandmother are so close to each other… so close! I’ve also had arguments with my mother before!” Shaoshang, who came from a small family background in the future, seamlessly blended in with this lively and cheerful atmosphere.


    The brothers of the Cheng family secretly looked at their mother, only to see Madam Xiao caressing her forehead and sighing.


    “Father, did Grandmother fall into it later?” Shaoshang asked enthusiastically.


    “Are you such a villain that you’re hoping this old body will fall in?!” Grandmother Cheng shouted with a heavy snort.


    Cheng Shi hurriedly came to defend his daughter. “Don’t be so loud, she’s timid. Don’t scare her!”


    “She is timid?” Grandmother Cheng pointed to Shaoshang and yelled at her son. “Do you have fat in your eyes, too?!”


    “–Yong’er!”


    Madam Xiao slapped the food table hard and shouted loudly. The whole family was stunned by her and forgot to fight for a while.


    “Tell me what you learned from the Imperial Academy today.” Madam Xiao’s face turned pale as she finished the second half of her sentence.


    Cheng Yong wanted to vent his anger and thought of himself as something wrong. He said, “Something really important happened today. The Wang Yong family has rebelled!”


    As soon as this statement came out, everyone except for Cheng Shi was surprised. Madam Xiao solemnly said, “Wang Yong? He always had great ambition. Did they plan to rebel in Fengyi County, northwest of Yongzhou?”


    “Mother said something correctly,” Cheng Yong raised his hand and said.


    “Fengyi County in Yongzhou, isn’t that the Hongnong Commandery away from us?” Cheng Song looked up as he tried to recall the topographic map.


    Grandmother Cheng turned pale with shock. “What, are they going to attack the capital city?” Her voice trembled and she was about to get up.


    Cheng Yang quickly came forward to comfort, and Shaoshang also came forward with a laugh. “Grandmother, what are you afraid of? Don’t you see that your oldest son is sitting here well? If things were that urgent, he would have come back in a panic to report!”


    Cheng Shi laughed and said, “Our Niao Niao is so smart!” He then turned to his mother. “I was about to say that. Fengyi isn’t far from the capital city, and this matter cannot be concealed. If Mother hears anything outside, don’t be afraid or panic. Nothing will happen!”


    “What Father said!” Shaoshang said. “Didn’t I encounter a rebellion with Third Uncle and Aunt that time? It only took a few days for it to dissipate, and the rebels were hanged to dry after being beheaded. Stupid Uncle wouldn’t let me see it!”


    “Go, go go, what did you want to look at, little girl?” Cheng Shi scolded in a low voice. His daughter was good at everything, but lacked a strong since of awe; it could be said she was lacking in heart.


    Shaoshang shrank back in frustration, wanting to continue to ask if Grandmother Cheng had fallen into the compost vat.


    “My son, can this Wang Yong fight be over? I heard his family was amazing in the previous dynasty!” Grandmother Cheng was still worried, but she sat down.


    Cheng Shi sneered. “It was just amazing. Later on, he also got into a little trouble and became Emperor. I can’t bear to part with my previous nobility! As I say, wealth is destined, and Wang Yong’s father and son don’t have that face!”


    “Father, you also know how to have face?” Cheng Shaogong began, sounding interested. “Then, tell your son how they looked!”


    “Go away!” Cheng Shi glared at his son. “Don’t worry, Mother. It’s really okay! His Majesty has already sent people to Fengyi County this morning. Oh, Ling Buyi was also among them.” As he said this, he carefully glanced at his daughter, but saw that she didn’t show any outward signs.


    Madam Xiao couldn’t find comfort in her husband’s thoughts. She had to add, “Let’s listen to His Majesty. When Prince Yong saw the situation wasn’t right, they surrendered to His Majesty on their own. There was only one place where they said, ‘Our homeland is difficult to leave, where our ancestors’ tombs are located,’ and they refused to live in the capital like the rest of those who surrendered. His Majesty agreed to avoid a disaster of swordsmanship. But do you think about how wise His Majesty is? He wouldn’t be at all unprepared. Don’t worry, he has gradually taken over the military and tax powers of Prince Yong in recent years, and several hoops have been set up around Fengyi County, and now it’s no longer possible for the Prince Yong clan to surrender if they wanted to!”


    After listening to those reasonable words, Grandmother Cheng finally breathed a sigh of relief.


    “However,” Madam Xiao looked anxiously at Shaoshang and asked her husband, “Will this matter be in the way of Niao Niao?”


    “Ah,” Shaoshang nodded to herself as she listened but the topic suddenly shifted to herself.


    Like many young people who grew up in a peaceful and comfortable era, Shaoshang was not a very politically sensitive girl. Especially for such a pure scientific and technological major as her, whether the leader would change or not, Fourier was still Fourier, and whether A’Mei fights the ‘evil country with weapons of mass destruction,’ Kirchhoff’s law would not change.


    Current political news had only two uses for her: answering hot topic questions during ideological and political exams, and funding for the first batch of laboratory projects (which would directly determine the professor’s mood).


    Shaoshang couldn’t figure out what the rebellion between a father and son in the neighboring county had to do with her.


    Seeing her daughter’s bewildered expression, Madam Xiao sighed. “Prince Yong’s surname is Xiao, and he married He Zhaojun.”


    Shaoshang turned her head before she realized, “That’s… what type of person Prince Xiao is?”


    Madam Xiao nodded, but Cheng Song was not very clear about this type of marriage. He asked. “But Mother, wasn’t General He ordered to guard Fengyi? This… the daughter-in-law…”


    Everyone knew what Cheng Song meant, and Grandmother Cheng was once again worried about Fengyi County. Only Cheng Shaogong asked, “But what does this have to do with Niao Niao?”


    “…That’s right! What does this have to do with me?” Shaoshang remained puzzled. “There are only two ways to deal with this matter. Either General He is loyal and brave to the country, and works hard to kill the rebellious Prince Yong and his son, and comes back to receive rewards…”


    “Or, he and General He colluded, and the He family becomes rebels, then won’t that be a big deal!” Cheng Shaogong added.


    Cheng Shi didn’t care. “My son is right, it’s your grandmother who is too worried.”


    “No, there’s a third way,” Cheng Song gave a smile. “General He was paralyzed by his own family’s temptations and failed to take timely precautions. If that’s the case, he would also be punished when he comes back! It’s hard to say, the opportunity for Father to perform meritorious deeds has come again!”


    “Second Brother, you have great opinions!” Shaoshang loudly praised. “But let’s not go, let others get some credit.”


    Four people laughed together. Madam Xiao looked at the thick lines of the father, sons, and daughter who were giggling and she smiled bitterly. She looked up and saw the same look of concern in her eldest son Cheng Yong’s eyes.


    …


    Facts had proven that anticipating things like fate was not something that ordinary people could do, because during that evening’s banquet, all the expectations of the Cheng family did not come true. Just three days later, news came from ahead, saying that the rebellion of Prince Yong had been quelled.


    The Cheng brothers and sisters were all stunned. Now Grandmother Cheng’s worry was completely relieved and she laughed loudly. “What about how powerful Prince Yong is? It seems that was all they had. The county magistrate Fan from A’Zhi’s place managed to hold on for more than ten days!”


    Two days later, Cheng Yong brought detailed news again.


    Originally, in order to quickly eliminate rebels, General He’s several adult sons died in battle. He himself was seriously injured and passed away on his way back to the capital. At that moment, even if she was as dull as Grandmother Cheng, she didn’t feel much better. “A’Yong, is there anyone left in the He family now?”


    “Yes, there is. There is also the only daughter He Zhaojun and a young son who is four years old.” Cheng Yong turned his worried gaze to his younger sister. “His Majesty has conferred the title of Princess An Cheng on the He family, enjoying a certain amount of wealth and prosperity, and the young son will be titled.”


    Shaoshang sat by the window in silence, a ray of tepid sunlight fell across her face. It took her a long time to say, “It’s a blessing, not a disaster, and it’s a disaster that can’t be avoided.”


    Her words became a prophecy. Three days later, Marquis Yang Jizun, who was ordered to meet General He, recounted the two last words of General He before his death in front of his courtiers during the small court meeting.


    “I am a wild man from my hometown. It’s a lifelong blessing to be by His Majesty’s side. Although I die without regret, I hope His Majesty will not worry about it.”


    “I only have a pair of weak children left under my knee. Young Mistress Zhaojun was originally engaged to Second Madam Lou’s son, but now Prince Xiao is neither executed or captured. Her previous marriage had already broke down, and I hope to reunite with the Lou family.”


    Upon hearing the first part of his last words, the Emperor shed tears and lamented, “The heavens have damaged me as a loyal minister and good general!” The entire court wept. When he heard the second part, the Emperor paused in sorrow for a moment, and everyone turned their gaze towards Grand Servant Lou.


    Jizun did not return to his own ranks and continued to report, “This old minister looked at General He’s expression. It seems that he didn’t know that the nephew of Grand Servant Lou had already been engaged to the Cheng family, which is why he said this.”


    Wan Songbai, who had been wiping away tears for a while, was startled for a moment before he regained his thoughts. “Exactly! General He was a reasonable and understanding person. If he had known about this, he wouldn’t have…”


    “However –” Jizun’s face remained expressionless and he didn’t look around at the diverse expressions of the crowd. “Madam He is tragic and pitiful. Although the etiquette may not be appropriate, we should tolerate it. This old minister requests His Majesty to make a decision!”


    The Emperor sat still and turned his head. The twelve jade beads under the crown swayed gently, and the courtiers couldn’t see his expression clearly.


    Grand Servant Lou was already stunned and realized that everything he had said was wrong at this moment.


    “What kind of decision is it to make?!” Wan Songbai quickly exclaimed. “Firstly, General He didn’t know that the Lou son had been engaged again before he passed away. Secondly, as a vassal, being loyal to the country is his duty. It’s not pleasant to say that as long as he has done meritorious deeds, he can take advantage of them to seek retribution?!”


    “Master Wan is also right,” Jizun said. “His Majesty’s bounty is one thing, but snatching another family’s marriage is another matter.”


    “You can’t say that!” General Wu stood up fiercely and spoke loudly. “The He family is so tragic, and everyone is almost dead. Can’t you just pity them?”


    Jizun turned his head towards General Wu. “According to General Wu’s instructions, His Majesty should issue an order to complete this matter. General, do you understand that if this example is followed, and if any family dies or suffers more tragically in the future, will you rely on merit to seek other family’s belongings, such as…”


    The old man with only fifty strands of hair suddenly pointed towards the back of a person, pointing directly at the Empress’s young brother, Duke Xuan. He said, “Duke Xuan, His Majesty bestowed a mountain in your hometown as the ancestral tomb of the Xuan family. Who knew this mountain was originally owned by the Zheng family in Xuzhou. At first, the Zheng family was an enemy, that’s all. But later, the Zheng family led a crown to vote. If the Zheng family’s children make great contributions in the future, the mountain of the Xuan family would still not be returned?”


    General Wu was dumbfounded and immediately retorted, “Well, this ancestral tomb belongs to a large family and cannot be sent back and forth. But this marriage between the Lou and Cheng family hasn’t happened yet?”


    Jizun nodded. ‘General He said the same thing. Now General He still has a young son. If someone goes to war for the country in the future and their offspring are cut off and only one daughter is left, can they make the son-in-law whom the girl was interested in withdraw his engagement and remarry? How can we grasp the balance between this?”


    General Wu was completely dumbfounded this time and angrily sat back in the ranks.


    Just as Wan Songbai smiled and that to himself that this old man Jizun was a friend, he spoke again. “However, the He family is loyal and brave, so General He’s last words should be followed!”


    Wan Songbai opened his mouth wide and watched the stubborn old man for a moment before he finally understood.


    The Emperor could not directly issue orders for such matters, otherwise it would become a convention. But the Lou and Cheng families could withdraw the engagement on their own and fulfill the ‘poor, but loyal’ He family’s last wish.


    …


    After the court dispersed, Wan Songbai quickly ran to the Cheng family and told Cheng Shi everything. His younger brother, who didn’t participate in those little court meetings, listened to all these things in detail, as well as Madam Xiao.


    “Is there no other way to reward meritorious officials?” Cheng Shi said, displeased. “They must come and entertain us?”


    Madam Xiao remained silent for a long time. “Didn’t Grand Servant Lou say anything?”


    Wan Songbai wiped his sweat and nodded forcefully, “It was like he cut out his own tongue!”


    A hint of a sneer appeared on the corner of Madam Xiao’s mouth. “Why are we in such a hurry?” she said. “The root of this matter lies in the Lou family. Let’s wait and see what the two families have to say.”


    “Exactly,” Cheng Shi said in a deep voice. “It’s not that we insist on A’Yao as our son-in-law, but if we retreat too easily, the people in the capital city will think that our Cheng family can be easily deceived!”


    Sitting quietly in the side room, Shaoshang listened to the discussions of her elders and suddenly thought of an interesting metaphor: if you put all your effort to get into Peking University and Tsinghua University, you may not have such good exam luck in the future, but there was a martyr who died in the line of duty, and his daughter needs to occupy your spot in university. Do you agree or disagree?


    …


    Next Chapter: Misfortune (Part 2)
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    Chapter Sixty-Two:
Misfortune (Part 2)


    There was a saying that good things didn’t get out, bad things spread thousands of miles, but the gossip from other people’s homes spread faster than the plague.


    After the small court meeting that day, before nightfall, General He’s last words and the remarks of Marquis Yang Jizun spread throughout the entire capital city. Cheng Yong from the Imperial Academy, Cheng Song from the military camp, and Cheng Shaogong from the master’s house all heard about it and hurried back home.


    Before curfew, Lou Yao’s attendant came panting over and sent a message to Shaoshang, saying that his young master had been detained by Grand Servant Lou but he would try to find her tomorrow, no matter what.


    Cheng Shi’s expression brightened slightly. “A’Yao still has some conscience. He even thought he’s in a hurry to marry that Princess An Cheng.”


    The attendant repeatedly kowtowed and said, “Master Cheng, my young master said to not talk about Princess An Chengj. It’s just that Princess An Cheng, Princess An Cheng… he doesn’t want this either!”


    “Return to the Heavenly Palace, he must be pleased.” Cheng Shi rolled his eyes and rewarded the attendant with a handful of baht money before sending him away.


    Madam Xiao was also feeling unhappy all over, and with a cold face, she wanted to go back to her residence with her husband to rest.


    Cheng Yong quickly called out to stop them. “Father, Mother, why don’t we discuss this together and then come with you…?”


    “What are we discussing?!” It was Shaoshang who stood alone in the corridor, her face as cold as jade and voice icy as water. “Isn’t it just the matter of marrying He Zhaojun into the family? A’Yao and his mother are definitely unwilling, but their intentions are uncertain. Young Madam Lou was definitely willing, but she could only play on the side. The Grand Servant Lou and County Magistrate Lou were half willing and half unwilling, depending on how much criticism the Lou family receives and how many benefits they receive. Am I right, Mother?”


    “That’s right.” Madam Xiao remained calm.


    Cheng Yong was stunned and Cheng Shi sighed. If such a thing happened to a young girl, it wouldn’t be too late for her parents and siblings to comfort her. It was not possible to cry secretly just for his daughter. It was impossible to lament, but they should guard against her becoming too extreme.


    “Niao Niao, if this doesn’t work out, don’t be too sad…”


    “Father, don’t speak anymore,” Shaoshang said. “I understand the truth. Not to mention the Lou family, even our family, Father can’t use the future of the whole family to promote my marriage. I won’t agree the first time. There is not absolutely necessary in this world. However, this situation is still unclear, so let’s wait and see.”


    Upon hearing his daughter’s eloquence, Cheng Shi sighed again. Cheng Yong saw his sister’s expression and asked softly, “Niao Niao, since you understand everything, why are you still angry?”


    Shaoshang felt a stuffy flame burning in her heart and lungs, making it difficult to suppress her anger. This anger was not directed against the He family or anyone else. “…I’m not angry, either. It’s just that I’ve had bad luck since I was young, and I thought that my marriage would be the one successful thing to turn out well. Sure enough, the heavens wouldn’t let this go!”


    After finishing her sentence, the girl vigorously swung her wide cloud sleeves and strode back to her courtyard. The remaining father and son in the Nine Zhui Hall looked at each other, but Madam Xiao fixed her gaze on the direction of her daughter’s departure, as if touched.


    …


    The next two days were a feast for the gossip hungry masses in the capital city, and for a moment, all officials, families, and scholars in the city were discussing this matter. She had always been able to distinguish the sweet and salty parties from the masses, and this was no exception.


    A group believed that the Lou-Cheng family should step down and offer a good marriage to the He daughter, in order to comfort General He’s spirit. Another group of people believed that although the general was commendable for his loyalty, bravery, and martyrdom, this example should not be repeated, otherwise there would be endless troubles ahead.


    Besides, why not just get married? What was the big deal? There were many young aristocratic families in the capital city who were suitable for marriage. Why not ask the Emperor to find a suitable one for Princess An Cheng, and the He family? Why must they force two families to withdraw and repent?


    Some people came to talk to Father Cheng to get information, but Cheng Shi said, “It’s the Lou family who came to propose marriage. At this point, even if we want to withdraw, it should be the Lou family who speaks up. My family is experienced with this type of situation.”


    It was worth praising that Comrade Wan Songbai, who had been debating left to right in the past two days, with his mouth foaming and his courage unstoppable.


    On that day, Xiu Hou, who had a good relationship with General He, was discussing matters in front of the court. Meanwhile, Old Wan, who was also present, directly cooked a pot of ginseng and rooster soup for him, when the captain of Chang Shui was defeated, he had to sell a golden silk coffin that was difficult to exchange for ten thousand gold. Later, in the chaos of war, he had bought it at a high price through a legitimate way. The old father of the Lin family longed to get this coffin back, but the old man also regarded it as his life root. Now that the children and grandchildren of the Lin family had made some credit and even a few died, would your family keep this coffin?!


    As expected, the flesh only hurts when it’s cut on oneself. Xiu Hou touched his nose and withdrew from the North Palace.


    The Emperor, sitting behind the Imperial table, sighed to himself as he looked at the paunchy and righteous Wan Songbai.


    He wanted to say, ‘Official Wan and your righteous brother really don’t have to be so reluctant. After ending this engagement, I will replace you with a better son-in-law!’ Unfortunately, he couldn’t say that. The Emperor felt very suffocated.


    At this moment, Grandmother Cheng finally learned about this matter. She was furious and grabbed her son’s collar, shouting, “This relative is absolutely not allowed to retreat. Where can we find such a good family in the future? The blind cat caught the dead mouse, and it’s rare to have this luck. Do not retreat unless the Emperor makes an Imperial decree! Those bastards outside are itching to talk, I dare say it isn’t they who are at a disadvantage!” She really liked the brocade lacquerware and other valuables sent by the Lou family.


    On the third day, someone finally came from the Lou family to invite the Cheng family members to visit the mansion. Madam Xiao sneered and said, “Hmm, our patience worked.” This time, she didn’t bring anyone else, only led Shaoshang and a group of soldiers to the Lou family’s mansion in a fierce manner.


    Although there was anger in her heart, Madam Xiao sat motionless in the inner hall, despite the storm raging inside her. Her posture and demeanor were spotless. No matter what Madam Lou, who was sitting across from her, said, she just smiled without speaking. Soon, the other person couldn’t hold her breath.


    “My heart loves Shaoshang very much, but with such a situation, our Lou family has no way to go…” Madam Lou looked worried as she spoke.


    Madam Xiao felt that something wasn’t right with her words. “I dare to ask Madam,” she said. “You invited us mother and daughter over today, does Grand Servant Lou know about this?”


    Madam Lou’s expression stiffened. “Although this marriage was arranged by my husband and Commander Cheng, you and I are the main mother and daughter, I want to…”


    “So, it turns out that Grand Servant Lou doesn’t know,” Madam Xiao was greatly disappointed. “Grand Servant Lou is shrewd and capable; how could he be so impatient? Madam, to be honest, at this point it is not up to you and me to make this decision on our own. I was hoping to speak to Grand Servant Lou directly before asking Madam to pass on a message. Since this isn’t happening, we will leave first…”


    “Wait a minute,” Madam Lou quickly said, “I have something to say…”


    Madam Xiao stood up with dignity and sneered. “I know what Madam is going to say.” She glanced at Shaoshang beside her and thought to herself that even her teenage daughter could guess what she was thinking. Why should we watch you play? “It’s just how General He pities and mourns and how Prince He is lonely and helpless. Our Cheng family should be benevolent and righteous, and we should break up the engagement. Right?”


    Madam Xiao stared at Madam Lou after she spoke and watched as her face turned pale. It was unpleasant.


    “…Is it wrong?” Madam Lou suppressed her displeasure with great difficulty. “The family was full of loyal people and they are almost all dead. Don’t tell me you could bear it.” As she spoke, she covered her mouth and wept, “The He-Lou families have been friends for decades. Thinking about the appearance of General He and the young and capable young masters of the He family, they disappeared overnight! Zhaojun is so young, if our Lou family doesn’t take care of her, who will?”


    “Don’t brush this off on us. Don’t you try to harm my A’Yao again!”


    Madam Lou was crying as a familiar voice pierced in like a tearing curtain. Everyone looked up and saw Second Madam Lou, supported by a maid, standing at the entrance of the inner hall, panting slightly and her face flushed.


    Second Madam Lou no longer had her previous friendly expression and innocent demeanor. As she walked in, she excitedly said, “I didn’t like He Zhaojun when she was a child! Arrogant and disrespectful, bossing people around, my poor, pitiful A’Yao was bullied by her for so many years!”


    Madam Lou glanced at the two mothers and daughter of the Cheng family, feeling very embarrassed. “What did you say? General He was kind to my family, and A’Yao is very patient with Zhaojun. Besides, Zhaojun is still young, she can be taught slowly after marriage…”


    “Teach her yourself! Sister-in-law has excellent skills. I’m a useless bride who can’t bear such a bad temper.” Second Madam Lou began to cry like a child.


    Shaoshang stood up in silence, helping the weeping woman over to sit down, then said to Madam Lou, “Madam, you should be careful. Do you want the maidservants to hear you?”


    She blushed and immediately asked her eldest daughter-in-law to send out all the servants and maidservants around them. At the same time, she ordered her to stay away. Then, she continued, “Sister-in-law, I know that you have always disliked Zhaojun. In this case, Zhaojun will marry into the family and I will teach her, you just enjoy the blessing…”


    “What kind of blessing would there be to enjoy?! If my A’Yao is not happy, what blessing can I enjoy?!” Although Second Madam Lou was not very capable, she loved her son very much. “A’Yao has been so happy every day since he and little Shaoshang agreed to get married. Think of the days when he and Zhaojun were together as children, was he so happy?”


    “Sister-in-law!” Madam Lou lowered her face. “You must prioritize the overall situation! General He has shown kindness to our family, and has shown great kindness in His Majesty’s heart afterwards. Marrying Madam Zhaojun through the door, whether to repay a favor or share the Emperor’s worries, is very helpful!”


    “Since this is so urgent, you can marry her into your family! When you were in a rush to betroth Qi Lang, don’t think I didn’t know what you meant. You can’t bear to let your son suffer from He Zhaojun. That’s why you want to harm my A’Yao…”


    “Sister-in-law, don’t speak recklessly!” Madam Lou slapped the table and expressed her anger.


    After decades of being an elderly sister-in-law, with her dignity still present, Second Madam Lou was startled and lowered her head to sob softly.


    Madam Xiao sneered and was about to open her mouth when Shaoshang suddenly spoke up. “Madam, have you heard about the story of the East Neighboring West Lu?”


    All four people in the room were stunned. Shaoshang bluntly continued on. “There are two households in the village. The eastern family is lucky, with their houses located upstream and the western family was downstream. Later, for the sake of farming, they needed to divert water and open a canal, so the two families worked together to open one. However, every time the water was released, the eastern family intercepted more than half of the water, leaving only a small amount for the western family. A few years later, the canal had to be renovated, and the eastern family came to join forces with the western family. The western family was no longer willing, so the eastern family was full of great principles of benevolence and righteousness. What a wonderful story!” She smiled. “Madam, have you heard of this story?”


    Madam Lou’s face became extremely ugly and she didn’t say a word.


    Second Madam Lou thought about it and then understood, lowering her head with a blush.


    Madam Lou, chest heaving and eyes sharp, said slowly, “Our family is close and inseparable. Madam Cheng, please do not stir up trouble or interfere with the siblings.”


    Shaoshang, a young girl who almost became a regular, wouldn’t be intimidated by that look in her eyes. It wasn’t as imposing as when Director Xiao would slap the table. “Madam,” she said calmly, “that’s not true. In the world, there must be right and wrong before we can stir up trouble. Also, I don’t know if others can divide each other equally. Madam, you have clearly divided everything. Everything good and beautiful is transferred to your own room, and everything bad and rotten is pushed to the second family. General He’s kindness was not only to A’Yao and his parents back then. Why, when Grand Servant Lou attacked the duke, he remembered that he was the eldest son, and when he needed help, he suddenly remembered he wasn’t the eldest son?”


    “You little slut!” Madam Lou trembled with anger and her eyes were crackling. “You, you!”


    Second Madam Lou and Second Young Madam Lou were both stunned. The former forgot to cry, while the latter forgot how to bow her head. Madam Xiao originally intended to stop her daughter, but later thought against it. Either the marriage wouldn’t work, and she would close her eyes to it. If the marriage could still work like this, Madam Lou wouldn’t care about her daughter’s sharp temper anymore.


    “Madam, you are the main wife of the Lou family. Do you know what it means to be the head of a family? It means you cannot just focus on one acre and three quarters of your own land, but also take care of your distant relatives, thirteen uncles and brothers, and twenty-eight descendants of the clan!”


    Shaoshang had held back on her anger for the past few days and decided to let it out. “Good luck, Madam. Your own children are precious, your nieces and nephews are grass! You shouldn’t take A’Yao seriously if you don’t like him, but you can enjoy the benefits of buying A’Yao with peace of mind! I advise Madam to close the door and suppress the less prominent one, which will show up. However, the world outside is not around you alone. If you don’t have any children, there will be others standing up in the court.”


    “How dare you humiliate me like this! Someone, someone…” Madam Lou’s face became like an eggplant and she started to call out loudly.


    “Madam, this is for your own good.”


    Shaoshang smiled hypocritically, then her face turned hard and said in a deep voice, “If you want someone to shout, I dare to say so in front of everyone! You are kind and righteous, and you pity the loneliness of the He family. Then take something out of it, don’t just say it! Who knows how to speak benevolence and righteousness? I can find people who can sing better than you! What Madam just said about the He family’s kindness, righteousness, loyalty and bravery just now moved me greatly. In this way, you have four sons under your knee, and one of them will be called out after marrying He Zhaojun, and you can freely comfort the orphans of the He family. I will also take care of you and praise your great kindness and righteousness in the capital city tomorrow! How about it?”


    Madam Lou was so angry she nearly spurted blood. She pointed a trembling finger at Shaoshang. “You, you…!”


    Young Madam Lou quickly stepped forward and stroked her mother-in-law’s back, rubbing her head as she turned and said, “Madam Cheng, how can you be so mischievous and unruly? Aren’t you afraid of spreading your bad name?”


    “What did I say? I didn’t say anything.” Shaoshang changed her expression, sat up to tidy up her sleeves and spoke slowly. “If Madam and Young Madam go out and talk recklessly, I wouldn’t know anything about it. I will definitely cry everywhere, saying that you two did this to force my family to withdraw from the marriage. How many people would believe this, Madam?”


    This was a world without recorders, and there were benefits to this technological backwardness.


    Madam Lou turned her head angrily. “Sister-in-law, are you just watching this little shrew humiliate me like this?” she asked loudly.


    Second Madam Lou opened her mouth wide, tears still hanging on her face. “Sister-in-law… I, I’m not… that’s right, what Shaoshang said…” Her voice became weaker and lower as she spoke.


    Over the years, the first and second branch of the family occasionally quarreled, both of which was caused by the eldest son and his bride. Therefore, Young Madam Lou didn’t reject strong brides. She disliked He Zhaojun more because of her Lou Yao had always been oppressed. If they were like the eldest son and his wife, the bride’s strength was not significant. She was thinking about her eldest daughter when suddenly a voice came from outside –


    “What did Shaoshang say? Why didn’t I hear anything? Yes, A’Yao, Shanjian.”


    Everyone jumped and quickly turned to see the side door open. Among them stood three people, namely Second Young Madam Lou, Lou Yao, and Yuan Shen, who was holding Lou Yao. Second Young Madam Lou had cold eyes as usual, but Lou Yao bent his leg sideways. Yuan Shen supported Lou Yao with both arms and lowered his head at the same time, his figure shaking slightly.


    Second Young Madam Lou strode in and sat directly next to her mother-in-law, saying softly, “Mother-in-law, you made a mistake. Just now, Shaoshang didn’t say anything, everyone was just talking.”


    Second Madam Lou was surprised to see her support come and began crying again. “Yes, you’re right. Shaoshang didn’t say anything.”


    Yuan Shen saw the startled gaze of the Cheng mother and daughter and quickly explained, “Second Master Lou once studied under Master Ou Yang with me. Recently, his senior brother casually entrusted his fellow disciples to write a letter to the master, placing the letter among them. Master ordered me to bring it to the mansion. Coincidentally… coincidentally…” He quickly glanced at Shaoshang and chuckled.


    Due to the presence of an outsider like Yuan Shen, Madam Lou couldn’t even care about the ‘malicious words’ of Shaoshang. She could only restrain herself and say, “It turns out that Young Master Shanjian has come. Please, sit down first.”


    Shaoshang didn’t care what Shen Yuan heard. She had already had a malicious confrontation in front of him before. She noticed Lou Yao was limping and exclaimed, “They broke your leg!” Damn, she was going to make them pay!


    Lou Yao sat down with difficulty and blushed. “No, no… I went over the wall to see you two days ago and fell off…”


    “Even if you fall off a wall, you break your leg?!” Shaoshang cursed in her heart that it was useless. She had climbed over the dormitory building of the teaching building countless times before and never had an accident – she really was a delinquent. She’ll teach him well in the future.


    Lou Yao didn’t know his fiancé was roasting him in her heart, but thought to be considerate and said, “Don’t worry, Shaoshang. I didn’t hear a word of what you said just now.”


    Everyone was speechless.


    Second Madam Lou felt very pleased with the remarks made by Shaoshang just now. She had a lot to say, but Madam Lou’s hypocritical mask was torn open by Young Madam Cheng today, especially the sentence, ‘If you can’t get out of your family, someone else will stand up in court.’ It was really satisfying!


    “I’ve been listening to my aunt murmuring at home these days about how pitiful the He family is. Why don’t we just ask my aunt to order a new wife to marry Zhaojun’s younger brother? Anyway, General He’s dying words were ‘belong to the Lou family,’ and he didn’t specify that A’Yao must be the one,” Second Young Madam Lou said sarcastically.


    “Are you also angry with me?!” Madam Lou shouted angrily. “I’ll sue you for disobedience!”


    Second Young Madam Lou ignored her. “You are not my mother-in-law.”


    Madam Lou turned to her sister-in-law, grabbed her arm and screamed, “Are you trying to force me to death?!”


    Second Madam Lou was scared and disoriented. Suddenly, a spiritual light flashed. “No,” she said. “Why not… why not let the flowers bloom together and let Zhaojun and Shaoshang both marry A’Yao, regardless of their status? Wouldn’t that be beautiful?” Her son could ignore He Zhaojun in the future.


    Everyone in the hall was startled, and Madam Lou’s eyes flashed. She remained silent. Yuan Shen, who had his head down to avoid the conversation, suddenly turned back with an excited look in his eyes.


    “A’Yao, do you not think this would work?” Second Madam Lou pulled at her son. “General He was so kind to you before, otherwise so many people inside and out wouldn’t let this go!”


    Lou Yao thought of General He and hesitated. “It’s not impossible, but I wouldn’t pay attention to her in the future…”


    “What?!” Shaoshang slapped Lou Yao’s injured leg. “If you dare to do this, I would rather marry someone else!”


    “…Right, right, right, no marriage. I don’t want to marry He Zhaojun! Absolutely not!” Lou Yao was confused and, although he didn’t know the reason, his fiancé was always right. He had already gotten used to completely agreeing with her.


    Second Madam Lou, seeing Shaoshang’s arrogance, also withered back and said in a loud voice, “Forget it. A’Yao has decided not to marry He Zhaojun!”


    Seeing this situation, Madam Xiao secretly shook her head and sighed.


    “A’Yao, tell me, do you want to withdraw from this marriage or not?” Shaoshang asked, gripping Lou Yao’s sleeve.


    Lou Yao’s blood boiled with excitement, and he responded in a clanging voice, “No, I’ll never withdraw!”


    “Okay, as long as you say that, I won’t back down!” Shaoshang stood up and stared at Madam Lou, saying every word to her. Let’s talk about whether to get married or not. She would never swallow this tone!


    Madam Lou tightly clenched her sleeves, unable to express her anger.


    Seeing that she couldn’t continue talking to Madam Lou, the second wife quickly invited Madam Xiao and her daughter to speak in her own courtyard. Shaoshang felt that she was holding her breath here and couldn’t stay any longer. She instructed Lou Yao to take good care of his injuries and then left for home on her own.


    …


    Next Chapter: Hopeful


    


    


    


    Enjoyed the chapter? Support me on Patreon to get early access to new chapters, exclusive content, and more! Your support helps me keep bringing you these translations. Thank you!


    Disclaimer: Your support on Patreon goes directly towards my work as a translator and helps me produce more content. It does not constitute support for the original novel or its author.


    
  

  
    Chapter Sixty-Three:
Hopeful


    Shaoshang walked out of the Lou Mansion with a dark expression, and the old steward Cheng Shun and her servants had already set up the carriages at the side door. Shaoshang glared. “Why didn’t you have the carriage at the main entrance? Your Young Mistress hasn’t even withdrawn from the Lou family yet! Is it because the Lou family is making things difficult for you?!”


    The servants around the building bowed their heads and dared not make a sound. Cheng Shun smiled as if he were looking at a three-year-old child who was getting angry and stomping and throwing mud. “Young Mistress, we just came in through the main entrance.”


    Shaoshang looked embarrassed. “Why don’t we leave through the main entrance?” she exclaimed.


    “Because it’s faster to get to the Cheng Mansion this way. If you go to the main entrance, you’ll have to bypass the East Wing, which takes an extra stick of incense.” A familiar and annoying voice came from behind.


    Everyone turned around to see a tall and handsome young man walking leisurely, followed by two guards and a servant.


    As soon as Shaoshang saw this person, she didn’t want to speak, so she turned around and walked towards the door.


    Yuan Shen, who was tall and had long legs, took two steps to catch up with her. “It’s been a long time since I last saw Madam Cheng. I’ll take you back to the mansion.”
[Here, Yuan Shen calls her Cheng Jun, which means Cheng Ruler or Monarch or Lord.]


    Shaoshang turned around and glared at him. “I can take my carriage home, why do you need to deliver it?”


    “You mother and daughter came together in a carriage. Now that you have taken it and left, how will your mother go back later?” Yuan Shen said.


    Shaoshang stayed silent.


    Sang Guo took a step forward and wanted to argue with the master, but Cheng Shun pulled her away and only listened to the loyal and honest servant girl, “Young Mistress, don’t worry. Just now I heard that the second Young Mistress of the Lou family ordered someone to prepare another carriage for Madam Xiao.”


    Shaoshang’s heart widened, and she turned her head to glance at Yuan Shen. “Since that’s the case, you don’t need to worry, Master Shen,” she said proudly.


    At this moment, the driver of the Cheng family had already called out a pair of yellow haired and fat horses to slowly stop the carriage. The servants on the side took out the footstool and Shaoshang was about to step on it. Unexpectedly, Yuan Shen took the lead and stepped up onto the carriage.


    “What is Master Yuan doing?” Shaoshang shouted, holding Lian Fang’s arm.


    “I came here on horseback today, and I suddenly felt uncomfortable, so I’m asking the Young Mistress to send me home.” Yuan Shen huddled at the door of the carriage, looked up and smiled. The rising sun was like a bath, and the eyebrows and eyes were beautiful and elegant. The baby-blue brocade clothes with a curved train shined with silver thread embroidery under the sun.


    Sang Guo, standing behind, couldn’t help but take her eyes and look at the Yuan family attendants on the side. Her eyes clearly said: Your young master seems to be a skirt-chaser.


    The two guards remained silent with blank expressions. The boy was young and couldn’t help but say half a sentence with a mosquito-like moan, “…My young master, he doesn’t usually do this…” Indeed, he took an oath and his young master was usually polite, with a mask-like demeanor on his face. Somehow, upon seeing the Young Mistress of the Cheng family, he became like this. Where did he start making mistakes?


    “That’s not suitable!” Shaoshang’s small face spoke sternly.


    “Why isn’t it suitable?” Yuan Shen asked. He quickly got into the carriage.


    Sang Guo was angry and immediately went forward to argue. This time, Cheng Shun finally grabbed her in time and gestured to her to not move with his eyes.


    The old steward turned around and looked at the closed door of the Lou family. He had an idea in his heart; seeing that the cooked Lou family’s son-in-law was about to fly, he didn’t want the Cheng family to prepare quickly. Not to mention, a large group of people following the front, back, left, and right of the carriage, what could happen?


    Shaoshang took a deep breath as she looked as the sawing and closing door curtains of the carriage. She suddenly felt that the atmosphere of this era could be a bit more conservative, not like modern society. Men and women who knew each other could take a ride home with just a few words!


    After boarding the carriage, Lian Fang was supposed to follow and serve, but Yuan Shen didn’t show any affection this time and said directly, “I have something to say to your Young Mistress. Step back first.” Although the words were very kind, he couldn’t help but close the door in his hand, blocking the sound of the little maidservant outside.


    “Master Yuan, please pay attention to etiquette.” Shaoshang looked stern and immediately went to push the window pane of the carriage wall.


    “You’re such a strange person,” Yuan Shen turned around and smiled at her. “Just now, you treated the Lou family’s madam as a turtle and now you want to talk about etiquette?”


    Shaoshang was depressed. She knew that he had heard everything. She sighed helplessly, stopped pushing the window, and lowered her voice, “There are some things that can be done in the dark but not in the open. The pleasure on the lips is over, and we will see each other again in the future.”


    “Lou Yao is going to marry both you and He Zhaojun together,” Yuan Shen said, raising his eyebrows. “Why don’t you give up on this marriage?”


    “If A’Yao knew how humiliating it would be for me to marry him, he would dare to open his mouth and say yes, and I would have to slap him to death! But he didn’t! He thought that marrying her was like having only one sword in mind, but due to the constant entanglement of others, he would buy another one.”


    “Are you so sure?”


    “Naturally!” Shaoshang said sternly. “A’Yao is such a person. When he saw the pitiful orphan and widowed mother who had been attacked by bandits in Hua County, he took out all his money, but he didn’t know that the windfall from the lonely and weak family would bring more trouble. I knew in my heart that if A’Yao knew and married me, I would be embarrassed, and he would definitely not agree!”


    “But Lou Yao is so ignorant and incompetent, what’s the use of such a husband?” Shen Yuan was displeased.


    “I can teach him ignorance, but as for incompetence…” Shaoshang said. “Whoever is born has great abilities. For example, in the matter just now, I said it isn’t possible to give money to others in such a straightforward manner. A’Yao went to inquire with old officials in the county government, and we worked together to finally arrange the people properly. Before leaving Hua County, we even went to see the widow and her new husband, who worked together harmoniously. The children of the two families were playing together, just like they were siblings.” The girl looked proud at this.


    Yuan Shen’s heart moved and he looked at her quietly for a while before finally speaking. “…Only a husband like Lou Yao can make you feel at ease, right?”


    “What do you mean?” Shaoshang was wary.


    “It’s not very interesting, just casual. Don’t act like you’re pricked, just sit tight.” Yuan Shen lowered his head; his slender jade white fingers touched the gold and jade pendent tied with a light crimson silk rope around his waist. His voice was soft. “To be honest, if you ask me to choose a wife, I also want to find someone who could make me feel at ease. But, in this world, there are few people who can really make me feel at ease…”


    Shaoshang stared at him strangely. “What else can you find to be at ease with, Master Yuan? You should find someone who suits your heart. To be the wife of the Yuan family you have to take care of the clansmen and be considerate of etiquette. You can’t miss anything.”


    Yuan Shen sighed. “The wife of Grand Servant Lou is also famous and virtuous in the capital. Nowadays, it seems that she is narrow-minded and pretentious and not as malicious as you.”


    “…I can’t say that I am also narrow-minded. If I were in the position of Madam Lou, I wouldn’t necessarily want to drag all the good things into my own son’s bowl.” Shaoshang deliberately sang the opposite tone.


    “…Are you so dissatisfied with me that you’ll fight against me every time we meet?” Yuan Shen sighed helplessly.


    “You feel in your heart that you’ve been doing me a good service since we met at my family’s banquet,” Shaoshang said, glaring at him. “Blackmail is still blackmail. At most, you’ve given me a tin of ointment that was not suitable for my injuries.”


    She thought Yuan Shen would become angry, but to her surprise, he nodded. “What you said makes sense,” he said. “Alright, today I will tell you some things that will be beneficial to you.”


    “Beneficial…?” Shaoshang’s face was full of suspicion.


    “I’m here to tell you today the whole story of what happened to the He family,” Yuan Shen stretched his arms and gently brushed open his brocade sleeved robe.


    Shaoshang looked solemn and sat upright.


    “Although the Xiao family was trapped by His Majesty back then, they took the initiative to surrender and indeed avoided a major military disaster. The court could also free up manpower to deal with others. Therefore, His Majesty really wanted the Xiao family to end well and ignored many of their illegal actions. They tried not to tear their face, but rather…”


    “But it was about setting up too many hoops to slowly diminish the power of the Xiao family. Mother told us this,” Shaoshang said.


    Yuan Shen smiled. “The marriage with the He family was the first tie.”


    Shaoshang was startled and her fingers tightly embedded into her robe.


    “General He was a person who dare not say he was perfect, but it is true he was loyal, brave, and not greedy for fame or fortune. His daughter He Zhaojun and Lou Yao had been engaged since childhood, and as General He became more valued by His Majesty, you think no one had ever had the idea of marrying him? If General He was greedy for power, then there would be a signal from the prince and his son before. Why did General He refuse them all politely? From last year, when the Xiao father and son entered the capital city to face sainthood, to He Zhaojun’s withdrawal from the Lou engagement, was only four months. Did the Xiao family really have some towering power that could persuade General He to change course in just four months?”


    Shaoshang clenched her ten fingers, her small knuckles turning white. “…Is that actually what His Majesty meant?” she asked. “I heard that He Zhaojun was extremely loved by General He, and he pushed his daughter into the fire like this?”


    “His Majesty may not have said anything, but General He had been following His Majesty for a long time, so he knows his heart.” Yuan Shen sneered bitterly. “Besides, as long as the Xiao family didn’t cause any dissent, they are deeply rooted and leafy, and Prince Xiao is charming and handsome. It might not have been an unhappy marriage. The monarch and minister are united, giving the Xiao family honor and wealth, and winning over important official to love their daughter, hoping to gradually influence the father and son.”


    “That means General He married his daughter and was also monitoring his own family…” Shaoshang murmured. His loyalty was too much. “And the Xiao father and son pushed the boat with the tide, hoping to bring General He over?”


    Yuan Shen acquiesced with admiration in his eyes.


    “Even so,” Shaoshang angrily shouted, “is He Zhaojun only able to marry Lou Yao?! With so many princes in the capital city and so many sons of powerful aristocratic families, A’Yao doesn’t have much of a choice, so why must he be targeted? By the way, General He didn’t know that A’Yao was engaged to me. If he knew…”


    “Even if General He knew, he may still have said those final words.” Yuan Shen coldly shattered her illusion.


    Shaoshang glared angrily at Yuan Shen.


    “After the battle, the bottom line of the He family was half gone,” Yuan Shen went on with an air of composure. “This is just a small matter. Alas, all the adult men of the He family would go there. It will take more than ten years, if not more than ten years, for Young Master He to reach adulthood and become an official. At present, the entire capital praises the loyalty of the He family, but will people feel the same way in ten years?”


    Shaoshang’s heart became cold. More than a decade later, even if the Emperor was still around, it might not be possible for him to continue treating the He family well and promoting Young Master He.


    “Choosing Lou Yao as a son-in-law… First, the brothers of Grand Servant Lou are not ungrateful people. Lou Yao is loyal, honest, and kind-hearted. He Zhaojun’s future life would not be difficult. Second, the sons of the Lou family, except for Lou Yao, are all Confucian scholars and civil servants. In this way, as much of the legacy of the He family is possible and can be passed onto Young Master He.”


    Shaoshang didn’t understand. “What do you mean? Are you talking about the rest of General He’s possessions?”


    A hint of thought-provoking meaning appeared on the corner of Yuan Shen’s mouth. “Not only in the trilogy, but the manor, the castle, and the orphan of the family… Although the Lou brothers have some small private controversies, they are generally honest and not greedy. In the future, Lou Yao will take charge of everything temporarily, and it is reasonable for his sister and brother-in-law to return it when Young Master He comes of age. This matter is simple to say, but in the more than ten years since Young Master He grew up, there are too many variables. Lou Yao is the most ‘comprehensive’ choice.”


    “But… can, can…” Shaoshang felt breathless and her eyes began to turn red. “But A’Yao doesn’t like He Zhaojun!”


    Seeing her like this, Yuan Shen felt a sense of pity in his heart. “You’ve only been engaged for a few months,” he said softly. “Whether it’s Lou Yao or you, it will slowly pass…”


    Shaoshang lowered her head and grimaced. “After all, General He also remembers that kindness. Otherwise, I don’t believe that there is no other family in the city who is honest and admires the loyalty of the He family and is willing to accept He Zhaojun!”


    “You’re right. The He family is now praised all over the country, and He Zhaojun has a rich dowry. But those who are greedy for those things cannot be trusted by the He family. Those who are not greedy for those things are unwilling to step forward. The Lou family received great favor from General He in the past, but have not yet repaid him. It’s natural for them to take over.”


    Shaoshang felt like she was in the midst of quicksand, unable to escape despite any struggle. Her heart was both flustered and angry, and she couldn’t vent her grievances. Suddenly, she caught a glimpse of Yuan Shen’s carefree demeanor and blurted out, “Why don’t you marry He Zhaojun? You’re not greedy, and your family won’t swallow anything from her. Your talent, knowledge, and appearance are also one hundred times better than A’Yao. If you speak up, He Zhaojun would definitely…”


    Before she could finish speaking, Yuan Shen had already changed his expression. “To welcome a bride like He Zhaojun, we must not be negligent or careless,” he said coldly. “In the future, we would have to rely on the manpower and material resources to help the He family rise again. Madam Cheng really looks up to me! Hmph, it’s getting late today. I’ll say goodbye and we will part ways!”


    Shaoshang knew she had said the wrong thing and was driven out of the carriage with a disheveled face.


    Cheng Shun saw that the carriage had stopped and quickly approached. “Young Mistress, how did you get down?” They had only heard the high and low voices of arguments from inside, but couldn’t hear the content clearly.


    Shaoshang only reacted when she saw her old steward and quickly turned around. “This is my carriage!” she shouted.


    The door curtain was lifted with a fierce force, and Shaoshang shrank back in fear. Yuan Shen rolled over and got out of the carriage, took the reins from the guards without saying a word, jumped onto his horse and galloped away.


    Shaoshang stood there. For the first time she realized that he was so agile.


    Seeing the situation, the deputy steward slowly approached Cheng Shun’s ear and whispered, “This… I’m afraid it won’t be possible…”


    Cheng Shun glanced at him and whispered to stop discussing the matter of the main family, but he was truly proud. This Young Master Yuan had turned out well!


    …


    Next Chapter: Head and Tears
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    Chapter Sixty-Four:
Heads and Tears


    A certain celebrity once said that only children can distinguish right from wrong, while adults only distinguished the pros and cons.
[I’m pretty sure this celebrity is Han Han (b.1982). He’s a Chinese best-selling author and one of China’s most popular bloggers. This quote is in reference to his novel (and film adaptation), The Continent.]


    So, while Shaoshang was still sitting in the house feeling stuffy, Madam Xiao took her leave from the Lou mansion with a spring breeze on her face. The second wife of the Lou family even said with a smile that she would see her off to the door. The second young madam even took a carriage to ‘see’ Madam Xiao back to her mansion. Returning was still not enough. The second young madam was also invited to the mansion to have a drink and talk. The two of them had a lively conversation, and it was too late to hate each other.


    Shaoshang hid at the entrance of the inner courtyard and looked around, only to see Madam Xiao escorting Second Young Madam Lou all the way out with a friendly demeanor.


    “Your aunt is gentle and kind. A’Yao is innocent and undamaged, and both Master Lou and Second Young Master are outside the city. Now your household is all supported by you…”


    Today, having a conversation with Madam is worth reading for ten years. “It seems that it is also because of my shallow perspective that I have been pestering some petty gains in my inner house, but I don’t know the vast sky and sea outside.”


    As they walked, the two of them seemed to hit it off and parted in a lesbian version of the Butterfly Lovers. Shaoshang, who was hiding behind the door, couldn’t help but be caught by Director Xiao on the way back, sneaking to Nine Zhui Hall to teach them a lesson, “…remember, in future, whether your marriage with A’Yao is successful or not, don’t turn your face against the Lou family.”
[Butterfly Lovers is a Chinese classic novel that has a girl going to school dressed up as a boy and falls in love with another student. It’s a tragic love story.]


    “If you fall out with someone, you fall out with someone,” Shaoshang sneered. “The big deal is that you will never get in touch with each other in the future.”


    “Children’s words.” Madam Xiao sat still. “You often say you are unlucky. How do you know you won’t be unlucky in the future to beg the person you offended?”


    “A’Yao’s aunt is a hypocritical, shameful person!”


    “She is a hypocritical and shameful person, but don’t say it out loud, just know it in your heart.”


    “I don’t want to suffer in silence, I want to live a life!”


    “Many people love to say ‘suffer in silence,’ but people often only have to endure in silence to live. If one lives longer than you in the future, then I won’t be surprised. The meaning of taking a step back is to not make you suffer in silence, but to get out of prison and look around outside.”


    Shaoshang suddenly stood up and stomped heavily on the slippery floor. “Mother, please forgive this child for leaving first!”


    “Where are you going?” Madam Xiao asked.


    “To go take a look around outside!” Shaoshang said. “Look for ways to live longer!”


    “Don’t go out today. I have agreed with Second Young Madam Lou that A’Yao will come over in the afternoon.”


    Shaoshang turned back in disbelief and stared at Director Xiao with force, “…A’Yao’s leg is still injured.”


    “The Lou family doesn’t lack servants, just carry him. If your marriage doesn’t succeed in the future, are you willing to slap his injured leg with force on the last side of your life?”


    “Who said that? My last words with A’Yao were clearly ‘If you don’t talk back, I won’t back down!’”


    “You might as well forget those two sentences,” Madam Xiao said. She held onto Qing Cong, who had been lowering her head and suppressing a smile, as she stood up gracefully and walked in from the side. “In the future, if you and A’Yao marry, husband and wife will have vows. If not, you still want to recite those two sentences to your future husband?”


    Shaoshang looked at Director Xiao’s slender back and sat down in exhaustion. She deeply felt that this quarrel was not a battle of intelligence, but the result of a mature woman with rich life experience crushing a little girl forcefully, and it wasn’t a crime of war.


    Lou Yao was indeed carried to the mansion in the afternoon.


    The young couple, whose engagement was about to falter, had a friendly conversation, but at the same time they were both at a loss for their current difficulties. Even if Shaoshang was a bit generous, she still knew that she could not really ignore everything. After all, she belonged to the family in this era. As for Lou Yao, his father was far away in the easternmost county of Yanzhou, and it was not within a few days for the messenger to come and go, making him even more confused. Shaoshang could at least say two unique harsh words, and even her harsh words had no novelty.


    The original material dispute about this gossip had become more and more intense. Fortunately, after the chaos, everything had to be dealt with. How to deal with the surrender of a traitor, how to steal his family and kill his head, and how to return to Feng Yijun, the current power vacuum. Those were real fame and wealth hot towns, which had finally eased people’s attention to the marriage disputes of the Wan-Lou-Cheng’s three families.


    On the third day, the elders were still calmly competing for patience. Lou Yao suddenly heard news and suddenly came up with a ‘good idea’ that almost surpassed his IQ. He quickly went to find his fiancé.


    “…He Zhaojun and her delegation arrived in the capital yesterday.” Shaoshang didn’t understand at first. “So, we take the initiative to persuade her?”


    “That’s right! It’s like taking a big shot!” Lou Yao was so excited he had sweat on his forehead. “As long as she doesn’t want to marry me herself, what can others say? That way, there’s no trouble at all!”


    “Is she willing? Shaoshang was very skeptical. A few days ago, she heard Yuan Shen explain a lot of reasons and causes, and it sounded like the He family was just holding onto a prison building.


    “She doesn’t like me again!” Lou Yao felt confident. “I know her temper the best. When I put on a look of disgust towards her, she will definitely not be able to be provoked!”


    Shaoshang was skeptical, but still determined to treat the dead horse as a living horse. She remembered Madam Xiao’s warning and hurriedly said, “We have to be polite. Her entire family just passed away. If we go too far, we will be accused of going to bully her.”


    The young couple chattered together for a long time, then led a few servants to guard them, got onto Shaoshang’s little golden and red carriage, and left. The two of them sat side by side in silence, feeling uneasy about the vast future.


    In less than an hour of driving, the two looked at each other and hesitated to stay in place, afraid to move forward, when they saw the plain-colored summoning flags fluttering high on the roof of the He’s mansion from afar. Not long after, a heavily wrapped An carriage suddenly drove out from the entrance of the He mansion, heading in their direction. Shaoshang quickly moved her small carriage out of the way, but surprisingly, it stopped just when it passed by.


    Everyone was doubtful, and a thin and colorless face emerged from the carriage. Shaoshang and Lou Yao both shrank back, and this person was He Zhaojun, whom they had not seen for a long time!


    “…So, it’s you.” He Zhaojun had a calm expression, and the once fat baby cheeks were already thin and sunken. Her eyes were large and bright, shining with a faint and cold light.


    The Lou-Cheng couple felt guilty for an inexplicable moment, as if they had become thieves and stole on the spot. Shaoshang smiled awkwardly and said, “Hehe, this… this… A’Yao and I were just coming to find you…”


    “What are you coming to me for?”


    The two of them had a moment of stuttering, and now they couldn’t say a single word that they had just set up.


    Seeing their hesitant expressions, He Zhaojun seemed to understand something and sneered coldly. “I was just about to do something. I wonder if Madam Cheng would like to get in the car and go with me?”
[She’s addressing Shaoshang like she’s already married.]


    Shaoshang immediately looked at the He’s carriage with caution, and Lou Yao stood up in front of her with great loyalty. “What are you doing?” he exclaimed. “You and Shaoshang are not familiar with each other, come to me if you have something to do.”


    He Zhaojun glanced at the delicate Shaoshang and chuckled to herself. “A’Yao, you’ve always wanted a good horse with sweat and blood. My father got it for you from the Northwest caravan, and I planned to have Fifth Brother bring it back. Unexpectedly, something happened….” As she spoke, her voice became lower. “I’ll have someone bring it to you later.”


    Lou Yao was like a balloon poking a nail and immediately deflated.


    “I won’t harm Madam Cheng,” He Zhaojun said. “If you don’t believe me, I can make an oath in the name of my father?”


    Lou Yao remained silent.


    Shaoshang sneered in her heart; she was coming to mourn and bully her. Hadn’t she seen the world before? “A’Yao,” she said sweetly, “has she ever harmed anyone before?”


    Lou Yao came to life. “Yes! At the beginning of last year, she even pushed her Third Sister-in-law’s cousin into the pond, and there was still a thin layer of ice on the water.”


    Shaoshang was stunned, but upon hearing about this technical level, she felt a little relieved.


    “Madam Cheng, you want to rob me of my husband, but you dare not get into my carriage?”


    Shaoshang stopped Lou Yao, who was about to open his mouth, and handed him the reins and bamboo whip for the horse. She got off the small carriage and looked up at He Zhaojun. “You don’t need to provoke me. I originally planned to talk to you.”


    Lou Yao was in a hurry to stop her, and Shaoshang pretended to slap his injured leg. Lou Yao was scared and he quickly retreated.


    Shaoshang couldn’t help but laugh. “Don’t be so verbose, I’m taking my servant with me. Besides, if I really have an accident, no one will force you to marry her, which can be considered a help to you.”


    Lou Yao thought for a moment. “In that case, I’ll take a step back and you can take the carriage with you. If the situation doesn’t work, hurry and take the carriage and run.”


    Shaoshang glanced at He Zhaojun, who wasn’t looking well inside, and intentionally smiled. “Don’t worry, no matter how powerful Princess An Cheng is, she is not a demon or a ghost. However, it would be better for me to have a carriage, and I will have to ride home later.” As she spoke, she quickly climbed into the He family’s carriage, and servants of the Cheng family immediately gathered behind the carriage to be on guard.


    He Zhaojun still held up the curtain of the carriage window and stared at Lou Yao as he struggled to get off of the small carriage with the help of his own servant. Suddenly, she said, “Isn’t she better than me? You pick and choose, and you’ve just found this one.”


    Lou Yao shook his head. “Shaoshang is different from you. Although she can be fierce sometimes, she is very reasonable. No matter how much she doesn’t want to, as long as the reason holds, she will recognize it. I can discuss anything with her, and I have some silly ideas. I don’t dare to say them to my parents and siblings, but I can say them to her.”


    Watching He Zhaojun’s pale face and her fingers trembling slightly as she lifted the curtains, Lou Yao continued, “I don’t like cockfighting the most. But that year, you insisted on me going to fight people, and if I didn’t go, you would cry and make noise.”


    “I had to pay a lot of money to buy a rooster, but in the end, I lost. You blamed me for losing your person and scold me harshly for being useless. How many such things have you and I grown up with?” He looked at He Zhaojun. “I don’t understand why you still want to marry me if you don’t look up to me like this?”


    “…I’m here for you,” He Zhaojun trembled all over. “They say you are the most useless person in the Lou family if you don’t become a martial artist. I want you to make progress and earn a reputation! If you don’t like fighting chicken and running dogs, I have specially held a banquet to compare you with others in archery, horse racing, swordsmanship, and throwing pots.”


    “But I just can’t rank among the top,” Lou Yao said calmly. “I’m a talented person, but as long as I’m not as good as you want, you keep making noise at me. I don’t like this kind of ‘for my own good.’”


    He Zhaojun looked at the young man who had grown up with her since she was young. He was taller, and his shoulders became thicker and stronger. His speech no longer was as hasty and irritable as before, but rather orderly and unhurried. They had been separated for just a few months but it was as if they had not seen each other in years.


    She closed her eyes, lowered the curtains, and collapsed backwards.


    Lou Yao looked in surprise at the closed window. If it had been in the past, this ex-fiancé would have been shouting and scolding for a long time, forcing him to admit his mistake. Why now?!


    The wheels rolled, and the carriage gradually drove away while Lou Yao remained in place and couldn’t leave.


    He Zhaojun glanced through the window gap and turned to her guest in the carriage. “A’Yao really missed you,” she said. “Your relationship has only been in the past few months, but it’s better than me and him for over a decade.”


    “It’s not just about how long you’ve been together, it’s about being in love, and there are years of grudges and mistrust.” Shaoshang shook her head, and this woman definitely didn’t know the cosmic philosophy of ‘bamboo horses and green plums can never beat the heavens.’


    He Zhaojun leaned against the wall of the carriage. “But it’s better for him to follow you than to be with me,” she said slowly. “He speaks and does things with discretion… He, he has grown up…”


    Shaoshang thought this was the most disgusting point. The current Lou Yao was much stronger than when she had a quarrel with He Zhaojun in the backyard of the Yin family. She had worked hard to coax and cultivate him! But now someone was going down the mountain to pick peaches, where is the natural reason?!


    He Zhaojun seemed to have thought of something with her, and her expression was tired as she said, “When I first saw you, you happened to see me arguing with A’Yao. At that time, I could never have imagined today…”


    “When I saw Princess An Cheng, I thought you were so imposing,” Shaoshang snorted. “You even said to me, ‘What are you looking at? Be careful, I’ll dig your eyes out.’”


    After hearing that sentence, He Zhaojun suddenly burst out laughing and then burst into tears. “…Eyes. I really loved to say that. My aunt pushed me and my younger brother into the secret chamber, and the bandits of the Xiao family pressed her to inquire about our whereabouts. She refused to say it, so her eyes were dug out and her limbs cut off! I watched helpless but dared not move… I lost my mother at a young age, and it was my aunt who took good care of me when I grew up, but I watched her die from torture. Haha… what retribution…”


    Shaoshang dared not speak anymore and silently leaned back. When He Zhaojun calmed down, she whispered, “Where are you taking me?”


    He Zhaojun wiped her tears with a handkerchief. “We’re already here,” she said coldly. “Look outside yourself.”


    At this moment, the carriage stopped and she got up and walked straight out. Shaoshang followed her and looked up. She was very surprised. When her three brothers were dragging her around the city, they had come here before, but this was actually the Ting Wei Prison?!


    There were already officials guarding the entrance of Ting Wei Prison. When the person saw He Zhaojun, he arched his hands and said, “Princess An Cheng is here. As ordered by General Wu, the inside is already ready.”


    He Zhaojun nodded and led the crowd out towards the inside. Shaoshang followed behind and shook her head repeatedly. The eldest madam was the eldest madam. If she were to be her, she would definitely pass some silver money over and say a few thank you words such as ‘good work.’ The King of Hell was so annoying and difficult to deal with, and it was always right to make more good connections.


    Shaoshang originally thought that she was going to visit the dark, damp, and terrifying prison, but unexpectedly, she ran all the way to the yellow sand-paved backyard execution ground. There were already several executioners standing there, dressed in the two-tone, two-colored official uniforms. On the execution ground, there was a one-foot-high wooden scaffold, on which sat a man kneeling in a moonlight white coat.


    Upon seeing this person, Shaoshang immediately noticed that He Zhaojun, who was walking ahead, was trembling slightly. As she approached, she realized that he was a tall and handsome young man, with a dignified demeanor, despite his down-to-earth appearance.


    He saw Ze Zhaojun and smiled. “You’re here, are you here to see me off?”


    “No,” He Zhaojun sneered. “I came to collect your head and take it back to pay tribute to my father and brothers.”


    “I’m sorry for your loss,” the young man’s expression darkened.


    “The prince is so polite, but you need me to help you with something?”


    Shaoshang was sighing in her stomach, ‘How can such a handsome man be a thief?’ When she heard the conversation, she realized that the couple was somewhat strange.


    “If you still remember the love between husband and wife, please help me find the whereabouts of Shanji and arrange her properly?” Prince Xiao said softly.


    Before he could finish, He Zhaojun burst out laughing with grief and indignation. “What kind of love did we have?” she exclaimed. “Is it the love of thrusting the heads of Elder Brother and Fourth Brother on the tip of a spear to shout at my father, or the love of trampling my fifth brother’s horse into flesh and mud?! Or is it the love of stabbing my pregnant sister-in-law with a knife?!”


    “That… is not what I did,” Prince Xiao’s lips trembled.


    “I know,” He Zhaojun sneered as she wiped her tears away. “You always boast of kindness and generosity, and you wouldn’t do those things. It was your brothers who were eager to do meritorious deeds, and your father also acquiesced. But since they all died in the chaos, I can only ask for debt from you! To tell you the truth, His Majesty is kind. He originally intended to become a prominent figure in the Xiao family and wanted to leave you with a whole body. I pleaded with His Majesty to have you beheaded!”


    Prince Xiao’s face turned pale. “You, you slut, how could….?”


    “And the children born to your concubines, let’s see how many can survive during exile.” He Zhaojun showed a fierce expression and looked up at the sky, bowing to the executioners. “The time has come, please execute.”


    The official in the middle nodded and waved to the executioner to burn yellow paper, offer sacrifices to ghosts and gods, and two shamans danced beside him. Finally, he sprayed wine and unsheathed the blade, raised the thick-backed broadsword high and brought it down forcefully.


    Shaoshang quickly closed her eyes but didn’t turn her head. When she opened her eyes again, she saw He Zhaojun personally picking up the head that had fallen from the execution platform with bloodstains, and two servants wrapped it up in oilcloth.


    He Zhaojun, dressed in filial piety attire, walked slowly with the head in her arms, her expression stubborn and tears covered her face. The dripping blood of his head spread along her snow-white dress, deep red and poignant, with an eerie tone.


    Shaoshang felt out of breath and her heart pounded fiercely, as if her chest was about to burst.


    The other officials remained at the execution ground to tidy up, while Shaoshang followed He Zhaojun step by step without any awareness until she walked out of the Ting Wei Prison. Suddenly, she murmured, “I cannot leave A’Yao to you. You always bully and humiliate him.”


    “Do you think I dare to do it again in the future?” He Zhaojun suddenly turned back. “My father summoned me to his side before he breathed out his last breath, kowtowed to me and said he was sorry for me. Then he slapped me twice and told me a word with a single slap. The sentence is that no one will protect me from the wind and the rain in the future, and I will have to bear the wind and rain on my own. The second sentence is that in the future, the He family and younger brother will have to rely on me! Do you think I dare to bully and offend anyone in the future? Do you still dare?!”


    Her eyes were full of tears, and in a daze, she remembered that no matter who she has offended and how much trouble she caused since childhood, her parents and brothers always took the trouble to take care of her aftermath. She could never see them again, and no one would love her like that anymore. She exclaimed in a sharp voice, “Don’t think I have to fight against you. If my father and brother could be returned, I would give you eighteen A’Yao’s!”


    He Zhaojun was young and could no longer pretend to be calm and fierce. She squatted on the ground and cried loudly. The head rolled aside and the oilcloth spread open, revealing a terrifying face inside.


    Shaoshang’s hands and feet were cold, and she slowly approached to pick up the head. Suddenly, a familiar and reassuring voice came from behind, “Shaoshang, what are you doing here? I saw your fancy carriage.”


    Shaoshang quickly turned and saw Ling Buyi riding toward her rapidly. In the backlight, like a young and handsome deity, she immediately felt tears surge in her eyes.


    Ling Buyi saw her pale and weak face, and immediately flew off the horse. He took a few steps forward and grabbed her. He lowered his head and saw the head on the ground, lifting it with an oilcloth and throwing it to the nearby He family servant. “Princess An Cheng doesn’t need to show this scare,” he said. “The Lou and Cheng family have already planned to withdraw.”


    He Zhaojun slowly wiped her tears and stood up with a sneer. “I have never seen Eleventh Lang so pitiful and precious,” she sneered. “Madam Cheng, you have such a person…”


    “You just said you dare not offend anyone again,” Shaoshang interrupted abruptly. “What are you doing now? The country is easy to change but nature is difficult to move. Can I believe that you will be good to A’Yao in the future?” After she turned her head and was about to leave, she found that Ling Buyi was still firmly holding onto herself.


    “You are now in a cold sweat all over your face, unable to withstand the wind. Take my carriage back.” Ling Buyi’s slender and powerful palm grasped her slender and soft arm, seemingly friendly but unquestioningly dragging the girl towards the pitch-black carriage at the side.


    At this moment, Shaoshang was in a state of turmoil, filled with the terrifying look of the dead man’s head. She nodded and agreed.


    Ling Buyi’s carriage was not equipped with a footstool. Shaoshang was about to climb up on her own. Behind her, Ling Buyi lifted the frame of the carriage with one hand, and gently lifted the girl by her waist with the other hand, then hoisted her onto the carriage.


    Ling Buyi turned around and looked at He Zhaojun with a tense face. He said in a cold-hearted way, “Princess An Cheng, on the way I escorted the traitor and sent you back to the city. I said, don’t feel like everyone owes your family. General He’s loyalty and bravery are commendable, but his carelessness is also true. The Xiao family’s father and son’s clever words and expressions, cowardice and weakness, coaxed your father to let go of his guard and neglect prevention, don’t you know?! Otherwise, even if he had changed, according to His Majesty’s arrangement, he wouldn’t have been so cruel. Princess An Cheng, now everyone sympathizes with you and your brother’s loneliness. Weakness can lead to a long future. Whether to be kind to others or make enemies everywhere, it’s only in the blink of an eye. I hope you can take care of yourself.”


    After saying this, he threw the whip hanging from his waist to Liang Qiu Fei on the side, turned around, and got into the carriage.


    “Master Ling…” Shaoshang sat in the carriage with her head lowered, her hands on her knees and trembling slightly. “I won’t step back. She pities herself and has nothing to do with me! There are many pitiful people in the world, can I let them come over one by one? I have made up my mind and will never change it!”


    Ling Buyi ignored the girl’s hardness and smiled slightly, saying something seemingly unrelated, “Don’t worry, Fengyi is not like Hua County.”


    Shaoshang suddenly raised her head, her pale face showing a sickly blush, and looked at him in surprise and doubt.


    “Although General He had the responsibility of negligence, he was brave enough to make up for it and blocked his five sons and all his confidantes, even when his family was young. That night, he first defended the city with a few confidantes, while mobilizing a large team of troops. The next day, he surrounded the Xiao rebel army and completely annihilated the Xiao bandits in just three days.”


    Shaoshang raised her head, her pale face sparkling with either sweat or tears.


    “So, there aren’t a large number of scattered disorderly soldiers as bandits. Even if there are small groups of disorderly soldiers, General He flew in advance to notify the rural counties and towns, and prepared himself early.” Ling Buyi looked at the girl’s big eyes, filled with tears. “Don’t worry, everyone is fine. Without the disorderly burial post outside of Hua County City, you don’t have to go to the slopes of the barren mountain to mourn the souls of the deceased.”


    In front of Shaoshang appeared a little girl who had been tortured and assaulted in the medical house, who was on the verge of death. She struggled and fought, but still died cold in her arms. The little dimpled maid who loved to listen to her flute, the groups of widows who had lost their families, crying and shouting, and the raging flames burning on the piled corpses in the outer layer of the hunting house… She could no longer bear it, covering her face with both hands and lowering her head to cry bitterly.


    Ling Buyi sat still, not even touching the corner of the girl’s clothes, patiently waiting for her to cry.


    …


    Shaoshang cried with dizziness and swelling in her head. In a daze, it seemed as if she had been carried out of the carriage by Ling Buyi. Seeing him returning Cheng Shaoshang, the steward seemed excited and fell, unsure of the severity of the fall.


    She bid farewell to Ling Buyi with a hint of confusion, wiped away her tears and walked step by step towards the main room. She bowed respectfully to Cheng Shi and Madam Xiao. “Father, Mother,” she said in a firm voice, “tomorrow we will go to the Lou house to withdraw the engagement.”


    …


    Next Chapter: Withdraw in the Morning, Lunch at Home
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    Chapter Sixty-Five:
Withdraw in the Morning, Lunch at Home


    The next morning, Cheng Shi sent someone to the commander’s office to take a leave. After thinking about it, he also took a leave on behalf of Grand Servant Lou. He then went to the Lou family to notify them, and finally, he and his wife slowly dressed into their formal clothing.


    Madam Xiao caught a glimpse of her husband’s uncontrollable curved mouth and tightened his belt with force. “Tighten your face,” she said. “Today we’re going to withdraw from a marriage, not receive a reward.”


    Cheng Shi touched his recently loose waist. “After hearing Cheng Shun’s report these past two days, are you not proud?” he whispered. “Take it easy, especially yesterday! The two most outstanding sons in the capital city are in our daughter’s bowl!”


    “Why are you talking so unpleasantly?” Madam Xiao doubled her strength in her hand. “After the Lou family this time, we should be more careful in our children’s affairs to avoid falling into being a laughing stock.”


    “Pretend then, pretend! Who was the one who couldn’t sleep last night after tossing and turning? Hey, you used to worry about Niao Niao not getting married or not marrying well. Now it seems like you were worrying for nothing!”


    “I can tell you that in the coming days, whoever comes to propose will deal with me. Don’t act like the Lou family, just agree with a straight face, as if you haven’t seen a proposal in three lifetimes.”


    Thinking of the future son-in-law candidate, Old Cheng Shi’s face was so rosy that he seemed to have wiped some lard. “Hey, when do you think someone will come to propose? I bet within half a month. Also, who do you think will come first?”


    “Don’t talk nonsense.”


    “What? Why not Ling Zisheng?” Cheng Shi’s thought was simple and rough. “He is very powerful.”


    Madam Xiao thought about it for a long time and sighed, “…I don’t understand him. He doesn’t have much popularity, and oil and salt don’t come in. Besides, if you’re sure, then go out and talk to Niao Niao. If they don’t come propose marriage later, let’s see what happens to Niao Niao.”


    “It’s hard to say,” Cheng Shi said. “If it’s just our own love affair, don’t cause a wave of joy in the air. It’s all right, maybe it’s because we’re too married. They didn’t even plan to get married, so they just helped us out.”


    Therefore, when the couple appeared at the Lou household, they both looked heavily and solemnly dressed, and behind them sat the drooping head and shoulders of Shaoshang, who thought they were in mourning.


    Today, the main hall of the Lou family was tightly closed, with Grand Servant Lou and Cheng Shi sitting one left and one right in the center. The two people down from them were Madam Lou and Madam Xiao. After Madam Xiao there was Shaoshang, while after Madam Lou was Second Madam Lou and Lou Yao. The Young Madam Lou and Second Young Madam Lou knelt down a bit further away.


    Cheng Shi explained his intentions of withdrawing in just a few words, and Lou Yao became anxious as soon as he heard it. He rushed to say, “Shaoshang, everything was fine. Why did you just… just… I sent someone to your house last night but the maid said you were asleep.”


    Shaoshang’s eyes were red and swollen, and she felt that all the tears she needed to shed had run out last night. Her heart was now filled with a sense of humor. “Yesterday, when I boarded the He carriage, it was just a moment before noon, and you only came to visit me at night. If Princess An Cheng had the intention to harm me, she would have been able to destroy the body and disappear without any evidence. So today, your uncle’s palace maid doesn’t need to take leave.”


    Young Madam Lou dared not laugh if she wanted to. Second Madam Lou shook her head and smiled, leaving Madam Lou at a loss. The remaining four people had been refined and had no fluctuations in their appearance. Only Lou Yao stuttered and said, “No, no…” He thought that Shaoshang would come to tell him immediately, but there was no news until evening.


    Cheng Shi turned to look at Grand Servant Lou, who shook his head and let out a long sigh. His face was heavy with pain and he didn’t say a word.


    He hated the deathly demeanor of a scholar the most in his life, and immediately resorted to the assassin’s mace, “If the eunuch doesn’t speak up today, when I leave the Lou family’s house, I will tell the outside that our Cheng family has already come to withdraw, and the Lou family refuses to accept it no matter what. I will not agree to it.”


    Grand Servant Lou was shocked and lost his composure. “Ah!” Madam Lou excitedly said, “Captain Cheng, be cautious…”


    “Then agree to withdraw,” Cheng Shi said. “Then quickly return our respective tokens. I brought the mutton jade pendent, and my golden tiger weight has already been sent back to the capital. Let’s tear up the few engagement documents from both families, and the matter will be over.”


    This time, even Madam Lou didn’t know what to say, and the whole room fell into an awkward silence. Although the Cheng family had prepared for it, they acted so quickly that everyone in the Lou family didn’t know what to do.


    It was Young Master Lou Yao, with a clear and panicked voice, who questioned, “Shaoshang, what’s the matter? Didn’t you say that as long as I don’t speak back, you won’t back down?”


    Shaoshang remained expressionless. “There are two answers to your question. To make a long story short, my parents are grateful for their loyal ministers and generals, and they fought for the country until their families were destroyed. It is because the Cheng family is determined to fulfill General He’s last words.”


    After speaking, everyone in the Lou family stared at her in a daze, especially Young Madam Lou ­– isn’t that what she had just said a few days ago? And it also drew a snarky and sarcastic tone from you.


    Second Young Madam Lou smiled. “Madam Cheng speaks with great righteousness and sacrifices herself to righteousness, which is truly admirable!”


    “Second Sister-in-law!” Lou Yao shouted.


    Second Madam Lou didn’t lift her eyelids. “Why, there’s nothing wrong with Young Madam Cheng’s words. Do you really want some of your brothers to divorce and marry someone else?”


    Lou Yao’s face turned red and then purple again. He was already not good at speaking, and at this moment, the main reason was in the other party’s hands. He couldn’t say anything more and could only be in a hurry.


    Madam Xiao’s gaze swept across everyone’s faces. “Since there is no obligation on either side, let’s quickly return the token and tear up the marriage documents.”


    Second Madam Lou gently began to cry. “A’Yao, you just listen to everyone. I also like Shaoshang, but… but…”


    “But the situation is like this, A’Yao you must be obedient!” Madam Lou’s voice was oppressive.


    “I won’t step back, I won’t!” Lou Yao had been frozen on the ground and suddenly stood up. “You’ve been deceiving me with a bunch of big principles since I was young. Only in this way can we be benevolent and righteous, and only in that way can we repay kindness. But the only one who has wronged the whole family is me, only me! You can either watch the fire from afar, or say something painless to my mother. No matter how much heartache I have, you can’t live the rest of my life for me! Why must it be me? Why?!”


    Second Madam Lou began to cry, covering her face and falling to the ground. Madam Lou had a calm and displeased face, and Grand Servant Lou sighed and turned around. Cheng Shi and Madam Xiao glanced at each other, unwilling to intervene in the private affairs of the Lou family. To put it bluntly, whether a marriage was successful or not in a family like the Lou depended solely on the wishes of their elders. How could their children and grandchildren have any say?


    Shaoshang looked at the angry and aggrieved face of the young man. “A’Yao, how are your legs?” she sneered.


    Lou Yao was taken aback for a moment, and his anger was momentarily suppressed. “Actually, I could have stood up long ago, but the doctor asked me to take care of myself for a few more days, so I still had to be carried.”


    Shaoshang felt sad. “That’s great,” she said. “Princess An Cheng must be married during the mourning period, and your legs will be healed by then.”


    “You… you…” Lou Yao became anxious again.


    “A’Yao, it’s great for you to listen to me for a moment,” Shaoshang said softly. “Alright, sit down first, then let’s talk for a while.”


    Lou Yao suppressed his anger and slowly sat down. “In the past few months, we have talked about everything. You told me that although you don’t like Princess An Cheng, General He was very kind to you. You’ve loved martial arts since childhood, and no one in the Lou family could teach you. However busy General He was, he was always willing to take the time to teach you. It can be said that he is both a teacher and a father, and you have a great respect and love for him in your heart, right? Over the years you have tolerated He Zhaojun, half for your kindness and righteousness, and the other half for General He’s sake.”


    Lou Yao’s anger slightly decreased and he remained silent.


    “And the Fifth Brother of the He family, who was only two years older than you. He took you to fish and shoot birds from a young age, wandering around. Your first small bamboo bow was made by him for you. It’s something you love, and it’s still in your collection. But…”


    She changed her tone. “But you know what? When He Wuzi and a team of scouts tried to break through and report, Sheng Sheng was overturned by the Xiao bandits, and he was trampled into flesh and mud by the disorderly horses.”


    Grand Servant Lou let out a long sigh, stroked his tears and turned his head. He knew all of this, but the women in the family didn’t. Madam Lou and her daughter-in-law shrank back in fear, and Second Madam Lou immediately began crying. Only Second Young Madam Lou was calm, but she couldn’t help but bow her head and wipe her tears.


    Lou Yao stared with big eyes and shed tears.


    “I have asked my Second Brother in detail. Not only did Fifth Young Master die tragically, but the First Young Master and Fourth Young Master did as well. Life and death are common in battle, but the rebels dragged the bodies of the two young masters behind horses to run around the city in order to provoke General He to come out. In the end, they even cut off their heads and put them on spears to show off their power. A’Yao, when you were young, First Young Master He often carried you on his shoulders to pick fruits. You rode horses with Fourth Young Master taught you to do so. But they had no complete corpse in death.”


    Lou Yao was already in tears. The remaining women were all crying softly, and even Cheng Shi and Madam Xiao couldn’t bear to turn around and sigh.


    “…The Second Young Master was pierced by arrows at the head of the city and held on for a day and night, but couldn’t make it through. The Third Young Master was ambushed when he led the reinforcements back, exhausted, and was killed in battle…” Shaoshang’s eyes became wet again. “The wife of the Second Young Master was heavily pregnant, and she was stabbed to death by a brutal bandit. The wife of the Eldest Young Master stood in the city and watched her husband’s head with her own eyes. Now she is crazy and silly, and I don’t know when she will get better. A’Yao, you told me that the glutinous rice cakes made by the wife of the Eldest Young Master was the best, and the wife of the Second Young Master made sweet rice wine… But they, even they…”


    The He and Lou clans were close friends of the same family. Many people were just a name to the Cheng family but the Lou family had many vivid memories with them. Their voices, faces, and smiles are still vivid, but the people have passed away. Madam Lou cried without pretense this time, hugging her daughter-in-law and covering her mouth. Second Madam Lou cried loudly and fell into the arms of Second Young Madam Lou.


    Lou Yao seemed to have become a stone statue carved from salt rock, motionless, with tears in his eyes.


    “A’Yao, when we were in Hua County, we saw the tragic situation of being poisoned by military disasters, the disorderly burial mounds where crows danced, and the lonely children and widows who cried without tears. At that time, you said, ‘When a great man establishes a world, he should protect the people thoroughly, so that we can look up to heaven and earth without shame. Do you know that this time, the hundred surnames in Fengyi County are not like those in Hua County? General He is such a great man…’”


    As Shaoshang spoke, she burst into tears. “A’Yao, I feel very sorry for you! My words sound good, but it’s you who will be married to He Zhaojun. If only I could marry her for you!”


    “Don’t talk anymore.” Lou Yao finally looked up and smiled with tears in his eyes. “Shaoshang, you’re not wrong with me. But, you’re right. I say I want to be the big husband who protects the people, but I refuse to accept even a little bit of injustice, isn’t it ridiculous?”


    “A’Yao, you are just a temporary grievance, don’t become a lifelong grievance.” Shaoshang forcefully wiped her tears.


    “Me, can I…?”


    “Of course, you can! After getting married, you not only have to be He Zhaojun’s husband, but also her brother, her reliance! You must cherish her and teach her that you cannot let her go if she is wrong. She must lose her temper and show her authority, and you cannot swallow her words like before…” Shaoshang exclaimed. This was truly her heartfelt thoughts.


    “I can teach her.” Lou Yao seemed to see a new scene in front of him. “If she keeps bothering and pestering, I… I’ll take her to General He’s spirit and ask…”


    Shaoshang took a few steps forward and eagerly said, “Exactly! If you don’t understand anything, just ask Second Young Madam. Your sister-in-law will know what to do.”


    Second Young Madam Lou looked at Shaoshang with a moved expression. Upon seeing this scene, Grand Servant Lou felt regretful.


    Shaoshang glanced sideways at Madam Lou on the side and suddenly said, “A’Yao, don’t be afraid of arguing. As long as the truth lies in what you are afraid of, you should see which one is full and who is holding on to your house and will take care of the things in your room.”


    Cheng Shi and Grand Servant Lou didn’t quite understand this sentence, but all the women present knew it well.


    This overly simple withdrawal ceremony ended with Lou Yao’s cries, and after, he seemed to have grown up in a moment. Watching the gold tiger paperweight and the mutton jade pendent be returned and the wedding documents torn into two pieces, Lou Yao’s expression remained calm.


    When he saw the three members of the Cheng family get up to leave, he could still smile. “Uncle Cheng and Aunt Cheng, I will seek advice from you and my older brothers in the future. You should still consider me your nephew.”


    Cheng Shi’s heart softened a little and nodded.


    “You will live well with Princess An Cheng in the future,” Madam Xiao said softly. “She is now lonely and looking at everyone as the enemy, but in fact, she is pitiful inside. You treat her with courtesy and heart, and you won’t be wrong.”


    Lou Yao bowed and agreed. “Shaoshang,” he said, turning to her, “you can call me Brother in the future.”


    Shaoshang rubbed her increasingly red and swollen eyes and gave him a look. “Don’t say that,” she said. “It’s too early for me to call you my brother.”


    Lou Yao laughed and cried at the same time. Shaoshang felt sad and couldn’t help but shed a few more tears.


    The two families bowed and bid farewell. Although this was a successful and amicable separation, the three members of the Cheng family were not happy.


    When they returned to the Cheng Mansion, Cheng Yang had already prepared lunch. The brothers of the Cheng family were all aware of what their parents and younger sister went to do that morning, and they had all taken leave to stay at home. Everyone gathered in the main hall to have a silent meal. Cheng Shi drank a cup of wine in one gulp and said loudly, “…From now on, Niao Niao has nothing to do with the Lou family. This matter is over! Have you all heard it?”


    Cheng Yang and the three brothers all nodded. Only Old Madam Cheng said, “What kind of world is this? We must quit after a good marriage!”


    Old Lady Hu quickly approached and comforted her. “Oh, Old Madam, please don’t say anything. The marriage has been dismissed, and Madam and Young Mistress are more upset than anyone else. Didn’t they just tell you the truth about this?”


    Old Madam Cheng pushed Old Lady Hu aside. “What nonsense?” she exclaimed. “How much money can it be worth? The treasures of the Lou family are real! You retired from such a good marriage just to break your reputation. Was it worth it? I think you became a fool when you became an official. The grain in the barn, the money in the silver box, and the fields under your feet are the only things that matter!”


    Old Madam Cheng complained loudly and chattered incessantly, while the few children below her ate quietly without interrupting.


    “Mother, what are you talking about?” Cheng Shi couldn’t help but ask.


    Before the words were finished, the maidservant suddenly rushed over to spread the news –


    Someone from the palace came and said that Cheng Shi, his wife, and Shaoshang were summoned to the palace. The little eunuch that announced the decree was waiting in the front yard.


    Madam Xiao’s chopsticks clattered and fell onto the dining table. She panicked and looked at her daughter.


    Shaoshang remained puzzled and sat dumbfounded.


    …


    This breakup was really sad. I wasn’t too sad in the drama adaptation but for some reason, this tugged at my heartstrings.
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    Chapter Sixty-Six:
Go to the Palace in the Afternoon


    As everyone was panicked and stunned, it was Madam Xiao who reacted first and immediately began to issue orders –


    “A’Qing, prepare the imperial crown for Master. Don’t eat anymore, go back to the room to change clothes and get ready. A’Zhu, get the light-colored curved train with the diamond brocade. Also, add a string of pearl shells and jade hairpins for Niao Niao.”


    “Mother, that dress is old, what about wearing the bright red pearl satin that Third Aunt just sent me, it makes me look energetic…” To see the Emperor, don’t you need to be brave and spirited? This realization was still something that Shaoshang had.


    “What do you know? His Majesty worships simplicity, and besides, you just withdrew from a marriage. Wearing red, green, gold, and jade all over your body is not good.”


    “Niao Niao, listen to your mother’s words. You just lost a good marriage and you look even more desolate than He Zhaojun, who just lost her whole family. Fortunately, with the way you were born, wearing plain clothes will still look okay!”


    Shaoshang didn’t say anything.


    Old Madam Cheng was so excited that she chased Cheng Shi all the way to the second entrance. “Can we ask to have the marriage back when we enter the palace?” she asked with joy. “Can we?”


    Cheng Shi stepped on the step stool and calmly replied, “Don’t think about it. This matter is over. In the future, someone will come to propose marriage to Niao Niao. Don’t ask anyone else, just look at my face and only my face.” This almost caused Old Madam Cheng to fall back in anger. The three brothers of Cheng Shi rushed to stay close to their grandmother’s massive body and watched as the palace envoy who came to announce the decree slowly walked away with the carriage.


    In the carriage, Shaoshang was nervous and couldn’t help but inquire about the reason for the visit to the palace. In fact, Cheng Shi and Madam Xiao were also very nervous and couldn’t confirm the reason for being summoned. Madam Xiao had to vaguely say, “It’s probably related to the withdrawal of the Lou family, so it shouldn’t be a big deal. We always take into account the overall situation. Can His Majesty still punish it?”


    Shaoshang let it go.


    It took half an hour from the Cheng Mansion to reach the entrance of the palace. Shaoshang, in accordance to her old habit, lifted the curtains of the carriage and looked out. Her breath of excitement immediately choked in her throat – she saw the magnificent double story gate towers standing on both sides of the palace gate, like the feet of an ancient giant stepping on the ground. The people passing by during this time were as small as ants.


    Shaoshang unconsciously put her head out of the window and nearly looked up at a right angle. It wasn’t until Madam Xiao’s voice of reprimand that she drew back. The little eunuch, who was riding beside her, said with a smile, “The young mistress of the Cheng family has never been to the palace. It’s no wonder that she is surprised. However, there are more than ten times from the south to the north of such gates.” Shaoshang was shocked.


    Cheng Shi looked outside and was about to help his wife get off the carriage. Then the little eunuch said, “Commander Cheng, you don’t have to come down. His Majesty ordered that the female relatives walk slowly and didn’t know when they would arrive at Yongle Palace. He said to take the carriage first and transfer to an imperial carriage on the way.”


    “…Are we going to the North Palace?” Cheng Shi was surprised. “Or the Empress’s palace?”


    Madam Xiao also frowned in surprise. Shaoshang didn’t know what the North Palace was but she knew that Yongle Palace should be where the Empress lived.


    The little eunuch politely nodded and affirmed. He yelled at the carriage and drove with him to go on. Along the way, they passed the Ming Tang Tower, which was guarded by light armored archers and heavy armored crossbow soldiers. Through a straight path like a soaring dragon in the sky, and then bypassed the massive Southern Palace complex. They finally arrived at a double track connecting the north and south palaces. Madam Xiao and Shaoshang went into a very solemn and square black palace carriage with a raised eaves design, while Cheng Shi insisted on going down to the ground and walking.


    By the time they arrived at the entrance of the North Palace, all three members of the Cheng family had started walking, which took another half hour.


    The Yongle Palace was not a palace, nor was the Northern Palace a palace. Instead, they were a collection of many palace buildings and offices. Shaoshang saw numerous palace gates and couldn’t remember how many gates and towers she had walked through. She finally arrived at a magnificent and beautiful palace with flying phoenix eaves. Shaoshang looked up and saw the plaque on the palace gate written in ancient and curved words, ‘Yongle.’


    The little eunuch hurriedly passed the message to the palace maid guarding the gate, and then heard the bright and clear voice of the messenger, which was like an echo, penetrating layer upon layer until it was finally inaudible. Shaoshang was horrified. She didn’t know how deep the palace was.


    After a while, someone came inside and invited the three members of the Cheng family to enter. It took nearly a quarter of an hour to reach the side hall. Shaoshang was a bit tired and panting, and when she saw Cheng Shi out of the corner of her eye, he was full of energy. Madam Xiao looked calm and she couldn’t help but secretly admire.


    Looking up, she saw the Emperor she had seen in Tu Mountain that day sitting on the top of the daily bed in plain clothes, and another beautiful and elegant middle-aged woman sat on the same bed. Shaoshang was panicked and couldn’t determine whether this was an Empress or concubine.


    Fortunately, the Cheng Shi couple came forward and kowtowed, saying ‘Your Majesty and Empress.’ Shaoshang breathed a sigh of relief and quickly followed suit, bowing in the same way as her parents. Looking at the clumsy posture of the girl below, the Empress frowned and glanced at the Emperor. He pretended not to see it, smiled, and asked the three of the Cheng family to sit, giving them a soft mat.


    Cheng Shi finished his greeting and respectfully lowered his head. “I don’t know why Your Majesty is calling today. What can I do for you?”


    The Emperor looked kind. “Official Cheng, there is no reason to be so polite. Today, I want to reward you and give your family a share of my worries. Your family’s ability to withdraw from the marriage with the Lou family on your own is truly an injustice.”


    Cheng Shi lowered his head and exchanged a glance with Madam Xiao, both of whom had the meaning of ‘as expected’ in their eyes.


    Shaoshang thought that the Emperor must have been covered in blood droplets of spies. They had left for lunch before being summoned to the palace, which was the speed of the information society.


    “I don’t deserve it. General He was full of loyalty, protecting the people, and being loyal to the country. My whole family admires him greatly, and naturally want to satisfy the general’s dying words.” Cheng Shi pretended to be both aggrieved and moved, and his acting skills were excellent.


    “This official is too humble,” the Emperor said with a smile. “The reward still needs to be given. This is your daughter? Come, sit over here and let me and the Empress take a good look at you.”


    Cheng Shi trembled and his back bristled with sweat. Madam Xiao looked at her daughter with concern.


    Shaoshang felt nervous but stood up and calmly took a small step forward. When she got up, she dragged the cushion forward, spread it out and sat down. She admitted that her demeanor was agile and graceful, but left the two palace maids who had been waiting to serve in her place.


    Now the Empress furrowed her brows and went straight to the Emperor. Upon seeing this situation, Cheng Shi and his wife exclaimed in their hearts that this was not good. Sweat dripped from their foreheads, but they were struggling to speak up and guide their daughter in front of the Emperor.


    The Emperor’s nerves were very strong, indicating that he had not seen the Empress’s surprised expression or the panicked appearance of the Cheng Shi couple. “Sit closer,” he said kindly, “how can you speak from so far away?”  As Shaoshang was about to get up again, the Emperor stopped her, “Don’t move!” Shaoshang stood up straight and stopped halfway, stunned for a moment and unsure of what the Emperor meant.


    At this moment, the two palace maids finally had a place to work and quickly stepped forward to fulfill their duties. One supported Shaoshang to stand while the other bent over and placed the soft cushion three or four steps in front of the Empress. Then, they helped Shaoshang gently sit.


    Shaoshang was moved like a doll. She realized that she had behaved improperly just now. She was sweating so much she felt like Niagara Falls. The primate at the top of the food chain was truly extraordinary!


    Watching the little girl’s stunned expression, the Emperor smiled at her with relief and then looked to see the Empress who remained silent. The Empress looked at the Emperor with disapproval before speaking solemnly, “Young Mistress Cheng, what is your name?”


    Shaoshang quickly regained her composure. “I, um, this offi… uh, people…um.” She wanted to vomit blood, why didn’t anyone train her in palace etiquette?! “Shaoshang.”


    “Shaoshang is a good name,” the Empress paused. “How old are you this year?”


    Shaoshang paused for a moment and asked herself, ‘How big is this body?’ Fortunately, she reacted quickly and remembered some family gossip. She quickly replied, “I still have five… um… I’m about to reach my coming-of-age in six or seven months.”


    The Empress’s dignified face seemed to have some cracks, and the Emperor coughed softly beside her.


    The Cheng couple, who were kneeling at the back, couldn’t have pounded their chests if they wanted to. Had they known that their youngest daughter would face the Emperor so quickly, they would have taught her court etiquette even if they had to skip meals and stay up all night!


    The Emperor felt that he had to personally step forward, so he kindly said, “Today you resigned from the Lou engagement, do you feel sad in your heart?”


    Shaoshang cursed that son of a bitch, thinking that the royal couple was hard to deal with. How could she answer that question?! If the answer was not sad, then she was too ruthless and cold. The answer was very sad, and the pain was unbearable. It didn’t seem that the previous Emperor’s commendation was built on the basis of force and difficulty.


    She thought for a moment. “Replying to Your Majesty, although my family did not want to destroy our promise, we knew that this matter must be done.”


    “How do you mean?” the Emperor asked with a smile.


    Shaoshang took a breath and tried not to let her voice tremble. “This little girl once read in a book that ‘heaven and earth are not benevolent, and all things are like stray dogs.’ A few months ago, I saw the tragic situation of the people after the military disaster in Hua County, where my uncle was in charge. This little girl thought, ‘Because heaven and earth are merciless and indifferent to the world, I, as a human being, should cherish kindness and righteousness, and help and sympathize with others.’ Otherwise, focusing solely on my own interests and disregarding the tears and blood of others is no different from beasts.” After speaking that convoluted line, she felt that she didn’t have enough air in her lungs. She quickly lowered her head and sat down, afraid to make any unnecessary moves.


    The Emperor chuckled lightly, but the Empress did not smile. When she looked at the young girl, her eyebrows showed a hint of surprise.


    Madam Xiao closed her eyes and sighed in secret, ‘It’s over.’


    After the Emperor smiled, he seriously expressed his satisfaction with those words and even praised Cheng Shi and Madam Xiao for their good parenting skills. Cheng Shi happily accepted them, but Madam Xiao blushed and dared not even mention them.


    Without a word of praise, the Emperor asked the little eunuch to take the Cheng family to the side compartment for rest.


    The Emperor advocated simplicity. Although the palace city was built tall, the decorations inside the palace was not actually luxurious. The decoration was only based on simplicity. Shaoshang and her parents stayed in this simple and clean side room without saying a word for a long time. Finally, Shaoshang broke the silence with gossip. “Hey, Father, the Empress is even more beautiful than Mother.”


    “No nonsense,” Madam Xiao said with a frown. “How can you talk at will?”


    “But it’s true. Recently, Father gave me a few pearls from the seaside. The Empress is as dazzling and beautiful as those pearls.”


    “If you have the ability, mention it. Perhaps His Majesty and the Empress will reward you as soon as they are happy,” Cheng Shi said. “It’s very useful to say that.”


    “If I say it to her face, it’s like patting a horse to greet them,” Shaoshang muttered. “I can’t say it.”


    Madam Xiao endured for a while and finally cursed in a low voice, “You only know how to say those useless things. Usually, when you are asked to read more, you have many wrong reasons. ‘Heaven and earth are not benevolent, and all things are straw dogs.’ It doesn’t mean to treat all things as pigs and dogs indifferently, but rather that heaven and earth treat everything the same, and everything develops naturally! Did you know?”


    “Is that what that sentence means?” Shaoshang was taken aback. “However, I’m also quite right. Indeed, heaven and earth do not care about the world, so people only need to help each other.”


    “What Niao Niao said is not so outrageous,” Cheng Shi quickly chimed in. “I have heard the elder brother of Madam Sang discuss the scriptures at the Imperial Academy, and what is said in the classics depends on how you interpret it. As long as you can justify yourself, it’s not impossible.”


    “Father, you’re right!” Shaoshang said happily and pulled her father’s sleeve.


    “Oh, Commander Cheng seems to have some insights into ancient books,” Madam Xiao sneered.


    Cheng Shi immediately ate the screw and stuttered, “This, this…”


    “Father, don’t be afraid, there’s me!” Shaoshang confidently patted Father Cheng on the shoulder. “Let me take a guess.”


    Cheng Shi didn’t give his daughter face and said, “‘Don’t try to show off your abilities. Knowing is knowing and not knowing is not knowing. Let your mother laugh a little.”


    “Father, this is to sweep away the prestige of the family!” Shaoshang leaned forward and took a gamble. “Well, I will say this. First of all, I have read this sentence. Naturally, your daughter hasn’t read many books, and it’s just a few important things in Hundred Schools of Thought.” Science students also had elective courses in history and culture. Although, she was confused about the content, and couldn’t understand clearly.


    “Confucius said benevolence, Meng said righteousness. Xunzi believed that human nature is inherently evil and ‘heaven and earth are not benevolent’ or something like that is not what these three people said. The Legalist school talks about pros and cons, while the Mohist school needs to love both. The former only cares about the pros and cons of the world, so there is no time to explore the benevolence of heaven and earth. The latter feels that heaven and earth are simply too benevolent, and people are so benevolent that they don’t cherish each other. So, it isn’t them, either! Finally, only Laozi and Zhuangzi are left now…”


    Cheng Shi couldn’t help but smile and Madam Xiao looked at her daughter with a faint smile on her lips.


    “This should be what Laozi said,” Shaoshang said firmly.


    “Why isn’t it Zhuangzi?” Madam Xiao asked with a smile.


    “Because out of the Taoist books, your daughter has only read Laozi,” Shaoshang said proudly. “I’ve never read Zhuangzi at all!”


    In addition to the few lines in martial arts book such as ‘sucking wind and drinking dew,’ ‘life is also joyful,’ and ‘Zhuang Sheng dreamed of a butterfly,’ and half a line about a fish called Kunpeng in the Northern Underworld, she had never read any books by Zhuangzi.


    Cheng Shi stayed quiet for a long time. “Is she right?” He turned to his wife and asked.


    Madam Xiao glared at her husband and leaned over to acquiesce.


    “You guessed it right?!” Cheng Shi was overjoyed, but dare not laugh loudly. He whispered, “I said you were clever and agile! Naturally, it’s all thanks to Madam. Your mother gave birth to such a smart and lovely child for me.” The desire for survival made him backtrack on his boasting halfway through.


    Madam Xiao looked at the proud father and daughter. She couldn’t hold back and finally chuckled lightly.


    …


    The Emperor and Empress, who were standing quietly outside the wooden gate of the pavilion, walked away quietly while the eunuchs and palace maids behind them followed in silence.


    As they walked to another palace, the Emperor finally burst out laughing. “I’ll tell you, Zisheng wouldn’t have a crush on a worthless woman. Although this young lady from the Cheng family lacks some upbringing, her character is upright, cheerful, and not bad either.”


    The Empress smiled and sighed. “Your Majesty, stop pretending. It would be great if she could teach Zisheng to look at others differently.”


    “She just boasted about the beauty of the Empress, so you can pretend not to care!” The Emperor said with a smile.


    “When is Your Majesty planning to speak up? By the way, you just summoned Wan Songbai. Do you want him to pull some strings?”


    The Emperor waved his hand. “It’s no good. It looks like Zisheng has been snooping on his fiancé for a long time, at least more than a month.”


    The Empress thought to herself, ‘Is that a fact?’


    The Emperor felt at ease and said, “Official Cheng and his family should be finished speaking. Send someone to pass them on. Let’s gather for a family dinner tonight.”


    …


    IT’S STARTING Y’ALL!


    Next Chapter: And Then Betrothed Again
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    Chapter Sixty-Seven:
And Then Betrothed Again


    Soon, the little eunuch came to tell them that General Wan and his wife were coming, and the Emperor asked Commander Cheng and his wife to talk with them. An elegantly dressed girl following the eunuch smiled and pulled Shaoshang’s hand, saying, “The elders have something to say. The Empress has instructed me to take you to the front hall and wait first.”


    Shaoshang looked at the small eunuch who came to pass the edict, and saw him nodding slightly behind her, so she dared to answer.


    This young girl had a dignified and gentle appearance, and as she walked with Shaoshang, she said, “My name is Luo Jitong. My father, Captain Luo Zhu of Changshui, is grateful to the Empress for not abandoning me. A few years ago, I was chosen as the accompanying maid of the Fifth Princess. Younger Sister Shaoshang, please call me Sister Jitong.”


    Shaoshang listened quietly and whispered, “Sister Jitong, I don’t quite understand the rules of the palace. I’m afraid the banquet later will make a fool of myself. Can you tell me who people are tonight?”


    “Sister, don’t worry, there won’t be many people at the dinner tonight, just a few of the grown princes and princesses.”


    After experiencing the appropriate etiquette blow, Shaoshang felt broken. Her past life experience had taught her that it was better to have no books than to believe in books, and to be dead than to be a human being. Never trust a stranger with all your heart and soul. She was kind and will be taken care of if she didn’t open her mouth. If the other person has ulterior motives and makes herself believe in false news, it would be even worse.


    Shaoshang didn’t even have a few bites of lunch because of her sadness, and she kowtowed all the way. Her hunger had already withered, and coupled with the mournful Director Xiao’s specially designed appearance, she knew she had a unique persuasive ability to pretend to be sick at this moment without even looking in the mirror.


    Luo Jitong carefully observed the surprisingly silent young lady of the Cheng family, feeling greatly surprised. She had received several young ladies from official families in front of the Empress, either chattering incessantly to cover up nervousness or being directly frightened and afraid to speak out. Who was like this person in front of her, who knew everything was not clear, but didn’t ask too many questions?


    The group didn’t walk long before they arrived at a brightly lit front hall, which had already been decorated with two rows of long food tables. Most of the food tables had already been filled with many richly dressed imperial children. Shaoshang looked up and made a secret sound. The Emperor and Empress were frugal and had woolen yarn to use. Looking at their children, the bright and blinding pearls, jade, and stones on their bodies could be used together to save half of the butter candles behind them. They were also more environmentally friendly and energy-saving!


    Luo Jitong bowed first and then led Shaoshang to show off. In an instant, the ranking of the names and titles of a pile of royal relatives and nobles was like an explosive cake, squeezing into the information storage capacity of Shaoshang. But she didn’t panic, either. Who was stronger in memory technology? The Heavenly Dynasty’s voluntary duck stuffing thieves were stronger!


    Although it was unknown how many litters the Emperor gave birth to, there were currently only five princes and five princesses present. Among them, His Highness the Crown Prince was an old acquaintance, and his short beard was still as kind and amiable as a Sage’s father. The reserved and smiling young woman sitting with him should be the Crown Princess. The second, third, fourth, and fifth princes did not bring a spouse to save space for the banquet.


    The Second Prince with his chin on the horizontal line, who did not have the life of a prince, gave birth to the appearance of a prince. It seemed that the Third Prince was not easy to offend. His face was upright and body was cold. It seemed that everyone owed him something. The Fourth Prince was also an old face and smiled at Shaoshang in a friendly manner. At first glance, the Fifth Prince looked like a literary and artistic youth, but at second glance, he looked more like a second-rate person.


    For example, when Shaoshang saluted him, others nodded gracefully, but he said, “Young Mistress Cheng, your etiquette is not right. Ah, what is the sin of losing one’s honor in the palace?”


    Young Mistress Wang Ling, who was present everywhere, was also there today. Upon hearing this, she chuckled loudly and said, “Your Highness, Sister Shaoshang hasn’t even read more than a few words since she was young. It’s not easy for her to do this today.”


    Shaoshang stood up with her head tilted and a confused expression on her face. “Sister Jitong,” she said. “Is it wrong for me to greet? Why didn’t His Majesty and the Empress scold me?”


    “His Majesty and the Empress are kind,” Luo Jitong smiled. “Your negligence in etiquette is not your fault, so naturally it will not be blamed on you.” At this point, she also turned to the Fifth Prince and Wang Ling. “Not only that, His Majesty has repeatedly praised Young Mistress Cheng for her profound understanding of justice and sharing their worries.”


    The Fifth Prince and Wang Ling immediately shut up and didn’t speak. Shaoshang looked gratefully at Luo Jitong, who also smiled back.


    The First, Second, and Third Princesses had all gotten married. Today, they each returned to their mothers’ house with their handsome and ugly husbands of different heights, and their respective expressions were also diverse. The Eldest Princess and her husband looked like they were colleagues. They ate, drank, and breathed together but did not make eye contact at all. The Third Princess was a passer-by and her husband was air, always putting her head at a 45-degree angle away from her husband. Only the Second Princess and her husband were the most normal. The two whispered and laughed from time to time, while not forgetting to greet relatives. The Fourth and Fifth Princesses have not yet married. The former occasionally curled her lips, while the latter looked after herself and had no dust in their eyes.


    In addition to them, there was also the Princess of Yuchang who had been widowed for several years at the banquet. Luo Jitong said that she was the only granddaughter of the Emperor’s uncle. Those noble women, relying on their high position, were too lazy to pay attention to Shaoshang. With a slight nod, they left to speak on their own. Only the Second Princess smiled and asked Shaoshang a few intimate words, and even took off the golden butterfly pendant from her waist as a gift. Shaoshang took it with both hands and bowed in gratitude.


    After bowing in circles, Shaoshang was exhausted and breathless. She couldn’t help but secretly scold the Emperor as a dead old man with abscesses in his brain. The old lady donated a thin skinned and tender flesh to the country for the people, and the foolish and sweet fiancé gave him a little reward. She didn’t see him kowtow his head while starving first, and her blood sugar was low and she was about to die. Was it because the Emperor planned to save some expenses?!


    According to the order of superiority and inferiority, Shaoshang’s seat was arranged at the last table on the left, and Young Mistress Wang Ling was only one seat ahead of her. Shaoshang looked at Wang Ling and couldn’t help but smile. Wang Ling tried hard not to look at her with a straight face, but Shaoshang wouldn’t let go of this person who had repeatedly troubled her. “Older Sister,” she whispered. “If I didn’t come today, you would have been in the last seat.”


    Wang Ling was furious and turned back, “How dare you mock me?!”


    “No, no, no, how dare I?!” Shaoshang smiled and waved her hand repeatedly, continuing in a low voice. “This is the imperial banquet, and we are fortunate enough to have the opportunity to attend. Any seat is a blessing in heaven.”


    The Third Princess was looking at her own husband’s nose and listened to the incessant chatter of the Wang and Cheng daughters next to her. “What are you arguing about?” she angrily scolded. “Is this where you’re joking? A’Ling, how come you don’t understand the rules so well? Your mother has taught you for so many years! Young Mistress Cheng, if you neglect your etiquette again, I’ll beat you out!”


    Wang Ling and Shaoshang shrank their necks in together. Wang Ling could still hesitantly plead guilty based on her blood relationship, but Shaoshang was tired of such overwhelming behavior. However, she dared not face it head-on and could only silently endure it. As a result, the more she endured, the hungrier she became.


    As the Emperor and his entourage were coming late, Shaoshang secretly touched the brocade bag hanging around her waist. A’Zhu had stuffed two cakes inside, but how could she find a place where no one could see and eat those cakes. With low blood sugar, she even refused to work with her imagination. Shaoshang, who had been looking for a long time, could only tell the attendant behind her that she wanted to change clothes – life was forced, but she didn’t expect her to have to steal some pastries in the imperial room. It could be seen that life was like a drama, and it was all about torture and love scenes!


    Shaoshang walked to a corridor and held onto the pillar with one hand to reach her feet. After putting on one shoe, she was lifting her foot to reach the other. Suddenly, the bored Fifth Princess became playful and chuckled at Wang Ling in a low voice, “Look at me, I’ll give you a small break.”


    Then she took a small step like a breeze and kicked the second shoe away before Shaoshang could reach it. Then she proudly said, “Young Mistress Cheng, you have such a sharp tongue. Let’s take a look at your footwork!”


    It had just rained lightly, and the stone slabs on the ground were wet. Shaoshang only had one shoe on, so she would either have to step on the wetland or jump over on one foot. The palace ladies saw the Fifth Princess standing motionless, and no one moved.


    No one dared pick up the shoe for Shaoshang.


    Shaoshang felt angry in her heart. In fact, she didn’t mind jumping on one foot, but this sense of shame was too annoying.


    But she wasn’t a child anymore. At the beginning, she couldn’t even tolerate the broken mouths of the meddling women in town, not to mention this little bitch in front of her with her sloppy eyes, eight eyebrows, and pimples on her forehead! Wait and see, one day she would get revenge!


    Shaoshang was planning to take a breath –


    “What are you doing?!” a stern and solemn young man’s voice suddenly burst in.


    The crowd quickly looked up and saw a tall young man with a dark golden halo on his back walking swiftly, imposing. The Fifth Princess and Wang Ling took a step back together, and Shaoshang was frightened and sat down on the steps in the corridor.


    The young man approached and everyone saw his face, it was Ling Buyi!


    “Eleventh Lang!” The proud expression on the Fifth Princess’s face disappeared, and her voice filled with joy.


    Wang Ling took a step forward, opened her mouth in surprise and closed it again, giving a scrupulous glance at the Fifth Princess next to her.


    Ling Buyi didn’t even glance at them and walked straight to Shaoshang, picking up the shoe on the way.


    Shaoshang’s frightened heart was about to jump out of her throat, and she frantically shouted, “Don’t come over, don’t come over!” Unfortunately, things went against her wishes. Ling Buyi approached step by step, and the eyes of Fifth Princess and Wang Ling widened, including those of the surrounding palace ladies who looked at each other in fear.


    Walking up to Shaoshang, Ling Buyi bent down to catch the girl’s ankle. In front of everyone, Shaoshang’s thick skin was not enough to look at. While shrinking her foot, she chuckled to ease the atmosphere. “…Master Ling, don’t be so polite. I can do it myself! Ah…”


    Unexpectedly, Ling Buyi placed the shoe on the corridor and instead went to catch Shaoshang’s already dressed foot. He quickly pulled down and dragged the shoe – Shaoshang was foolish, and the surrounded area was covered in faded flowers. The eyes of Fifth Princess and Wang Ling were almost falling out.


    Ling Buyi immediately took off his boots, and stepped up, with his broad shoulders and strong arms leaning slightly downwards to one side. He grabbed her arm and lifted Shaoshang to walk inside.


    “Eleventh Lang, you treat me like nothing!” the Fifth Princess finally regained her senses and shouted out in a sharp voice.


    Ling Buyi stopped as if he had just seen her and said calmly, “Oh, it’s Your Highness. I was about to report to the Empress. I was about to tell the Empress that the old madam of the Yue family seemed to have recovered from her illness. It seems you might be married soon.”


    The Fifth Princess turned pale. “You are the only one who said this.”


    Ling Buyi thought for a moment. “Another thing, since the wedding date is around the corner, I hope Princess can quickly clean up those things in the mansion…” He paused, and a hint of sarcasm appeared on his fair and handsome face. “Those rangers.”


    The Fifth Princess’s face flushed with embarrassment. “Who told you to avoid me like a snake or scorpion?” she whispered. “I just found some people to play with…”


    Ling Buyi ignored her and continued to stride towards the hall with Shaoshang.


    Shaoshang felt that she had already been shot through by four eyes behind her. That’s right, she wanted to find a way to get even with the Fifth Princess, but she didn’t expect to be able to do it so quickly. “…Master Ling, please don’t…” No matter how stupid she was, she knew that this was not a good thing. It was okay for the two of them to talk and chat and this matter must not attract attention!


    Ling Buyi walked quickly and stepped into the front hall with two steps. As soon as everyone in the hall saw him, they either stood up or looked sideways from below the Crown Prince, and spoke out and shouted, “Zisheng is here!” “Zisheng, if you came late today, you will be punished for three drinks!”


    “Eleventh Lang!” The Fourth Princess also stood straight, unable to conceal the joy in her eyes.


    Ling Buyi stopped slightly when he passed her, bowed his head and said, “I heard that the wedding date between Her Highness and the princes of Xuanhou has been set. I’m going to congratulate you first!”


    The Fourth Princess suddenly fell silent, as if she had been stabbed by a knife, and sat back in her seat.


    Ling Buyi also bowed to Princess Yuchang, who was standing next to the Fourth Princess. “Princess, please be well,” he said respectfully.


    “…Buyi…” Princess Yuchang, who was elegant and beautiful, looked lost.  


    After a few words, Ling Buyi pulled Shaoshang forward towards the Crown Prince’s seat near the top of the hall. Shaoshang’s frightened form trembled, knowing that she could never walk alone again at this moment. She waved her arm vigorously and stopped. “Master Ling, please be careful! My seat is over there…”


    Ling Buyi’s eyes were as bright as stars, and he looked at her calmly, “Do you think I will harm you?”


    Shaoshang plunged into those beautiful eyes and shook her head vigorously.


    Ling Buyi smiled slightly and pulled her all the way to the seat next to the Crown Prince, then pressed her to sit next to him.


    Shaoshang had already become both physically and mentally numb. The eyes of the royal relatives who had just been too lazy to look at her were all in unison, revealing only a hint of surprise, while those who could not conceal were directly stuttering and whispering.


    “…What’s going on? Does Zisheng know Young Mistress Cheng?” the second husband whispered to the princess.


    “I’ll tell you what, the last time she went to investigate Zisheng’s injury, I felt something was wrong…” the Fourth Prince whispered to the Third Prince.


    “Do you know about this, Elder Brother?” The Second Prince went to look at the Crown Prince, dissatisfied.


    At such a time, how could it be without the performance of the Fifth Prince? He looked at the girl who was shrinking next to Ling Buyi with a blatant smile and said maliciously, “Zisheng, this Young Mistress Cheng thinks highly of herself, I think it’s a good idea to accept her into your home…”
[He’s talking about accepting her as a concubine.]


    “Fifth Prince, don’t think about it anymore.” Ling Buyi looked coldly at the Fifth Prince. “She has another marriage.”


    “Ah?” Fifth Prince exclaimed in surprise. “Didn’t she just withdraw from the Lou engagement today?”


    “Exactly,” Ling Buyi said lightly. “So, I can marry her.”


    As soon as it was uttered, it was like pouring cold water and hot oil. It instantly exploded the entire front hall, and the room was filled with incredulous faces. Everyone was shocked, and the Crown Prince suddenly stood up and choked out, “What did you say?!”


    “How could this be possible?!” the Third Princess exclaimed, unable to hold back her cold expression.


    Princess Yuchang couldn’t even stand at her lost station, and everyone, including Luo Jitong, remained speechless in surprise for a long time.


    Shaoshang almost got angry, and now she didn’t care about any nonsense etiquette. She forcefully pulled on Ling Buyi’s sleeve and pleaded in a low voice, “Master Ling… don’t get excited, don’t ruin a big event in your life just to stand up for me! Actually, I have nothing to do, and you have a need to have a tolerance for helping others.”


    The Third Prince couldn’t help but snort when he heard this.


    Ling Buyi turned his head and gave the Third Prince a cold look. He was about to retort but there was a burst of hurried footsteps and a dignified and surprised voice from the side, “Zisheng’s words are serious!”


    When everyone saw that the Emperor had arrived, they quickly bent down and prostrated themselves.


    The Emperor shook off several people behind him and took a few steps forward to Ling Buyi. “Are you serious about what you just said?” he asked.


    Ling Buyi looked up. “Replying to Your Majesty,” he said sternly. “This statement is true. I request Your Majesty to act as an elder and propose marriage to the Cheng family.”


    The Emperor’s face was rosy and beaming with joy. “Naturally, naturally!” he said. “I will make the decision for you!” He was naturally reserved, and at this moment he even laughed loudly, indicating that he was indeed extremely happy.


    “Official Cheng, Official Cheng!” the Emperor shouted. “Hurry up!”


    Cheng Shi, who was standing at the back and dumbfounded, was pushed forward by the little eunuch.


    The Emperor affectionately hugged his arm. “Zisheng has been raised by me since he was less than ten years old, he’s just like my own son. Today, I will temporarily act as a father to propose his marriage to Official Cheng. What do you think?!” Although the words were asking, the Emperor’s voice and emotions were as rich as a spring.


    Madam Xiao was anxious. She was about to speak but was stopped by several little eunuchs either intentionally or unintentionally. On the contrary, old comrade Wan Songbai saw this situation and rushed forward, grabbed his sworn brother and shook him hard. “This is a good marriage. What are you still doing? Promise quickly…”


    Cheng Shi was dazed by his sworn brother’s brute force, and his eyes lifted to the eager gaze of the Emperor. Without realizing it, he said, “I am very willing to… it’s such a good marriage.”


    “Okay!” the Emperor exclaimed, with his wide sleeves as high as a bat’s wing. “This marriage is settled!”


    Ling Buyi bowed and kowtowed to show gratitude, then bowed to the stunned Cheng Shi. Cheng Shi was frightened by his dignified salute and didn’t know what to do.


    The Crown Prince was overjoyed, first congratulating Ling Buyi, followed by several princes and princess consorts…


    Amidst the noise, Madam Xiao finally dodged the crowd and approached her husband. “Didn’t we agree to wait at least two months…?”


    “His Majesty and Brother Wan looked at me with burning eyes. How dare I not agree?” Cheng Shi was already dizzy.


    The Empress also walked slowly over and leaned into the Emperor’s ear, “Your Majesty, didn’t you say it would at least take half a month…?”


    “Zisheng’s eyes were burning as he looked at me. How could I not agree to it?” The Emperor’s face was flushed with joy. “After all these years, Eleventh Lang has finally agreed to get married. Wait for a half month, be careful not to have a shop in this village.”


    “This, how can this… how can this…?” Shaoshang lay on the ground, feeling sluggish and stiff.


    Ling Buyi slowly picked her up and grabbed her sleeve with his back hand. “Don’t… Master Ling, if you have something to say well, how can you marry if you don’t agree! If you don’t want to marry, don’t marry. Who says people must get married? These are all outdated and ignorant concepts! Being single is actually quite good, clean and long lived, happy and comfortable!” she whispered anxiously.


    “You… you don’t want to marry me…?” Ling Buyi’s eyes were desolate and cold.


    Shaoshang immediately softened her heart and tone. “It’s not… it’s just that this matter should be considered in the long run.” It seemed like she couldn’t bear the empty window and really didn’t need such a tight, seamless connection!


    “I just withdrew from my engagement this morning!” She was really depressed.


    “What does it matter sooner or later?” Ling Buyi smiled. “Your father promised us to get married. Are you happy?”


    Shaoshang looked at his sincere gaze and unconsciously nodded. But she also felt that the point of this matter was not whether Master Cheng agreed or not.


    Looking around, the five princesses and Wang Ling stood at the door and gritted their teeth, looking fierce and ready to eat someone. The Fourth Princess and Princess Yuchang, who stumbled and collapsed in their seats, looked sorrowful ­– the woman’s thoughts were easy to guess, but it was just visible and unable to swallow.


    But those princes, consorts, eunuchs, and concubines, with all kinds of eyes, whether bright or dark, were examining themselves, weighing the hidden meaning of this marriage. Suddenly, Shaoshang felt lost in her heart, as if she had stepped into an unknown realm, and from then on, everything could not be controlled by her.


    (End of Volume 2)


    …


    We are finished volume 2! Only three more to go! I’m not sure if I like this version of the proposal or the drama’s adaption. I’m happy that Madam Xiao was stopped by the eunuchs and didn’t go on her character assassination in front of the entire imperial family. But Shaoshang really had NO say, at all. And you can tell she feels lost and helpless.


    Also, for those reading The Story of Minglan, updates should continue starting sometime next week. I’ve spent the last week translating and am in the editing stage. So sorry for the delay!
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    Volume 3: Picking Hibiscus in the River, and the Orchids with Many Herbs


    Chapter Sixty-Eight:  
The First Engagement Contract War (Part 1)


    This was an exhausting marriage. The three Cheng family members had been talking to each other all the way in the carriage but didn’t know where to start. Father Cheng looked confused and tightly held onto his cuffs, as if he had just been eaten by a monk; Director Xiao’s expression was solemn and filled with a sense of ceremony like hosting a memorial service. Shaoshang rustled like a small mouse, nibbling on the pastry in her hand.


    Director Xiao couldn’t bear it anymore, “Only two cakes, and you haven’t finished yet?”


    Shaoshang swallowed the pastry in her mouth. “I ate A’Zhu’s earlier. This is what Ling Buyi gave me when he left the Changqiu Palace.”


    Cheng Shi sighed and looked at his daughter as if she was eating a snake.


    It was already late at night when they returned to the Cheng Mansion, and the old and young were all asleep. Only the three brothers of the Cheng family and Cheng Yang led a group of servants with lanterns, stretching their necks and waiting at the door. Madam Xiao was too lazy to talk nonsense, and with a wave of her long sleeve, she summoned the children to Nine Zhui Hall to hold a family seminar and have a night off. Cheng Shi sat tall with a golden sword and briefly told everyone about the engagement in the palace that day.


    The three brothers of the Cheng family were all stunned. After exchanging a few incredulous glances, they all went to look at their younger sister across the table who was warmly eating a late-night snack. Only Cheng Yang and Qing Cong, who arranged the food table for the Cheng Shi couple were calm. The former had never seen or heard of Ling Buyi, while the latter had seen and had a wide range of knowledge, and was mature and steady.


    There was a moment of silence in the Nine Zhui Hall, and only the cheerful chewing sound of Shaoshang was heard. After a long time, Cheng Yong tentatively asked, “… Father, Mother, should we visit the in-laws?”


    This was also a strange marriage. The current Emperor acted as an elder for his adopted son, but the problem was that Ling Buyi was not an orphan without a father or mother. His parents were still alive and well!


    Father Cheng looked puzzled. “Speaking of it…” he said, looking at his wife. “I don’t know Marquis Ling yet.” He had seen him several times during the Great Court meeting and vaguely remembered him as a handsome middle-aged man with a gentle demeanor.


    Madam Xiao clenched her jaw and remained silent.


    Cheng Shi saw his wife was ignoring him and turned to look at his daughter. “You, you… you can still eat?”


    At this moment, Shaoshang’s enthusiasm for food finally came to an end. She picked up the pottery jar next to the food table, scooped a spoonful of water to rinse her mouth, and said, “Why can’t I eat? It’s not because I promised to have a marriage.”


    Father Cheng’s lips were not blown out, and he glared back and cursed. “That’s because you secretly met Ling Buyi!”


    Shaoshang put down the pottery jar. “Father,” she said earnestly, “it’s too late to hold anyone accountable at this time. It’s better to think of a solution.”


    Feeling unable to keep up with the situation, Cheng Yang hesitated for a while before timidly saying, “…Uncle, Niao Niao, since that Master Ling is an important person, isn’t this marriage a good thing? Why are you…?”


    As soon as this statement was made, all members of the Cheng family, except for Shaoshang, sighed together, unsure how to answer the question.


    “Mother, tell me about Ling Buyi’s parents… I mean, his biological parents,” Shaoshang said.


    Madam Xiao gave her a sullen glance. “I can’t bear to see young ladies and gentlemen these days. Kissing up to each other makes me tired and crooked. You talk about all the romantic things like poems, songs, and prose, but don’t get down to business. Come on! Even talking about marriage without knowing the depth of the water in the family… you deserve to suffer after marriage!”


    “That’s right,” Cheng Shi quickly chimed in. “Your grandparents met three times, and even your grandfather had clearly asked where the ancestral grave was and about the food storage for both families!


    Cheng Shaogong looked sideways at his second brother, and said in a low voice, “Didn’t someone pull up the ancestral grave in Father’s hometown? Where else…?”


    “Shut up,” Cheng Song whispered.


    Shaoshang felt that her character and intelligence were being attacked. “Mother’s words are not right!” she urgently appealed. “When did I kiss Ling Buyi? I’m tired of being accused. I’ve seen him several times and we cannot be more polite! Secondly, you and Father are rushing to get married and want to know everything clearly, but Ling Buyi and I happened to meet by chance. He didn’t show any interest, so I chased after Ling Buyi to ask questions. Isn’t that ridiculous? Besides, Ling Buyi and I haven’t seen each other that many times… just three, four, five, six, seven, eight times…” The more she spoke, the lower her voice became, and it seemed that they had met a little more frequently than she thought. But, every time she met him, she thought she wouldn’t see him again, so why ask her ancestors for eight generations?


    Cheng Yong looked over at his younger sister. “Niao Niao,” he said softly, “don’t you like Master Ling?”


    “Yes…” Cheng Yang also said gently. “When it came to the Lou family’s marriage, Niao Niao was very happy.” It was not the way she was currently upset.


    “So, is A’Yao the one you love in your heart? But he has already…” Cheng Song felt very embarrassed.


    Cheng Shaogong curled his lips. “I don’t think Niao Niao loved Lou Yao much. He listened to whatever she said. He’s two years older than us, and not as strong-minded as I am.”


    Shaoshang couldn’t bear to hear this and glared daggers at him. “Okay, I’ll find you the most independent brother-in-law in the whole city, so that you won’t even dare to sit or breathe when you see him. You’ll be more respectful than when you are praying to the ancestral tablets. You’ll feel comfortable then!”


    “Your Master Ling is much more imposing than an ancestral tablet,” Cheng Shaogong said with a smile. “Last time…”


    “That’s enough!” Director Xiao couldn’t help but rectify discipline and shouted out. “What are you two talking about? If there are any disrespectful words towards your ancestors again, let’s see if I won’t ask for family law!”


    The twins immediately curled their mouths and shrank down, afraid to continue discussing the ancestors.


    Madam Xiao took a deep breath. “Ling Buyi’s biological father, Marquis Ling, is known for his gentle temperament,” she stated. “Although he didn’t show any achievements, he was also one of the earliest important ministers to follow the Emperor. His mother, Madam Huo, was the sister of His Majesty’s deceased sworn brother, Marquis Huo. During his most difficult time that year, His Majesty was hit by heavy enemies from both sides. Thanks to the desperate help of Marquis Huo, he was able to hold down two hundred thousand troops in a solitary city for half a year, which gave His Majesty the power to maneuver and defeat the enemy chieftains separately. Unfortunately, it was only when that he established the foundation of the new dynasty that Marquis Hou and his family died in siege and slaughter, with no children or grandchildren.”


    Shaoshang opened her mouth wide, “They are all dead? Didn’t they have any collateral nephews in their hometown?”


    “The nearest branch had five, but the gathering place was so far away. Besides, Marquis Huo’s family helped His Majesty back then, and there was no bond among the people who didn’t follow him.”


    “Later on,” Madam Xiao continued, “during the war, Marquis Ling and his family were separated. It was easy to retrieve several of them, all claiming that Madam Huo and her son had already died. After a year, Marquis Ling remarried. Unexpectedly, a few months later, Madam Huo brought her son back, and by then, the new wife was already pregnant.”


    “Then let Marquis Ling rest and the new wife break the mirror to reunite. Madam Huo is a remnant of the Huo family!” Shaoshang said lightly.


    “I seem to have heard that Madam Ling… oh, I mean the current Madam Ling has a deep friendship with the old princess of Ruyang,” Cheng Song said after hesitating.


    “Exactly,” Father Cheng said. “During the chaos of war in those days, His Majesty’s aunt, Old Princess Ruyang, suffered a serious injury and illness. At that time, she lacked medical treatment and was either dead or disabled. It was all thanks to the careful care of Madam Ling, who worked day and night for most of the year and dared not slack off. That was how the Old Princess regained her life.”


    “I see, so the Old Princess must be there to support her,” Shaoshang curled her lips. “Then the two sisters should be compatible, and it will be convenient for Marquis Ling.”


    Madam Xiao shook her head. “My family surrendered later, and many things are unknown,” she said. “But I heard that the new madam would like to be a concubine, but Madam Hou has been extremely violent and arrogant since she was a child, and yelled at the new madam. It seemed that the rest was not enough, and she would rather kill her before giving up, let alone sharing the same husband.”


    “…If you hold a grudge like this, the two women are probably old acquaintances. This isn’t a new grudge but an old grudge that caught up to them,” Shaoshang said thoughtfully.


    Cheng Shi glanced admiringly at his daughter. “It was difficult for your mother to find that out,” he said. “It turns out that the new madam was originally a cousin of Marquis Ling’s family. Before Madam Huo disappeared, she had been widowed in the Ling family for many years.”


    Shaoshang chuckled without bothering to hide her disdain. Everyone in the hall made different babbling sounds, all with the same thoughts.


    “Later, when both sides couldn’t reconcile, Madam Huo broke off the marriage with Marquis Ling and now I don’t know where she stays,” Madam Xiao concluded the story. “For this reason, His Majesty felt even more guilty towards the late Marquis Huo. Not long after, His Majesty brought Ling Buyi into the palace from Madam Huo’s side and personally raised him.”


    “This remarried Madam Ling lived with the Ling family back then, and I don’t think she has much family background,” Shaoshang said with a smile. “So it seems that Marquis Ling is a deeply affectionate person, and many women from noble families want him. Instead, he marries his own widowed cousin.”


    “Don’t talk nonsense,” Madam Xiao said in a deep voice. “They are all the elders of Ling Buyi.”


    Shaoshang muttered to herself and stopped speaking.


    Cheng Shi felt deeply aware of his wife’s literary and military skills, but she was not as good as himself when it came to cleaning up his daughter’s little enemy. “Alright,” he said with a stern face, “that’s all about the Ling family. Niao Niao now knows about it. If you have any opinions of this marriage, please speak up quickly. The Emperor spoke with great wisdom and said, ‘If you don’t have any objections, let’s wash and sleep separately, and don’t mess around!’”


    “No, no, no, Father, I have a point!” Shaoshang immediately took the bait and quickly moved up a few steps on her knees.


    “That’s what you’re talking about?” Cheng Song laughed and cursed as he saw his younger sister’s head and brain flustered.


    Shaoshang sighed like an adult. “So, not to mention the messy things of the Ling family, the Lou family is not necessarily clean,” she said. “However, in my heart, A’Yao is clean and transparent. I can feel seventy to eighty percent of what he is thinking and doing. He is willing to listen to me, and I probably know what kind of life we would live and what kind of path we would take in the future. But Ling Buyi is not…” She trailed off, feeling sad. “He’s like the clouds and mist of Mount Wu. I can’t see or touch him clearly.”


    “You have touched before,” Cheng Shaogong said sourly. “I heard Old Cheng Shun say that he pulled you out of the carriage the day before yesterday.”


    Shaoshang immediately became not at all sad and straightened her neck to report to Madam Xiao. “Mother, let me tell you that Shaogong is very romantic! Go search his room and belongings, and I’m sure you can find many pink scarves, silk handkerchiefs, sachets, flower leaves, and other things. They were all given to him by a young girl outside, so there must be love letters!”


    “Shaoshang, you…” Cheng Shaogong immediately became anxious and his face turned to pig liver. “Mother, don’t listen to her, it was forced on me by others! She went back to visit Ling Buyi, and they…”


    “Both of you, shut up!” Director Xiao shouted, and then sat down sullenly. Even if her third son’s mouth was a little broken, it was still within control. But since the twins met, for some reason, it was like uncovering the seal of the millennium old demon, and got her angry three times a day! Sure enough, she should have brought her youngest daughter with her to discipline her!


    Cheng Shi rubbed his forehead. “So, if A’Yao listens to your words, you will be happy about the marriage of the Lou family. If you can’t handle it, you won’t be happy with this marriage, will you?”


    Cheng Yang finally understood and looked at her cousin. “Is that why you…?” She couldn’t understand, and letting someone with ability serve as a support for her was not a blessing to be obedient and trustworthy.


    “Father, why are you so straightforward? But…” Shaoshang twisted her body and said in an embarrassed low voice, “Mother holds you tightly. You see how comfortable Mother has been. If I follow Master Ling, your daughter won’t have such a good marriage.” This was a bloody and vivid case!


    “Niao Niao!” Qing Cong couldn’t bear it anymore and shouted loudly, “How dare you talk about your parents’ relationship like this?”


    This time, the Cheng Shi couple didn’t even bother to get angry and sighed. Cheng Song and Cheng Shaogong glanced at each other and smiled.


    “Master Ling…” Cheng Yong sighed. “What exactly does he like about Niao Niao?” He didn’t mean to belittle his sister, but he was really puzzled.


    In terms of appearance, the beautiful women sent to Ling Buyi’s side in recent years could compete for beauty, and he wasn’t sure if his sister could be ranked in the top ten. In terms of talent and learning, even to this day, his sister could not recognize all the characters and he wasted his time discussing poetry and Fù. In terms of temperament, that was even more difficult to say.


    Upon hearing this, Shaoshang turned and fiercely said, “I don’t understand what Sister Xu’e likes about you, my eldest brother. Now, I’m learning to be gentle and virtuous at home every day, and managing my family properly!”


    Cheng Yong shook his head and looked at his two younger brothers with a clear expression in his eyes that read, ‘Look, what I said is right.’


    Cheng Song had a different opinion. “Qiqi said it well, Shaoshang is affectionate and righteous, smart and quick-witted, able to handle big events when they come, can be entrusted to the honor and disgrace of the future, death can be entrusted to the family’s small grave. How many people in the world are so responsible?”


    “I also think Sister Qiqi is the best woman in the world!” Shaoshang smiled. “She is magnanimous and broad-minded, and whoever marries her in the future will be really lucky! In the future, she will have many children and grandchildren, grow old together, be reunited and beautiful and everything will go smoothly!”


    “You are really good at talking!” Cheng Song smiled.


    “You two, shut up!” Madam Xiao hit the food table vigorously, then turned to look at her husband. “We will ask to see His Majesty tomorrow and refuse this marriage.”


    “Ah?” Cheng Shi was surprised. “Can this be done?”


    “Wait, why not?!” Shaoshang quickly interrupted. “So what? When ancient Emperors abdicated, didn’t they have to refuse three or five times? Don’t you always speak politely about everything?”


    “When Emperor Li usurped the throne, he also declined three or five times, and was very polite…” Cheng Shaogong said coolly.


    “Can you stop talking?” Shaoshang glared at her twin.


    As if she hadn’t heard them, Madam Xiao continued to speak to her husband. “Look at how Niao Niao looks. Do you think His Majesty would like to see such a bride? Not to mention His Majesty, even Ling Buyi may not be very clear about Niao Niao’s true nature.”


    Cheng Shi hesitantly looked at his daughter. Even if viewed without prejudice, a daughter who was a bride was also expected to get three meals a day.


    Cheng Yong arched his hand. “What Mother said is that we might as well refuse. When facing His Majesty, we should truthfully speak about Younger Sister’s temperament and temper. If His Majesty is unwilling, then let this matter pass. If His Majesty still wants the marriage, then if Niao Niao fights with Master Ling in the future, our family can also have an explanation.”


    Cheng Song understood the meaning of those words and said with a smirk, “His Majesty and Master Ling wouldn’t think that Niao Niao’s appearance was gentle, weak, and pitiful.” His younger sister’s appearance and temperament were completely different, a huge contrast. However, when he saw his mother’s direct recognition, he had to remain silent.


    Shaoshang looked at the crowd and twisted her fingers. “I can only talk like this at home,” she muttered. “I’m careful when I talk outside, but… that’s right. I can’t play for a lifetime.” After careful consideration, she did show great understanding, obedience, and general understanding in front of Ling Buyi.


    She looked up at Cheng Shi. “Father, think about it. If I argue and fight with A’Yao, the Lou family will at most divorce me. But if I provoke Ling Buyi, the Emperor may give me a white silk or glass of poisoned wine, and perhaps even implicate Father and Mother for not being strict in their teachings!”


    “Threatening words and sensationalism!” Cheng Shi waved his sleeve vigorously, then scratched his bun. “However, what you said is reasonable. Tomorrow morning, we will go to the palace to see His Majesty and refuse this marriage. Whether it’s successful or not, it’s up to fate.”


    The master of the house had spoken, and Qing Cong and all the children bowed in response.


    Especially for Shaoshang, she inexplicably felt a sense of relief and quickly swung her sleeve back to residence – although she felt sorry for Ling Buyi, her comfort was the most important thing. Ling Buyi was more suitable as a backer. As a husband, she would have a heart attack!


    That night, when everyone went to bed, Madam Xiao lay half asleep between the bedding. Suddenly, she heard her husband’s chest rumble and let out a sigh. “…Yuan Yi, I only now understand what you said that day, ‘If it’s a woman, I can rest assured to marry her to any family.’ If Ling Buyi wants to marry a woman this time, it’s too late for us to be happy. How could we be so worried about gains and losses?”


    Madam Xiao didn’t even open her eyes. “But things in the world are often like this. Those who want to come can’t expect it, and those who don’t want to come will have to deliver it to your door. I know you can’t bear to part with this marriage. Looking for the good, Niao Niao is clever and cunning, witty and pleasing, and hearing one thing and knowing ten. Ling Buyi might love her like that. But, looking at the bad, Niao Niao has a proud and fierce temperament. If a couple like Madam Huo and Marquis Ling turn against each other in the future, we don’t have the deep confidence of the Huo family to support her. Ugly things are always not bad when they are said in the first place.”


    …


    I’ll say it again. I love the interaction of the twins. I wished we got to see more of that in the drama adaptation. 
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    Chapter Sixty-Nine:
The First Engagement Contract War (Part 2)


    The next morning there was neither a big or small court meeting. After Cheng Shi and his wife were dressed, they were about to enter the palace to withdraw their sorrowful daughter. But the little eunuch arrived again with a decree, stating that the Emperor had asked the three Cheng members to enter the palace again.


    “…I don’t know what His Majesty wants to see me for.” Father Cheng also said that he couldn’t bear the frequent blessings.


    “Commander Cheng is pleased with his son-in-law, don’t you need to visit your in-laws?” the little eunuch was all smiles, a stark contrast to his appearance yesterday. “His Majesty is kind and considerate. Today, he also requested Marquis Ling to the palace so that the two families can see each other and discuss marriage in front of His Majesty, so that things can be handled easily.”


    Cheng Shi and Madam Xiao had the same thoughts in their hearts: the Emperor was so afraid of changes in the marriage that he wouldn’t allow the two families to meet on their own. They could only drag out their daughter who was still in bed, wash and dress her, and pulled her out for the little eunuch to have a look at.


    Shaoshang was still sleepy when she was stuffed into the carriage and murmured dreamily, “Father and Mother should go… why did you call me? Didn’t Mother say that I shouldn’t enter the palace again before learning the etiquette or I will have people laugh…”


    “I changed my mind. Today, you will say no to the marriage, and your parents will help you,” Cheng Shi said solemnly.


    That woke Shaoshang up immediately. “I’ll say it myself? Is that appropriate? Isn’t this a big event that should be handled by the elders?”


    “Why not?” Cheng Shi said. “It’s not like your father wants to end this marriage.”


    “I knew that Father couldn’t bear to part with this marriage,” Shaoshang said angrily. “How about you marry Ling Buyi yourself!”


    “Believe it or not, if I were a daughter, Ling Buyi is such a good son-in-law that I would have married him twenty times in one go without even hesitating!”


    “Father is a fool who only sees the benefits in front of him!”


    “You’re just an unfilial girl with no eyes at all!”


    This period of nutrient-free mutual confrontation ended in Director Xiao’s low hiss, as usual.


    Before the three of them could start a new topic, they heard the sound of the handover sign opening at the palace gate outside of the carriage. The short journey this time stunned all three members of the Cheng family. After inquiring, they found out that this time, they did not enter through the entire palace city from the South Main Gate, but instead entered the North Palace from the Upper West Gate, directly leading to Changqiu Palace where the Empress resided.


    After taking a short detour, Shaoshang returned to the rear hall of Chanqiu Palace, where she had been yesterday. As she knelt down, she saw both the Emperor and Empress sitting with their heads held high in their usual attire. In addition to the Huangmen Palace maidservants who were standing or kneeling, there was also a middle-aged gentleman with an excellent appearance and demeanor sitting in the hall.


    The middle-aged gentleman smiled and nodded at Cheng Shi and his wife, and looked at Shaoshang carefully. Seeing her innocent behavior and careless etiquette, a look of surprise and doubt appeared in his eyes. This kind of expression was rarely seen by Shaoshang. Last time in the Tu Mountain imperial tent, the Emperor also had this same expression when he first saw her – she immediately understood who this person was.


    Before the Cheng family arrived, the Emperor seemed a bit tired. The Empress smiled and pointed to the middle-aged scholar, saying, “This is Zisheng’s father, Marquis Ling Yi of Chengyang…” She pointed to the Cheng family. “This is Commander Cheng and his wife, and Shaoshang… please meet each other.”


    Father Cheng and Father Ling hurriedly bowed to each other, while Madam Xiao tugged her stunned daughter and bowed behind her.


    “…Zisheng is not young anymore. Even my princes who are younger than Zisheng have concubines and children, but Zisheng is still alone,” the Emperor said. “I can’t rest assured until I see Zisheng’s life-long affairs be met. Otherwise, I’m afraid I won’t be able to face Brother Huo in a hundred years.”


    Ling Yi lowered his head to listen, and when he heard ‘Huo,’ his body moved slightly. “Your Majesty’s words are shameful to me,” he hurried to say. “When it comes to Zisheng being my son, I should have cared about these matters. However, Your Majesty’s kindness has not only nurtured Zisheng carefully over the years, but also given him important responsibilities. I am truly grateful…”


    Shaoshang was sitting on the side listening, and really wanted to say, Uncle Ling really knew how to put gold on his face, as if the Emperor cared about Ling Buyi because he wanted to take advantage of the already deceased Huo clan!


    Perhaps everyone present also had this idea, but the Emperor had a benevolent nature from his mouth to his heart. After his lips moved slightly, he didn’t say anything. Once Ling Yi finished his lengthy thank-you speech, he said, “The marriage is now settled. Commander Cheng is upright, loyal, and brave, with wise and decisive strategies…”


    Shaoshang’s mouth twitched and she thought to herself, ‘The Cheng family has no support and Second Uncle Cheng was not a resource expert. We can’t even form a fan group. Emperor, you can only praise Father Cheng’s personal qualities.’


    “As you can see, Young Mistress Cheng is polite and filial, has a pleasant and easy-going nature, and is a prosperous marriage partner…” The Emperor seemed to slightly purse his lips, and Shaoshang answered him in her heart. If you can’t continue to praise, don’t praise. It’s embarrassing to exaggerate, like a navy with no money.


    “…is worthy of being the wife of Zisheng!” The Emperor finished his praise with difficulty and then concluded, “You don’t need to worry about the marriage. The Empress prepared for Zisheng many years ago…”


    The Empress suppressed a smile and glanced at him – from the age of fifteen, the Emperor had been eagerly anticipating for his adopted son to marry and have children, like a cooking pot. However, as the years passed, the stove was cold and the rice was raw, and the iron pot was rusted into a hollowed-out dish. The wives that had been saved for his adopted son over the years was enough to marry the entire Cheng family three times!


    “…I’m watching over everything. So, what else do you have to say?”


    Ling Yi felt bitter in his heart and still had two words to defend. “Your Majesty, the marriage of Zisheng is still under the jurisdiction of this official.”


    “Your Majesty!” Father Cheng held on as long as he could under the urgent gaze of his wife and daughter. He dared not talk to the Emperor, but could only talk to his in-law Ling Yi. “Your Majesty, I have something to report.”


    The Emperor was taken aback, waved his sleeves and said, “Speak.”


    Cheng Shi took a deep breath and, in a trembling voice, said, “If I may be so bold… Your Majesty… Please resign from this marriage.”


    As soon as this statement was uttered, the officials and servants were all amazed. The Empress half stood up and exclaimed in surprise, “Commander Cheng, what are you talking about?”


    The Emperor’s face was calm, “What does Official Cheng mean by this? What makes Zisheng dissatisfied with you?”


    The displeasure of the Emperor could be heard by everyone. Father Cheng trembled in fright, and cursed his daughter in his belly for not worrying about it. A fine sweat appeared on his forehead. “No, no, no, Master Ling has a natural and graceful demeanor, with his literary and military skills, he is like a good son-in-law who fell from the sky. I can’t be dissatisfied with anything! B-but… but this minister’s daughter…”


    He let out a long sigh. “Shaoshang is really stubborn!” he said in a painful tone. “She can’t study well, can’t practice martial arts and doesn’t have any moral character, and doesn’t cultivate her oral morality. Yesterday, after I returned home, I thought and thought about it and felt that I couldn’t hide this or report it. If I wronged Master Ling in the future, how can I handle Your Majesty’s kindness in the future?”


    Cheng Shi finished his belittling in one breath, feeling deeply that he really was a good father and had done his best for his daughter.


    Shaoshang’s face was hot. Although it was not true that she meant it, being criticized in front of so many people still made her feel embarrassed.


    Madam Xiao was also not feeling well, feeling the Empress’s surprised gaze from above, and her face turned blue and white.


    Ling Yi was a bit unresponsive. As a father who didn’t see his son except for several times a year, he had become accustomed to people flocking to his son. Today, he unexpectedly encountered such a situation. He thought to himself, was he even willing to welcome or refuse? He couldn’t help but look at Cheng Shi’s rough and thick face, but he didn’t think it looked like anything special.


    The Emperor accepted his displeasure, looked at the young girl kneeling beside him, and thought to himself, ‘Actually, I also think your daughter is a bit unworthy of being with my adopted son, but why are you so honest?’ He was about to speak when suddenly Ling Buyi stepped next to the little eunuch outside the hall.


    Everyone paused in their discussion and looked up. Through the flower lattice of the palace window, a beam of dawn shined through, and in the backlight, a handsome and tall young man with a silver crown and plain robe arrived. His hair was as black as ink, his skin as frozen as snow, and his steps not slow or urgent. Set off by his clean and cold temperament, the brilliance of the morning light also faded, as if he was the only source of light.


    The Emperor and Empress unconsciously smiled, and Ling Yi’s eyes showed a look of both surprise and sadness. Father Cheng looked at him, feeling as though he had lost a billion yuan. His heart felt empty and uncomfortable, and even Madam Xiao, who had many scruples in her heart, secretly sighed in the presence of such elegance.


    Ling Buyi’s figure undulated like a mountain ridge, and he bowed to the Emperor and Ling Yi in succession. Ling Yi’s happy eyes flickered and he said, “Okay, good. I haven’t seen you for a long time. When will you be free to come home and get together?”


    Shaoshang couldn’t help but mutter to herself, ‘What should we gather together, with your ‘Madam Xu Xian’ or with your later children?’


    The was no need for Ling Buyi to open his mouth and answer these words. He was moved by the good adoptive father of the Heavenly Dynasty and said, “I have been busy with a lot of things recently, so let’s wait until later.”


    Ling Yi naturally knew that this ‘later’ was far away, but he didn’t dare refute it, so he could only bow his head and agree.


    Ling Buyi smiled and looked at his biological father, as if on a calm sea, no waves would appear under the abyss.


    Shaoshang was a bit strange. Although she had only met the Emperor for the third time, she faintly realized that the Emperor was truly easy-going and benevolent, not the kind of Emperor who was moody and prone to anger. Even Uncle Wan dared to argue for his righteous brother in front of the Emperor. Why was Father Ling so afraid?


    The Empress changed the topic and smiled. “Why did Zisheng come? I thought you had already left?”


    Ling Buyi suddenly stood up, took two steps sideways and knelt down next to Shaoshang. “I heard that the Cheng family had entered the palace, so I thought to come and take a look,” he replied.


    The Empress looked at the two with a smile on her face and realized that the girl was as uncomfortable as if she had a worm thrown into her collar. She deliberately didn’t reveal it and just said, “Oh, I see.”


    The Emperor glanced at her and couldn’t help but smile.


    Ling Buyi turned his head towards her. “I just heard Commander Cheng’s words while taking off my shoes outside the hall. Your family is resigning? Can you still refuse our marriage?”


    Shaoshang was resisting this moment all over her body, as if she was slandering people behind her back but was bumped into by the person being talked about. She looked at the Emperor and said with a dry smile, “Well, I… I heard that when Your Majesty’s reward is too heavy, the courtiers will refuse once or twice…”


    In fact, this was very inappropriate. The Emperor frowned slightly, and thought to himself that this girl was really undereducated.


    Who knew that Ling Buyi didn’t seem to notice anything amiss and smiled, “Do you think I’m too generous a reward?”


    Shaoshang was dazzled by his beautiful and sunny smile, and her heart filled with enthusiasm. She giggled foolishly. “Isn’t it true, Master Ling, you are both intelligent and capable, and your talents and appearance are like those of immortals in the sky? I don’t deserve it, so of course I have to refuse.”


    The Emperor also felt that this little girl was quite discerning.


    “I thought it was because you disliked me that you asked your father to resign,” Ling Buyi frowned but then smiled. “It turns out that is not the case, so I can rest assured.”


    “How could it be?” Shaoshang giggled again. “You’re good everywhere, how could I hate you, Master Ling?”


    Such a conversation without content made the two of them laugh at each other.


    Including the Empress, it was the first time for everyone to see Ling Buyi and Shaoshang together, especially Cheng Shi and Madam Xiao. Although they had previously learned from multiple sources that their daughter had contact with Ling Buyi, they didn’t know how they got along.


    The Empress was able to calm down, but Cheng Shi’s mentality collapsed. He watched his daughter being coaxed by the most beautiful man in the capital like a smiling little fool and felt deeply betrayed – this little enemy, since she was so happy and harmonious with others, why did she bid farewell?! Playing with your old father!


    Madam Xiao couldn’t bear to look any longer. She covered her mouth and coughed softly. “Shaoshang, you must not be impolite. This is in front of the Emperor.”


    Shaoshang suddenly woke up. Uh, what was it she came to the palace for today? Oh, she had come to withdraw the marriage. She gave the Emperor a careful glance and timidly said, “Responding to Your Majesty, may I speak to Master Ling?”


    The Emperor secretly cursed her and wanted to know what she wanted to say, but his face turned positive. “It doesn’t matter what you say.”


    Shaoshang mustered up her courage and said to the tall man beside her. “I don’t dislike Master Ling, but I really don’t deserve you. Yesterday, when we returned home, our whole family thought hard about it.”


    The Emperor couldn’t help but close his eyes when he heard those words.


    “My father and mother have been away for ten years. I have been neglected since I was a child. I can’t recognize more than a few words. I haven’t read many books. My manners are vulgar and ignorant. This temperament is not good! My lord, you may not know, but I have quarreled with my mother several times in the past few months since she came back! Right, Mother?” Shaoshang tried her best to deceive everyone and turned to Madam Xiao to back her up with circumstantial evidence.


    Madam Xiao felt that her face had been ruined today, and she admitted with a bitter smile, “To report to Your Majesty, the so-called family shame is not to be exposed. If it weren’t for the fear that there would be a rift between husband and wife in the future and they turn against each other, your courtiers would not want to expose the shortcomings of the children. They say that children are always good for themselves, but if Master Ling’s talents matched my daughter, this… this is really…”


    “A huge waste of everything!” Shaoshang quickly made it up for her mother.


    Madam Xiao gave her a glare.


    Shaoshang was stared at inexplicably. She hadn’t even said ‘Flowers inserted into a pile of cow dung’ yet. She hurriedly continued to work hard, “Master Ling, you see, this little girl is really not humble. I’m telling the truth! This marriage is really a bad match!”
[Flowers inserted into a pile of cow dung can also be described as a terrible shame (as when a lovely woman marries an odious man).]


    Cheng Shi felt a little more comfortable when he saw his daughter exerting all her strength to suck up.


    “I see,” Ling Buyi said with a thoughtful nod. “…how did the pastry taste yesterday?”


    Shaoshang was a bit surprised at this. “Ah, it was very delicious. The kitchen in the palace is really good, even when it’s cold. It’s soft and sweet. I’ve never had such a delicious pastry before.” Wait, why did the topic change to this?


    Ling Buyi smiled. “It wasn’t from the palace’s kitchen, it’s from my mansion. If you like it, I’ll send the chef to your mansion.”


    Shaoshang had just shown a hint of joy when she heard the Emperor cough. Ling Buyi glanced at the Emperor and said with a smile, “Your Majesty specially gave me this skilled pastry chef a while ago. He was afraid I might not be able to eat regularly, so it would be best to bring some food with me.”


    Cheng Shi and Madam Xiao trembled in unison, fearing that their daughter would accept this famous chef without knowing the superiority of heaven and earth. They hurriedly said, “No need~!”


    The Empress had been sitting quietly for a long time, but now she shook her head with a smile. She whispered a few words in the Emperor’s ear, then left without a word. Before leaving, she even glanced at the Cheng Shi couple with a hint of pity in her eyes.


    Cheng Shi and Madam Xiao exchanged glances, both suspecting that they were mistaken.


    Ling Buyi ignored them, his gentle tone exuding a hint of indifferent authority, and the smile on his face was somewhat frightening. “Since you like me, this marriage is settled. You aren’t a fish so you don’t know if the fish is happy. I think you’ll be fine. Don’t mention withdrawing from the marriage in the future.”
[You aren’t a fish so you don’t know if the fish is happy is a metaphor written by Zhuang Zi (369-286 BCE), a Daoist author. It basically means that you have to experience something to be able to experience/understand the happiness of that thing.]


    Shaoshang was a bit hesitant, and the other party had already talked about it. It seemed that the topic had come to an end – so, what was she doing there today? She looked to see her parents in a daze and found that both Cheng Shi and Madam Xiao had calm faces.


    “Your Majesty,” Ling Buyi arched his hand. “I plan to take Shaoshang to General He’s Mansion for a memorial service, and also visit the widows and Princess An Cheng. What do you think?”


    The Emperor nodded, “It’s up to you.”


    “Wait, what?!” Shaoshang was caught off guard and almost jumped up, shouting urgently, “What are you talking about?! Why am I going to the He Mansion? I’m not going, I’m not going!” She was just robbed of her fiancé by that little bitch, what international joke was he making?!


    Their daughter’s words were very rude, but Cheng Shi and his wife were silent, both giving up trying to save her.


    Cheng Shi even secretly applauded in his heart, ‘Don’t you mind if you adopt your father and son? Okay, now let’s show you the real bad temper and unruly behavior of this little enemy!’


    The Emperor leisurely smoothed his sleeve and robe while looking at it. Only Ling Yi was stunned.


    “Why won’t you go?” Ling Buyi asked.


    “Why?!” Shaoshang felt that this question was like asking humans why they didn’t want to eat shit. “I just withdrew from the marriage of the Lou family, and the Lou family is about to marry Princess Cheng An. It’s embarrassing…”


    Ling Buyi raised his handsome long eyebrows and said, “Why are you so embarrassed?”


    “I just handed her my fiancé!” Shaoshang almost went crazy, feeling like she was talking to an alien.


    “Not for her,” Ling Buyi corrected. “It was given to the place of righteousness.”


    Shaoshang felt stupid, was there a big difference?


    “I’m afraid the world will think of you just now, so how can you tell Princess An Cheng to deal with herself?” Ling Buyi said as he stared at her. “The Cheng family broke the promise and canceled the marriage contract of the Lou family. Could it be that it is to embarrass Princess An Cheng and show her family’s dignity? Virtue? Of course not. We all admire General He and the young masters for their righteousness for the country and the people, and hope that Princess An Cheng and the survivors of the He family can cheer up and have a smooth future. In the future, Young Master He can recover when he becomes an adult. Therefore, we will not only go to the He Mansion to pay homage, but also go there openly. At that time, you have to tell Princess An Cheng that you and her have your own marriages now, so there is no need to dwell on any guilt or apology. This is all fate’s will. In the future, your children will each live a good life, so that they will not fall short of the virtues of heaven and the kindness of their parents!”


    Shaoshang seemed to be entangled in a large ball of yarn, staring blankly and unable to break free.


    She went to look at her parents at a loss and found that Cheng Shi’s mouth was wide open, and Director Xiao was speechless. She looked at the Emperor, but to her surprise, he looked calm and smiled kindly at her.


    “Me, I…” Shaoshang was helpless and could only save herself in a hurry. “I still have to practice calligraphy and study this afternoon! I can’t marry someone without understanding anything.”


    “You don’t have to worry about that,” Ling Buyi smiled gently. “Yesterday, His Majesty asked the Empress. In a while, you will come to the palace to learn some skills from her.”


    “What?! Come to the palace?!” Shaoshang was in a chaotic atmosphere, feeling that she was bound tighter with every struggle. She screamed, “This, this is not necessary!”


    “You just said that you are illiterate, haven’t read many books, and don’t understand etiquette. You also said that you can’t marry without knowing those. Then don’t you have to study hard?” Ling Buyi easily fought back.


    Shaoshang was speechless and went to look at her parents for help – Mother, Father, I don’t know how to answer this!


    Ling Buyi smiled at Madam Xiao, “It’s not that I dislike Madam Xiao’s abilities. However, in terms of refined etiquette and comprehensive learning, the Empress is second to none in the city.”


    Cheng Shi’s mouth grew wider and wider, and Madam Xiao stiffly tugged at the corners of her mouth, forcing a smile. “Of course, that’s natural.”


    Ling Buyi lowered his head and smiled at the girl. “Don’t worry,” he said. “The Empress is as kind and gentle as ever. Even if you don’t study well, you won’t be punished. Are you happy?”


    Shaoshang stared at him – he must be menopausal!


    Madam Xiao’s heart knew that the entire line had been defeated today, and it would be useless for the remaining soldiers to stay. She sighed. “Master Ling, now that the sun has risen to the sky, why don’t you go to the He Mansion tomorrow?” Let them go home first to slow down and think about this.


    “Exactly.” Shaoshang was almost crying for her gratitude to Madam Xiao. “I haven’t eaten lunch yet.”


    “No need, let’s go to the He Mansion for lunch,” Ling Buyi said.


    “What?!” Shaoshang even forgot she was in front of the Emperor. She shouted, feeling that her hair was about to stand on end, as if she had an illusion in front of her. “They are having a funeral, but you are going to have lunch?!”


    She suspected for a moment that she was experiencing auditory hallucinations, and that her brain was not enough. “Besides, in such a situation as the He family, perhaps only some cold food was prepared!” What were they going to eat?


    “So, I have sent several chefs who are good at cooking vegetarian soup and rice over,” Ling Buyi continued with a smile. “At this moment, we can go and have lunch with the He family, and we can have a good conversation during the meal.”


    Shaoshang looked at him for a long time and almost gathered her chest, with one breath, forming a shock wave that spewed out on the spot – going to a funeral home and bringing a chef to have a meal, that’s really great. This was a wild and unrestrained era of love for freedom, who could tell her who was from the modern era!


    Cheng Shi closed his mouth, but he didn’t know what to say. Madam Xiao also shut her mouth – she finally saw that Ling Buyi was as determined as iron and stone, and that what he wanted to achieve must be achieved. In addition, this person had a meticulous and rigorous mind. Once a decision was made, it was invincible and impeccable. Today, the entire army had been destroyed. It was time to raise the flag and surrender.


    Shaoshang looked at her parents, then at the Emperor, and even at Ling Yi. She realized that every path was blocked, and every word said was asking for trouble. After seeking help in her eyes, she stumbled forward and was pulled away from the inner hall by Ling Buyi.


    After the two of them left, the Emperor glanced at the silent and lifeless Cheng Shi couple, cleared his throat, and said in a friendly tone, “Official Cheng, why did you say you wanted to withdraw…?”


    Cheng Shi mechanically replied, “So what, little girl… that stubborn…”


    “It’s okay, just don’t dislike Zisheng.” The Emperor smiled kindly, showing generosity and tolerance. “Then the marriage will be done as I said just now. When it’s done, everyone will step down.”


    As the Emperor and adoptive father, after so many years of forced marriages, none of them succeeded. The courtiers and relatives often thought they were kind and soft hearted, but in reality, it was not because he was unwilling, but because he could not achieve it. From a young age, he taught Wen Tao and martial arts to be tricky and scheming. As a result, Zisheng took the lead in using every move on himself. Thinking about him, he could tear up.


    However, the empror finally felt a little more comfortable seeing Cheng Shi and his wife’s distraught appearance today.


    …


    Cheng Shi and Madam Xiao walked silently in the spacious palace alley, their footsteps as slow as the elderly.


    It wasn’t until he got into his carriage that Cheng Shi remembered the Empress’s slightly pitiful eyes before she left. He patted his thigh hard and suddenly realized, “No wonder, when I talked about how stubborn Niao Niao is, the Emperor was not in a hurry at all, it turned out to be like this!”


    Madam Xiao continued to be silent.


    “Well, now we don’t have to worry that Niao Niao will cause Ling Buyi to get into a big disaster. She didn’t even scratch the palm of someone else’s hand!” Cheng Shi sighed.


    Madam Xiao sighed and whispered, “From today on, we are still worried about our daughter.” When encountering opponents like Ling Buyi, their daughter only had a chance to suffer losses.


    The biggest joke that day was that they thought their daughter was a big killer and were worried about hurting her, only to find out that she was a nuclear weapon.


    …


    Ling Buyi played the Cheng Family like a fiddle, and I LOVED IT!


    Next Chapter: Ex-Fiancé and Ex-Ex-Fiancé
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    Chapter Seventy:
Ex-Fiancé and Ex-Ex-Fiancé


    Shaoshang had only been frightened a few times in her two lifetimes. The reason was because she was a high bottom line, and there was nothing new under the sun. The two boyfriends of her Older Sister could kiss passionately in the dark alley. The other reason was because she could pretend. Even if she was terrified and about to die, she could still pretend nothing happened.


    But this shock went beyond her scope of business. Originally, in her heart, Ling Buyi was as noble and glorious as a revolutionary martyr to save people from fire and water. Today, however, she found out that Ling Buyi himself was a fire pit in the reservoir, trapping her without discussion.


    In the carriage, Ling Buyi seemed to have said something about ‘Zhuangzi’s life and death.’ Shaoshang couldn’t hear it clearly, and casually responded, “Oh, will Zhuangzi be at the He’s mansion today?” Ling Buyi stopped speaking. Once the carriage stopped, he put his arm around her back and led her into the He family’s mansion.
[Zhuangzi was a philosopher around the 4th century BCE.]


    It was gratifying to see He Zhaojun look quite frightened, dumbfounded and uncertain. The steward of the He Mansion whispered to remind her to hand over two bundles of incense sticks, but she directly held out an incense censor to Shaoshang. Shaoshang stood there, bewildered and unsure of what to do. Ling Buyi took the censor from her hands and handed it to the He family’s steward. He then pulled her over to where they would burn the incense and bowed down to pray.


    After three consecutive kowtows, Shaoshang snapped back and quickly whispered to He Zhaojun while Ling Buyi went to the spiritual hall to comfort the remaining He family. “It’s not that I wanted to come, Ling Buyi forced me!”


    “You think I can’t tell?” He Zhaojun peered over to where Ling Buyi had gone. “Master Ling is really powerful. I found out when he escorted me back to the capital. However, you came as soon as you came. Why did he force you?”


    “Everyone will know in a few days,” Shaoshang gave an embarrassed laugh. “I was engaged to Master Ling yesterday…”


    “What?!” He Zhaojun nearly jumped up, but fortunately she was someone who had experienced the tragic deaths of her father and brothers and couldn’t act too recklessly. “Didn’t you just go to the Lou family yesterday to withdraw from the marriage?”


    “That’s right, it was yesterday,” Shaoshang sighed. “I left the marriage in the morning and got engaged again in the afternoon.” It was like rushing for the Spring Festival’s transportation; she didn’t even have time to feel sad.


    At this moment, a burst of warm congratulations echoed across the hall. It seemed that Ling Buyi had also informed the people around him of the engagement. Everyone in mourning robes apologized and bowed in congratulation.


    The two of them withdrew their gaze from the opposite side. He Zhaojun stared at her for a long time and let out a long sigh, “I have caused you trouble.”


    Shaoshang felt a sense of comradery stir between them. “I didn’t expect you to say that,” she said passionately. “I even thought that you would say I had found a great bargain and if I had known I could get such a good marriage, why bother with the Lou family?”


    He Zhaojun’s eyes showed a hint of sarcasm. “Although Ling Buyi has a good appearance, he is an unusually ruthless person. You should have seen it. When we were in Fengyi County, in order to find out where the fish who had escaped Xiao’s net had gone, he tormented the harem in Xiao’s mansion without any mercy!”


    Shaoshang opened her mouth wide and couldn’t help but look at Ling Buyi across the hall. His tall and upright figure had such a dignified and graceful demeanor. “So, did he catch the fish that missed the net, or…?”


    “…Caught them.” He Zhaojun curled her lips. “Ling Buyi’s prediction was good. Due to the sudden onset of the incident, not only was my father unprepared, but Prince Xiao’s Mansion did not expect to be defeated so heavily within three days. They were captured dead and there was no time to clean up the situation. It was Princess Xiao who arranged for Prince Xiao’s young son to escape and hide a large amount of property, and the rest of the harem also had some knowledge of it. Ling Buyi mercilessly interrogated them for half a day before they talked.”


    Shaoshang’s mouth was dry, but she didn’t know what to think in her heart. “Then, he ruthlessly…”


    He Zhaojun rolled her eyes. “Do you think I’m sad for the Xiao family?!” she said. “Hmph, the Emperor is kind, and the young children of the He family have not been killed. At most, they’ll be exiled. I mean, I don’t doubt Ling Buyi but… the way I see it, what’s the use of a man’s beauty and dignity? He must be soft-hearted and good-natured!”


    “I also think that,” Shaoshang said. You could only know the benefits of a high ranking official if you suffered a loss from the officials to the west yourself. She was not a crow’s beak. Praise be to Amitabha that A’Yao was not a military official!


    Only then did He Zhaojun realize her words were inappropriate. She glanced at Shaoshang and joked, “My retainers have told me that your mother and father were famous for their bravery and sacrifice while fighting outside. The Cheng family… are all kind and benevolent people.”


    “If only you knew!” Shaoshang knew she shouldn’t praise herself directly and took the opportunity to lift her parents. “If it weren’t for my parents, I’m afraid it wouldn’t be as peaceful as it is outside. I wouldn’t have given the marriage up if not for them.”


    He Zhaojun snorted coldly and remained silent.


    Shaoshang looked across the hall but didn’t expect Ling Buyi to disappear. After searching for a while, she saw a delicate and frail middle-aged woman kneeling in a corner. She looked haggard and sickly, surrounded by a group of servants and maidservants, who cared about the cold and warmth. It was so out of place with the strong aura of this military general in the spiritual hall. “Who is that woman?” Shaoshang asked.


    “That’s my stepmother,” He Zhaojun said faintly. “Today is the last day to guard the coffin. The weather is so warm that we can’t wait any longer. My stepmother is not well, and I told her not to come, but she insisted…”


    Shaoshang looked at Madam He with a sickly face from a distance. She thought to herself, ‘No wonder General He wanted to entrust this large family to his daughter.’ Then, she thought of something. “If today is the last day and tomorrow is the funeral… then, A’Yao…”


    He Zhaojun stared at her as if she could read her mind. “Yesterday, after your family left, A’Yao fell ill. However, he still asked his attendants to come over and spread the word that he would definitely come early for tomorrow’s funeral.”


    Shaoshang felt a sadness in her heart. “A’Yao is such a sincere gentleman. As long as he makes up his mind, he will treat you well. Don’t worry.”


    “As someone who has another fiancé, please watch what you say,” He Zhaojun said coldly. “Don’t call him A’Yao, I can’t bear it.”


    “Just scream, what can you do to me?!” Shaoshang was not someone willing to be threatened. “Let me tell you, you’d better put away your bad temper. A’Yao doesn’t owe you anything. He’s prepared to live with you and treat you well. If you bully him again and make trouble for no reason, I’ll take him back!” Who would dare bully someone she cared for!


    “No, you,” He Zhaojun calmly said. “You and I are the same type of person. Even if you could keep your family safe, you won’t change for eighteen Lou Yaos.”


    Shaoshang fell silent and looked at her. She really didn’t expect her to say such words.


    After having lunch and chatting with the female members of the He family, Shaoshang followed Ling Buyi back to the carriage. After the wheels slowly turned, she said, “I really didn’t expect you to be so kind and patient to the wounded He members.”


    Ling Buyi leaned against the window lattice. The sunlight illuminated his side. His straight eyebrows were as handsome and distant as a mountain. He looked at the girl’s clear white face and whispered, “The general looked at the scenery of the gate, but his death was also a matter of minutes. I treated them better, thinking that in the future, if I had the chance, someone would treat my descendants well…”


    “Yes,” Shaoshang gave a sigh. “I don’t know if anyone would give me her fiancé if something happened.”


    There was a moment of silence in the carriage, and only the sound of the wheels turning outside could be heard.


    Ling Buyi turned his head slowly, fixing his gaze at the girl.


    Shaoshang could feel his eyes on her. Suddenly, it was like a light went off. “Oh, I was wrong,” she exclaimed. “If there was a change, I would have been your survivor! Even if you wanted to let me go, I would have given everything to a daughter!”


    Ling Buyi continued to look at her and Shaoshang repeatedly apologized. “I was just confused for a moment.”


    “Actually, you also want more,” she continued to coax. “Everyone says that a daughter resembles her father. Just because of your appearance, could our daughter be inferior? Does that serve the purpose of a household? Why cry about it?”


    Ling Buyi shook his head and smiled. He didn’t know if he really believed Shaoshang’s coaxing, or if it was funny to see her like that.


    Arriving at the entrance of the Cheng Mansion, Ling Buyi lifted Shaoshang off the carriage with a smile. “Your parents must be very tired today, so I won’t come in to visit. Take a good rest these two days. In a few days when the news of our engagement spreads, I’m afraid your household will be bothered.”


    “Who could bother me? I’m not scared.” Shaoshang smiled and playfully glared at him.


    Ling Buyi couldn’t stop himself from reaching out to touch the soft ribbons and knots on her head. His chest felt warm for no reason.


    Shaoshang happily walked to the gate of the mansion. Before she took two steps, Ling Buyi called out to her. “Shaoshang, there are snacks in the carriage, do you want to take some?” Shaoshang smiled and shook her head.


    Another two steps and Ling Buyi stopped her again. “It’s already late. Don’t walk or jump, be careful of the stones under your feet.”


    Shaoshang nodded.


    In the short journey from the carriage to the main gate, Ling Buyi stopped her three or four more times. Shaoshang managed to break through the enemy’s line of fire before reaching her own doorstep. The old steward Cheng Shun, who was hiding by the door, had a huge smile on his face and warmly welcomed his young mistress in.


    Cheng Shaogong stood in the front courtyard, humming to himself as he waited for his younger sister’s return. “You’re willing to come back? How many hours has it been since our parents returned?”


    Shaoshang glared at him. “Third Brother, you finally have the most ambitious and independent brother-in-law in the city. Don’t be fooled, go look out. I’m sure he hasn’t left yet. I just hope you can take it easy.”


    Cheng Shaogong gave a disapproving smile. “As long as you can handle it, I can handle it myself. It’s not me who has to live with him for the rest of my life. At most, I’ll hum during the holidays and he can’t do anything to me.”


    Shaoshang glared at him and turned her head. “By the way, where are our parents?”


    “They’re resting.”


    Shaoshang stopped in her steps. “It’s so early though,” she said. “The evening meal hasn’t been made yet.”


    “They said they were too tired so there was no need to wait for them to eat.”


    Shaoshang turned back and looked at her brother. Actually, she was also very tired. Her heart was exhausted.


    …
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    Chapter Seventy-One:
Betrothal Gifts


    The next day, the He family held the funeral, and the marriage between Lou Yao and He Zhaojun was set for seven days after. Those eight days, the He family were naturally very busy. The Cheng family was also quite busy.


    Firstly, the ‘acting as a father’ Emperor was very thorough, bypassing the first day of the He family’s funeral. The next day, he came to hire the eldest of the royal relatives, the Old Prince Ruyang, from the Sancai Temple. The old man was dressed in red and green as the matchmaker, and the two guests were Marquis Yu and General Wu. The dowry ranged from gold and silver vessels, pearls, jade brocades, to sixteen types of chicken, ducks, and seafood.


    The Emperor originally wanted to gather half of the Feather Forest Army’s ceremonial guards to have a lively atmosphere, but was persuaded by his close court officials to leave it be. Marquis Yu stated that on the day when Ling Buyi officially got married, His Majesty would have a chance to unleash his enthusiasm. General Wu was not good at speaking and held back for a long time before saying, “There aren’t so many mourners in the He family.” This nearly angered the Emperor.


    There was a lot of excitement in the appointment office, and cold comrade Wan Songbai dutifully came to help. As he was tired and sweating heavily, he leaned over to Cheng Shi and whispered in his ear, “If I had known today, I would have bought a more spacious mansion in the front alley. It would have been better than not being able to stand at the entrance today.”


    Cheng Shi wiped the sweat off his forehead as he thought to himself, ‘If I had known my daughter had such great killing power, I would have taken her with me from the beginning. Choosing a son-in-law early on is better than bowing to a group of guests who are far higher rank than you!’ This was the rhythm of directly upgrading your social circle!


    The Old Prince of Ruyang couldn’t bear the deafening noise in the front yard and quietly strolled to the side porch to rest. Soon, a beautiful young girl swam aimlessly over, like a beautiful little koi in a pond.


    “Young girl, please sit down. It’s really noisy out there,” the old prince had been practicing for many years and had a very free and unrestrained temperament.


    “Greetings to the Old Prince.” The young girl’s voice was like that of a young bird, and her expression was charming and simple. She respectfully gave him a big salute, and then knelt down to the side of the corridor.


    Old Prince Ruyang saw that she was wearing an ordinary outfit and a summer robe. In his heart, he thought she was a young maid from the Cheng Mansion who had come out to avoid work. “Ling Buyi has a great heart,” he said, looking toward the front yard. “This kind of scene is inevitable in the future. I don’t know if your mistress can handle it.”


    The girl looked at him. “… My father is Commander Cheng.”


    “…How many daughters does your father have?”


    “One.”


    The Old Prince of Ruyang looked up and down at the girl and smiled. “So you are Ling Buyi’s future bride, Cheng Shaoshang. My tired granddaughter cried so much yesterday so I had to come see.”


    “Princess Yuchang.” Shaoshang saw his easygoing demeanor and gave a bold sight. “I’ve heard people say so. The princess has a noble status and is too reserved. If she had chased Master Ling all the way to the border city back then, perhaps he would have said yes.” It was useful to stay at home and cry, or you could have a genuine secret love. Since there is a true love, how could achievements not be made? The first principle of pursuing a male was ‘don’t be shameless.’


    Old Prince Ruyang hadn’t expected such words would come from such a beautiful young girl. He looked at Shaoshang and asked with a smile, “If it were you, would you pursue him?”


    “Of course,” Shaoshang said without a moment of hesitation. “If you don’t give it all your effort, you will regret it in the future. If you do your best and things don’t work out, you can give up.”


    She despised the kind of counselor in her life who ‘wanted it in her heart but didn’t take positive action and only used facial expressions to suggest waiting for help from others.’ Either hold onto it tightly, or give it a hard fight. There was nothing to pretend. She didn’t dare confess to her neighbor herself, so she simply concealed her feelings from everyone and didn’t cause trouble for others.


    “You’re still young, I don’t know how things in this world could be so easy,” the old prince sighed. “Many times, even if you’re thinking clearly, you can’t live completely.”


    Shaoshang looked up at the azure sky. “Actually, you can survive even if you can’t figure it out.” She smiled and turned her head. “Your Highness, you’re really kind, gentle, and easygoing. You are as simple and precious as the ears of wheat in the field. Ordinary people may not necessarily be ordinary people, but the people of the country rely heavily on you.” She felt that she was very talented right now.


    “I have heard a lot of people flattering me in my life, but there are few who are so fresh and refined,” he laughed. “I’m just an old man who practices in a Taoist temple for months. I am used to laziness and don’t like to break rules.”


    “Hmm, is Your Highness also at the temple these days?”


    “Of course. Nowadays, the weather is getting hotter by the day. Where can we stay in the capital? It’s not as cool as at the temple.”


    “Does the princess also live in the temple?” Shaoshang looked at a summer chrysanthemum in front of her.


    Old Prince Ruyang’s expression changed.


    “If she wasn’t, then she would have to visit the temple to cry for you to see. Otherwise, why would she unintentionally allow you to see it?” Shaoshang still looked ahead.


    Old Prince Ruyang stroked his fair beard and looked at the girl for a long time.


    Shaoshang was proud in her heart but pretended to be humble. “Your Highness and the Princess are grandfather and granddaughter, so it’s inevitable that one leaf will deceive the other.”


    “Little girl, you don’t think I can tell?” the old prince laughed. “How old am I? What tricks do you little girls do? I can’t tell!”


    Shaoshang looked at him in disbelief and thought to herself, ‘You were so surprised just now.’


    “What’s strange to me is that you can tell the truth in just one sentence,” Old Prince Ruyang sighed. “You have a lot of courage and a good mind. It turns out that Ling Buyi likes someone like you! My temple is called ‘Three Talents.’ Do you know what the Three Talents are?”


    “It must be about being frugal, loving wealth, and getting promoted and wealthy,” Shaoshang said.


    “Nonsense!” Old Prince Ruyang laughed angrily.


     “Apologies, Your Highness, don’t blame me!” The young girl gave a bright and cunning smile, grasping her small fist and bowing repeatedly to plead for mercy. “They are heaven, earth, and people. I know what the old sages meant. Everything is natural. People cry when they want to cry, laugh when they want to laugh, but it’s not really that important.” Was Laozi and Zhuangzi that interesting?
[Laozi and Zhuangzi were the founders of Taoism.]


    The Old Prince smiled slightly, thinking that her words were bold and sweet, not only interesting but also able to spy on people’s hearts. The words of the old sages really pleased him. At this thought, his expression suddenly darkened and he asked coldly, “Why did you deliberately come talk to me today?”


    Shaoshang was startled, her expression becoming puzzled. “Old Sage, you are really impressive. You can see through me at a glance. Okay, I want to ask, how did Master Ling talk to you?”


    “This…” Old Prince Ruyang hesitated. “Zisheng grew up in the palace since he was a child. He’s no different from the princes, just like my own grandson.”


    Shaoshang smiled bitterly. “It’s better to be in the right family when it comes to marriage. You see, I can’t say what he can say, and I may not be able to interact with anyone he likes. Today, I still met someone as easygoing and approachable as you.”


    Seeing her melancholic expression, Old Prince Ruyang felt pity. “Commander Cheng is also a hero. You don’t have to feel ashamed. I’ll tell you something, His Majesty and the Empress have known that Zisheng is getting married, and they cannot suppress their joy. As long as you are sincere and obedient, no one will embarrass you.


    “Many people only look at the surface, but don’t know what’s inside. I’m afraid that the first one who will embarrass you in the future will be Ling Buyi.”


    Shaoshang didn’t understand. Before she could open her mouth, she saw two beautifully dressed maidservants looking around. They spotted them and one helped the old man to his feet. Before the Old Prince left, he turned around and smiled at her. “You will understand in the future.”


    The truth was, there was no need to wait at all. Shaoshang felt it the second day after the betrothal gifts. It wasn’t only from her, but from the entire Cheng family.


    Having passed the ceremony, Ling Buyi, like a future son-in-law from an ordinary family, frequently visited the house. Then, just like the Ice Age in ancient times came to visit this idle early summer season, and all plans were now useless.


    Ling Buyi didn’t actually show off much, but he had a guard of six bodyguards and a team of more than ten people. Regardless of whether he needed it or not, as long as he went out, the two sturdy and famous horses and the tall black-iron carriage accompanied him. He was raised by the Emperor and Empress and had the courtesy of nobles since childhood. He was long accustomed to this.


    He didn’t intentionally dress up either, just wore a simple single robe with a green bamboo crown. It was classical and beautiful, imposing and not to be underestimated – he didn’t mean it, but ordinary people wouldn’t dare speak frivolously in front of him.


    On his first visit, the Cheng Shi couple warmly invited him to dinner.


    The maid with crimson cheeks couldn’t help but peek at him repeatedly as she served the food table, and accidentally overturned the soup. A dark guard kneeling behind Ling Buyi was about to draw a dagger and come forward. Fortunately, Ling Buyi raised his hand early enough to stop him, otherwise the maid’s hand would have been cut off. Cheng Shi was embarrassed and repeatedly apologized.


    “It’s okay, it’s just a small matter,” Ling Buyi said. “Uncle Cheng, please don’t blame yourself and spare her life.”


    Cheng Shi thought, ‘…Actually, I didn’t want to take the blame.’


    “If a maid overturns the soup in your house, she’ll be killed?” Shaoshang exclaimed.


    Ling Buyi looked at the girl with a gentle expression. “The law and discipline in the palace are very strict. If you accidentally knock it over, it’s still a light responsibility. If you act recklessly to peek at the guests at the banquet, it’s a capital offense.”


    This time it was Madam Xiao’s turn to be embarrassed, and she said with difficulty, “This family is not strictly controlled, it must be a joke for Master Ling.”


    Shaoshang bypassed Cheng Shaogong in the middle and smiled from behind. “That’s because Zisheng is beautiful. If I were that little maid, I would also sneak a peek!”


    Ling Buyi also leaned back slightly behind Cheng Shaogong and smiled at the girl. The corner of his eyes rose gracefully like a phoenix tail. “I’m only showing you, no one else is allowed to see.”


    Cheng Shaogong’s face remained unchanged and he went to look at his younger sister. Shaoshang’s face turned bright red, feeling overwhelmed.


    It was easy to serve all the dishes, and everyone was finally able to bury their heads into the food.


    The meal was extremely cold and awkward. The Cheng family came from a humble background and had a strong sense of local culture. Every time they had a meal, they were always accompanied by a talkative old woman. However, today Ling Buyi was stuck in the middle of an icicle, from the gossip of Cheng Shi to the heartbroken Cheng Shaogong, who dared to start conversation?


    Among the people present, only Grandmother Cheng behaved as usual and had a smiling face. She had been trying to please a cold and beautiful man for most of her life, and was accustomed to it. Old Master Cheng didn’t love her for being talkative and didn’t like her being meddlesome. It was because she responded appropriately in front of Ling Buyi, and because she always smiled and remained silent, she didn’t even take another step. Besides, eating without speaking was nothing. Grandmother Cheng should only be as beautiful as a delicacy. The more she ate, the more of an appetite she had. If Cheng Shi hadn’t stopped her, she would have added a third bowl of rice.


    After seeing Ling Buyi off, the members of the Cheng family breathed a sigh of relief. They didn’t even have to call out to each other, everyone marched towards the Nine Zhui Hall as one, vowing to make up for today’s family meeting.


    “This son-in-law is not as talkative as A’Yao,” Cheng Shi said as he rubbed his stomach.


    Shaoshang felt a bit smug. “Father was not happy when this marriage was arranged,” she said casually. “I asked you to withdraw but you weren’t willing. Now, you finally know this won’t be easy.”


    “What? Withdraw?!” Grandmother Cheng became anxious and roared like thunder. “You foolish and absurd father and daughter! Such a good son-in-law can’t be found even holding a torch. You still keep pushing and pushing, and after only a few days, you don’t know whether the fragrance is good or bad! If anyone dares to withdraw, you will be stepping over my dead body!”


    “We haven’t withdrawn yet!” Cheng Shi hurriedly said. “Yesterday, even the betrothal gifts were given, and this marriage cannot be refunded. Don’t worry, Mother, let your heart rest.”


    “It might not be perfect, but the appearance is better…” Cheng Shaogong muttered, displeased.


    Before he could finish speaking, he was interrupted by Grandmother Cheng. “You should fight!” she shouted. “Good looks are not enough. Even if you are born three times, you won’t be able to cast such a look!” Old Master Cheng was not as good as Ling Buyi, and she gave him an obedient life.


    Shaoshang looked at him cheerfully. Her twin brother was really questioning Grandmother Cheng’s marriage foundation. He was really courageous!


    “Alright, let’s make Ling Buyi our ancestor in the future. Don’t worry, Mother. This son-in-law won’t be able to run away! You should go to rest now. Old Lady Hu, what are you doing standing there in a daze?” Cheng Shi quickly put an end to this matter.


    After seeing Grandmother Cheng off, Cheng Shi sighed. “I heard that Ling Buyi came this afternoon. Didn’t Niao Niao take him to introduce him to your brothers? What have you done? You three should talk about it.”


    The three brothers glanced at their parents, then looked at each other, and then the roast began.


    “I showed Master Ling my interpretation of the article ‘Carving Insects and Seal Engraving, A Strong Man is Not for Nothing,’” Cheng Yong said. “He pointed out several inappropriate points in my writing.”


    Madam Xiao looked at her husband and said in a deep voice, “Since he pointed it out, you should make some good changes. It will be very beneficial in the future.”


    Cheng Yong lowered his head and quietly agreed.


    “I led Master Ling to the martial arts arena, and he broke my strong bow of a hundred stones, and pierced through the double-sided thick wood arrow target that Father newly built,” Cheng Song said. If, in the future, his younger sister is bullied, how could he teach his brother-in-law a lesson? He was worried for his safety!


    Cheng Shi looked at his wife. “Now you know there’s a day out there,” he said. “In the future, study archery and martial arts well, and don’t play around anymore.”


    Cheng Song dejectedly lowered his head.


    “I don’t need to say any more,” Cheng Shaogong said, looking left and right and pretending not to care. “There’s something else I need to consult Father…” He gave a wry smile. “Father, Mother, do we have to set up another family banquet?”


    As soon as he finished speaking, Cheng Shi and Madam Xiao looked at each other, their faces sorrowful. When first engaged to the Lou family, Cheng Shi introduced Lou Yao to his old friends one by one during the banquet. Would he want to do it again this time?! He would have to say, ‘I’m sorry, my family has a new son-in-law and we all know him.’ Thinking about that scene made him shudder.


    Madam Xiao showed her displeasure for the first time. “You were so anxious for His Majesty’s betrothal gifts!”


    “Why don’t you do it?” Cheng Shi asked. “Let’s keep it simple.”


    Madam Xiao glared at him. “With the Lou family, you made a big fuss, but with Master Ling, you want to keep it simple? Is this not treating one more favorably than the other? Are you a useless vegetable when it comes to His Majesty? We not only need to have the banquet, we need to make it big.”


    “Okay, we’ll set it after the Lou wedding,” Cheng Shi said. He turned to smile at his daughter.


    “Husband,” Madam Xiao frowned. “I’m afraid that’s not appropriate for etiquette.”


    “Just have someone around to accompany Niao Niao. What can I do?” Father Cheng suddenly took on the air of a philosopher. “In life, one must always make choices. Madam, if you insist on dining with Ling Buyi in the future, I won’t eat with you. Ling Buyi and your husband, you can only choose one.”


    Madam Xiao blushed angrily, and their children nearly burst out laughing. They quickly had to lower their heads to hide their amusement.


    Cheng Shi was so relieved that he finally found a suitable way to get along with his future son-in-law.


    There was no need to be close. Pancakes needed to be rolled with green onions, manure needed to be used in clay pots, and rice bran marinated in white jade vessels required lightning strikes. In the future, you could speak to your daughter and pass it on.


    …
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    Chapter Seventy-Two:
My Best Friend’s Wedding (Part 1)


    In Shaoshang’s previous life, if the national male god had been engaged to a notorious little bitch, it would have taken three hours for the news to spread. In this life, the engagement between her and Ling Buyi spread among the noble aristocratic circles of the capital in three days.


    The calm of the previous three days led the Cheng family to mistakenly believe that the worst situation after the engagement would be to eat with the groom. From the fourth day, they were hit by a volley of public opinion outside. Except for the kind-hearted onlookers like Wan Songbai, who had been friends for years, everyone else had sour and piercing eyes. Shallow and direct, with a strange and sinister tone as they greeted Commander Cheng. If he was lucky enough to have his family climb, don’t forget them. Deep and direct, congratulations to their face but satirizing the Cheng family as soon as their backs were turned.


    “Father, don’t pay attention to them,” Shaoshang comforted. “They’re jealous of you.”


    “Nonsense! They think I don’t know that if Ling Buyi proposed marriage to their daughters, they wouldn’t prepare a dowry overnight and marry her off?” Cheng Shi was so angry that he smashed the wine bottle next to him.


    The three other brothers of the Cheng family were better off.


    Cheng Yong wrote a letter offering that the friendship between gentlemen was as light as water. His close colleagues and friends in daily life were either bookworms who didn’t listen to gossip, or genuinely happy for the marriage.


    Cheng Song’s camp was originally Wan Songbai’s sphere of influence. He had always been cheerful and heroic. Even when someone came to speak sour words to him, they were quickly suppressed by the group.


    Cheng Shaogong, in order to not be assigned by his mother to accompany his sister and Ling Buyi, was extremely ruthless in making sarcastic remarks while out, without losing favor. The teacher at the school was so afraid of causing trouble he ordered the students not to talk about it again.


    By comparison, Madam Xiao was much wiser. She seemed to have expected that she would simply not go out these days. She either hid at home to instruct Shaoshang how to read and write, or go out with Cheng Yang to check on the accounts. Why didn’t she bring her own daughter? This time, it wasn’t Madam Xiao showing any bias. The groom came to the house every day. If she brought her daughter, Ling Buyi would terrify her husband and sons to death.


    Shaoshang was also very uncomfortable.


    Regardless of the physical age of her and Lou Yao, her psychological age was always slightly older. In her eyes, Lou Yao was more like a fellow student in her hometown or a shy student in the laboratory. Although she had no intention of surpassing them, she could always grasp the general directions of daily interactions. Ling Buyi wasn’t the case, as he had been on his own since he was young. Whether studying or training, he had his own opinions. Not only did he follow Shaoshang in everything like Lou Yao had, but he also demanded Shaoshang follow him.


    For example, when Shaoshang was in Hua County, she wanted to steal wine. Although Lou Yao knew that drinking cold wine in early spring was not good, he would still stumble to find the drink under Shaoshang’s unreasonable reasoning. When Shaoshang made the same request just now, Ling Buyi firmly stated that drinking cold wine in early summer was not a good way to maintain one’s health. From the harm it caused to the organs, he said Shaoshang should exercise more frequently. Shaoshang’s misconception that ‘people should not abuse young people’ didn’t work for him. Instead, he was filled with a bunch of Classical Chinese ideas that ‘indulgence in small things is postponed to the big ones.’


    However, he clearly understood the art of negotiation, and when he saw Shaoshang was about to explode, he would let it go and allow her to drink only one glass, then he would have to drink half her glass first. The result was that Shaoshang took the trouble to request only one and a half sips of ice wine for half a day!


    She was half angry, and the young man across from her was still hanging his long eyelashes and sighing softly. “I’ll take a step back today.”


    Shaoshang really wanted to start hitting people. She knew she couldn’t because of her promise to her parents to not beat up others.


    Simply put, Shaoshang had a big idea, but Ling Buyi’s idea was even bigger than hers. Shaoshang was born with perseverance and determination, but Ling Buyi was even more decisive and determined than her, and persevered without hesitation. Shaoshang was a diamond drill bit but Ling Buyi was a diamond lathe.


    The Great Sage of Qi Tian had profound magic power, but he was still under the Five Finger Mountain. So, Shaoshang wondered that it was the Daode Tianzun who had a strong fire, the imperial plaque in Lingxiao Palace was safe, and the Queen Mother, Pantao Mao, scolded the Tathagata, your cruel old enemy, why should he bully me into keeping my order?


    Stepping on a horse, forced by Ling Buyi, she couldn’t even write limericks! Now, thinking about it, she had a little monster-like intuition when she wanted to keep a distance from Ling Buyi, without knowing his temperament for no reason.


    Although they had only been together for four days, Shaoshang realized that Ling Buyi wasn’t happy.


    He remained silent, not because he had nothing to say, but because he didn’t want to speak. He was rude to all the noble women that day, not because of his sharp nature, but because he was too lazy to deal with them again and again. It would be better to speak harshly once and for all. If he wanted to be polite anyone, he could achieve the goal of turning spring breeze into rain and being considerate to the fullest.


    Like Lou Yao, when he saw that the brocades newly made by his weavers looked good, he picked out a few he thought looked good and would send them over. The gifts that Ling Buyi sent ranged from Grandmother Cheng’s beloved meat and gold objects to the delicate and sturdy soft bow and arrows for Little Cheng Zhu and Little Cheng Ou, and even Cheng Yang, who hadn’t said a word, was given summer brocade that best matched her complexion. Every gift sent to the Cheng family members were loved by everyone.


    Shaoshang really didn’t understand why such a beautiful and young man was still so sullen and unhappy at such a young age. He was in the prime of his life and needed the wind and rain. If it were her, she would be able to burn buns to the open sea!


    She didn’t know her fiancé, couldn’t understand the meaning in his eyes like a deep sea, nor could she fathom his actions.


    However, she never liked to delve into people’s worries. If she had been digging deep into the root and found out that the group of eight woman in town were discussing unbearable things, wouldn’t it not have added to her anger? She also knew that her neighbor, Bai Yue Guang, was actually very tired of his notorious little sister. However, due to his good upbringing, she had been treated gently. Wouldn’t that cause her to vomit blood?!


    It was best not to provoke him.


    Ling Buyi never spoke harsh words to her, in fact he often had a gentle expression and soft words. But, the little monster’s intuition made her not dare to make any mistakes. Take the ice wine as an example, she was playing tricks and insisted on drinking it. Ling Buyi didn’t get angry with her and only had someone report it to the Cheng Shi couple. Cold wine and hot wine were banned for her, and even sweet wine was not allowed to be licked until she softened. When the truth was not on her side, Shaoshang often wouldn’t be stubborn for a long time, and taking it as soon as she saw it was good was her key to saving life for many years.


    Besides, Ling Buyi obeyed her in everything and did not control her from doing this or that.


    Sometimes he would watch her practice calligraphy patiently, grinding ink and laying paper for her, and guided her wrists. This would often go on for half an hour. Next door, Cheng Shi and his wife always asked Qing Cong to urge him to go home.


    Sometimes, Shaoshang would make small wooden models such as waterwheels and farming implements based on her drawings. Her little finger was soft and she didn’t have any tools at hand, so she couldn’t cut down the pieces of wood into the shapes she wanted.


    Ling Buyi only glanced a few times the first day and asked her to practice calligraphy first in the next couple of days, then do those handicrafts later. A day later, he brought her a small and exquisite set of refined iron tools wrapped in deer skin, including a small axe, knife, ink bucket, iron ruler, claw hammer, wooden file, a drill and two small handles. A small, long and short handsaw, plus a pair of soft and comfortable leather gloves….


    “I thought you would do it for me.” Shaoshang smiled as she fondled each small tool as if the heat of the cast iron on it had not cooled. She then realized that Ling Buyi kept several skilled blacksmiths.


    “I’ll do the hard work for you. If I’m not here, find a servant to do it, and you can do the rest yourself.” Ling Buyi took her little hand and lowered his head carefully to put on the gloves, checking if they fit.


    “This is what you want to do, what you love to do, and always makes you wish for it,” he said lightly. “However… if you hurt yourself, all of this will be banned.”


    Shaoshang knew that he meant well and happily nodded. She felt that Ling Buyi was even more comforting than Lou Yao, who obeyed everything. She felt that he understood her and didn’t consider her strange, nor dissuade her under the pretext of avoiding danger. There was no absolute safety in this world where one can choke to death while eating.


    Ling Buyi seemed to particularly like her vivid and charming appearance. Sometimes, even if she stomped her feet and lost her temper, he would look at her with a smile on his face. Shaoshang once again faintly realized that he was quite tolerant of herself, so she was willing to endure many things and ask him to correct her various habits, such as drinking cold wine, not liking vegetables, or walking barefoot on the porch.


    But there were always things that could not be endured.


    On the fifth day, the Lou family sent a wedding invitation in a twisted manner, and Ling Buyi was also invited. He asked his fiancé to go with him but was rejected by Shaoshang.


    “I have already told my parents that I won’t go that day. You guys can go,” Shaoshang muttered. In fact, the Cheng Shi couple had also agreed that she wouldn’t go. If it weren’t for the sake of showing that the Lou and Cheng families weren’t at odds, they wouldn’t want to go either. It would be too awkward.


    Ling Buyi looked at her for a moment. “You better go,” he said. “I’ll pick you up, then.”


    “I won’t go,” Shaoshang said. She lowered her head.


    Ling Buyi glanced to the left and right, and A’Zhu’s heart froze when she was seen. She immediately understood and quickly took away all the maidservants, leaving only the two of them inside the room.


    Shaoshang looked at the pre-war clearance like behavior and turned around in anger, “It’s no use what you say, I won’t go!”


    Ling Buyi walked slowly to her side, turned her small shoulders around and looked at her with a determined expression. “Speak well, speak up, and I won’t ask you to go.”


    Shaoshang suddenly missed her previous life’s powerful body. She was held in the palm of a young man’s powerful hand and couldn’t move. “What’s the point of asking?” she said. “I was engaged to A’Yao before and now he’s marrying someone else. I have to go congratulate him. What kind of thing is this? It’s so embarrassing! Princess An Cheng would think I’m there just to cause a scene!”


    Ling Buyi looked at her and said, “So, are you going to avoid him for the rest of his life?”


    “Of course not!” Shaoshang blurted out. “This should be done slowly…”


    “According to your statement, I shouldn’t go to the Lou family wedding banquet either. After all, I just became engaged to you and it would be embarrassing for both parties to meet,” Ling Buyi said slowly. “Lou Yao would see me and think I would make a scene.”


    “How can this be the same! Don’t use my words against me!” Shaoshang felt anxious. “The Lou family values you so much, and A’Yao treats you like an older brother. How can you not go? A’Yao always thinks people are good, and he would never maliciously speculate about you.”


    Ling Buyi stopped speaking. He quietly looked down at the girl and softly chuckled to himself. “…Do you still have A’Yao in your heart? You still can’t bear to part with the marriage.”


    Shaoshang twisted anxiously. She couldn’t say, ‘Oh, you guessed it, you’re so smart!’


    “Outsiders say I am a million times better, but in your heart, I’m afraid I am not as good as Lou Yao.” Ling Buyi’s expression was indifferent. “Have you ever thought that it would be best if I had married He Zhaojun to fulfill your marriage with Lou Yao?”


    “No! I’ve never thought of that!” Shaoshang shouted loudly.


    As soon as those words were spoken, she herself froze.


    During the time, when she was in a hurry to seek medical treatment, she thought about Yuan Shen marrying He Zhaojun, about the Emperor letting a prince marry He Zhaojun, and even thought about which Lou family brother could marry her after breaking off their marriage. However, she never thought about letting Ling Buyi marry He Zhaojun.


    “You’re just talking,” Ling Buyi said coldly.


    “No, it’s true,” Shaoshang said urgently, knowing that even if she was mischievous, she could never joke about such a thing. “I think…” She was full of reasons. “I think you’re a very good and kind person. You’ve saved so many people and helped me so many times. You deserve the best bride in the world! Not those sharp and mean so-called noble women. Not He Zhaojun. Not me…”


    Ling Buyi’s eyes widened and his gaze became soft and warm, like a sudden melting of an ice river.


    “I just treat A’Yao as my… my best friend!” Shaoshang saw that he didn’t speak, and as this misunderstanding persisted, she continued urgently. “If I have half a lie, tell me to be so stupid!” As she spoke, she picked up a pottery bottle used to wash brushes on the desk and forcefully threw it on the ground.


    With a loud bang, the bottle shattered and the skirt of Shaoshang was splashed with water.


    “Don’t move!” Ling Buyi said in a sickly voice.


    Of course, Shaoshang dared not move. People took off their shoes and put on socks to be indoors. Stepping on broken pottery shards was not fun.


    A’Zhu heard the sound and wanted to come in. Ling Buyi called out, “It’s nothing, don’t come in and get a broom.” A’Zhu was very eager to break through the door, but remembered that Madam Xiao had said she wanted to obey Ling Buyi’s orders as much as possible.


    Ling Buyi took the broom from the outside, lightly swung it with his left hand, and wrapped the long sleeve as wide as a flowing cloud around his left arm, the end held in the palm. At the same time, slender, powerful fingers gently lifted the sleeve of his right arm. Then, in front of the girl’s astonishment, this young, powerful minister, who was famous for his beauty and difficulty getting close to the capital city, actually swept the floor in front of her?!


    Shaoshang felt foolish.


    Although Ling Buyi had been independent since childhood, it was obvious that his ten fingers didn’t touch the spring water. At first, the sweeping motion was clumsy going from left to right. However, someone who was capable could do everything, and he quickly figured out the main idea. He swept the broken pottery pieces on the ground to one side, and then laid a cushion on the wet area for Shaoshang to step on.


    Shaoshang stumbled with her skirt and finally jumped out. Ling Buyi pulled her to the other side of the room and sat down.


    “Lou Yao is your best friend. What about the Thirteenth Daughter of the Wan family?” Ling Buyi loosened his left sleeve. “If you don’t speak clearly today, I will tell her what you said.”


    “How can you be like this?” Shaoshang was furious. “I just feel like A’Yao is not easy either. If you’re afraid of getting angry, he treats me wholeheartedly. Now he is not only forced to marry someone he used to dislike, but he has to see us together on the day of his marriage. It’s too pitiful…”


    Ling Buyi pulled the girl’s two white hands over and opened them to check for any scratches.


    Shaoshang touched his slightly chilly palm, feeling a bit embarrassed. However, when she saw his fingerbones were long and powerful, his knuckles long and thick, and skin pale, she suddenly remembered that day. In front of the hunting house, he held up a dazzling giant weapon high and cut a thief in two… with just those hands.


    “If you’re okay in your heart, you should go,” Ling Buyi looked up at her as he spoke. “If Lou Yao decides to be okay in the future, he shouldn’t avoid seeing you with anyone. On the contrary, he should be happy that you became engaged so quickly and not become a joke among those stingy people.”


    In a certain way, Shaoshang would indeed be grateful to Ling Buyi. If it weren’t for his proposal, those old enemies would have laughed and pitied her behind her back – she and Lou Yao were just climbing high at the beginning, and now they were finally knocked down again.


    “Everyone won’t laugh at me anymore,” Shaoshang sighed a little and looked helplessly at Ling Buyi. “It’s hard to say right now if all those girls who admire you are scolding and hating me behind my back.”


    Ling Buyi smiled slightly. “So no one bullied or slandered you before meeting Lou Yao and me?”


    Shaoshang was stunned.


    “Human nature is inherently good, and human nature is also evil.” Ling Buyi smiled and looked at her, holding the girl’s tender little hands in his. “We cannot lose our guard and become prey to the sword just because we believe in human nature’s goodness. We also can’t avoid the evil of human nature and never dare to face it directly.”


    Shaoshang looked into his dark brown eyes, which were as deep as an ancient pool, without any ripples.


    After a while, she forcefully pulled her hands away and took a breath. “Okay, you’re right,” she said. “I’ll just listen to you! I’ll go to the Lou wedding, why not?”


    So, the conclusion of this was: even if the Sun Monkey didn’t make any trouble in the Heavenly Palace, the Tathagata would come and suppress it, otherwise who would protect the Tang Monk Wanli to obtain the true scriptures. No matter who she married, since she has such bad luck, there would always be women coming to look for gossip.


    “Ling Buyi,” Shaoshang suddenly whispered.


    Ling Buyi was quite surprised. She had never called him by his full name before.


    “Why don’t you marry one of those little girls who admires you like a god?” Shaoshang lowered her head. “If you tell them the sun is square, they would agree with you.”


    Ling Buyi turned his head slightly to contemplate and smiled faintly, shining like a pearl. “I don’t know.”


    “You can also see my temperament,” she said dejectedly. “It’s both stubborn and unruly. Why on earth do you want to marry me?”


    “I don’t know, either,” Ling Buyi said after another moment of contemplation.


    “You told me to say things clearly, but you won’t say anything yourself!” Shaoshang angrily said.


    Ling Buyi smiled and comforted the young girl whose hackles were up. “His Majesty always said, ‘I live without any human breath, like a wondering soul.’”


    The Emperor and Director Xiao had similar ideas.


    “When you enter the Changqiu Palace, His Majesty will see that I am most alive when I am with you.”


    …


    A’Zhu rushed to the Nine Zhui Hall and informed her master and madam of their daughter’s decision to go to the Lou family wedding. She saw that the three young masters were also present.


    “What did I say? I knew Ling Buyi was going to go to the Lou wedding with Niao Niao. I knew this would happen.” Cheng Shi patted his thigh as he spoke to his wife.


    “Didn’t you say there was a loud noise and something smashed?” Madam Xiao asked. “Is someone hurt?”


    “It was just a pot for washing brushes,” A’Zhu replied. “Master Ling said he accidentally knocked it over.”


    She looked at her madam and said, “But I think it was Young Mistress who knocked it over, because her clothes were wet and Master Ling only had a few drops on his robe.”


    The Cheng family looked at each other.


    “Madam, if there is nothing else, I will go back now,” A’Zhu said. “Master Ling brought an extremely valuable long skirt with a curved train, all woven with gold and silver, and a row of shiny and snowy sea pearls on the collar. Master Ling asked Young Madam to change into it for him, so that she can wear it to the mansion. I’m afraid the maidservants may not be serious and accidentally damage it.”


    “Go ahead,” Cheng Shi waved his hand irritably.


    After A’Zhu withdrew, Cheng Shaogong turned dark and said, “Niao Niao is a useless person. She talks back to Mother and quarrels with her brothers every day, and it seems like she is causing some harm. When faced with a bully, she wilts!”


    “Shaogong, don’t talk wildly,” Cheng Yong whispered.


    “I think Niao Niao has done her best,” Cheng Song came out to make a comeback, looking at his parents and then his brother. “You see, she dares to smash things at Ling Buyi. Elder Brother, Third Brother, would you dare? I wouldn’t!”


    Cheng Yong let out a long sigh. “In the future, what can we do with Niao Niao?”


    Father Cheng thought for a moment and optimistically said, “Think about the good, maybe Niao Niao will become the kind of gentle and dignified young lady your mother likes the most in the future.”


    After speaking, he pointedly looked at his wife. Madam Xiao sighed in her heart. She now felt that her daughter’s present condition wasn’t bad. Although she was a bit rough and impatient, she was full of vitality, lush, and fearless, just like the first ray of sunshine in the morning. She was busy and diligent in studying every day according to her own ideas and arrangements. She practiced calligraphy, cultivated soil to germinate, and never slacked off.


    When people saw that, their hearts opened up.


    …


    I just can’t get over how smooth Ling Buyi is. Shaoshang doesn’t stand a chance, haha.


    On a more serious note, the entire world right now is a mess. I don’t want to get political here because I’d like to consider this a safe space for everyone. However, the ongoing war in Ukraine, and now Israel, is just unimaginable. I know that a good portion of my readers are from those areas of the world. My thoughts are with you and your families. Please be safe and stay strong. 
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    Chapter Seventy-Three:
My Best Friend’s Wedding (Part 2)


    In this era, people’s wedding ceremonies were all night, and when the lanterns were lit, it was time to welcome the bride.


    There were no rows of streetlights or neon lights along the way, and one of the most intuitive indicators for comparing weddings was to see which family’s welcoming procession was brightly lit. At best, poor families could light some torches to clear the way, while wealthy families could arrange hundreds or even thousands of giant lamps, making the night feel like daytime. This time, the Lou family spent all of their resources on the lanterns.


    Because He Zhaojun got married with great filial piety, and as a ceremonial guard, there were no songs or dances during the banquet. Even the big fish and meat were reduced as much as possible. Fortunately, it was summer, and there were still many vegetables and fruits.
[Marrying with great filial piety is being married during a period of mourning. It’s a more somber occasion.]


    The guests saw the growing and continuous wedding procession, half dressed in the bright red festive attire and half dressed in plain white filial piety with solemn expressions of sadness. Neither family was smiling. In such a scene, it was not easy for everyone to joyfully beat their son-in-law, tease their wives, and engage in a series of marriage traditions with laughter. They could only quietly congratulate and enter the banquet.


    Somehow, the Emperor had been thinking more and more about General He these days, and he felt that he was truly a powerful official. He had been giving favors to the He family every now and then. The entire family died, and He Zhaojun had no father or brother to send her off. Therefore, the Emperor sent the Third Prince to personally send her off with a brother’s gift. The He family didn’t have many relatives, so the Emperor summoned relatives and nobles to celebrate. The most recent grace was bestowed on Lou Yao as an unofficial position as a lieutenant and official – the Emperor had strict official duties, which was almost the treatment of a son-in-law.


    Shaoshang sternly declined Ling Buyi’s invitation to go with the carriage and went with her parents and brothers. Before getting off the carriage, she solemnly said to Cheng Yang. “I’m sorry, Cousin. I’m afraid you may be implicated again at today’s banquet.”


    Cheng Yang smiled bitterly. “I’m afraid I’m stupid and can’t help you.” She had become accustomed to her cousin always having a problem during banquets.


    “What are you afraid of? I’m here! Who would dare to bully Niao Niao with me around? I’ll tear her apart!” Wan Qiqi, who was also in the carriage, jumped down on her own, starling the Lou servant who was just setting down a footstool for her.


    Cheng Yang panicked. “Today is someone else’s big day. You can’t fight!”


    “Of course not,” Shaoshang quickly waved to her cousin. “Sister Qiqi, don’t interfere later. Since my engagement of Ling Buyi, I have no chance of turning back. You should avoid provoking others.”


    “Don’t be unsatisfied. Let me tell you, if you can make Ling Buyi your fiancé, how many women would rather be hated by a thousand people?” Wan Qiqi laughed and gave a wink.


    As the three girls spoke in a low voice, they followed the servants of the mansion towards the banquet hall. From a distance, they saw many young women in the brightly lit side hall entering, and Yin Xu’e, who was sitting in a corner, vigorously waved at them.


    “Look at her virtuous and dignified appearance, it doesn’t take much to pretend,” Wan Qiqi muttered.


    “What’s wrong with being virtuous and dignified? What family wouldn’t love a virtuous and dignified bride?” Cheng Yang whispered.


    Wan Qiqi was about to refute, but when Shaoshang let out a gentle sigh, she said, “Oh, in fact, getting married is not a good idea. Being alone would be more comfortable.”


    Cheng Yang opened her mouth in shock. “I’ve heard you plan to marry someone and live a certain life in the future more than ten times,” Wan Qiqi said with a smile. “When you settled on Lou Yao, you were even more talkative about managing things. This Ling Buyi is actually a fierce beast. It hasn’t been ten days after your engagement and you’ve changed your mind.”


    Shaoshang sighed again. “I used to be ignorant and thoughtless. In fact, upon careful consideration, getting married is not as good as being single. It’s really a young man who doesn’t know the taste of worry. Oh, forget it, let’s go in.”


    Wan Qiqi was startled and quickly examined Shaoshang in detail.


    Her close friend was born with a fragile appearance, but she was filled with a lively belly. She swore and fought without mercy and was as rebellious as a thorn in her side. If Wan Qiqi would set a fire, Shaoshang would help pour oil and fuel, making her the least attractive and temperamental person she had ever seen in her life. But today, her family’s trouble maker was incredibly powerless, and it made Wan Qiqi pity her at first sight.


    Wan Qiqi’s feelings of protecting the weak arose like a raging fire, and she quickly came to two conclusions.


    First, Ling Buyi must not treat Shaoshang well!


    Second, Shaoshang must be very afraid of being bullied and criticized by a group of people again!


    Wan Qiqi gritted her teeth and followed Shaoshang and Cheng Yang into the banquet hall. As expected, as the maid announced them, all the females in the hall turned their gaze together, like a rain of arrows in the sky. The timid Cheng Yang was frightened and took a step back. Shaoshang quickly grabbed her cousin.


    Although there were many guests at the wedding ceremony that day, it was not advisable to indulge in excessive drinking and entertainment during a mourning period. Fun was not allowed, and the food and drink were cold and indifferent. Except for the families that had a deep friendship with the He and Lou family, all other guests bid farewell and left after observing the ceremony.


    Moreover, not all the male guests would bring their family members, so there were even fewer female guests staying in the side hall that night. Therefore, the Lou family would place all the females in the same hall. The first was to set up a food table for the men, and the second was to set up a food table for the young girls, separated by a long bamboo gauze screen.


    The girls looked directly at Shaoshang without embellishment, either angry, jealous, or curious, and so on. Wang Ling and Lou Li sat together as usual, their gaze towards Shaoshang almost caught fire, but the difference was the former was resentful and the latter was enraged.


    The ladies were much more reserved, taking a few glances from side to side with scrutinizing eyes and quickly turned their heads, revealing a profound expression on their faces.


    But whether young or old, married or unmarried, women’s discussions ultimately ended in whispers.


    “Ling Buyi has been picking and choosing for many years, but he’s fallen in love with such a …such a person.”


    “Is Eleventh Lang blind? This woman’s talent and appearance are not well-known. I’m not convinced.”


    “Not only is she not well-known for her talent and appearance, I also heard that she is crude, arrogant, and illiterate!”


    “Eleventh Lang must have been deceived. Look at her delicate and pitiful fox charm, I don’t know how to show off such weakness!”


    …


    However, no matter how much discussion was made, as long as it was not biased to the end, it could be seen that this new future bride of the Ling family was not vulgar at all.


    There was never a shortage of beautiful young ladies in the capital city, but this woman from the Cheng family was unforgettable for her beauty. Her quiet and sorrowful childish face was shrouded in a hazy atmosphere, like smoke and mist. She was obviously in the innocent age of becoming a woman, but she had an indifferent and meaningless temperament for no reason. When you thought she was just weak and pitiful, she would look at you with sharp and sophisticated eyes.


    The words were invisible, but even with thick lines like a myriad of flowers, one could still feel the blade and sword beneath those glances and whispers, sharp enough to pierce the skin like drops of blood. Cheng Yang shuddered for a moment and then walked into the hall with a stiff face. Meanwhile, Shaoshang, who was at the center of this attack, acted like she didn’t notice anything.


    “You’re quite calm and composed.” Wan Qiqi couldn’t help but praise her in a low voice.


    “If you are like me and have been criticized and slandered by people since childhood, you naturally get used to it,” Shaoshang said lightly.


    Wan Qiqi was stunned. Her small heart, which had been rough for sixteen years, felt pain for an unknown reason.


    Yin Xu’e saw them approaching and quickly pulled the three of them over to her corner. She was instructed by Cheng Yong to come to the banquet ahead of schedule, and then get three or four girls who could show their support for Shaoshang and sit together.


    Wan Qiqi and Yin Xu’e looked at each other before quickly turning away. In order to avoid an internal war, Shaoshang and Qiqi sat together, while Cheng Yang and Yin Xu’e sat together.


    Shortly after, all the female dependents entered the banquet, and Madam Xiao was pulled over by Second Young Madam Lou with teary eyes. The two of them sat together with Second Madam Lou and whispered to each other. When the vegetables and syrup were served, everyone naturally needed to pay attention to etiquette and congratulate the host first, then take care of their food.


    However, after only half an hour, some people couldn’t help but ask questions.


    A woman in yellow who was sitting on the left side of the hall put down her bowl and spoke with a loud voice. “Sister Shaoshang, today you are dressed in such gorgeous attire, which is completely different from your usual shabby attire. It must be different once you’ve climbed to the top of the world.”


    Shaoshang’s dress was indeed exquisite and extraordinary. The simple and elegant light blue train had a faint silver light shining on it, and the pearls on the lapel shone like silver waves rolling out of the blue sea under the candlelight, reflecting the beauty of the girl as if she were a green pine, lush, noble, and majestic.


    Hearing this provocation, Shaoshang glanced at Wang Ling across from her. She sneered disdainfully and turned her head. Lou Li was clearly instructed in advance, forcing herself not to speak.


    Without waiting for Shaoshang to retaliate, Wan Qiqi sneered, “You are so convincing, one would think you met my Cheng sister before. Let me ask you, when and where did you meet her before?”


    The woman in yellow was frightened by Wan Qiqi’s fierce demeanor. “I met her when she went out to dinner,” she stammered.


    “Nonsense! My sister hardly went out before her parents returned to the capital. She accepted a few invitations a few months ago, and all of them are less than a handful. When did you meet her? How come I have never seen you before?”


    “Sister Wan, you are too arbitrary. With so many people at a banquet, you could be mistaken.”


    “Don’t play dumb with me! I’ve been practicing archery since I was young, and I can spot two sparrows a hundred steps away. Besides, if I have seen a face, I don’t forget it!” Wan Qiqi propped her hand on the table, eyes ablaze with anger. “You bitch have never seen Sister Cheng before, but just now I heard what you said. Who would be at your command?”


    Wang Ling also became angry. “Okay,” she snorted coldly. “That’s what I said, so what?”


    “Just admit it,” she sneered. “My sister is very good-looking, and wearing a good dress is just the icing on top of the cake. But there are some people who are ugly and evil and it’s useless to wear anything pretty.”


    “Wan Qiqi! How dare you!” Wang Ling held back, realizing she almost admitted it herself.


    Wan Qiqi saw that the other party was sputtering and proudly popped a piece of melon into her mouth.


    “Cheng Shaoshang!” Lou Li couldn’t stop from standing up and pointing across to her. “How can you handle this? My cousin and you withdrew from marriage and now you’re engaged to Eleventh Lang. How can you say you are worthy of my cousin?”


    “You should ask your Eleventh Lang who told him to propose so quickly that he couldn’t even wait a day? It’s none of Sister Cheng’s business,” joked a round faced girl next to Yin Xu’e. The girls around her laughed.


    “Cheng Shaoshang shouldn’t have agreed to it so quickly,” Lou Li said with a blush. “How sad my cousin must be!”


    “Aiyo, His Majesty personally requested it. It’s such a great imperial favor, who would dare refuse without reason! The young sister of the Lou family spoke so loudly just now. You should have been brought to the front of the court that day to see if that courage keeps up!” Yin Xu’e covered her sleeve and giggled lightly.


    “That’s right,” another girl with a thick bun joked. “My uncle was on duty in the palace and he said that His Majesty was so happy that day and even rewarded them with some wine.”


    Lou Li blushed like a carrot in sauce. “I didn’t mean that!” she said. “I mean, my cousin is very kind to Cheng Shaoshang. She should be sad and avoiding the capital!”


    “What else should we do?” Shaoshang asked lightly, unable to muster any anger. “If your cousin married another person, should I never marry again? Even if I want to marry, should I first grieve for many years? That would make me miss the time when I should be getting married, right? Even if I get married in the end, is it best to marry someone who doesn’t want to, hide in a remote corner, lick my wounds and stay away from everyone? Aiyo, knowing that it was my Cheng family’s last words to complete General He’s last wish, I endured the pain and promised to withdraw from the marriage. I don’t know, but I thought the Cheng family owed the Lou family! Lou Li, you should mind your words carefully and clearly, don’t be ignorant of heaven and earth and talk nonsense!” As she spoke, her gaze shot out like a sharp blade.


    “If you have the courage, tell your elders what you said about Lou Yao and me just now. I think you still have a few bones left!” Shaoshang sneered. “Lou Li, you really think I owe you!”


    Lou Li sat down and for some reason, felt that Cheng Shaoshang was a bit angry today and not easy to provoke.


    After a moment of silence, Wang Ling changed her tone and spoke in a sharp voice, “Oh, this time is different from the past. Little A’Li, I advise you to endure it. You thought that it was Little Mistress Cheng who was your cousin’s bride back then…”


    “Actually, someone from the palace came to deliver a message today, saying that I should prepare for tomorrow. I’ll be picked up and taken to Changqiu Palace in the morning,” Shaoshang interrupted suddenly. “Young Mistress Wang, His Majesty has done a great job in the social state and the court. Today is Princess An Cheng’s big day. His Majesty repeatedly blessed her in the hope that she could get married smoothly, but the two of you keep talking about the old affairs of Lou Yao and me. Are you planning on keeping Princess An Cheng from living a good life? Believe it or not, I will report this to His Majesty and the Empress when I enter the palace.”


    Wang Ling was taken aback. She smiled stiffly. “I made a mistake. The past is the past, so there is no need to talk about it.”


    A girl who was two years older beside her spoke, her tone slow and malicious. “There is no need to talk about the Lou family. Let’s talk about the marriage between Young Mistress Cheng and Master Ling. We’ve all heard about that day. The Cheng family withdrew the marriage from the Lou family in the morning, and then became engaged in the palace during the afternoon. It was too fast. It can’t help but make people suspicious…”


    “What are you suspicious of?” Wan Qiqi asked vigilantly.


    The girl deliberately looked at Shaoshang with a clear expression in her eyes. “Young Mistress Cheng, have you and Master Ling already met before? His life is full of grandeur. If you secretly developed feelings, it’s okay to speak up.”


    Just as Shaoshang opened her mouth, Wan Qiqi jumped up. “No, absolutely not!”


    “You are not Cheng Shaoshang, how do you know?” the girl said.


    “Of course I know! Sister Shaoshang is a person with ambition!” Wan Qiqi exclaimed. “Everyone else is like you. Seeing Ling Buyi, she chased after her flesh and bones with the hungry dogs for three nights! Ordinary women look at Ling Buyi’s health, and then do what she should do. You are the only ones who can’t accept this, so you spray sour gas and bark everywhere and bite people! Unfortunately, Ling Buyi just doesn’t like you.” The girls around her laughed one after another, happily leaning forward and backward.


    Yin Xu’e smiled. “I advise all sisters that marriage is a matter of fate. Master Ling is twenty-one this year, and it has been six years since His Majesty began to negotiate marriage for him. Speaking of it, all sisters have known Master Ling for much longer than Sister Shaoshang.” Although she spoke to the women across from her, her eyes wandered vaguely to Wang Ling.


    “Yes, it was Eleventh Lang who proposed marriage to Cheng Shaoshang, so what?” Wang Ling stood up and sneered. “We are all honest and upright women, with serious behavior and lack of humor. Even some people are coquettish and pretentious, pretending to be pitiful and weak but they are the most capable of seducing men! Master Ling will be an amazing husband, and we don’t understand those sneaky and private tricks. I’m afraid we’ve been deceived!”


    This statement was very insidious. The girls next to Wang Ling seemed to have heard the battle horn and stood up in groups to attack Shaoshang. Wan Qiqi anxiously jumped up, scolding at the top of her lungs but was ridiculed.


    “How can a tiger woman hear that?”


    Even the ones who knew the details began to ridicule, “Young Mistress Wan has had a crush on Second Young Master Cheng and is anxious to stand up for her husband’s family!”


    No matter how experience Wan Qiqi was, she couldn’t help blushing. The girl on Yin Xu’e’s side was more worried about her face and didn’t want to curse too harshly. At this moment, the maid at the door shouted loudly, “Master Ling is here!”


    It was as if someone hit the mute button; all the chattering girls made a small noise and then stopped talking. They all turned their heads to look, only to see Ling Buyi’s tall and slender figure.


    He didn’t speak, and walked in step by step with a gloomy expression. A sharp aura spread over him, like a fierce beast rushing into a flock of sheep high on a mountain. The girls retreated one by one, and the atmosphere suddenly became chilly.


    The older girl took the initiative to greet him and gave a sweet smile. “Master Ling, this area is for females. This is not good etiquette…”


    Ling Buyi’s eyes were as cold as ice and he looked at her with disdain. “Joining or dividing seats is just a small matter, know that shameless advance and retreat is the main etiquette.” As he strode down, he pulled down several of the bamboo screens in the middle of the hall.


    On the other side of the banquet, the ladies of each family had at some point stopped talking and it was quiet.


    Madam Xiao’s face was very ugly. Second Madam Lou leaned against her daughter-in-law and wept silently. Madam Lou gave an awkward smile and said, “Zisheng, you’re here…” Before she could continue, Ling Buyi quietly bowed down to greet Madam Xiao. “With the elders watching, it’s considered polite.”


    The older girl mustered up her courage and met Ling Buyi’s gaze. “Master Ling’s words are not good. Confucius says etiquette is…”


    Wang Ling sat down, sneering in her heart that the fool thought she was smart. If showing off her talent and learning was useful to Ling Buyi, she would have been studying hard for eight years.


    Ling Buyi didn’t look at her. He walked straight past her and stood by Shaoshang’s seat. “Do I know you? Do you and I know each other well? The young mistress talks about the private affairs of unmarried couples and thinks she knows shame and etiquette? Has Confucius ever said anything about that?”


    The girl never dreamed that she would be so publicly humiliated. She burst into tears and ran out with a whimper.


    Ling Buyi lowered his head and glanced at Wan Qiqi. She was full of anger and had to grit her teeth to suppress it. Even if the man’s eyes were as sharp as a knife, she was determined to not give up her seat!


    Lou Li and the girls were timid and afraid to speak. Still, Wang Ling smiled and stood up again. “Eleventh Lang,” she said. “Sister A’Jiao is also the daughter of an official family. How can you humiliate –”


    “I know who she is,” Ling Buyi coldly interrupted. “I will not offend if others don’t offend me. When I go back, I will write a letter to her father and ask him what it means to humiliate my fiancé in public. Could it be that I am weak and incompetent?” He glanced coldly at the ladies at the head of the table.


    “Where have the girls seen Ling Buyi with such a cold expression?” Madam Lou quickly said. “A’Jiao came with her uncle today. If her aunt were here, she wouldn’t be allowed to behave like this!”


    Ling Buyi was too lazy to pay attention to Madam Lou and lowered his head to look at Wan Qiqi.


    Wan Qiqi sat with her head and chest held high. Shaoshang was amused and leaned over. “Don’t suffer, you won’t be able to endure it.” Wan Qiqi became even more erect and motionless, with a dignified demeanor, but her wrist trembled slightly.


    Ling Buyi looked at Wang Ling. “Where did we go just now? You were talking about the two beautiful concubines that Second Prince gave me last month? Your brother, Wang Long, was salivating after seeing them, so I gifted them to him. I have heard, however, that a few days later those two beautiful concubines were taken by your father. I’m not sure what you should call them when you see them in the future.”


    Wang Ling was short of breath. Her face was blue and white for a moment, and then it became as hot as fire.


    Under Ling Buyi’s authority, no one around dared to speak up for her. Madam Lou never liked to see her daughter being harmed, and she couldn’t say much for her reputation.


    Lou Li looked at her pitifully and silently moved over, pulling her sleeves and sitting down.


    Ling Buyi glanced at Wan Qiqi and slowly took another step forward.


    Wan Qiqi finally couldn’t resist and gave Shaoshang an apologetic look before crawling to the table to the right of where Yin Xu’e was squeezing.


    Ling Buyi sat next to Shaoshang with a calm and composed demeanor – and then, the Ice Age scene that had once played at the Cheng Mansion was once again played in the Lou Mansion. From Madam Lou and others at the head to the young ladies at the bottom, they all silently lowered their heads and ate. No one spoke.


    Ling Buyi picked up the new cup the maidservant had exchanged and held it up. “Ladies, you are all polite. I know you must have heard about my engagement with Young Mistress Cheng. When we get married in the future, I invite you all to come.”


    How dare they have any objections? They all raised their glasses in response, repeatedly laughing and saying ‘Congratulations’ to Ling Buyi and Madam Xiao.


    Ling Buyi put down his cup and turned his gaze to the young ladies below.


    The dull girls woke up as if in a dream and quickly followed their congratulations. In their panic, they even wished them ‘a long life together, a hundred years old, good marriage, and an early birth of a noble son.’


    Ling Buyi frowned. “Do you ladies have anything else to say about my marriage?”


    The girls shook their heads like dolphins and wagged their tails, expressing that this marriage was really good and wonderful. It was a perfect match, and a strange fate fell from the sky, and so on and so forth.


    Wan Qiqi saw this situation and whispered to Shaoshang, “Why are you not speaking?”


    “…When he speaks, no one else needs to talk,” Shaoshang held a lacquered wooden bowl and took a drink of the soup.


    “He’s supporting you!”


    “I know,” Shaoshang said. Eyelashes drooped, face expressionless, she counted the small round mushrooms in the soup one by one.


    At this moment, a maid called out to Madam Lou.


    Madam Lou turned along the winding corridor and into a small, dim room where her husband anxiously waited for her.


    When Grand Servant Lou saw his wife, he anxiously said, “I heard in the front yard that there was a dispute at the inner table. Someone bullied Shaoshang?”


    “It’s nothing serious,” Madam Lou sighed. “It’s just that the young ladies were having an argument. Ling Buyi is the dream of many women, and now that he’s engaged, there are naturally people who are angry.”


    “Why would Ling Buyi suddenly leave if it wasn’t important?” Grand Servant Lou raised his voice. “I have asked people to find out. A group of gossipy ladies were surrounding and bullying Shaoshang, including A’Li! Why is Wang Ling here again? We don’t have much of a friendship with the Wang family, didn’t I tell you not to let her see A’Li? The Wang family is very dirty, and I don’t want A’Li learning from her.”


    “I know!” Madam Lou said. “I don’t like the Wang family either, but can I drive her away when she comes? After all, there’s still face for the Empress.”


    Grand Servant Lou walked up and down the room angrily. “You too,” he said. “When you saw them bullying Shaoshang, you didn’t stop them. What can the screen stop? The noise was heard by the maidservants outside, don’t tell me you couldn’t hear it.”


    “They weren’t bullying, it was just a few jokes…” Madam Lou’s expression remained unchanged.


    Grand Servant Lou stopped and looked at his wife. “Young Mistress Cheng was rude to you in public, and you’re happy to see her humiliated, weren’t you?”


    “How can you say that! How could I be like that? Those ladies at the banquet have been good friends for many years, and they do not control their daughters. If I speak beyond them, I will offend everyone!” Madam Lou quickly refuted.


    Grand Servant Lou looked at his wife with a serious expression. “Watching the guests being humiliated in your own home, you think that only Ling Buyi and the Cheng family are shamed? Let me tell you, it’s the Lou family who are ashamed!”


    He shook out his sleeves and turned to leave. “Those ignorant and shallow women, that marriage is definitely settled. They acquiesce in the benefits of their daughter’s humiliation of Cheng Shaoshang. Is there any doubt that Master Ling will withdraw from the marriage because of this? All this will do is make His Majesty unhappy. Knowing that Cheng Shaoshang is humble, those who are smart should sell Ling Buyi as a good person and help out.”


    “Ling Buyi is a blinding and upright person, what could he like about a little girl like that?” Madam Lou spat hatefully. When her two daughters were unmarried, she had also planned for Ling Buyi, but there was no result.


    “Don’t say such nonsense again in the future,” Grand Servant Lou said. “Those who have always been incompetent love to slander competent people. Young Madam Cheng’s ability to capture Ling Buyi is a big deal! A group of women who don’t know how to advance or retreat are no different from those who envy virtue and ability! I think you are also getting increasingly confused. In the future, you should not ask about the affairs of Second Younger Brother’s house. A’Yan is becoming more capable now, she will be in charge.”


    “I am the legitimate wife and also the madam. How can there be any place in the Lou Mansion that I cannot control?” Madam Lou became even angrier.


    “How do you think Ling Buyi knew about today?” he asked coldly. “It was A’Yan who sent someone to report it, and passed on every word they said about bullying Shaoshang. She also said that the elders were there and she couldn’t speak up because she was a junior. Who do you think she’s referring to?”


    “What a cunning woman!” Madam Lou exclaimed in surprise.


    “You don’t want to be a wise person, so naturally, someone will step on you to fill that position,” Grand Servant Lou said coldly.


    Madam Lou was so angry that she couldn’t speak.


    At this moment, a maid came to report, “Young Mistress Cheng said she suddenly began to feel unwell. Master Ling has already accompanied her back.”


    “She’s holding Ling Buyi so tightly,” Madam Lou said, displeased. “She won’t leave Ling Buyi even if she wants to go back! It’s hard to say, she’s in a hurry to show off her grievances!”


    “What nonsense are you talking about? She was engaged to A’Yao, should she stay and cause trouble with the wedding?” Grand Servant Lou felt that his wife’s vision had become increasingly narrow in recent years, without the dignified and magnanimous appearance of her youth. “Even if she resorted to tricks, if Ling Buyi was willingly coaxed away by her, that is his decision!” He then shook out his sleeves and left.


    …


    Ling Buyi and Shaoshang sat in the carriage, speechless the entire way.


    “Why don’t you speak?” Ling Buyi asked.


    “I probably said too much just now,” Shaoshang said lightly.


    “You didn’t say much, either.”


    Shaoshang remained silent.


    Ling Buyi reached out to the girl, but she lowered her head. His palm rested in mid-air, like a pale blooming orchid in the dim light. He clenched his hand and took it back. “What’s wrong with me? Tell me. I always want to make you happy.”


    Shaoshang stared at him from the corner of her eye, not knowing what he was thinking.


    “Third Aunt used to make fun of my innocence and that I didn’t know what power was. Tonight, I saw it with my own eyes. Sister Qiqi, Sister Xu’e, and those others who were willing to help me, we tried our best to defend ourselves, argued hard, and resisted the hardships of life. My mother couldn’t bear to think about it behind the screen. Then, when you came, she dismissed the matter in a few words. You didn’t even have to speak later, and as long as you were seen, everyone would follow suit and know what you meant.”


    “Don’t you like power?” Ling Buyi whispered. How could anyone in this world not like power? “I couldn’t tell you were actually a believer of the simple life.” His fingers were stiff as he made the insincere joke.


    “I am also a layman. If it weren’t for the power of my father, I wouldn’t be able to call my servants today.” The girl shook her head. “Besides, power is just a sharp blade. There is no good or bad, it just depends on who wields it.”


    “Then, why are you…” Ling Buyi’s eyes showed a hint of confusion.


    “Tonight, I relied on the power in your hands, not my own.” The girl’s big black and white eyes were clear and bright. “Why can’t I use your power? Because I will marry you in the future, have children for you, and make you happy and comfortable. How can I share your power?”


    “Isn’t it natural for couples to be integrated?” Ling Buyi rarely had doubts in his life.


    “It’s not your fault, it’s my perverse temperament,” Shaoshang gave a sad smile. “I want to live according to my own wishes, but if I follow you, I have to live according to your wishes. I thought my biggest worry in the future would be how to cultivate and improve equipment. But now it seems that the most important thing for me in the future is to figure out your preferences and make you feel happy and satisfied. If that’s the case, my current position will have to change completely, and in the end, I don’t know what I will become.”


    “Drinking ice wine isn’t good for you,” Ling Buyi said.


    “First, drinking a sip of ice wine won’t kill anyone,” Shaoshang said with a smile, “but it can make me happy. Second, as long as I have my own opinion, even if it isn’t good for my body, I should follow my opinion.”


    Ling Buyi held the girl’s soft hands. “Did you like being with Lou Yao because he could live according to your wishes?”


    Shaoshang smiled and revealed her cute little white teeth. “Almost. So you see, although I have little knowledge and am incompetent, I can see myself very clearly and found the right marriage for me. It’s a pity that A’Yao has to marry He Zhaojun. But Master Ling, you are such an amazing person but don’t know yourself. You’re looking for me and it’s a big mistake.”


    Ling Buyi seemed to understand a little. He said coldly, “Marriage just isn’t appropriate for you, is that it?”


    “If it’s inappropriate, it’s not called marriage. It’s evil,” Shaoshang wanted to break free of his hands but after several attempts, the other party was motionless.


    “General Cheng and Madam Xiao, County Magistrate Cheng and Madam Sang… haven’t you ever envied them?” Ling Buyi asked.


    “My luck is very strange,” Shaoshang said bitterly. “There are always divine couples and happy families around me, but when it comes to myself, there is always something different.”


    Ling Buyi remained silent for a long time. “…That’s true,” he finally said.


    Shaoshang looked at him and knew he was thinking of Madam Huo and Marquis Ling. She exerted herself a few more times, but still couldn’t free her hands. She simply pushed them forward and covered his broad palms to caress his cheeks.


    Ling Buyi seemed startled. He never allowed anyone to touch him, and couldn’t help but be stunned.


    The white and soft little palm pressed tightly against his pale cheek, and Shaoshang felt a rough touch under her palm. The two sat opposite of each other, their faces touching each other, and their sniffles could be heard. The young man had a tall figure, towering like a jade mountain even when sitting. His figure enveloped her head, forcing her to lift her head and bend her neck to look at his face.


    She had never looked at a person so carefully – with a beautiful jawbone, a graceful forehead curve, and his dark brown eyes, with butterfly wings drooping down and jewel like eyes. There were no such beautiful eyes in the world.


    “It’s all my fault, I should have said this earlier,” she said softly. “I may, but I shouldn’t get married. With my rebellious and annoying nature, I shouldn’t have harmed others. Master Ling, we might marry, but we really don’t match…”


    Ling Buyi sneered coldly.


    She looked like a frail butterfly whose wings had been dampened by the rain, trembling as if she would die at any moment without anyone to protect her. But her true nature was so arbitrary. She could look at herself with such a gentle and thoughtful gaze, while at the same time speaking such cold and heartless words. However, he was also aware that she was not playing hard to get. What she had just said was all true.


    He had a good eye. How could he find such a person in the vast sea of people?


    “You like what you hold in your own hand, but when someone else holds it, you can’t rest assured, can you?” Ling Buyi tightly grasped the girl’s hand and firmly pressed against his own face.


    Shaoshang felt his burning and scalding breath on her face, with a sweet fruity aroma mixed with the unsettling scent of an adult man. She nodded and whispered, “I can’t even use my father’s power for a lifetime. I love planting and drawing, and when I think about it, those are the only things that keep me company.”


    Ling Buyi suddenly let go of her hands and sat in another corner away from her, with a magnificent embroidered train draped over his slender legs, shining faintly in the darkness. He stretched out his long arms and gently lifted the window pane and looked out. A beam of cold orange light shone through the gap, shining on his face.


    “How do you know that I’m not in your hands?” he asked lightly.


    Shaoshang looked down at her feet. “No one should be held by another person,” she sighed. “Just like now, unless you don’t want me, I can’t do without you.” She really missed the era when she could at least break off a relationship freely. Here, if she dared try to shake Ling Buyi off, the Emperor would hang her up at the city gate as a lantern!


    The carriage stopped at the entrance of the Cheng Mansion, and Shaoshang firmly pushed Ling Buyi away as he extended his hand to help her. The carriage didn’t have a footstool, so she lifted her skirt and clumsily jumped off it like she had seen Wan Qiqi do earlier that evening.


    She endured the pain in her feet and wobbled as she bid Ling Buyi farewell. She then lowered her head and walked straight towards the front door, silently thinking that perhaps the day after tomorrow, she wouldn’t be picked up by the palace envoy again.


    Cheng Shun, the old steward, noticed that the atmosphere wasn’t quite right. He looked at his own young mistress, then at her groom, and lowered his head in silence.


    Ling Buyi’s body was stagnant and incomprehensible, only quietly looking at the girl’s distant figure. Her slender and soft body was like a willow, yet she insisted on being stubborn and straight.


    The day after tomorrow, she would go to the palace. Then she would see many women who were good at peeping into people’s hearts. She would learn how many people hope to achieve glory and wealth through tenderness and charm. She would know even more that in the face of power, many people were willing to twist their spines to satisfy the joy of those in power.


    In the end, she would find out how ridiculous her current thoughts were.


    Even Wang Ling, who seemed to be very infatuated with him, as long as His Majesty hooked his fingers, or became frustrated, her heart would change in an instant.


    As the girl walked further and further away from him, the torches held high by the servants on both sides extended two oblique red beams. Ling Buyi suddenly strode forward. After a little more than ten steps, he caught up with her and hugged her tightly in his arms.


    The old steward behind them almost screamed out in surprise ­­– although the coldness between the two of them wasn’t good, please don’t touch each other! They were in public; couldn’t they go inside…. What was he talking about? He couldn’t go inside!


    Shaoshang was held back by iron-like arms, and her feet lifted on the ground for a moment. She couldn’t help but scream out in fear, being held in his arms without a head or brain, clinging to the man’s chest like a net, and a burning breath kissing her hair.


    In a daze, she heard Ling Buyi say in a low voice, “…you can’t let me go.”


    She suddenly realized that this was an ambiguous sentence.


    …


    I just want them to smoosh their faces together. Is that too much to ask?


    Next Chapter: Rules of the Game
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    Chapter Seventy-Four:
Rules of the Game


    Having had enough of this, Shaoshang pretended to calm down, wash, and changed clothes, and then suppressed her fierce eyelids and decided to sleep.


    But she was not a skilled craftsman with a clear mind. With a fierce and fearless spirit, she just let out her depression for many days, and then quietly climbed down with a sense of anxiety. The slight pain and bruise on her arms, caressed by the thin blanket, filled her heart with impatience and a trace of fear.


    Ling Buyi looked handsome and fair, but was physically strong since childhood. Sometimes he would see Shaoshang struggling to break a large piece of wood and would reach out to help her break it. So, he has always been very careful with Shaoshang in his daily interactions, but when he hugged her just now, he obviously didn’t control his strength well. He nearly squeezed the air out of her chest, let alone the bruises left on her arms.


    Shaoshang had a nightmare all night long. Like a replay of an old movie clip, she repeatedly dreamed of Ling Buyi holding up the golden, black, and phoenix-like divine weapon to split the bandit in half. Suddenly, she dreamt that his beautiful light red mouth had slightly curved corners. He smiled and took sake she had offered with a smile ­– and then easily broke her wrist.


    The next day, Ling Buyi didn’t come.


    As a responsible troublemaker, Shaoshang went to her parents’ residence that night to confess her crimes. After respectfully raising her arms and kowtowing, she told them everything she had said to Ling Buyi that night.


    In fact, the Cheng Shi couple heard from Old Steward Cheng Shun that night about the abnormality between their daughter and Ling Buyi, but they didn’t take it seriously. They had thought it was just a small couple playing tricks and it was not a big deal that the end result was a hug.


    Once they knew the reason behind it, they realized that this was very important. The couple looked at each other with anxiety in their eyes.


    “…Your daughter acted recklessly and proposed to Master Ling to withdraw from the marriage. I ask that my parents punish me.” Shaoshang fell to the floor, her voice not fluctuating.


    Madam Xiao’s anger, which had not erupted in a long time, surged up again. “You are so bold!” she cursed loudly. “Do you know the power of this marriage? Is this a promise from a rural neighbor? If you want it, you can withdraw if you want! You are such an ignorant, evil girl. Do you know how much trouble this will bring to your family?”


    Shaoshang stubbornly straightened her back. “Don’t worry, Mother,” she said. “It won’t affect our family. I have agreed with Master Ling that we can’t speak about this matter in the Cheng family. We can only ask him to solve it on his own.”


    “Pretending to be smart!” Madam Xiao was furious and slapped her hand hard on the table. “Don’t you think about what a good son-in-law you can find after quitting this marriage? You have caused so many enemies for this! Once you lose Ling Buyi’s protection, how many people will come to look for your misfortune in the future. You won’t have a way out for yourself! You unfilial and disobedient evil creature. I was right at the beginning; you will eventually cause great trouble to your family.”


    “The big deal is not to marry for life, and to leave the capital and go to the countryside. I didn’t think there was any good in being married!” Shaoshang stuck her neck out and said loudly. “If Mother is afraid of being implicated, I can…”


    “Okay!” Cheng Shi said in a deep voice. He pressed his palm on his wife’s shoulder and gave her a look. “Usually the children are disciplined by you. Let me talk about today’s matter.”


    Madam Xiao turned her head angrily.


    Cheng Shi looked at his daughter kneeling in the middle of the room, with a face full of anger and indifference. “Niao Niao, would you like to hear a word about being a parent?”


    Shaoshang pressed her lips together and sat up respectfully.


    “Ling Buyi is not wrong about this matter,” he said. “As a father, I have also seen you meet him several times. You two have pleasant conversations. You have expressed your admiration for him more than once – don’t interrupt, no one is blind. Even if it isn’t a relationship between men and women, there is always admiration. The person you mentioned has a hot heart, but later on, they proposed marriage, and I agreed. The engagement is done, and Ling Buyi doesn’t doubt what’s wrong.”


    Shaoshang couldn’t sit still. “I didn’t say he was wrong,” she said anxiously. “It’s just that I don’t match with him! The life I want to live isn’t like this! I want… I want…”


    Cheng Shi waved his hand to stop his daughter from speaking.


    “When your father was young, I heard a story. Three hunters entered the mountain and met spirits. The spirits said that they were destined to meet each other. They asked each of them to make a wish. The first hunter said he wanted a lot of gold, silver, and jewels. He wanted to be the richest man in the world. The spirit said, ‘That’s easy to handle.’ The second hunter said he wanted supreme power to become the Emperor of the world. The spirit said, ‘That’s not difficult, not difficult at all.’ The third hunter thought for a long time before he said that he hoped in his lifetime, he could do what he desired, without being constrained or bound. The mountain spirit remained silent for a long time before he said, ‘This matter is extremely difficult to achieve.’” Cheng Shi finished the story in one breath.


    Shaoshang slowly relaxed her shoulders, feeling thoughtful.


    Cheng Shi watched his daughter’s expression change and continued. “In this world, everyone hopes to act according to their own wishes, but there are only a few people who can do it. If you ask for help from your father, even His Majesty, who is the highest in the world, might be powerless at times. Niao Niao, you think you can be different? Even if you don’t marry Ling Buyi, you definitely will be able to live the life you want?”


    The statement was simply deafening, as if Shaoshang was hit hard in the chest. She opened her mouth and closed it again, unable to refute this. She could only say with great effort, “I know what Father means. But things might not be so serious! Master Ling is truly beautiful and can definitely find a better match!”


    Madam Xiao snorted coldly. Cheng Shi patted his wife comfortingly before he continued to his daughter, “The Huo family was unparalleled in loyalty and righteousness, and they had an even more tragic ending than any other family. Not to mention that Marquis Huo was the sworn brother who grew up with His Majesty as a child. His Majesty’s full of guilt and comfort and it will ultimately fall on Ling Buyi. Ling Buyi is already in his twenties, and still stands alone with empty knees. Before you, he had no intention of getting married. Now, His Majesty is so passionate about this marriage. Can’t you, such a clever child, see this?”


    “Master Ling won’t blame my family…” Shaoshang felt anxious as she spoke. She herself wasn’t sure about her statement.


    Cheng Shi let out a bitter smile and looked at his daughter’s innocent and confident face. “First, even if Ling Buyi said he was going to withdraw on his own, he only scolded the full room of guests at the Lou Mansion last night and covered you up in every way. Now that they haven’t fully woken up yet, Ling Buyi says he will withdraw. What do you think others will think?”


    Shaoshang’s heart was in a state of permanent anxiety. A thin layer of sweat emanated on her forehead.


    “Second, even if Ling Buyi speaks with sincerity and conceals it properly. Niao Niao, your father tells you that the most unreasonable thing in this world is the love of parents, and the most irresistible thing is the holy will. No matter how Ling Buyi explains it, His Majesty will ultimately blame you. It’s because you can’t hold Ling Buyi’s heart together, because you can’t be considerate and gentle, and because you made him feel lonely again. Niao Niao, do you still feel that it’s impossible for our family to be implicated?”


    Shaoshang panicked and was tongue-tied. She began to knead her sleeves into a ball.


    “Third, you must be very proud of your words last night, forcing Ling Buyi to withdraw on his own, without having to bear any responsibility. But you dare to manipulate Ling Buyi like this and let him take all the reasons for this withdrawal. What is the reason for this? Isn’t it because Ling Buyi likes you? You are not a gentleman. If Ling Buyi has a broad mind, it’s okay to give up on this matter. But, if he’s extremely resentful, he can simply explain this to His Majesty and then wipe his hands clean of it. Regardless of you, will His Majesty spare our family?” Comrade Cheng’s voice trembled as he spoke.


    Shaoshang’s hand tightly clenched on the sleeve of her robe, shaking incessantly. She finally knew why she had those nightmares last night. In the depths of her heart, she vaguely knew that this matter was very dangerous, but she was unwilling to admit it.


    “How can a father not understand your intentions?” Cheng Shi looked at his trembling daughter with pity. “When I was your age, I thought day and night that I could become a happy wanderer in the world. If I left home, I would be happy, but my parents were old and siblings were young. There was a risk of starving to death under the chaos of war. In life, there are actions and omissions. So, I couldn’t go.”


    Shaoshang pursed her lips, tears falling from her eyes.


    “It’s not your fault, either,” Cheng Shi sighed. “That day, as a father, I shouldn’t have been dazed by the favor and wealth. With all the joy, I opened my mouth and agreed to the marriage.”


    “How can I blame you!” Madam Xiao patted her knees and said heavily, “We just withdrew from the Lou family engagement, what excuses did you use to refuse His Majesty?! The daughter has no marriage contract, and the family has no mourning period. The Ling and Cheng families have had no enmity in recent days and no grudges in the past! You father and daughter are talking about it, His Majesty is sincere. How should we, as subjects, evade this marriage?! Could you be this evil person who is used and doesn’t want to be controlled by Ling Buyi, so you prefer Lou Yao who can be ordered around?”


    “Then it’s our fault,” Cheng Shi stroked his wife’s back softly. “We left Niao Niao behind and neglected our discipline. She grew up alone in the past ten years, and no one taught her well. She has developed such a solitary personality. It’s natural she doesn’t care about her parents and brothers around her. This is our fault.”


    Shaoshang’s tears were misty as she looked vaguely at Father Cheng, unsure of what to do.


    “You don’t have to worry too much, Niao Niao,” he said. “His Majesty is a generous person and won’t take our titles or exterminate the family just because his adopted son’s marriage isn’t successful.”


    “He might not steal titles or execute the family. At most, your career will come to an end,” Madam Xiao said coldly.


    Shaoshang was taken aback and hurriedly looked at Father Cheng. When she saw him bow his head and sigh, she suddenly seemed to be a few years old and began to cry. “But, Father is talented…”


    “Based on status of birth, His Majesty has numerous aristocratic families on his left, and on his right is General Wu Yang Hou Jizun, who came from a poor background but has been an important minister who joined the Emperor early. According to the degree of relatives, in front of His Majesty, there are classmates who swear to follow to the death. Your father is talented, and His Majesty is willing to use him, but is not much more, and a lot less!”


    Cheng Shi saw his daughter was fiercely crying and he smiled. “Don’t cry, Niao Niao. Your mother and I are not greedy for fame and wealth. At the beginning of the uprising, we just wanted to maintain the peace of the countryside and ensure the warmth and prosperity of our family. After more than twenty years of fighting in our blood and fire, we have not died and our family has not been destroyed. We have also become friends with some famous families. It’s time to be content. If we don’t do this, let’s go back to our hometown and become farmhouses.”


    Shaoshang couldn’t even cry at this moment, full of apologies.


    She was not afraid to leave the capital herself, so she should go to the impoverished mountainous areas to experience life. Father Cheng had great prestige in the countryside, and he could always transform into better living conditions. But these days, the Cheng family had been providing themselves with delicious food, caring about everything, and her return is to cut off her father and brothers’ future?


    “Don’t cry, Niao Niao. You’ve said everything you wanted to say. Let’s see how Ling Buyi says it in the future,” Cheng Shi sighed. “A’Qing, take Niao Niao back. Don’t make her cry. My wife and I have something to discuss.”


    Qing Cong, who was guarding the door, nodded and stepped forward. She helped the stunned Shaoshang up and slowly led her out the door.


    When the two of them walked away, Madam Xiao’s angry expression suddenly changed and she punched her husband hard. “Why am I doing something wrong again?” she said in a resentful voice. “If I didn’t come out and start scolding first, would you keep pretending to be dumbfounded?”


    Cheng Shi didn’t sigh and worry anymore. “Madam is majestic,” he said with a smile. “You are not angry. You are powerful, and your aura is like a rainbow. How can I compare to you? Besides, we are all telling the truth and there are no empty words.”


    “If you’re trying to make your daughter hate me again, you should scare her well so that she won’t know how important or powerful she is for the rest of her life,” Madam Xiao said. “You really think you can predict things like fate!”


    “Exactly! Now that Ling Buyi can be our son-in-law, I can’t care anymore. I only hope that Niao Niao can restrain her temper. If she acts alone in this, she will have to suffer a lot in the future.”


    After a while, Madam Xiao suddenly said, “Will Ling Buyi really go to His Majesty to withdraw from the marriage after speaking with Niao Niao?”


    Cheng Shi felt a headache coming on. “No matter what, we’ll wait for tomorrow. With the temperament of Niao Niao and Ling Buyi, if we really withdraw from the marriage, it would be bad, but better than breaking it off in the future.”


    “Breaking off the marriage?” Madam Xiao took a cold breath. She was hesitant to imagine the days ahead.


    …


    Shaoshang returned to her residence in a daze, with tears hanging from her eyes. Like a wooden doll, A’Zhu washed and changed her clothes before she was told to lie down to rest.


    Lying on the bed for a long time, unable to fall asleep, she fumbled and pulled out her beloved bamboo flute from under her pillow. She put on a thin satin robe and slowly walked to the window to sit down. The music played softly, and the flute sounded as faint as a breeze, full of hesitation and sadness.


    On the slightly chilly early summer night, she could already hear several cicadas chirping. Spring was finally over.


    “Young Mistress played really well tonight, but you still have to go to bed earlier.” A’Zhu didn’t ask anything, just smiled lovingly at her.


    Shaoshang shook her head, lowering her flute and remaining silent. She only gazed at the courtyard with a strong smell of grass and trees, mesmerized by a delicate and pure white magnolia swaying gently among the emerald green branches and leaves.


    No one had proposed to her, but the engagement was established. She didn’t officially start dating, but now she was trying to find a way to break up. In a daze, she struggled to admit that everything was different after all.


    The ivory tower could not live for a lifetime. She could no longer be stubborn and self-righteous. A few people could truly live the life they want according to their own wishes, and even immortals might not be able to.


    The next morning, Shaoshang stood up and put on the fine gauze half sleeved thin silk skirt that Ling Buyi had prepared for her earlier. The smoky and blue material lined her skin, which was as smooth and beautiful as cream, yet restrained and cautious.


    Then, she sat quietly in her room with big, red swollen eyes and waited. She used to wake up on time without an alarm clock and was never late. Only favored children dared to act recklessly. These days, the Cheng family had been too tolerant and comfortable towards her, causing her to lose her original guard. Different worlds had different game rules, and she not only needed to adapt, but also had to learn to use the rules without obstacles.


    Later that morning, a palace envoy dressed in morning frost came to the Cheng Mansion and announced the decree, ‘The Empress will summon the daughter of Marquis Cheng, Shaoshang.’ Shaoshang heard the news in her room and let out a gentle self-deprecating sigh in her heart. Then, she was helped by her maid to board the palace carriage, which was adorned with vermillion embroidery.


    Cheng Shi and Madam Xiao stood at the door with their maidservants watching their daughter go on a long journey. It wasn’t until they were out of sight that Cheng Shi whispered, “It’s all right. For this wealthy son-in-law, you and I will have to continue to suffer.”


    Madam Xiao frowned but said nothing. She kept staring at the alley were the palace carriage and guards had disappeared. She felt that she had just sent her daughter to a very inappropriate place and couldn’t do anything about it.


    …


    Poor Shaoshang. The part about not being proposed to but being engaged was heartbreaking.
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    Chapter Seventy-Five:
The Palace (Part 1)


    Because the weather was getting hotter, the assigned palace carriage was like a light carriage, open on all sides and covered by a roof. Shaoshang sat on the slightly swaying carriage and looked at the towering phoenix shaped cornices of the Changqiu Palace from afar. She couldn’t help but ask the small eunuch, who was riding beside the carriage.


    “Eunuch Chen, I remember the first time I followed my parents into the palace, we came through the Southern Gate and walked through several palace gardens for the most part of an hour. Today, we’re arriving so soon. Since there’s a shortcut, why didn’t we use it that day?”


    The small eunuch, whose surname was Chen, saw that she was beautiful and innocent, and talked to him the entire way. She was very easy-going, so he smiled. “The palace usually calls officials to enter the palace. Naturally, they should follow the rules of etiquette. But now the young mistress is engaged to Master Ling. Isn’t this His Majesty’s new daughter-in-law? The imperial family can of course take a shortcut from the Eastern and Western Palace gates… Oh, when we get there, please get off the carriage. We have to walk from now on.”


    Shaoshang knew this palace alley leading to Changqiu Palace, which was said to be an alley but was nearly six lanes wide. She carefully picked up her skirt and was helped off of the carriage by a palace maid. She looked up at the tall, green palace walls on both sides and thought to herself, ‘The only thing that’s missing is a high-voltage fence.’


    Eunuch Chen led the way, with the palace eunuchs acting like mimes on both sides. Shaoshang was surrounded by the two colors of Zhu and Xuan. She happily thought to herself, ‘This is no more than a cross provincial criminal and an international extradition scene.’


    Eunuch Chen suddenly stopped, and the entire row of guards following them stopped. Shaoshang looked through the gaps in the crowd and saw a tall woman surrounded by maidservants walking across from her.


    Eunuch Chen bowed his head respectfully and said, “Greetings to Your Royal Highness.”


    The palace maids and eunuchs around her all knelt down and bowed, causing Shaoshang to become confused. Should she follow Eunuch Chen and stand and bow, or should she kneel and kowtow to the left and right? Forget it, it wasn’t surprising that there were many people in the ceremony. She decided to kneel down with the palace people.


    The princess ignored Eunuch Chen and walked proudly into the crowd with her head raised. As she got closer, Shaoshang finally remembered. Wasn’t this the princess who seemed to be separated from her husband? She vaguely remembered that Luo Jitong introduced her as the Third Princess.


    The Third Princess was in her twenties, with a slender figure and a beautiful face, but her eyebrows were sharp and made her difficult to get along with. Today she was wearing a dark dress with a long train, which was made of vermillion ramie silk. The long train extended backward, and the edge was inlaid with colorful brocade with golden light. This precious cloth was dragged so casually on the ground, and moved with her in a graceful manner.


    Seeing the Third Princess walk straight towards her, and her face wasn’t good, Shaoshang began to feel a bit flustered. She had thought that the first one to embarrass her would be the widow princess, or the princess who had rangers entertain her. However, it turned out to be the married one. It seemed that Ling Buyi’s radiation age range was very wide.


    The Third Princess bent down and lowered her head in front of her, lifting her chin with her beautifully trimmed fingers. “So, you are Cheng Shaoshang. You are indeed truly beautiful.”


    Shaoshang’s jaw was pinched and she inwardly cursed, ‘You’re pretending to be a whirlwind force! You stared at me for one hundred and eighty seconds at the banquet, and now you’re talking about beauty?’


    Using fingers to pick up someone’s chin was a very classic insulting posture. Slightly changing the angle of the fingers and the expression of the face could also serve as a symbol of the overall evil spirit and arrogance of the boss. The only problem was that the height difference between the two sides could not be too large. The Third Princess was already half a head taller than Shaoshang, and now Shaoshang was kneeling respectfully, only to hook her chin for a while. The Third Princess couldn’t help but feel a sore back and neck, and could let go of the chin resentfully.


    “Speak,” the Third Princess walked slowly around Shaoshang, her gaze cold and picky. “How did you hook up with Eleventh Lang?”


    The question was very malicious and Shaoshang sighed in her heart. No way. She had to spare some flesh, and was still retrained as a concubine. She only hoped that what Father Cheng said was true, that the Emperor was very enthusiastic and serious about the marriage.


    After making up her mind, she slowly straightened her posture. “I dare to ask the princess,” she said. “What do you mean by hook up?”


    The Third Princess suddenly stopped and sneered, “What I say is what I say! You dare to disobey me when I ask you to answer!”


    Shaoshang’s expression remained unchanged. “Your Highness, that is not true,” she said. “If I obey and answer your question, I would be admitting to ‘hooking up.’ For the sake of my family’s reputation, I would rather be punished.”


    “You lowly maid, how dare you disobey and disrespect me!” the Third Princess scolded coldly. “Someone, give me a hand!”


    Shaoshang quickly raised her head and posed for someone else to attack. Unexpectedly, Eunuch Chen suddenly exclaimed, “Wait a minute.”


    The Third Princess turned her head. “Are you going to disobey me too?”


    “Your Highness, take a closer look,” Eunuch Chen said with a bow. “The person I am humbly escorting today is not from the Changqiu Palace. Before leaving, His Majesty instructed me to send Young Mistress Cheng to the front of the palace. His Majesty has something to say. Your Highness, please think carefully again. Do you really want Young Mistress Cheng to face the Emperor with a handprint on her face?”


    The Third Princess was furious. “Don’t scare me with my father and Emperor! Why, as a princess, I can’t even punish a lowly maid without a position or title? I’ll fight against this lowly maid today even if the Imperial Father scolds me! Someone!”


    “What are you doing? No one is allowed to move!” A clear and bright female voice came from the corner of the alley, and a group of palace attendants immediately gathered around a woman in splendid dancing attire. Shaoshang quickly looked up to identify her as the Second Princess.


    Eunuch Chen breathed out a sigh of relief and bowed again. The surrounding palace staff and Shaoshang followed suit.


    The Second Princess and Third Princess were both similar in appearance and physique, but the Second Princess’s eyebrows were soft and she often had a smile on her lips, making her very approachable. She was wearing a snow blue dress with a high waist and a neat and simple attire. Her hair was combed in a high moon-like bun, and she strode forward in the wind like a flying fairy.


    She nodded slightly to Eunuch Chen, glanced at Shaoshang who was kneeling in the middle, and then stiffened her face towards her younger sister. “You were just fined 30 percent of your income by Imperial Father. Why are you so stubborn again? Haven’t you been punished enough?”


    The Third Princess’s expression stiffened into a sneer. “I am at least liked by Imperial Father. Since that’s the case, I will continue to be punished and act according to my own will!”


    Shaoshang felt a sense of concern when she heard those words. It turned out that even the daughters of the Emperor could not do as they pleased, so it was obviously more reasonable for a daughter of a moderate military general to suffer from exhaustion.


    The Second Princess took a step forward, grabbed the Third Princess’s arm and pulled her away a few steps. “You’re so bold now. Don’t turn around and say you don’t have enough money and ask to borrow from me! It’s so easy for our Concubine Mother to see you these days, stop making trouble!”


    The Third Princess softened. “Second Sister,” she sighed. “My heart is so bitter…”


    “Why are you bitter? You and your husband have sons, what else do you want?” the Second Princess scolded. “Give up your heart quickly. Father respects the rules of Confucianism and won’t let you arbitrarily divorce and remarry! Besides, if you think about the widow of Uncle’s family, she doesn’t have a husband anymore, she can just marry Ling Buyi!”


    The Third Princess couldn’t help but shed some tears. “Why is he so cruel…”


    The Second Princess had been hearing those words for years now, and her ears had become calloused. “You haven’t changed at all,” she said wearily. “When Eleventh Lang was young, he didn’t see you looking at him differently. Later on, as he grew older and strong, you became more interested and people had to rely on you! It’s not convenient to talk here, just hurry up and follow me!”


    The Second Princess pulled the Third Princess back, smiled and pushed her sister towards the palace, and then helped Shaoshang up with both hands. With a slightly awkward smile, she said, “Get up quickly. You’re almost our family, what else do you have to do? After seeing you that day, I asked Eleventh Lang for wedding wine. He pretended to be cold faced. Now I know, it turns out that Imperial Father is afraid of his younger sister’s age and needs to teach her well before getting married.”


    Shaoshang stood up and thought to herself that the sisters were quite interesting. One seemed to have no brains, while the other seemed to have been born with two. She still didn’t say anything and made another respectful bow.


    The Second Princess saw her childish and pitiful, submissive and weak (that was an illusion), so she smiled and patted her hand. She turned around and went to catch up with the Third Princess. “Where are you going?”


    “To see Concubine Mother,” the Third Princess shook off her sister’s hand.


    “That’s great. I’ll go see her, too. Let’s go together.”


    “…I want to visit the Imperial Mother first.”


    “Sister is right. When entering the palace, you should visit the Imperial Mother first. We are destined to meet each other. We should go together.”


    “I won’t cause trouble anymore. I’ll go by myself!”


    “Actually, I am afraid of causing trouble by myself. With my younger sister watching me, I can be relieved.”


    The Third Princess grumbled but didn’t say anything.


    Shaoshang lowered her head and suppressed a smile. She felt that the Second Princess was a very interesting person, so she couldn’t resist secretly looking up at her. She didn’t expect the Second Princess to catch a glimpse of her as she glanced up. The Second Princess was startled. She saw that the girl quickly lowered her head to act honestly, but for just a moment, she felt that the smile was innocent, smart and charming. She looked back at her younger sister who showed all of her emotions on her face, and couldn’t help but shake her head.


    Seeing that the trouble had passed, Eunuch Chen quickly ordered everyone to stand up and continue walking. The Second Princess also tightly pulled the Third Princess in the opposite direction. Surprisingly, a group of people came from the corner of the alley, and Ling Buyi was leading them.


    This was already the North Palace Forbidden Area, and Ling Buyi could not ride a horse or drive a carriage. The guards next to him couldn’t wear full armor or have heavy weapons. However, these ten or so close guards were all dressed in light colored robes with light swords and short blades on their waists. They followed Ling Buyi’s footsteps, both in his guarded posture and walking steps, and were calm, quiet, and unified.


    The group of people walked straight and silently, and the palace staff on Shaoshang’s side, along with the princess’ attendants, remained motionless as if they had been cast in a spell. The Third Princess saw Ling Buyi with both surprise and joy on her face, but the Second Princess thought that today’s situation might not be resolved. With a sigh, she saw that Shaoshang was lowering her head, and even had a hint of fear. Her heart couldn’t help but be greatly surprised.


    Ling Buyi had already approached and Eunuch Cheng arched his hand with a smile. “Why did Eleventh Lang come?” he asked. “His Majesty was still talking to you about this morning.” Ling Buyi also bowed back and raised his head. Eunuch Chen couldn’t stop from exclaiming, “What’s wrong with Eleventh Lang’s face?”


    Everyone looked and saw that Ling Buyi was wearing a black straight train robe today, with black silk tied around his hair. However, there were several bloodstained scratches on his fair face, and the snow-white cloth inside his dark black collar was faintly visible.


    The Third Princess immediately cried out and was about to pounce, but was held back by the Second Princess. The Second Princess said, “Eleventh Lang, were you being naughty again?”


    “I’m fine,” Ling Buyi said with a smile. “I accidentally fell off my horse two nights ago.”


    Shaoshang was already uneasy and didn’t know how to deal with this fiancé who had just been ‘dumped.’ She was even more surprised to hear the words ‘two nights ago.’ She was about to hold her face and exclaim care. Ling Buyi walked over to her, glared coldly and whispered, “Don’t talk yet!” Shaoshang immediately closed her mouth and lowered her head.


    Ling Buyi didn’t care if there were nearly a hundred pair of eyes watching, he reached out and pulled up her soft and slippery right hand, pulling her behind him and stepping in front of her. Seeing this dazzling protective posture, the Third Princess’s eyes turned red as she teared up. The Second Princess grabbed her sister’s hand before she could speak. “That’s really strange,” she said. “You’ve been skilled in horseback riding since you were a child. You can even ride around on horseback with your eyes closed! How could you fall now?”


    Ling Buyi seemed to have a great respect for the Second Princess. “Just now,” he said in a friendly tone, “His Majesty reprimanded me, saying that I shouldn’t ride my horse after drinking if I didn’t know whether or not to die.”


    Shaoshang anxiously lowered her head and twisted her hand. Her small palm was tightly held by the slightly chilly big hand, completely unable to move.


    The Second Princess laughed and continued to scold him a few more times. Ling Buyi turned around and politely said, “You have been working hard. You picked up my wife before dawn this morning. Thank you very much. Just now, His Majesty is currently in the back hall of the Shangshu Terrace. I will take my wife and go there myself, so I won’t bother Eunuch Chen.”


    Upon hearing the words ‘my wife,’ the palace maids and eunuchs around couldn’t help but look at Shaoshang behind Ling Buyi, either smiling or whispering softly. The Third Princess originally was looking at Ling Buyi with the joy of a sunflower, but when she heard those two words, she deflated. The Second Princess had to sigh as she lowered her head to pick up the sunflower seeds.


    Shaoshang stood behind him, as if covered by a tall and upright mountain, both safe and oppressive. The mountain was there, unable to move, and she could only accept its control and protection.


    “Eleventh Lang has become a servant,” Eunuch Chen said with a smile. “It is his duty to serve His Majesty.” He looked at Ling Buyi and Shaoshang with a full expression of understanding. “This is also possible. Let Eleventh Lang… uh, this servant will be lazy.” Then he bowed to the two princesses and took away the palace maid and eunuchs he had received.


    There was one-third less of people cheering. Ling Buyi turned around to face the two princesses. “I have something to say to the two Highnesses,” he said. While speaking, he waved his hand and his guards quickly retreated like a silent wave.


    The Second Princess was already prepared and asked her attendants to step away. There were only four left in this section of the palace alley.


    Ling Buyi pulled the girl out from behind and asked, “Just now, what did the Third Princess say to you?” Shaoshang knew she shouldn’t report and was about to hide a few words. “Did she scold you as a ‘lowly maid’ and say you seduced me, and even more so, she wanted to slap your mouth? Okay, I already knew that.”


    Shaoshang didn’t say anything.


    The Second Princess was both angry and amused. “Before you arrived, Younger Sister Shaoshang could still say two words. When you arrived, she doesn’t need to say a word. You’re very domineering.”


    Ling Buyi lowered his eyelashes. “Second Princess, you don’t have to interrupt the Third Princess. I will always say what I have to say,” he said lightly.


    The Second Princess smiled bitterly and shook her head. “You…”


    The Third Princess kept her face sullen, and then stated loudly, “Sister, you don’t need to stop me. He has been ungrateful since he was young, so just what do you want to say? Am I afraid of him?”


    Ling Buyi took a big step forward, and Shaoshang, who was still holding his hand, stumbled to keep up with three steps. The Third Princess across from him was shaken by his movement, and she took a couple steps back in panic. Only the Second Princess stopped in place and continued to smile and shake her head.


    “Everyone in the capital thinks that the Third Princess is distinguished and romantic…” Ling Buyi spoke slowly. “But I know she isn’t.”


    The Third Princess’s face turned pale and at first, upon hearing the second half of the sentence, it was like breaking clouds and seeing the sun. Her heart was filled with ecstasy.


    “Your Highness, you are just affectionate and don’t know how to cover it up,” Ling Buyi continued. The Third Princess suddenly fell into the ice cave.


    The Second Princess looked at her sister’s bewildered expression, filled with pity.


    High-ranking noblewomen were more promiscuous. In the past, it was not uncommon for princesses to maintain their appearance, but they would always fulfill their face. Unlike younger siblings, although they frequently entertained and invited handsome scholars to flirt with, they may not have done anything that would be immoral.


    “Your Highness is three years older than me, and I grew up with His Majesty,” Ling Buyi said. “Wouldn’t I know about your love affairs when we were young? I also know that Your Highness is unhappy after getting married.”


    The Third Princess’s lips began to tremble. “…you’ve helped me cover up many times before.”


    The Second Princess sighed. “Outsiders don’t know Eleventh Lang’s temperament. We don’t even know it ourselves. He has a cold face and hot heart, just like our biological younger brothers. You had difficulty giving birth in the middle of the night, didn’t he knock open the palace door and get the Emperor to give us a doctor? Have you forgotten that?”


    “I haven’t forgotten.” The Third Princess no longer looked arrogant and domineering.


    “So, today you repay me by humiliating my wife?!” Ling Buyi asked coldly.


    “No, how could I want to humiliate you?” the Third Princess said tearfully. “It’s just that I heard that Cheng Shaoshang is vulgar and cunning like a fox. I don’t want you…”


    Ling Buyi coldly interrupted, “The princess has misjudged one man after another. Today, she comes to teach me how to look at people! I know how untrue the discussions about the princess are, but you use rumors from outside to question my fiancée!”


    The Third Princess was at a loss for words and she tried to speak a few times, looking at the handsome young man. “Okay,” she said with shame. “Even if it’s my fault, I will apologize to Madam Cheng. However, Eleventh Lang, I remember how you treated me well since we were young. I didn’t know how to be a good wife, and now…” Her face turned red and her confession overflowed.


    Shaoshang looked on with disdain. Idiot.


    “Princess, please stop talking,” Ling Buyi said coldly. “It’s better to not say anything if it insults the royal family.”


    The Third Princess refused to give up. The Second Princess looked shyly at Shaoshang, who was only covered by Ling Buyi’s skirt, and couldn’t bear to curse, “Do you want to be shameless or not? Your dignity will not throw you into the East China Sea! Now that you have a husband and children, you can’t divorce and remarry. What else do you want? Do you want Eleventh Lang to be your lover?”


    The Third Princess was tongue-tied. She hadn’t had to calculate much since childhood, and she didn’t know what to do with Ling Buyi in the future. She only knew that if she liked him in her heart, she must be close and friendly.


    “Second Sister, you’ve thought about it too much,” Ling Buyi sneered. “Third Princess never thinks about what others will do, nor does she care about any consequences or disasters. She only knows how to be happy. It isn’t me she loves, it’s herself.”


    Having said that, the grip of his hand tightened slightly. Shaoshang suddenly felt pain and she patted his arm with the other hand imploringly. She didn’t know if it worked or not, but Ling Buyi slowly released his grip.


    Shaoshang cursed in her heart, ‘You know that what I love the most in my heart is me. Why are you still pestering me so much?’


    “Third Princess, I forgot before, but today, I have to speak plainly…” Ling Buyi looked straight at her. The Second Princess glanced at her younger sister and nodded gently.


    “Your Highness, don’t deceive yourself,” he said coolly. “I have helped you multiple times and covered up for you. Whether it is for you or His Majesty, you are clear in your heart. His Majesty is kind, nurturing me while I grew up. His national affairs are tiring, but his daughter only knows about romantic love and doesn’t care about his face. You have repeatedly caused trouble – my heart has long been extremely disgusted.”


    “You!” The Third Princess was heartbroken. She originally was a passionate and straightforward person, and at this moment, it was like being cut and bleeding, and then sprinkled with a handful of salt.


    The Second Princess sighed. Only in this way could she stop her younger sister’s thoughts and avoid being used by others to do wrong things.


    The Third Princess was trembling and was supported by her older sister. “I understand everything,” she said, her face pale. “You don’t have to say anything else. I’m not so brazen yet. If you say that I am arbitrary and good towards Cheng Shaoshang, then consider what you heard wrong. I hope you don’t regret this in the future.”


    “Third Princess,” Ling Buyi straightened up, his expression calm and eyes cold. “I am twenty-one years old this year. From childhood to adulthood, His Majesty has thought about my marriage many times, and you two are the most aware of it. It wasn’t until I met Shaoshang a few months ago that I started thinking about getting married. There is no one else besides her.”


    The statement was so decisive that both princesses were stunned.


    At that moment, the Second Princess’s eyes showed a sense of relief, while the Third Princess was dejected and turned around, closing her eyes.


    Shaoshang leaned over and stood with her head lowered, one hand still held by Ling Buyi, and the other pressed against his strong and powerful arm. The sunlight crossed the high palace wall and scattered like gold on the ground, also falling on the girl. The branches and leaves adorned with her smoky and blue clothing were lush, and the stamens were blooming slightly. The dark blue palace city floor tiles were mottled, so no one noticed that two drops of darkness had fallen onto the tiles next to her shoes.


    Shaoshang lightly stepped on it to cover it up.


    …
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    Chapter Seventy-Six:
The Palace (Part 2)


    After completing the finishing blow to the Third Princess, the Second Princess pulled her younger sister along and led them away from the palace. Ling Buyi looked at the direction of their departure. “It seems like the princesses won’t be visiting the Empress and Consort Yue today.”


    “The Third Princess doesn’t come to the palace these days?” Shaoshang asked.


    “Not bad,” Ling Buyi said as he glanced at her. “How do you know?”


    “Just now, I heard from the Second Princess that Third Princess had been deprived of thirty percent of her income a few months ago. Although I don’t know what Her Highness’s mistake was, there was still anger in her words. It seems that father and daughter haven’t reconciled. Therefore, with her temperament, she naturally won’t enter the palace frequently.”


    Ling Buyi remained silent for a moment. “That’s right. However, it isn’t His Majesty who proposed to deprive the Third Princess of her income as punishment, but Consort Yue. In the past few months, the Third Princess has not entered the palace except for family banquets.”


    “Is Consort Yue the biological mother of Third Princess?” Shaoshang asked, surprised. She had only heard that a mother-in-law would cover up for her children and say good things. This was not a routine operation.


    “Consort Yue is very strict in raising her children. You will find out in the future.”


    After he finished speaking, he pulled Shaoshang away and left. The guards he brought quietly and solemnly followed behind them, always separated by about ten feet. Shaoshang stumbled and was dragged along with a brisk pace, occasionally looking back at these silent followers. She was not accustomed to such a grand appearance. She wanted to say something, but Ling Buyi didn’t say a word and took a big step. The height requirement was placed there, and Shaoshang was almost dragged into a trot. Perhaps this was the legendary Cold War stage for couples.


    “Master Ling Buyi!”


    With the palace in sight ahead of them, Shaoshang stopped walking and tightly grabbed her fiancé’s arm with both hands, panting heavily. “Just say what you have to say. I will face the Emperor later and you’re dragging me away. I’ll be out of breath and can’t answer His Majesty’s words… I don’t have the thirty percent income to be confiscated, only the head attached to my neck!” At that point, there really was no need to get married.


    Ling Buyi stopped and looked at her. “I’ve never seen you go wrong in my life,” he said slowly, his expression gloomy. “Now I realize that you are a cunning and selfish woman! When you use me, you talk sweetly and praise me in every way. When you realize I’m not the kind of husband you want, you abandon me like a pair of shoes.”


    Shaoshang remained silent and said, “…You’re right.” According to the customs of this era, her previous excessive flattery was indeed very easy for men to understand. She was very sorry for this, but what was with his resentful tone?


    “When you used to call me ‘brother,’ I should have thought of your intentions. You were both greedy for the help I could give you and you also despised me. You didn’t want me as a person, so you just wanted me to be a ‘not near, not far’ brother.”


    Shaoshang thought for a moment and sighed. “That’s right. But I don’t dislike you.”


    How could she dislike him? However, the most beautiful moment for a male god was when he was placed on the altar. As long as he stayed on the altar forever, he could become a consolation for the soul, a guiding light for faith and progress…


    She was very willing to treat Ling Buyi as such a perfect statue, which could not only be used for worship, but also serve as a support. It was truly beautiful. She planned well, but to her surprise, others didn’t follow her instructions and insisted on squeezing into her life.   In the near future, this powerful deity would sleep next to her. That left a sour taste and she didn’t want to let it go.


    Ling Buyi’s phoenix eyes were angry and full of disbelief, staring coldly at her.


    “How could I despise you?” Shaoshang smiled bitterly. “I despise myself.” That was the truth. She knew that she had many shortcomings, and the reason for not getting along with others often lied in herself.


    “Since you know you have a bad temper, you don’t want to change it at all,” Ling Buyi stared at her.


    “If it could be easily changed, why is there a saying that it’s easy to change the country but hard to change nature?”


    “That’s you,” Ling Buyi sneered. “Wise enough to reject advice, witty enough to cover up.”


    Hearing those familiar words, Shaoshang suddenly laughed. “My mother often says this to me. You and her must get along well.”


    “However, I will not withdraw this marriage.”


    “Since you know that I have a bit of a temper and can be a bit unbearable… why do you insist on marrying me?” Shaoshang was at a loss for words.


    Ling Buyi looked at her for a moment. “I fell off my horse a couple days ago and was injured. You haven’t asked about my injury yet.”


    Shaoshang looked up and saw the bloodstains on his slender neck and the side of his face, reflecting his skin color like a white wall stained with vermilion. She softened her heart and reached out with her left hand to caress his bandaged neck. “Do you feel any pain?” she whispered.


    Ling Buyi’s cold expression eased. He had been angry for two days and nights, as if waiting for a simple greeting and gentle touch. He held the hand that stroked his neck. “You don’t have to be afraid when you visit His Majesty later,” he said softly. “His Majesty is very kind and you can say anything you want. It doesn’t matter if you are wrong, I’m here.”


    Shaoshang looked up at the handsome and tall young man in front of her, and her heart seemed to leap over countless mountains and rivers in an instant. After trekking through deep ditches and huge mountains, she suddenly felt tired. “Actually, your temperament is no better than mine,” she said. “It’s so hot and cold, the weather is uncertain, and ordinary people can’t bear it.”


    Hearing this insult, Ling Buyi’s eyes were as bright as stars. He touched Shaoshang’s soft forehead. “If you treat me better, I wouldn’t be like this anymore.”


    Shaoshang was speechless for a moment. “Isn’t that what I should have said to you?” she asked.


    “You aren’t good to me, that’s why I went horseback riding while I was drunk.” Ling Buyi was very serious. “However, I didn’t tell anyone that it was because of you I fell off my horse.”


    Shaoshang stared into his round eyes. “I didn’t want to marry you at first, but now I reluctantly accept you. You are still picky and want me to treat you better! No wonder you were worried that I wouldn’t like it before. It seems that you still know yourself quite well – are you blackmailing me?”


    Ling Buyi smiled but didn’t answer. He picked up her hand and continued to walk. This time, he slowed down his pace.


    Shaoshang followed behind him angrily. “You are skilled in horseback riding, you are good at it, and yet you actually blame me. I don’t recognize it, and it’s useless for you to threaten me…” she muttered, but she could only be dragged away by him.


    After arriving at the palace gate, the eunuch on duty bowed to greet them, and Ling Buyi smiled back. His posture was upright and elegant, and he didn’t show any contempt for those in lower positions than him. The smile in the eunuch’s eyes were even stronger, and he repeatedly asked for permission. Ling Buyi took Shaoshang to the next level and left the guards outside the hall.


    As they walked in, Shaoshang heard several eunuchs whispering behind her.


    “Master Ling is a good person. He treats us all with such humility and kindness.”


    “Eleventh Lang and the other sons are different, without any arrogance or severity.”


    “People from Shangshu Terrace often praise him for his diligence in etiquette, bravery and benevolence. This is the true style of an ancient gentleman!”


    “That’s Young Mistress Cheng, right? She was born beautiful. I don’t know if she has a gentle and respectful personality. It isn’t easy for Eleventh Lang to be alone these years. I hope this young mistress treats him better!”


    …


    The sounds of discussion gradually faded away. Shaoshang held her breath. Ling Buyi suddenly stopped and pointed to the deep corridor in front of him. “Just walk to the end of the corridor and turn to find His Majesty’s resting place after his daily business. Do you have anything else to say to me?”


    Shaoshang lowered her voice and said angrily, “You are really good at being a person. Everyone makes sure to tell me to treat you well! Why hasn’t anyone said you should treat me better? I’ve been having such a hard time these years!”


    “That’s all?” Ling Buyi couldn’t help but smile. “We’re about to face the Emperor.”


    “Also!” Shaoshang looked stern and took a deep breath. “It’s all because of you that I have so many things! Later, if His Majesty suspects me of scolding you, it’s your fault. If His Majesty reprimands me, it’s also your fault. If His Majesty asks something and I can’t answer, it’s still your fault! Remember that!”


    Ling Buyi finally couldn’t hold it anymore and turned around, holding onto the carved corridor wall of the dark red lacquered wood with one hand and laughing softly.


    Shaoshang was furious. She vigorously waved her sleeve to shake off his hand. She stamped her feet childishly and walked forward on her own.


    Ling Buyi leaned his forehead against the back of his hand and chuckled lightly. He murmured dotingly to himself, “You’re fierce and soft inside!”


    When he looked up again, he saw that she had disappeared at the end of the corridor. He strode after her, and when he reached the end, he saw his fiancée with his back to him. She was speaking to a young man with a long body and jade standing. He paused slightly before slowly walking over.


    “Is there a beast chasing you? Every time you get engaged, it’s like you run for your life…”


    “Except for the fact that Master Huangfu sent my aunt a letter of poems every month, my uncle writes home every month to complain about his grievances. I have nothing to do with Master Shanjian. Please take care of yourself.”


    “…Then I congratulate Her Highness Shang on getting another good marriage.”


    “Can you remove the word another?”


    Before Yuan Shen could answer back, Ling Buyi had walked over and smiled. “It turned out to be a good opinion. I don’t know what you were talking about with my wife.”


    Yuan Shen frowned. “It seems inappropriate to call her your wife at this time. After all, you are not married yet.”


    Shaoshang’s eyes lit up. She had just wanted to say, ‘What kind of woman hasn’t married yet?’ She clapped her hands and smiled. “Master Shanjian has a lot of insight!”


    Ling Buyi gave a sidelong glance to her. “I see you also have a lot of insight,” he whispered. “Why don’t you go to His Majesty and share it later?”


    Shaoshang immediately softened and remained silent.


    Seeing this situation, Yuan Shen felt an inexplicable anger in his heart. Just as he was about to speak, Ling Buyi politely arched his hand at him and smiled. “I see you are about to leave the palace. Now that the sun is blazing, why not have someone prepare a bamboo hat for you?”


    Yuan Shen opened and closed his mouth several times, but in the end, he restrained himself and bowed back. “I will take my leave now.” After that, he couldn’t help but glance at Shaoshang again, and then left with a brush of his sleeve.


    Ling Buyi fixed his gaze on the corridor where Yuan Shen had left, without taking a step for a long time. Shaoshang couldn’t stop from asking, “What are you looking at? Is there anything wrong with Yuan Shen?”


    “It’s been less than a hundred steps since we walked here separately,” Ling Buyi said.


    Shaoshang didn’t know what he meant. “Yes, it’s only been about a hundred steps. So what?”


    Ling Buyi looked at her bewildered expression and sighed lightly. “Nothing. Let’s go see His Majesty.”


    After the high-profile voice of the eunuch was heard, the two of them bowed and entered the inner hall. They saw the Emperor sitting high in his usual attire, and the Empress was dressed in a simple bun next to him. The smiling Crown Prince and gentle Crown Princess sat at the bottom.


    Ling Buyi took Shaoshang to greet both of them and went to sit down. “Why is the Empress here, too? Didn’t you say that you were waiting for us to pass by Changqiu Palace?”


    The Empress gave a demure smile. “Just think of it as I can’t wait to see your bride.” She turned her head. “Your Majesty, everyone is here, just say what you want to instruct.”


    The Emperor looked down at the honest little girl kneeling down and nodded. “Well, I finally did the right thing today.”


    Shaoshang’s face blushed with shame. She was truly fearless and ignorant, as she later realized that she had been using the wrong court etiquette.


    “Your Majesty, the Cheng family originally didn’t want their daughter to enter the palace. There’s naturally a lack of discipline in etiquette,” Ling Buyi couldn’t help but protect his fiancée.


    The Emperor ignored his adopted son. “Madam Cheng, do you know how to become Zisheng’s wife?”


    Shaoshang was full of confusion. How could this sound like the opening speech of a job fair? She looked at the several big shots in front of her and carefully considered her words. “This… to become the wife of Master Ling, you have to get married first.”


    The Crown Prince laughed loudly. Seeing the Emperor’s displeased gaze directed his way, he quickly lowered his head and suppressed his laughter. Surprisingly, the Empress and Crown Princess also turned their faces, covering their sleeves while laughing lightly.  


    Shaoshang quickly apologized. “Replying to Your Majesty, I am foolish and don’t know Your Majesty’s intentions. I just spoke recklessly, please forgive me!” What was wrong with what she just said? Why were people smiling and laughing?


    The Emperor remained silent. He had no sign of joy or anger on his face.


    Ling Buyi sighed. “Your Majesty, if you have anything to say, say it directly. Shaoshang is young and doesn’t know better, so she cannot understand.”


    “Alright,” the Emperor smiled at Shaoshang, with a hint of helplessness in his eyes. “Madam Cheng, I have to ask you. Your etiquette is crude and your talent not obvious. However, Zisheng is the pillar of the country. I consider him my own son. Do you think you are a good match for Zisheng?”


    Shaoshang felt relief spread through her body. Finally! Someone finally asked her that question. She had a lot to say!


    Ling Buyi wanted to speak again, but the Emperor suddenly raised his hand to stop him from speaking. “You, don’t speak,” he ordered. “Let Shaoshang speak.”


    “It’s not a good match, of course it’s a bad match!” Shaoshang took a deep breath, determined to save even the commas after speaking in one go. She spoke loudly and with enthusiasm.


    “Your Majesty, my parents left the capital city to fight when I was three years old. I was left with my elderly and frail grandmother and my unvirtuous Second Aunt who has since been divorced by Second Uncle. In the past decade, I have not read more than ten books. When my parents came back, they saw that their daughter was so vulgar and unseemly and immediately began my education, but this little bit of learning isn’t enough to make up for ten years of neglect! My mother said that she would find me a husband with a slightly lower family background in the future. If I were to be despised, my mother’s family would still be able to support me… I have no reason to lie! No one from my grandmother to my siblings would have thought that I would be engaged to such a rare talent as Master Ling! Your Majesty, this is all true. If I knew that I would suffer from Master Ling’s eyes in the future, I would definitely be hanging my head and studying hard day and night, winter and summer. But, but it’s too late now! The thought of marrying a young man like Master Ling, who has vastly different talents and looks, has made me uneasy more than once. Your Majesty, why don’t you advise Master Ling that I am really not worthy of him?”


    Shaoshang felt breathless as she finished her monologue.


    The Empress and Crown Prince were surprised and laughed, subtly wiping away tears from their eyes. The Crown Princess was stunned; whether she was scared or didn’t understand what was going on, Shaoshang didn’t know. The Emperor’s smile froze. This wasn’t the answer he had been waiting for. He originally wanted to strike fear into the little girl so that she wouldn’t be spoiled by pampering and bully his adoptive son’s generosity. How did it end up like this…?


    Ling Buyi didn’t seem surprised by his fiancée’s high opinion of him. “Your Majesty,” he smiled, “you can see how humble and self-aware Shaoshang is. She’s natural and authentic.”


    …
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    Chapter Seventy-Seven:
The Palace (Part 3)


    The hall was so silent, you could hear a pin drop.


    This was truly a moment of commemoration. The Emperor was known for his composure and decisiveness since he was young, and he was rarely rendered speechless. At this moment, he didn’t even know where to begin. According to his original plan, he wanted to point out the many shortcomings of the Cheng family in strict terms, letting her know that this marriage was a godsend for her. At this point, the Cheng family would definitely be grateful to his adopted son and serve him well with respect and kindness… But what should he say now?


    The Emperor clenched his fist and coughed lightly, looking to the side. The dignified Empress had a smile tugging at the corners of her mouth and she sat motionless, using body language to express her refusal to accept this relay baton. The honest Crown Prince, after slowing down three times, received a signal from his father and quickly said to Shaoshang, “Confucius said, ‘what you know is what you know, and what you don’t know is what you don’t know.’ It’s rare for someone so young to understand this.”


    The Crown Prince’s speech slowed down, and his wandering gaze made it obvious that he couldn’t think of anything else to say.


    The Emperor remained silent. Even with his usual quick wit and cunning, he couldn’t say anything about the situation. If he followed the Crown Prince’s method, it would only go against his original intention.


    “Mistress Cheng, since the marriage has been decided, you should think about how to make up for your shortcomings instead of just belittling yourself,” the Emperor said in a deep voice. “If you really are so unbearable, what about Zisheng?”


    Amazing! Watching an expert in action was something to see. Shaoshang knelt down like a quail, afraid to move.


    “Zisheng is now in the Outer Mansion and pays attention to his words and actions. As his bride, you need to be more cautious and thorough in your internal and external management in the future. If there is a mistake, it will make Zisheng lose face. If you don’t learn, you will have no skills. Learning but doing nothing is for the sake of laziness. In the future, you should double your diligence in front of the Empress, rather than using the name of humility to pass the buck.” The Emperor’s words were sharp.


    Shaoshang could only bow her head. How could she be clever now?


    Seeing the girl’s obedience, the Emperor thought to himself it was inevitable for her to be mischievous at a young age. Who would have thought his adopted son preferred such things. He will gradually teach her in the future. The instruction came to an end, and the Emperor was afraid of being too intimidating. “What are the details?” he said kindly. “In the future, you can follow the Empress’s instructions. That’s all for today. Do you have anything else to say?”


    Shaoshang raised her head and carefully glanced at Ling Buyi.


    “Just say what you want to say,” Ling Buyi said in a soft voice. “His Majesty is constantly busy and it’s rare to have such an audience.”


    The Emperor twisted his beard and smiled when he heard those words.


    Shaoshang slowly straightened her shoulders, looking like a tender bud sprouting through soil. Her voice was clear and brave, “Your Majesty, I would like to file a complaint, but I don’t know if it’s possible.”


    The Crown Prince and his wife were stunned. The Emperor became quite interested and said, “You have courage. This is the third time you have faced the Emperor, and you dare report to me. You know, it is a major matter to make an accusation, and any carelessness is a serious crime.”


    Ling Buyi looked at her quietly, a hint of confusion in his eyes.


    Shaoshang looked directly at the Emperor and Empress. With a childlike sincerity, she said, “I don’t understand what Your Majesty said about the great affairs of the court. What I want to talk about today is about your children. Even though it’s about your children, if Your Majesty can make the decision for me, I will be able to avoid many unnecessary setbacks for when I’m with the Empress in the future. Master Ling often says that Your Majesty is lenient, and he regards you as his own elder. I don’t know the etiquette, and I don’t know if it’s appropriate. If it isn’t, I won’t speak.” Those words made her feel very tired.


    The Emperor thought that even if this young girl was unruly, she had a rather clever tongue and spoke with ease and orderliness. She was unlike the daughters of courtiers he had seen before. She was neither confused or hesitant. “Okay,” he smiled. “What do you have to say?”


    After receiving the go ahead, Shaoshang bowed down to the Empress and said in a loud voice, “The person I wish to file a complaint against is the daughter of General Wang Chun, Wang Ling. I don’t have any evidence of her words and actions. The day before yesterday, she slandered me at the wedding banquet of the Lou family.”


    As soon as those words were spoken, both the Emperor and Crown Prince were taken aback. “Young Mistress Cheng, be cautious with your words,” the Crown Princess exclaimed, anxiously looking at the Empress. “Do you know who A’Ling is?”


    Shaoshang bowed respectfully to the Crown Princess. “I know that the mother of Young Mistress Wang is the sister of the Empress. However, Master Ling grew up in front of the Empress. If we allow Young Mistress Wang to slander and cause rumors outside, wouldn’t it be harmful to myself and others?”


    The Crown Princess frowned. “It’s just a trivial matter between you and Young Mistress Wang. There’s no need to target Zisheng like this. You have to get His Majesty and the Empress in front of you to disturb the purity of Young Mistress Wang.”


    “Let’s wait for Young Mistress Cheng to finish speaking,” the Crown Prince whispered. “It’s not too late to say that this matter has nothing to do with Zisheng.”


    The Crown Princess blushed and bowed her head.


    The Empress smiled slightly and said to Shaoshang, “There is no harm in saying what one thinks.”


    The Emperor agreed.


    “The Crown Princess is right,” Shaoshang said. “It is just a small matter, but even a few inches of tongue can cause trouble in the Lou family. The day before yesterday, during the wedding ceremony, Young Mistress Wang and several other young ladies were causing trouble at the banquet. They accused me of being flirtatious and pretending to be weak. That I tempted Master Ling into marrying me.”


    The Crown Prince couldn’t help but laugh. “It turned out to be a bunch of jealous remarks. I don’t know how many young ladies in the capital have been crying at home since Zisheng got engaged.”


    The Emperor thought to himself, ‘It doesn’t matter if this is true.’


    Shaoshang relaxed and gave a smile. “Your Highness, I am arrogant. I dare to ask, if I am really coquettish and show my weakness, then what is Master Ling, who has been seduced by me?”


    The Crown Prince’s expression changed and the Crown Princess froze. Ling Buyi looked sideways at her, as if he had some clarity in his eyes.


    Shaoshang turned to the Empress and bowed down respectfully again. “Your Majesty, I know that I have no talent or virtue, and I don’t know why Master Ling has treated me so kindly. However, no matter the reason, it cannot be ‘indulging in beauty and being deceived by others.’”


    The Empress had started this listening with a smile, as if watching the tender, yellow fluffy chicks and ducks pecking at each other. It was only when she heard the last part that her expression slowly subsided. The Emperor remained calm and silent.


    Shaoshang looked at her, her black eyes flawless and sincere. “Empress, although I am ignorant, I still feel it inappropriate. Young Mistress Wang and her friends were not discussing these things privately, but openly speaking in public. Even if the speaker was doing this unintentionally and it was just to vent anger and the loss of a crush, it’s hard to guarantee if listeners were interested.”


    The Empress had always been dignified and reserved, and upon hearing her words, she thought for a while. The Crown Prince and his wife were uncertain and glanced at each other without speaking.


    “Just now,” the Emperor suddenly said, “you met the Third Princess in the palace alley, and she was equally rude and even wanted to humiliate and blame you. Why don’t you accuse her? Are you bullying the weak and afraid of the strong?”


    The Emperor’s voice had revealed an imposing aura as those last words were spoken. The Crown Princess collapsed in panic, and the Crown Prince quickly looked at Shaoshang, afraid that this young girl would be intimidated by the power of the Emperor.


    Unexpectedly, Shaoshang straightened her back and didn’t dodge the question. “Replying to Your Majesty,” she said. “I cannot tell you anything that I am not very clear about myself.” Her heart was racing. This had only happened about twenty minutes ago and the Emperor already knew everything. As expected from the boss of a nation.


    “How can this be?” The Emperor asked lightly. “Isn’t Young Mistress Wang and the Third Princess both equally offensive?”


    Shaoshang’s neck had a fine trickle of sweat. She suppressed her nervousness and forcefully dug her nails into her palm to maintain composure. “There are two reasons why I did not file a complaint over the Third Princess. First, although the Third Princess’s words and actions were inappropriate, the Second Princess earnestly intervened and stopped her. Later, Master Ling quickly cut the chaos. When the Third Princess left, I saw that Her Highness was sad but she had a clear heart. In the future, if the Second Princess slowly comforted and advised her, the matter would be over.”


    The Crown Prince took a deep breath and glanced at his father’s face. “What Shaoshang said is right,” he carefully said. “Third Sister is a bit reckless, but she listens to Second Sister’s words.”


    He was afraid that Shaoshang would be disliked by his mother, so he turned to the Empress, “But A’Ling is different. Since Zisheng and Shaoshang became engaged, she has been angry and dissatisfied many times. She’s always saying that Shaoshang is not worthy of Zisheng, even I have heard this. Right?” The last word was asked to the Crown Princess.


    The Crown Princess was shot immediately and looked at the Empress in a panic. “Your daughter-in-law… I also know this,” she awkwardly said. Among the many girls in the capital who were infatuated with Ling Buyi, Wang Ling was the most famous.


    “What’s the second reason?” the Emperor pressed Shaoshang to continue.


    Shaoshang took another deep breath. She considered her words carefully and said, “Second, I have always heard that Second Princess has outstanding talent and is skilled in singing and dancing. Just now, when I saw Second Princess entering the palace, she hadn’t even changed her dance clothes. It seems that she was practicing dancing at home not long before, and hurriedly came upon hearing about the matter. However, the Third Princess hasn’t entered the palace much in recent months. How can Her Highness know when and where I was summoned to the palace? How can she happen to block our path in the alley? I don’t understand this. How can I inform you of this if I don’t understand?”


    What she really meant was ‘the water was too deep to wade in muddy water.’ However, Shaoshang knew that in all likelihood, it was that little bitch Wang Ling who went to inform the Third Princess to find her. At the Lou family’s wedding banquet, even if the rest of the people knew about it, they had no relationship with the Third Princess. In just a day she had fanned the flames. This account would slowly be settled with Wang Ling in the future!


    The Emperor smiled faintly. “So, there is a deep meaning behind the Third Princess, but no deep meaning behind Young Mistress Wang.”


    “Deep meaning, what deep meaning?” Shaoshang was stunned for a moment. “It’s just that the goddess wants to marry for nothing.”


    The Emperor couldn’t hold back and chuckled lightly.  


    The Crown Prince knew the alarm had been lifted. He laughed as well and said, “It’s just a small matter, but if A’Ling can’t figure it out and wants to attack Shaoshang in the future, then what should she do? If we continue to entangle ourselves, the small matter will become bigger.”


    Shaoshang nodded gratefully. If she didn’t fasten the chain quickly, then Wang Ling, that crazy dog, would go out barking around to publicize that Shaoshang was a temptress. What should we do when we take her to worship the heavens and drink talisman water?


    “Shaoshang, come here.” The Empress, who had not spoken, suddenly called out.


    Shaoshang’s heart jumped and she cautiously lowered her head, taking a few steps forward. She had just complained about her niece.


    “Raise your head,” the Empress said.


    Shaoshang acted according to her words and lifted her eyes, revealing the dignified and beautiful appearance of the Empress.


    “I originally intended for you to stay in the palace and slowly raise you myself,” the Empress said. “But Zisheng refused, insisting that your reunion with your parents was short and there were not many days to celebrate. So, you will come to Changqiu Palace every day by chen shi and leave the palace by the end of shen shi. You will have a day off every ten days. How does that sound?”
[More time blocks! Chen shi is the 7-9am time block and shen shi is 3-5pm.]


    Shaoshang paused for a moment; this definitely was not a regular nine to five work schedule. She realized she had to respond and bowed respectfully. “I will follow your orders.”


    Of course, day study was better than accommodation, and the deep palace was terrifying. A science girl who hadn’t read any historical biographies one hundred times wouldn’t dare to stay in the palace for a long time, even if her bones were not enough to be torn apart. It would be great for her to be able to relax at home every day – Shaoshang couldn’t help but look gratefully at Ling Buyi.


    He smiled.


    After giving a few more orders, the Empress ordered the four younger generation to retire.


    The Crown Prince patted Ling Buyi’s shoulder and joked a couple of times. The Crown Princess took Shaoshang’s hand. “The East Palace is on the east side of Yonghe Palace, it isn’t far away. In the future, if you are tired in Changqiu Palace, come and find me.”


    Shaoshang smiled like a winter jasmine, a refusal in her heart. Warning bells whirred in her head. She remembered a teacher in her past life had said, ‘In the palace, if someone treats you well, they will use you. If someone approaches you, they will kill you.’


    That was a classic. When she went back home, she would write those two sentences in English and nail them to the head of her bed as a warning… Wait a minute. Would English be mistaken for a charm? No, in this superstitious age, accusations such as witch curses were the most deadly. She wouldn’t write it and would keep it in her heart.


    After parting ways with the Crown Prince and his wife, Ling Buyi’s team of ghostly bodyguards gathered behind them, still not far or near.


    The two of them walked quietly side by side, about two steps apart. After a long time, Ling Buyi said, “I was worried about you before, but you have already planned.”


    “Since the marriage is already a foregone conclusion, we should plan carefully,” Shaoshang said leisurely.


    “You filed a complaint against Wang Ling today, not just to stop being slandered by her in the future,” Ling Buyi stopped walking and placed a hand on her shoulder. “You were testing His Majesty and the Empress, casting stones and asking for directions.”


    Shaoshang didn’t shy away from that and smiled. “I will be living under the hands of the Empress in the future, after all.”


    “If you want to know the Empress’s temperament, why didn’t you ask me?” Ling Buyi frowned and asked.


    Shaoshang raised her face into the dazzling sunlight. She put a hand in front of her forehead and said, “I also need to let the Emperor and Empress know what kind of person I am.” What she asked was true to her own feelings.


    “In life, I am the most impatient with people who say the wind blows with the wind and rain flows with the water. It’s better to die on the road of a hard struggle than to sit and wait for death.” Shaoshang bit her lip, her eyes firm.


    Ling Buyi suddenly felt as though he had a lively little animal in his arms, with delicate and cute fur. However, she was disobedient and wanted to push back, causing his heart to shudder with every push.


    …


    Thanks again for all of your kind words and support! 


    Next Chapter: Work Environment Survey Report
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    Chapter Seventy-Eight:
Work Environment Survey Report


    Many years ago, the current Emperor was only a small vassal among the rich and powerful, with not the largest territory or number of family members. He made extraordinary moves and became the Emperor in the second year of his official solo flight. At the end of the same year, he took over the current city, established the national capital, improved law, and organized the court… He quickly built a grassroots team, carefully operated over the years, and focused on both construction and warfare, gradually developing into a scale that was now almost unified in the world.


    Shaoshang couldn’t help but express her admiration.


    At present, the capital was originally only a fiefdom of a certain feudal lord in the previous dynasty. After the Emperor occupied this place, in order to reduce the province, he directly used the old palace to make a palace city – now known as the Southern Palace. Anyway, the population of the royal family was not large, and the Nangong Palace was relatively spacious. Living at home and attending to the court were all together. It was not until the year when the Wan and Cheng brothers came to seek refuge that the Emperor saw the national treasury was gradually filling up before he started to build a slightly larger North Palace community.


    Overlooking the entire rectangular and massive palace city, the North Palace was located above, the South Palace located below, and the two square palace clusters were like an inverted ‘Lü’ character. The North and South Palaces were connected by multiple roads, surrounded by many scattered independent palaces, as well as towering gardens, shrines, temples, administrative agencies, and so on.
[The inverted Lü looks like 吕.]


    Changqiu Palace was where the Empress resided and was located southeast of the North Palace.


    The early royal families were generally relatively simple.


    First, the Emperor’s parents passed away early, so there was no such thing as an Empress Dowager. The current highest elder of the imperial family was the semi-immortal Old Prince Ruyang. Second, the Emperor’s brothers all died during battle, and when they passed away, they had no heirs. Therefore, he had to allocate one of the two sons left by another brother to inherit. Once again, the Emperor’s sister only had a nearly sixty-year-old princess left. She had a humble young son under her knee, who was the one who had said he had seen a private meeting between Shaoshang and Yuan Shen in the blacksmith shop at Ling Buyi’s mansion.


    Finally, the Emperor currently had only one Empress and two concubines. Empress Xuan, Consort Yue, and Concubine Xu.
[Concubine Xu’s name translated is actually Beauty Xu.]


    “That’s all?” Shaoshang remembered her surprise when she first heard about this harem layout. “Uncle Wan has more concubines than that.”


    “How many heirs does General Wan have?” Ling Buyi asked in response.


    Shaoshang sighed, this was the Wan family’s eternal pain.


    “Your father has only one person in his hall, and how many heirs are there?”


    The fields were good, don’t you need more? It all depended on plowing – Shaoshang had no choice but to change the subject. “How many princes does His Majesty have?”


    The Emperor had a total of eleven sons and five daughters. Excluding the fact that the Fifth Prince was accidentally acquired by Concubine Xu, Empress Xuan and Consort Yue gave birth to five sons. However, one of the sons of Consort Yue died prematurely before his first tooth, and Consort Yue gave birth to another princess. In conclusion: the two wives had seven children each. Empress Xuan had five sons and two daughters while Consort Yue had four sons and three daughters.


    Shaoshang figured the Emperor had to be a Libra.


    “Isn’t Consort Yue very favored by His Majesty? Wouldn’t that be detrimental to the Empress?” Even girls who hadn’t watched any palace dramas could see the problem.


    Ling Buyi showed an indescribable expression. “…You will find out later.”


    Shaoshang didn’t have time to pay attention to the Emperor’s relationship with the Empress and concubines. She now needed to readjust her internal clock.


    Every morning, Shaoshang must wake up with the energy of self-study in the morning and clean up. Then, with the patience of catching the city subway, she has to take a carriage to the North Gate of the west side of the palace city and enter. She has to walk south through the royal garden to reach Changqiu Palace. In summary, she needed to wake up before five o’clock, spend a half hour washing up and eating, take an hour-long carriage ride to the palace, and walk quickly for another thirty or forty minutes to reach her work location.


    In just two days, the Empress had a clear understanding of what Shaoshang knew and didn’t know. From the third day on, the Empress began to teach various classics to Shaoshang. It was not like asking the girl to memorize volumes like Madam Xiao, but rather systematically telling Shaoshang how many volumes she should read, including Confucian and Taoist classics, laws and customs, aristocratic lineages, and even taboos of obscurity.


    The Empress was fond of literature and quiet. Every day, around ten minutes before nine o’clock, when Shaoshang arrived at Changqiu Palace, she often had already taken care of palace affairs and was either reading with a scroll or practicing calligraphy. She asked the palace maid to place a calligraphy case, pen, and ink for Shaoshang by her side, occasionally pointing out the meaning of this section of scriptures, or pointing out Shaoshang’s calligraphy. The whole morning passed like that.


    The Empress also created a living room in the side hall of her own palace for Shaoshang, allowing the young girl to rest after lunch every day. In the afternoon, she began to educate her on etiquette. First there were sacrificial offerings, including those for ancestors, gods, and even mountains and rivers. The Empress even summoned two ceremonial officials to explain in detail the sacrifices from the palace and imperial family to the aristocratic families, from the difference in sacrificial offerings to the meaning of kneeling in the prayers – Shaoshang was pretty sure she had swirls in her eyes after that.


    Second, there were various skills in women’s arts. For example, textiles could be divided into hemp making, silk cocoon making, weaving, assembling, and even cutting clothes. She also needed to learn basic cooking skills, such as making soy sauce, brewing fermented glutinous rice, preparing wine, and so on.


    “…I didn’t think that I would need to do these things myself in the future.” Shaoshang had endured the pain for two days before she finally dared to speak out.


    The Empress smiled. “There is no need for you to work with your own hands, but if you learn to master these things, people will say you are virtuous and kind.” As she said this, her dignified face showed a hint of mockery.


    Shaoshang woodenly nodded. To be a virtuous woman, that was good.


    There were also games. Gambling, pot throwing, go, and chess… at that time, the Empress would ask Luo Jitong to lead the young palace maids and play with Shaoshang.


    Shaoshang was defeated repeatedly, losing every bet. Even if she guessed five out of six dice, she could accurately avoid all the correct answers and pick the wrong one.


    Luo Jitong laughed and pointed at her. “Most of your luck was spent on marriage.”


    Shaoshang almost vomited blood she was so enraged.
[Shaoshang goes on a tangent here that unfortunately is just gibberish in English.]


    “You’re doing great,” Luo Jitong said with a disappointed expression. “I am going to be married far away to the northwest, and you’ll spend more time with the Empress.”


    Shaoshang’s face was bitter. The Empress was a typical standard lady raised by upper class society. Even if she pruned the flowers and leaves, she could slowly do it for most of the day. However, she was a reserve girl who was willing to take revenge and said she would never throw sauce dishes when smashing beer bottles. Now she really wanted her own life.


    “Don’t I need to learn how to manage the household?” she asked the Empress in a low voice.


    Shaoshang didn’t expect the Empress to give a profound smile. “You are a woman with great ideas. After entering the palace for a few days, you never bring any extra things into the palace, you never take any needle or thread out of the palace. When you talk to me, you carefully consider your words and phrases, and no matter how the palace maids greet you, you never walk half a step in the palace. After resting in the afternoon, you fold the bedding even more square than the jade steps in front of the palace. When Old Lady Zhai spoke with you for a long time, you didn’t find out where your second uncle is studying now, but you have found out how many people there are in her hometown, whether she is married or not, and what she does for a living. There is no reason to worry about managing a household.”


    Shaoshang was stunned. She didn’t expect the Empress to look so cold and indifferent, yet see everything.


    “I…”


    “There’s no need to say more. It’s a good thing for a little girl to be successful in her heart, which is better than A’Ling, who is headless and brainless,” the Empress smiled faintly. “In this way, I can rest assured that Zisheng will be handed over to you.”


    “Young Mistress Wang, she…” Shaoshang felt that she had almost nothing to hide.


    “When her punishment is over, she will still need to come to the palace to apologize for her sins. I need to save face for her mother, but you don’t need to. Just say what you want. If A’Ling can learn more from you, it would be a good thing.”


    Shaoshang was silent.


    As the days passed, Shaoshang gradually learned more about the affairs in the palace. The Empress was an iceberg beauty, usually unsmiling, but in fact she was very gentle. Occasionally, when a maid in the palace made a mistake, although she appeared dignified in her face, she often lightly passed by. The closest person around her was her elderly maid who had been serving her since childhood. The palace called her Old Lady Zhai.


    Luo Jitong was named as the accompaniment of the Fifth Princess, but she stayed in Changqiu Palace to accompany the Empress for many years. Since the Fifth Princess had arranged a marriage several months ago, the Princess Mansion had already been completed. Now, she was living in the Princess Mansion for a long time and was at ease.


    Although everyone in Changqiu Palace treated her politely, and even the ‘expected’ Fifth Princess did not appear to find fault, Shaoshang still felt that her delicate life had been harmed.


    For more than ten years, she had been a pragmatist under the education of a new society. In addition, she later chose the direction of science and engineering. From the way of thinking to the rhythm of life, she had been trained to be quick and lively to meet her goals. Even if she had learned the flute recently, she would wander in the courtyard for forty-five minutes, which was only occasionally.


    But she was no longer a newcomer now, knowing that these seemingly boring studies were necessary, but it made her suddenly adapt to this slow life. Sitting outside, watching the shadows cast by the sunlight slowly changing shapes and angles under the corridor, she was almost depressed.


    It was said that the deep palace was lonely, as if time had delayed its steps, the sun and moon had scattered their radiance, and the Emperor had an endless busy court. Even if the Emperor often came to find the Empress, the deep palace was still lonely. Shaoshang began to understand where Ling Buyi’s cold and serene demeanor came from. Staying in such a place since childhood would indeed be prone to psychological illness.


    “When can we get married?” Shaoshang sat in the carriage that was transparent on all sides, propping her chin up. The evening breeze was refreshing but couldn’t take away her restlessness.


    Ling Buyi quietly rode his horse beside the carriage, occasionally looking into it. “If not the end of the year, it’ll be the beginning of the new year.”


    “His Majesty is so worried that I will marry you?” Shaoshang felt that she was speaking slowly now.


    Ling Buyi looked at the girl’s confused face and whispered, “Heaven and earth are furnaces, and all things are copper; Yin and yang are charcoal, and nature is the craftsmanship…”


    “I know that!” Shaoshang’s eyes lit up, as if she had raised her hand to be answered by a teacher. “It’s Jia Yi’s On the Owl. It’s the Empress’s favorite article and I have to read two sentences every day.” Sure enough, the torture of cutting meat with a slow knife was not in vain. Look at her, a living scientist transferred majors!


    “I used to feel unwell in the palace when I was young. Her Majesty read it to me. Shaoshang, I have mostly learned what you have. I am Eleventh Lang of His Majesty as soon as I enter the palace. I must have a talent that the world can admire to deserve His Majesty’s reputation as an adopted son.”


    “…Aren’t you planning to say something comforting to me?” Shaoshang asked quietly. She had been listening to the stories of Ling Buyi from the palace maids these days.


    Ling Buyi looked at her gently. “Even if you marry Lou Yao, you still have to pass this level. If you married into the Lou family without learning anything, wouldn’t there be trouble? Where can you get rid of your tendency to avoid things? As long as you embrace anything in the world, there are not many truly difficult things.”


    “Master Ling,” Shaoshang sighed. “You are my future husband, not my present husband.”


    Ling Buyi couldn’t help but smile. “Just endure for a few more months. When you arrive at my mansion, you can do whatever you want. There aren’t many uncles and aunts waiting for you to deal with, and this is better than the Lou family.”


    Shaoshang stared blankly at the tall young man riding the horse, the gentle breeze brushing his plain straight train, cold and straight.


    She looked around and saw that she had reached a deserted alley of her house. She reached out and pulled the hem of the young man’s robe. When Ling Buyi leaned down, she leaned into his ear and whispered, “Don’t you want to kiss me?”


    Ling Buyi looked down at the girl with a blush on her lips and delicate cheeks. His heart moved and he went to kiss her. Unexpectedly, Shaoshang suddenly leaned back in the carriage and sat upright. “I suddenly remembered the teachings of the Empress. Women should be dignified and restrained, not frivolous.” The look on her face was clearly, ‘I won’t make you feel good if I’m not happy.’


    Ling Buyi saw her mischievous expression and smiled, without arguing with her. As the carriage drove to the entrance of the Cheng Mansion, he personally lifted her out of the carriage. “Can I stay at your house tonight?” he suddenly asked.


    Shaoshang stumbled and nearly fell in front of her own doorstep. She blushed. “What nonsense are you talking about!”


    “I mean, stay at your brother’s residence,” Ling Buyi smiled.


    “This is not appropriate,” Shaoshang’s expression was very serious. “Even if you stay at my brothers’ residence, you can’t prevent people outside from gossiping!”


    Ling Buyi raised his eyebrows. “We are already engaged, why not sleep in the same place?”


    This time Shaoshang didn’t blush, but said in surprise, “Really?! Is that okay?! I don’t understand it, can unmarried ladies do that nowadays?” That sounded more open than her previous life and she actually felt a little excited.


    “False.” Ling Buyi stiffened his face, but his perennially cold stern eyes were filled with humor.


    Shaoshang suddenly lost interest. “Since that’s the case, Master Ling will go back and see that the sky is getting dark,” she said lightly.


    Ling Buyi looked at her affectation. He wanted to laugh, but then sighed. “In the end, you are too busy in the palace these days. Don’t you think that there’s something wrong?”


    “Is there anything wrong with me? I think I’m very careful in the palace,” Shaoshang said nervously. She wished she could count the steps she took in that terrifying palace. How was she making a mistake?!


    Ling Buyi pitifully touched her forehead. “It’s nothing serious,” he said. “His Majesty will probably reprimand you a few times, but it isn’t necessarily a bad thing.”


    …


    Ling Buyi straight up asking to sleep with Shaoshang had me clutching my pearls! Wish they had the kiss though.


    Next Chapter: Strength
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    Chapter Seventy-Nine:
Strength


    Scared by Ling Buyi, Shaoshang remained suspicious for two consecutive days, seeing as her day off was the next day, everything was calm and tranquil as she went to work at the palace. After taking a nap, the Empress felt a bit weak. Shaoshang volunteered to help massage her shoulders and back, while also having casual conversations with her.


    “Loosen up, Empress. Don’t exert yourself, slowly release the bones and flesh on your body. Right, that’s it…”


    Old Lady Zhai watched as the Empress’s eyebrows gradually relaxed and praised, “I didn’t expect Mistress Shaoshang to have such skills.”


    Shaoshang smiled modestly. Nonsense! The SMS roommate’s father was a massage therapist who retired to Shanghai to open a shop, while her mother was a first-class orthopedic surgeon. The SMS roommate could look at any bone and say the name, characteristics, and possible future diseases.


    “The day before yesterday, the Crown Princess asked you to go to the Eastern Palace. Why did you refuse to go without hesitation?” The Empress had her eyes closed as she spoke.


    “The Crown Princess once wanted to marry her sister and cousin to Master Ling,” Shaoshang quickly said.


    The Empress’s eyes shot open and she looked at Old Lady Zhai. “Nanny, you said it again!”


    Old Lady Zhai smiled awkwardly and said, “I’ll see if Madam Luo’s mung bean soup and bean paste cake are all right. You can teach her slowly…” She then slipped out of the palace in a hurry.


    “Your Majesty, don’t talk about Old Lady Zhai. Everyone in the palace knows this matter,” Shaoshang said with great effort. “I also inquired about it. On the day when the Crown Princess extended an invitation, it happened that her clan sisters were also there with some cousins, and they would definitely recommend us to each other. But after we met, if the Crown Princess wanted me to recognize a few ‘sisters,’ I wouldn’t agree.”


    “You think too much,” the Empress said in a low voice.


    “If a man has no long-term worries, he must have near-term worries.”


    The Empress turned her head to look at the girl. “If the Crown Princess insists on giving her clan sister to Zisheng as a concubine, what should you do?” she asked suddenly.


    “I won’t do it. If Master Ling accepts it, I will break off the marriage,” Shaoshang said very simply. “Oh, it’s all because of my looks. Sister Jitong said that as long as I don’t speak at all, just look at my appearance, everyone thinks I am weak and pitiful and easy to talk about. It doesn’t matter, it will be fine when my reputation of jealousy spreads in the future.”


    “Do you think being known for jealousy is good?” the Empress frowned.


    Shaoshang slowly rubbed the stiff cervical spine under her hands. “I have a bad temper. If I can change my temper, I will try my best to change it. If I can’t, there is nothing I can do. Wait. Your Majesty….” She suddenly thought of something. “Why don’t you talk about me? Being jealous will make Master Ling feel wronged.”


    The Empress glared at her. “He chose you himself. If you want to withdraw, he won’t be willing to do anything. He will have to accept everything. What is there to worry about!”


    “Then don’t you feel wronged for the Crown Princess?” Shaoshang laughed.


    “His Majesty and I thought she was wronged and felt sorry for her,” the Empress said with a wry smile. “As a result, the more I punished her, the more she felt wronged, so I thought about how to make up for my wrongs.” She looked at Shaoshang and sighed. “There are some things that you will know in the future.”


    “That’s another sentence, ‘You will know in the future.’ Sister Jitong likes to say it. The last time I asked Master Ling who Consort Yue was, he said it. I don’t like it anymore. The moon is shining brightly in the sky, and the palaces on the ground are clearly visible. Can you explain something clearly?”


    The Empress listened to Shaoshang muttering to herself in a low voice, her red mouth raised like an oil jug. She suddenly felt that this appearance was very cute, and she said with a warm smile, “The deep palace is unpredictable. Sometimes, it’s really difficult to understand someone or something in just a few words.”


    “…Okay,” Shaoshang said in a muffled voice.


    Just as she was talking, Lou Jitong came in with mung bean soup and bean paste cake. “Madam Wang and Young Mistress Wang are here.”


    Hearing that it was Wang Ling and her mother, Shaoshang quickly began to slander, “Empress, in this forbidden area of the palace, the Wang mother and daughter can’t come here once, not even to submit a report.”


    The Empress glanced at her, cursing with a smile. “If you were an official in court, you would definitely be a cunning one. Madam Wang, under the order of His Majesty, brought her daughter to confess her wrongdoings.”


    “Confess? I think it’s matter of asking for punishment.” As she spoke, Shaoshang could already see Wang Ling walking towards the palace door, gritting her teeth and grimacing, as if holding a sword ready for battle.


    The Empress shook her head and sighed lightly, while feeling her makeup and hair. “A’Ling lacks experience and is only a little stronger than the Third Princess who challenged you that day.”


    “Not much stronger.” Shaoshang helped the Empress tidy up her clothing. “Sister Wang Ling was reborn in the belly of a minister. If she was also a princess, she might be even worse.” After all, she was the Emperor’s daughter, so she had to leave some face for the Third Princess.


    After the Wang mother and daughter bowed and took a seat, Shaoshang finally saw the appearance of Madam Wang. Her appearance was not bad, but her eyebrows were sharp and lips were thin, giving her a somewhat aloof and arrogant appearance.


    Madam Wang glanced at Shaoshang a few times, her eyes showing a hint of disdain.


    Shaoshang could tell what she was thinking. This enchanting and delicate little white lotus, all by pretending to be pitiful and captivating Ling Buyi, is not worth mentioning.


    Madam Wang looked at her daughter again, and Wang Ling immediately bowed and apologized for the inappropriate words and actions at the wedding banquet. However, despite the standard words, the expression on her face remained displeased.


    Madam Wang continued to remain silent and glanced at the Empress again.


    Shaoshang was angered by the way she acted. How old are you, Madam? It was not easy to learn to be a domineering CEO. She doesn’t speak and only scans people with her eyes. Do you think you are an X-Ray machine reincarnation?


    The Empress, who was well aware of Madam Wang’s temper, let out a deep sigh and said, “Shaoshang, you should take A’Ling to your palace to speak. Jitong, you can also step down.”


    Shaoshang and Wang Ling glanced at each other and reluctantly stood up to leave. Luo Jitong smiled and held back all the palace maids.


    After going their separate ways, Shaoshang did take Wang Ling to her daily resting palace. Although she had been a bit mischievous recently, she would never dare to make a mistake in her actions.


    Wang Ling circled around, looking with disdain. “The decorations here are really cold and simple. It seems that my aunt treats you no more than this. When I lived in the palace as a child, I used pure red and golden lacquered utensils, and covered in silk brocade, and the fragrance was like a phoenix. What I drank was …”


    “Young Mistress Wang,” Shaoshang interrupted with a smile, “maybe you don’t believe it, but in fact, I really like you.”


    Wang Ling was taken aback, unsure of the meaning of her statement.


    “…Because you’re stupid. Stupid enough to be caught with just one mouth. The first time I saw you at the Wan family, I thought that it was best for you to not open your mouth.”


    Wang Ling’s face turned green and red.


    Shaoshang continued, “His Majesty is strict in frugality. I have also seen the furnishings of the Empress’s inner bedroom, such as bright red and gold, and silk brocade. What’s the big deal about it? Even if you speak casually, you are not afraid of flashing your tongue. Believe it or not, I will tell the Empress this.”


    Wang Ling opened her mouth wide.


    “Good. Just take that as true. But when you were young, His Majesty was managing the world at a critical moment. So what you mean is that the Empress ignored the difficulties of the internal treasury and only focused on her extravagance and happiness?” Shaoshang relaxed and leaned against the support, while the old god was there.


    Wang Ling panicked. “No, no, no!”


    “If these words were to flow out, how could your Empress Aunt not know that she was the first to bear the brunt without being a human being?”


    In a panic, Wang Ling suddenly had a flash of inspiration and exclaimed, “It’s not my extravagance! Those are all the furnishings of the old palace. Yes, they were the extravagance of the old feudal lords, and she never used state funds!”


    Shaoshang slowly stopped laughing and tilted her head to think. “Well, that excuse makes sense. Alright, let’s just let this matter go.” What a fool. If it were her, Shaoshang would have come up with eight excuses!


    She spoke briskly, but Wang Ling was furious and harassed by Shaoshang. She almost forgot that she still had accounts to settle with her, and now she stopped pretending. She lowered her face and grabbed Shaoshang’s robe. “You bitch! How good are you! Go to His Majesty and file a complaint. I don’t want to think about what your family is like, the common people who have only been raised are reckless. Let’s see if my father can’t take care of you!”


    Shaoshang didn’t even blink and just quietly stared at Wang Ling.


    “What’s the matter?” Wang Ling began to panic.


    “It’s true that I told His Majesty about you. But how did you know?”


    Wang Ling couldn’t react and said, “Of course it was you, who else?”


    “So many people heard and saw your inappropriate words and actions at the Lou family’s wedding banquet, why did I file a complaint?” Shaoshang’s tone was calm. “His Majesty summoned your father General Wang Chen and reprimanded him in person for not teaching his adopted daughter. Would His Majesty, like other women tell you, tell your father exactly what I told you? So, in general, it shouldn’t be the sound of the wind that His Majesty hears and sees on his own. Well, I remember there were also several wives’ husbands who were under the imperial censor’s command that day.”


    “As for the accusation, on that day, His Majesty specially dismissed the eunuchs and palace maids, leaving only His Majesty, the Empress, Crown Prince, and the Crown Princess, as well as Master Ling and me. All six of us were in the palace. How did His Majesty know that you believed it was I accusing you? Well, the Empress wouldn’t say it. Master Ling and I won’t say it. The Crown Prince is a sincere person. Well, then. There is only the Crown Princess… I’m going to question the Crown Princess right now, why did she tell you this? Does she expect you and me to have external grievances?”


    “No!” Wang Ling was terrified and hoarsely shouted. “No, no, no, it is not the Crown Princess!”


    “Okay! It isn’t the princess!” Shaoshang’s voice as sharp as an arrow, and she slowly stood up. “You heard it yourself then. But that was in His Majesty’s small court hall. How did you bribe the people who serve there? The court is important and is so guarded you can’t even hear the wind there. What exactly does your Wang family want?”


    Wang Ling was scared crazy. She screamed and rushed towards her.


    Although Shaoshang was small in stature, she had rich experience in fighting from her previous life. With a gentle move, she folded Wang Ling’s right arm with her backhand and kicked her knee to make it bend. Wang Ling involuntarily knelt down to the ground, and then was crushed by Shaoshang’s right arm.


    “It isn’t!” Wang Ling, no matter how confused she was, knew that spying on important national affairs meant death. She could no longer pretend to be arrogant and shouted at the top of her lungs, “Yes, it was the Crown Princess! She told me!”


    Shaoshang’s expressionless face pushed forward, and Wang Ling fell heavily to the floor, lying on the ground in mourning and crying. Shaoshang knelt down in front of her on one leg, leaned over, and said ruthlessly, “I didn’t argue with you before because of your noble family background, not because of how powerful you are. You see, as long as I can stand with you, it’s not difficult for me to crush you.”


    As she spoke, she forcefully tightened her grip, and Wang Ling held her right arm in her left hand and let out a painful cry. Tears streamed down her face, as she had never been bullied so severely since a small child.


    Shaoshang slowly released her hand and patted her with a smile. “Don’t cry anymore,” she said. “You still are a noble person. Look, you cursed me so fiercely at the wedding banquet. You were only punished for ten days, and now you’re bouncing around again.”


    Wang Ling sniffled. “You know that His Majesty severely scolded my father and told him to grant me a marriage soon. I will not be allowed to enter the palace again after I tell you my guilt today. To satisfy His Majesty, my father will find me a marriage far away. What’s the Jiang Xia Commandery in Jinzhou? I’ve never heard of it before. I don’t want to go so far away…”


    Wang Ling cried in a daze, and after a while, she didn’t hear a sound. She couldn’t help but look up and saw Shaoshang looking out the window. She didn’t know what she was thinking.


    “Sister Jitong is going to marry someone to the northwest, you are going to the south, and I am staying here…” Shaoshang said quietly. “Jiang Xia is actually a good place. I want to visit the south in the future.”


    “What’s so good about going to that wild place?!” Wang Ling forgot it was so outrageous.


    Shaoshang suddenly became interested again. “In a few years, we will go to Jiang Xia to find you, and then you will do your best as a landlord.”


    “Are you bringing up Eleventh Lang to show off your power to me?!” Wang Ling was furious.


    Shaoshang was stunned. “Why do you have to bring Ling Buyi up every three sentences? There are still many important things in life.”


    “What do you know?” Wang Ling hurriedly wiped her tears with the back of her hand. She knelt up with both hands and feet. “You have been in the capital since you were a child and have never been outside. Why do you think so many masters, princes, and princesses with fiefdoms don’t go to the country? In those remote places, daily life is so rough. There is no decent lacquerware, soft clothing, and even the incense is choking!”


    Shaoshang laughed. “I don’t know about the princesses and nobles, but those princes who haven’t gone to the country might not be reluctant to part with the wealth of the capital.” The Emperor’s restraint was really strange.


    “Then why else?” Wang Ling was furious. “Who doesn’t know that the capital is rich and safe?”


    Shaoshang tutted helplessly. “So, do you want to stay in the capital and live a comfortable life, or do you want Ling Buyi?” Ling Buyi had struggled from childhood to adulthood and she hadn’t seen any achievements. The capital city, which you could have kept, has now been destroyed by you. It was a life of nothing.


    Wang Ling was stunned. She started her brain and began to consider the question carefully. Shaoshang put the noodles made of lacquered bamboo to the side and enjoyed the cool air. It didn’t matter what era she was in, there were girls with water for brains.


    Not long after, a palace maid came to invite Shaoshang and Wang Ling back. Shaoshang saw her expression of urgency and became curious. When she passed through the corridor and arrived at the entrance of the palace, she saw that Old Lady Zhai and Luo Jitong were anxiously waiting outside the tightly closed door.


    “Shaoshang, you and Young Madam Wang should go in,” Old Lady Zhai said. “The Empress and Madam Wang are having a dispute.”


    Shaoshang nodded and then walked toward the door with Wang Ling. As soon as the palace maid opened the door, she heard the tired voice of the Empress coming from inside. “…I’m just asking the important matters of the court.”


    “I don’t care about anything,” Madam Wang exclaimed sharply. “When he went out to fight earlier, you also listened to the government behind the curtain. Now that my younger brother is struggling with the fiefdoms and wants the power to cast money, you don’t want to help!”


    “Before His Majesty leaves, he arranges everything properly. I am just a follower of Xiao Gui Cao. I ask Marquis Yu about matters of literature, and matters of martial arts… no one has ever fought under the city wall of the capital…”


    Hearing this, Shaoshang strode into the hall without hesitation. Wang Ling hesitated for a moment and then followed her in.


    Luo Jitong looked at the palace door that was slowly closing again with a complicated expression on her face.


    Seeing her expression, Old Lady Zhai said, “Miss Luo, don’t take it to heart. There are some taboos about the past, you’d better not listen to them. Young Mistress Ling won’t say anything, Young Mistress Shaoshang… oh…”


    Luo Jitong patted the old woman’s hand empathetically. “The Empress treats Eleventh Lang like her own son and treats Shaoshang as his bride. It’s okay if she knows some things… I know all of this, so you don’t have to worry.” But she was going to marry far away in the northwest, and some palace secrets shouldn’t be taken out.


    Inside the hall, as Shaoshang got closer, she heard Madam Wang’s sarcastic tone, “When your mother, daughter, and siblings were dependent on my family to live, I treated you very well. I gave you half of everything delicious and well dressed! My father treated you like his own daughter, and even his son-in-law picked the best for you. Have you forgotten all about it?”


    “I will never forget the kindness Uncle gave us!” the Empress said bitterly.


    “But Father is dead!” Madam Wang said with tears in her eyes. “He is dead! The general of the family’s tribe has died and scattered. His power collapsed like a mountain before his death, leaving only one young brother as a sign of life. Now he lives only one more breath than the dead, so that the world cannot say that the Emperor is cruel and ungrateful. He relied on my father’s troops to save his life, but…”


    “Mother!” Wang Ling screamed and knelt down at her mother’s feet. “Stop talking!”


    Madam Wang kicked away her daughter and was about to approach the Empress.


    Shaoshang stepped in front of the frail Empress sitting on the side. “Madam Wang!” she loudly said. “Do you know why this palace door is tightly closed and no one is allowed to enter? Don’t think it’s because the Empress is afraid of you, she wants to protect you! Based on what you just said, as long as it gets out, can you and your children be saved?!”


    Madam Wang stood there and said coldly, “Am I afraid of a mere death?”


    “If you are not afraid of death, why don’t you go and ask the Emperor yourself?” Shaoshang said without flinching. “You don’t have to bother. I think His Majesty is coming to visit the Empress soon. Just wait! When the time comes, will you be painting the wind on the mountain or the water in Jinming Lake? Go and explain to His Majesty yourself, why bother us?”


    Madam Wang gave a cold smile. “You are such a sharp toothed and sharp mouthed woman. You are indeed the woman that the upright person likes, but your heart is in the same place. I am not afraid of death, and His Majesty will not let me die. I just wanted to see if our esteemed Empress still remembered my father’s kindness…”


    Shaoshang suppressed her anger and forced a smile. “I have heard that the ancients did not seek their kindness, and I don’t know if your father, the deceased Qian’an Old Prince, had taken care of his daughter and his family in the first place and waited for them to repay in the future.”


    Madam Wang was momentarily speechless.


    Shaoshang continued her efforts and pretended to sigh in a faint voice, saying, “Oh, the old master of Qian’an is really true. Why didn’t he let his daughter marry His Majesty back then? So, now that Madam Wang Wen Xiu is the Empress, she can ask His Majesty for death…”


    Madam Wang was shocked and took a step forward. “Lowly maid! How dare you taunt me?!”


    “Shaoshang! Don’t be rude!” the Empress hissed.


    Wang Ling looked at the tense atmosphere, hesitating to add to the narration. “No, it isn’t… my grandfather and His Majesty are of the same lineage…”


    “Oh,” Shaoshang was stunned, she really didn’t know.


    She cursed herself for not paying enough attention to gossip while pretending to suddenly realize something. “I see. The two families want to get married, but unfortunately, they are also of the same lineage and cannot marry. Can’t the Qian’an Prince only take out his niece? Oh, our Empress really owes us a little too much.”


    “Are you just going to watch this lowly maid humiliate my father?” Madam Wang asked the Empress.


    “Shaoshang,” the Empress said in a deep voice, “kneel down and apologize to Madam Wang.”


    Shaoshang knelt down without any burden and kowtowed to Madam Wang in a dignified manner, leaving Wang Ling stunned.


    After kowtowing, Shaoshang said in a loud voice, “It was my fault to talk about the Old Prince Qian’an just now. I will take the punishment when I turn around. Everyone knows that I am foolish. If Madam Wang doesn’t know, you might as well ask Sister Wang Ling to know how foolish I am. Also, please don’t be angry with Madam Wang.”


    Wang Ling looked foolish. When her mother’s temper broke out, it was like heaven and earth shattered. No one in the Wang family dared to stop her anger. The girl in front of her was two years younger than her, but her face remained unchanged and heart remained still. She could still talk with ease.


    “Although I am not sure what Madam Wang wants the Empress to do, it is obvious that it is an extremely difficult task.” Shaoshang straightened up and looked at her. “A few days ago, the Eldest Princess came to visit the Empress and requested to grant her the position of a young son when she met her. However, Her Majesty said, ‘Those who are good at using people in ancient times will be rewarded and punished according to heaven. Those who follow heaven will succeed with little effort, those who follow people will be punished.’ I actually understand the following words, but I haven’t memorized them yet. Madam Wang, you are talented and must know it, so I won’t continue…”


    Wang Ling twisted her fingers. She wanted to laugh but didn’t dare.


    The Empress was originally in a bitter mood, but at this moment she couldn’t help but shake her head.


    “…In the end, His Majesty did not agree to the request of the Eldest Princess. Madam Wang, that’s the only sister left by His Majesty. The Empress told me that after the uprising, the Eldest Princess did not suffer less. That’s why His Majesty, in order to follow the wise way of governing the country and people, still reluctantly refused the Eldest Princess. You’re forcing Her Majesty to beg the Emperor today, there will be no result except to make the Empress, so…”


    Shaoshang took a deep breath and said loudly, “Madam Wang, please stop. Don’t embarrass the Empress anymore.”


    Madam Wang staggered a few steps, crying and laughing. “Sure enough, this time and that time, the Qian’an Palace was so powerful back then, and now even the daughter of a small official can shout at me. Hah! Father, if you were still…”


    “Qin lost his deer, and the world chased him together, so those with high talents and quick feet got first.” Shaoshang stopped kneeling and slowly stood up. “Every time there was a great chaos in the world, it was only the handsome people who valued their lives as a great gamble in the world. At that moment, no one dared to say whether they could chase the deer or die in battle. What does Madam Wang think?”


    Madam Wang stood there in a daze. Shaoshang slowly walked over, grabbed Wang Ling, who was paralyzed on the ground, neatly up and walked together. She pushed her into Madam Wang’s arms.


    “The dead are gone,” Shaoshang said softly. “The Old Prince Qian’an is gone. But you are still alive and your children are still young. The living are ultimately more important than the deceased. Sister Wang Ling said that General Wang will marry her far away and she is very afraid. She is not familiar with her place of life, and she has not even seen what her husband-to-be looks like. You are her mother, at least you should feel sorry for her.”


    Wang Ling thought of her life and began to cry, hugging Madam Wang’s arm and pleading loudly. Madam Wang was such a strong person, but she couldn’t help but shed some tears.


    Still thanking Stanislavski for his teachings, Shaoshang was moved by her soft posture and emotional tone. She was very impatient with the old ladies who were immersed in the glory of the past. She didn’t believe it anymore. Let that Qian’an old man come back to life, but would Madam Wang be willing to work as hard as a peasant woman from now on? Please!


    The scene calmed down. Suddenly, a cough came from the side.


    Shaoshang reacted the fastest and immediately looked back. The Empress followed, and then the Wang mother and daughter.


    The Emperor was dressed in scarlet robes as he walked out slowly from behind the carved screen of the side door of the hall. He was followed by two silent small eunuchs, and… a tall man dressed in a dark colored robe, Ling Buyi.


    Shaoshang’s head was filled with cannon blasts and fireworks – she had only two questions:


    One, when did they arrive and why didn’t they say anything?


    Two, why did there have to be so many doors in the palace? Side doors, side doors, secret doors, and there was no way into the sky and no way into the earth! The palace was the most uninsured place in the world!


    …


    Next Chapter: Extreme Joy Begets Sorrow
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    Chapter Eighty:
Extreme Joy Begets Sorrow


    As soon as they saw the Emperor, the Empress, Shaoshang and Wang Ling greeted him one after another. Ling Buyi also bowed to the Empress. Only Madam Wang stood motionless. Wang Ling almost burst into tears and Shaoshang silently urged, ‘Aunt Wang, please don’t kneel down and make sure to keep this arrogant and domineering person up!’ Unfortunately, as soon as her thoughts fell, Madam Wang softened her body and knelt down to greet the Emperor.


    Shaoshang gave a disdainful hum.


    The Emperor slowly walked to the head of the hall, opened his sleeves and sat down. Ling Buyi walked over and pulled his stunned fiancé (who was waiting to watch a good show) over to sit on the right side of the Emperor.


    The Empress knelt down next to the Emperor and whispered, “Your Majesty has come. Please forgive me for not welcoming you.”


    The Emperor patted her hand as a gesture of comfort, then turned his head. “Just now, I heard Madam Wang remind the Empress not to forget the kindness of the old Qian’an Prince.”


    Before anyone could react, Shaoshang’s heart thudded in her chest. She knew this was not good. The Emperor had heard everything. She couldn’t help but look at Ling Buyi for help. He stayed motionless, his gaze was forward, and he just squeezed her hand.


    Shaoshang was secretly angry and wanted to withdraw her small hand – the terms and conditions stipulated that powers and obligations would match. So, if he won’t help, she won’t hold hands with him!


    …But she couldn’t move it, and then she remembered that her fiancé’s powerful hand could crush inkstone directly. Forget it. The terms and conditions were something a few people read in the first place.


    Madam Wang’s head, which was originally lowered, shot up when she heard his words. “Uncle Xuan of the Xuan family passed away early,” she exclaimed loudly. “My father comforted his widow and raised his children. Isn’t this considered a kindness? Can it be that I can’t even mention it?”


    The Emperor smiled briefly and glanced at his adopted son.


    Ling Buyi gave a knowing nod. “It’s also difficult to clarify the relationship between in-laws and relatives,” he said calmly. “Decades ago, your grandfather was able to overcome great difficulties and rely solely on the strong support of the Xuan family to overcome the crisis of life and death. This is why he betrothed his beloved daughter to Duke Xuan, right?”


    Madam Wang bit her lips but didn’t speak.


    “Later on,” Ling Buyi continued, “Duke Xuan passed away early, and the reputation of the Xuan family was slightly reduced. However, they kept their family background, so as not to make their wives and daughters lack clothing and eat less. It was the old prince of Qian’an who was worried about the world and moved his younger sister’s family to take care of them in the chaos of war. Isn’t that a natural thing?! Do you think this kind of ‘kindness’ is worth mentioning over and over, and even if you say it, you won’t be afraid of making people laugh? As for marriage….” He picked up his slender eyelashes, looked at the Emperor, and stopped talking.


    The Emperor pretended to glare at his adopted son and turned to him. “In the past,” he said, “I had a great event with Prince Qian’an. I once said that blood was enough to be sworn in as an alliance. It was your father who insisted on marriage as an alliance, but unfortunately, I belonged to the same lineage, and no women in the vast Qian’an family could marry. At that time, besides marrying the Empress who was raised by your side from a young age, could you have done anything better?”


    Shaoshang occasionally glanced at the Empress and saw that her face turned a bit pale when the Emperor had said, ‘Your father insisted on marriage as an alliance.’ The Emperor didn’t notice.


    “Moreover, it took only three years from when the Old Prince Qian’an and His Majesty formed an alliance to wanting to go their separate ways…” Ling Buyi deliberately made up his mind when he said those words. Madam Wang lowered her head and grit her teeth, avoiding his gaze.


    It took a second for Shaoshang to understand. Why go your separate ways? He must have wanted to start another alliance or even rebel!


    “The old prince’s various actions did not scrutinize the Empress who had already married and had children,” Ling Buyi said slowly.


    Madam Wang looked angry when she bowed her head, but when she looked up, she looked sad. “But Your Majesty, my brother is now under the strict supervision of the state, and he is not allowed to eat, drink, and live freely. Back then I had a dozen brothers and sisters, but now only this younger brother is left. I hope His Majesty will look at the affection of the year…”


    “The right to mint coins is an important matter in state affairs, and is not something you, a woman, can talk about,” the Emperor suddenly interrupted her. “If you really have the heart, why don’t you let General Wang mention it in court? It’s better than making trouble for the Empress here.”


    Shaoshang began to compliment the Emperor in her heart one hundred and eighty times – Aunt Wang spoke of her emotions, and the Emperor taught her etiquette and law. It was amazing, truly amazing! He should know that once he starts to talk about emotions with a woman, it was endless. And he always said that it must be Uncle Wang who had already changed people to go to the tea cold old father-in-law’s doorstep and hugged his thigh. Of course, he refused to listen to his wife’s words and wanted benefits for his brother-in-law!


    Sure enough, when it came to her husband Wang Chun, Madam Wang’s face looked even worse, almost biting her lip and making it bleed.


    The Emperor refused to let go of Madam Wang. “One thing. You disrespected the Empress today. Your words and actions exceeded the rules, and you did not respect the etiquette and law. How should you be punished? You should be punished for contempt…”


    “Your Majesty!” The Empress suddenly interrupted with a mournful expression. “I’m not feeling well, let’s stop here today.”


    The Emperor knew that she wanted to plead for Madam Wang, but he wanted to suppress the authority of the old Qian’an princess and remained silent. Shaoshang also thought that the Empress was very kind, but it was time to severely punish Aunt Wang!


    The Empress looked at the Emperor’s expression and knew his intention, so she had to anxiously look at her adopted son and gestured with her gaze. Shaoshang saw the young man next to her lowering his head and giving a soft sigh. “Your Majesty, didn’t you have something to say to Shaoshang today? It’s already late now, and if you don’t say it again, she will go home. Tomorrow…” he chuckled. “Tomorrow is her day off.”


    Shaoshang’s head buzzed. She never dreamed that Ling Buyi would betray her to relieve the Empress! “You… why are you like this…?” she stammered angrily.


    – – This goddamn bastard, the eighteen-generation ancestor of the pit-digging party, my mother dug your ancestor’s grave and handed it over to the country. It’s better to punch you seven times and make you a green hat, you will not hit the house for three days. Sure enough, the husband and wife were originally in the same catastrophe, and she wants a divorce! No, she wasn’t married yet, but she wanted to return it!


    Her eyes were red with anger, and she didn’t care about scolding her unscrupulous fiancé at the time. She hurriedly said to the Emperor, “No, no, Your Majesty, don’t listen to Master Ling’s nonsense. Please don’t worry about me and say what you want to Madam Wang. I’m just a small matter, which has nothing to do with the government and the harem. Madam Wang’s right to mint coins is the big deal. Besides, how can His Majesty be interrupted even if he speaks golden words? Broken gold and jade! Master Ling is so ignorant…”


    The Emperor looked majestic, and at this time he couldn’t help but turn his head and smile. The Empress almost sneered through her tears. Madam Wang was also angry. Wang Ling couldn’t wait to see how this played out.


    Ling Buyi couldn’t help his smile. “Your Majesty, why don’t you ask me to send Madam Wang and her daughter first?”


    The Emperor turned his face and didn’t answer, waving his sleeve as a sign of agreement.


    Ling Buyi arched his hands at the two eunuchs. The two of them understood and immediately commanded several palace maids to drag the mother and daughter out. Ling Buyi followed them out until they had reached the gate of the palace. Madam Wang suddenly turned around and whispered, “The Emperor and Empress are really not raising you for nothing. What can they say about you? What can the princes and princesses do to you? What a good dog!”


    This seemed to amuse Ling Buyi and he let out a laugh. “Young Mistress,” he directly said to Wang Ling beside him, “when you go back, immediately inform your father of today’s palace affairs. Your mother is now mentally unclear, and in her heart, the lives of her husband and children are not as important as the Qian’an Little Prince. If you don’t restrain her, the Wang family may face great difficulties.”


    Wang Ling was both surprised and afraid, with tears in her eyes. She bowed and thanked him. “I would like to express my sincere gratitude to Eleventh Lang. My father often said that there are difficulties in the past, and you are the one who generously helped.”


    Ling Buyi slightly arched his hand, but ignored her words. He was still angry with Madam Wang and turned back to the palace. As he stepped inside, he only heard the Emperor scolding his dear fiancé with a joyful tone that others couldn’t detect. “…I’ll point at you. Your fault is not elsewhere, it’s only on Zisheng.”


    Ling Buyi slightly tilted the corner of his mouth and slowed down.


    Shaoshang’s forehead was already sweating. “Master Ling? Master Ling… what did I do to him? No, no, no, no, no! I’ve gotten up before dawn these past ten days, and only returned home when it was dark. How could I have the time to do something wrong to Master Ling!”


    The Emperor supported his right elbow on his knee and leaned forward. “Think about it again. Now, you actually feel that you are not sorry for Zisheng at all?! It shows that your heart is cold and thin!”


    Shaoshang was about to burst into tears and said in a panic, “I’m dull, I am really dull, Your Majesty. Could you please give me a few words?” She had no idea what went wrong. Could it be that she didn’t kiss Ling Buyi a few days ago? No, the Emperor wouldn’t scold her just because she teased his adopted son, right? The world suddenly became a fantasy.


    The Empress watched her anxiously turn around and whispered, “Shaoshang, think about it. You always wake up after dark and arrive home. What about Zisheng who picks you up and takes you in and out of the palace every day?”


    Shaoshang opened her mouth, mind blank, and she didn’t know how to deal with the opportunity to dominate Yu Town because she had never thought about it! In this way, it was not wrong to say that her intentions are indifferent.


    The Emperor cleared his face and said in a deep voice, “Do you know that for the past ten days, regardless of whether it’s sunny, rainy, cold, or warm, regardless of busy work, Zisheng has always been out of the mansion to pick you up from the Cheng family, and then holding up the lamp to return to the mansion. When you’re happy, you even let him have dinner at the Cheng Mansion before leaving. If you’re not happy, you won’t even have a meal and drive Zisheng back.”


    Speaking of this, he slapped his knee and said coldly, “I’m here to ask you, do you have any heart? Do you know if you’re heartbroken? What’s the use of Zisheng wanting a woman like you with a cold heart?”


    “I, I, I…” Shaoshang hesitated. Just now, she was about to casually say, ‘Then you’ll let me withdraw,’ but the desire for survival made her bite her lips.


    “You can still be considered young and immature, but what about your parents, who also watch Zisheng suffer like this?” The Emperor clapped his hand on his knee again, as if hitting Shaoshang’s heart heavily.


    Shaoshang could no longer stutter and hurriedly said, “Your Majesty, this is because I am ignorant and it has nothing to do with my parents. Ten days ago, my father was summoned by his superiors to a neighboring county, and on the same day, my mother also went outside the city to take care of buying land. Both of them have not yet returned. They don’t know about this! It’s all my fault, Your Majesty. They have been the most cautious in their cultivation, how could they have made such a mistake?” She was almost about to cry.


    “You have some filial piety, knowing that disasters don’t harm your parents,” the Emperor said with a slightly relaxed expression.


    “No, it’s not… Your Majesty, it’s not polite,” Shaoshang said, sweating profusely.


    “Oh, if you want to tell me the etiquette, then you should recite the ‘Book of Rites’ for me to listen to.”


    “This….” Shaoshang really began to cry this time. The Emperor was a bad old man to bully people like this! He talks about etiquette with you and you talk about feelings with him. She sniffled, “I can’t recite it…”


    The Empress looked at the girl who was trapped like a beast and running into walls everywhere, wanting to both laugh and feel pitiful. Several times she tried to speak, but was stopped by the Emperor’s gaze.


    “I, I’m not ruthless either, I didn’t expect it…” Shaoshang cried in fear.


    The Emperor’s face turned cold. “I didn’t expect that you didn’t have Zisheng in your heart. It’s too late for an ordinary woman to show off her fiancé and ask for warmth. How could you be like this? What should you do if you say it yourself?”


    “It’s all my fault. In the future, I will definitely show great care to Master Ling and show him warmth and care…” Shaoshang sobbed as she held onto his sleeve. “Your Majesty will ask Master Ling to not pick me up or bring me home.”


    “That is a statement of evil!” Although the Emperor wore a dignified expression on his face, his eyes were already smiling. “You little girl, you have absolutely no affection in your heart! When love first arises, you can’t even meet every day. Zisheng is like this, aren’t you?”


    “So, then… what should I do…” Shaoshang was grasping at straws and could only bow her head and plead to her sins. “I am dull, please, please… I ask for Your Majesty’s guidance…” She was in despair – was it okay for a busy Emperor to talk about emotions like that?!


    “Your Majesty…” The Empress couldn’t bear it anymore and looked at her husband with a disgruntled expression. “As Your Majesty instructed, the family banquet has been set up in the side hall!”


    The Emperor twirled his beautiful beard and felt it was similar. He coughed softly and cleared his throat. “Shaoshang, you and Zisheng will eventually live together for a lifetime. In the future, you must take good care of yourselves.”


    “I sincerely abide by Your Majesty’s will!” Shaoshang exclaimed, looking mournful.


    “Will it be that if I don’t command you, you will turn a blind eye to Zisheng’s affection?” The Emperor’s voice began to rise again.


    Shaoshang’s scalp tingled and she quickly began to plead. “No, no, no, I’m wrong. I will treat Master Ling with affection, with sincerity, and will never disappoint him…”


    The Emperor was only slightly satisfied with this and waved his sleeves to get up. He leisurely left the hall and turned around before fully exiting, “Tonight’s family banquet… let’s also have Shaoshang come.”


    Shaoshang’s brain short-circuited. She instinctively responded, “I thank you for your grace, but I just made a mistake. How can I feel ashamed to take your grace again…” It was the night before her vacation. Who wants to work overtime on a Friday night?!


    As the Emperor stared again, the Empress was about to stroke her forehead this time and said with a bitter smile, ‘Shaoshang, listen to His Majesty’s words…”


    Shaoshang could only kowtow and give her thanks.


    Seeing off the Emperor and Empress, Shaoshang saw Ling Buyi, who had been kneeling behind her, and immediately became angry. “This is all because of you! Why didn’t you tell me something about yourself, causing me to be scolded by His Majesty! Did you intentionally want me to make mistakes and then watch me make a fool of myself?” She began to cry.


    Ling Buyi’s gaze was gentle. He touched the girl’s crying cheeks, feeling that she was so tearful and adorable. “Don’t pay attention to His Majesty, I am willing to escort you in and out of the palace every day. We will continue as usual.”


    “As usual?” Shaoshang nearly choked to death. “Do you think I dare?!”


    Ling Buyi lowered his long eyelashes, and his tone was melancholy and cold. “I hope that one day, you can treat me well by yourself, instead of being reprimanded by His Majesty to treat me well.”


    After he finished, he walked out alone and left behind Shaoshang. She felt like she was a villainous and malicious female companion. She sat in the hall powerless and numb ­– to this day, she could finally say that the longest path she had walked was the royal routine!


    …


    I do not condone gaslighting, Emperor. Shame on you.


    Next Chapter: “Bullying Too Much”
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    Chapter Eighty-One:
“Bullying Too Much”


    The uniqueness of the early royal family was that, apart from the absence of an Empress Dowager, the parent-child relationship of the royal family was relatively good, unlike later emperors who couldn’t even figure out how many children they had. At least today’s emperor clearly remembered the names, ages, spouses, and precise birthdates of each of his children.


    Due to the special Libra style of the Emperor, it was easy to remember which child came from which belly. If the Fifth Prince was excluded, then there were only two options for the origin of the belly.


    Like many self-made pioneers, although the Emperor had already held the supreme position, he still retained a very simple and ordinary people’s sentiment. In order to prevent the affection between relatives from fading with the rise of status, the Emperor would hold a family banquet every couple of months, sometimes a grand banquet – declaring all the relatives of the clan, and even hosting several kind-hearted fellow heroes and nobles, but most of them were small banquets – only the Emperor, Empress, a concubine and a few princes and princesses.


    Tonight was a small banquet, and the people were not all there yet. The Third Princess was ordered to meditate behind closed doors, and even her husband was not able to attend. Consort Yue remained in seclusion – although she had only been studying in the palace for ten days, Shaoshang had faintly realized that Consort Yue was basically in an unregulated state, and the Emperor did not have any vacant custody, and the Empress did not want to manage. In addition to necessary public occasions, she played well with the Empress but would avoid meeting her as much as possible in other occasions. There was no need to greet or pay respects, which resulted in Shaoshang having not met this consort yet.


    In order to avoid estrangement from the flesh and blood relationship, and without any nonsense rules of legitimate and concubine children, seats were arranged according to age. The first seat on the right was the Crown Prince and his wife, the first seat on the left was the Second Prince and his wife, and the next one was the First Princess and Second Princess sitting opposite from each other… Shaoshang came to the scene, and the next person sitting opposite the Third Prince was Ling Buyi and herself?!


    Seeing four or five noble princes and four or five princesses actually sitting below her, Shaoshang felt she was in the clouds, with feet dangling in the air and uncomfortable all over. She was not a good student when she was a child, and it was never her turn to preside over a literary and artistic performance and give a speech at the ideological and political conference to praise outstanding students. Because her achievements were so fast, the head teacher or the principal had to praise them in public. Their expressions were like eating ten kilograms of raw stinky tofu.


    Although the Fourth Princess had some grievances in her eyes, she could conceal them and forced a smile as she raised a glass to Shaoshang. The Fifth Princess’s eyes were filled with anger. If it weren’t for the Empress, she probably would have spewed fire in person. Unfortunately, despite the presence of the Fifth Prince, this heat spread to Shaoshang was only half a pot of water.


    However, the Fifth Prince’s gaze drifted back and forth on Shaoshang, and he smiled lightly, “I haven’t seen Young Mistress Cheng for a few days, but her appearance has become more and more beautiful.”


    Ling Buyi furrowed his brow. Before he could say anything, Shaoshang covered her mouth with her sleeve and smiled lightly. “Thanks to His Highness the Fifth Prince for his compliment,” she replied in a familiar way. “I haven’t seen you for a long time. You seem to have grown a few inches taller.” He thought she had never seen a punk before.


    The Fifth Prince’s face immediately stiffened from a frivolous dandy ribbon to a frivolous radish color.


    The Fifth Prince was good looking, but unfortunately, his size was a bit on the small side. He was eighteen years old this year and not only could he not compare to the level of the Third Prince or Ling Buyi, but if the Fourth Princess ate a few more bowls of rice per meal, she might catch up. Last time at the palace banquet, Shaoshang heard the Second Prince clapping and laughing at the Fifth Prince, while the Fourth Prince joked about his boots with several layers of padding.


    In view of the high stature of other princes, the Emperor’s genes obviously had no problem. The reason was obviously due to the petite and thin Concubine Xu – unfortunately, this was a time of advocating bravery and fierceness. What was admired was that men were tall and grand, and women were healthy and plump. At present, there was no room for petite and beautiful men to play.


    Shaoshang sighed, but there was actually no room for such a delicate little beauty like her to play, and Ling Buyi didn’t know which eye twitched and took a liking to her.


    The Fifth Prince originally intended to use harsh words to scare Shaoshang, but Ling Buyi’s gaze had already hit him. He had to pretend to be proud and turn his head to shut up, criticizing the palace maids who were serving here and there.


    Shaoshang flattened her mouth and looked up. She saw Concubine Xu humbly serving the Empress’s food and drink, bending over without even daring to lift her head. The crowded Luo Jitong was of no use, so she smiled helplessly at Shaoshang and left work early on her own.


    Ling Buyi didn’t speak up. He only looked at the girl’s pink earlobes and side cheeks for a while, and under the candlelight, her translucent skin was covered in fine fur, delicate and tender… he slowly squeezed his hands together.


    Shaoshang was completely unaware and continued to look around with enthusiasm ­– as a palace concubine, Concubine Xu could only show her face on such occasions, otherwise the Emperor might not have remembered her.


    Eighteen years ago, Empress Xuan and Consort Yue had not yet developed a harmonious way of getting along. One day, the two both had a fight with the Emperor and they both closed the palace door tightly to prevent the Emperor from entering. The Emperor became angry and intoxicated, leading to the ‘accident’ of Concubine Xu, which subsequently led to the ‘accident’ of the Fifth Prince. However, according to Old Lady Zhai, Concubine Xu was not very innocent either. Otherwise, how did a palace maid who served outside the court enter the palace and sleep inside to cause an ‘accident?’ There were many people who attempted to take advantage of this opportunity to climb the dragon and become a phoenix.


    However, the Emperor, Empress, and Consort Yue were either kind-hearted or unwilling to pay attention to her. Afterwards, they dealt with a large number of people and even gave them a nickname to close the case.


    The subsequent impact of this matter was that there were no more palace maids in the Emperor’s inner bedroom except for eunuchs, and the Empress Xuan and Consort Yue also reached a tacit agreement from then on. That is, whoever caused trouble would pay the bill, whoever quarrels would stay overnight, and the other would never interfere.


    Of course, it was difficult to operate. According to Luo Jitong privately, there was a time when she was a child when the Emperor and Consort Yue argued so much that she almost heard the guards of the Southern Palace. The Emperor went to Changqiu Palace in great anger, but the Empress firmly refused to open the door. She even sent someone to drag a piece of sour writing for Consort Yue. In anger, Consort Yue chased her barefoot and forcibly dragged the Emperor back from outside Changqiu Palace.


    After hearing this story, although she had just been scolded by the Emperor like a son of a bitch, Shaoshang still had a respect for him.


    “Actually, His Majesty is a good person,” Shaoshang sighed heartily as she looked at the Empress, who was smiling.


    Ling Buyi looked at the Second Princess and her husband to the side, they were so intimate, whispering together with smiles. He then looked at the Second Prince and his wife on the opposite side, he didn’t know what was interesting, but the Second Prince’s wife was helping with his golden crown.


    He turned his head and looked at the girl beside him. “Shaoshang,” he whispered, “Look if my hair crown is crooked.”


    Shaoshang turned her head and looked back with a heartless smile, saying, “It’s not crooked, it’s fine.” Then, she remembered what she had just promised the Emperor that day and extended her arm to help him straighten his pure silver and purple jade hair crown.


    In the palace on a summer night, the candles were shining brightly, and there were ice basins and cool fans around. Ling Buyi still felt her breath against him, and the faint fragrance of the girl’s body filled his nose. As she approached, her clothes were thin and her chest slightly flushed.


    At this moment, the Empress lightly lifted a cup of wine, and the sons and daughters returned their wishes straight from the previous batch to the next batch. Now, Shaoshang could clearly distinguish the origin of the bellies of those princes and princesses. The First and Second Princes were born from Empress Xuan, the Third and Fourth were from Consort Yue. The First and Fifth Princesses were from Empress Xuan, and the Second, Third, and Fourth Princesses were Consort Yue’s daughters. The remaining children’s ages were not yet specified.


    The Emperor was like a township cadre who had just been invited to invest, with a red smile on his face, proud and eager, pointing to Shaoshang and jokingly saying, ‘The bride of the Eleventh Lang will her own.’ Shaoshang had to hold a smiling face, like a fat chihuahua with its short front paws bowing.


    The Second Prince’s consort, with a full moon face, smiled and said, “My younger sister Shaoshang and I are like old friends at first sight. Forget tomorrow. You can have a good rest at home. You will take a rest later and go to our mansion to have fun. I will set up a banquet!”


    The Crown Princess lowered her eyebrows and smiled. “Second Sister-in-law is joking. Sister Shaoshang is very reserved and shy. I have invited her to the Eastern Palace several times and she hasn’t come once.”


    Shaoshang chuckled in her heart and refused to join the battle, just watching while eating melons.
[This is a term for enjoying gossip.]


    The Second Prince’s wife touched her raised belly, not seeming to care. “If you want me, I won’t go to the Eastern Palace. I’m already in the palace every day. Turn around, isn’t the Eastern Palace still in the palace?” She said to the young girl again, “Shaoshang, I know you have a lot of things to do, and I won’t make life difficult for you. Come to my place when you are free. Zisheng, if you are not at ease, come along with her!”


    The Second Prince had been frowning this whole time, as if someone owed him money and hadn’t paid him back, but he raised his eyebrows when he heard that sentence. “That’s right, Zisheng, you will come when the time comes!”


    The Third Prince suddenly chuckled and the Second Prince became displeased. “Third Brother, what are you laughing at?”


    The Third Prince slowly cut the grilled meat. “It’s nothing,” he said. “I just remember when Zisheng first entered the palace, I don’t know who used to bully him all the time because of his height and strength. It’s been too late to show his kindness repeatedly these years.”


    The Second Prince blushed. “That… isn’t that young and ignorant…”


    “Second Brother, you were still young at the time, and you had concubines who were pregnant!”


    “Oh, stop arguing… why do you start arguing so easily?” The Crown Prince was beginning to get a headache.


    “What does this have to do with you?” The Second Prince got up and scolded angrily. “Zisheng and I quarreled when we grew up together. It’s better than you.”


    At this time, the Emperor frowned as if he was displeased.


    The eldest son-in-law was very alert, and after observing his words and expression. “Your Highness, don’t talk nonsense!” he whispered. At the same time, he lightly touched the Eldest Princess with his right elbow.


    Seeing her husband’s gaze, the First Princess immediately understood and forced a smile. “You are all close relatives and have grown up together in the palace. Zisheng is no different from our siblings… Second Brother, why don’t you sit down?”


    The Emperor slowly released his brow and turned to say, “Zixun, how are your studies at Bi Yong going?”
[Bi Yong is one of the five Zhou dynasty royal academies.]


    “The great Confucian scholars and I have participated in the regulations recorded in the Zhou rites, and they have been repaired to the round wall,” he replied with a smile.


    “Oh, so fast.”


    The Second Son-in-law cupped his hands, “If Your Majesty is curious, please go have a look.”


    The Emperor waved his hand with a happy expression. “I can always rest assured when I entrust a matter to Zixun.”


    Hearing the Emperor’s commendation, the Eldest-Son-in-law was born handsome, but now he was full of arrogance, glory and pride.


    “Father, didn’t I tell you last time?” the First Princess proudly said. “Zixun loves to hear your praise the most, and he is an honest person who will take every word of yours seriously! With your praise today, he may not even be able to find the palace gate he went out of! If you keep going like this, it’s your fault if you look back at him and call him out for being unruly.”


    The Emperor seemed to dote on this clever mouthed daughter very much. He stroked his beard and smiled. “I’ve taught you everything!” He smiled for a moment and then turned his gaze and pointed to his Second Son-in-law. “How about you, or do you sing poems and compose music all day long, and the woman sings and the husband follows?”


    The Second Son-in-law was very gentle and elegant. He only laughed and said, “There are all kinds of people and talents. Zixun is a great talent, and how dare I compare. I’m willing to follow the path of Huang Lao, indifferent to inaction, and sing and dance with the princess on the side of green mountains and rivers, singing and reciting for a lifetime.”


    The Second Princess gave her husband an affectionate smile, then turned to complain. “Father, you really are. You have so many capable sons and officials, can’t you make us secretly lazy? Later on, we will make a new song and dance and won’t show you!”


    “Good, good!” the Emperor cursed but his eyes were full of love. “If you like to sing, you can sing. If you like to dance, you can dance. Fortunately, your old father is quite wealthy, even if you have nothing to do, you can’t starve to death!”


    “Isn’t it?” the Second Princess looked soft and mischievous. “Who said that my son-in-law and your son-in-law will be reincarnated? Not only for a good family, but also for such a great peace and prosperity!”  


    The Emperor was very happy, a little drunk, and slapped the food table heavily, “Well said! I dare not boast in this prosperous age, but the world is finally at peace in my hands!”


    With tears in her eyes, the Second Princess sincerely said, “Father is so humble. What was the situation in the world when I was young, and what is the situation now? Is everyone in the world blind? It was bought in exchange for food! My husband has no talent, and I only wish to compose a song of prosperity for this peaceful world!”


    The Emperor’s eyes were moistened by his daughter’s words. He lowered his head to hide, waving one hand in front of him. The atmosphere had stirred up to this point, and all the imperial children in the hall stood up, raised their glasses to wish the Emperor great talent and stability in the world.


    Shaoshang put down her glass and leaned in Ling Buyi’s ear. “The Second Princess is really talented, she can speak so well!” she whispered. This type of flattery skill could be included in textbooks, and she had to study it well!


    As soon as she finished speaking, before Ling Buyi could react, the Eldest Princess sat down and whispered softly, “Second Sister can really talk, no wonder Father loves you so much. You and my sister are only a few months apart, but we’re far worse than you.”


    The Second Princess smiled but didn’t answer. The Eldest Son-in-law was afraid of unexpected troubles, so he quickly poured a glass of wine for her and told his wife in a low voice not to do anything.


    Shaoshang leaned over and whispered, “The Eldest Son-in-law is very practical.” Since only the Second Son-in-law was not in the court, there would be no conflict of interest with the Eldest Son-in-law, so why bother with others’ flattery.


    Ling Buyi stretched out his fair and slender fingers, lowered his head and grasped the corner of her skirt, “Just be yourself, you don’t need to imitate others.” After a pause, he added, “Don’t keep looking at others, you’ve got to look good.”


    Shaoshang was stunned and quickly withdrew her gaze. “Oh, you’re right.”


    Seeing the peace and harmony at the banquet, the Fifth Princess flashed her eyes and bit her lips. She thought for a moment before speaking up. “Crown Princess, why did you ask Sister Shaoshang to your palace before? Why did she refuse to go to the Eastern Palace?”  


    Shaoshang was furious. You little bitch! There was no end to it! The topic had been diverted eight hundred miles away, the Second, Third, and Fourth Princes all stopped talking and bowed their heads in amazement. She was still reluctant to let go! Later, Shaoshang would find her a dear sister and stage a scene called Farewell My Concubine!


    She was about to strike back sharply, but Ling Buyi said slowly, “Didn’t Crown Princess say that Shaoshang is reserved and shy, and doesn’t like to go around? Didn’t Fifth Princess hear that? Could it be she has an ear problem? You should ask the palace physicians to take a look.”


    The Fourth Princess burst out laughing after hearing that.


    The Fifth Princess was about to retaliate angrily when a eunuch outside the hall rushed in and whispered in front of the Emperor, as if someone had asked for an audience. The Emperor was stunned for a moment and then said, “…Announce her.”


    “Princess Ruyang has arrived!” the eunuch loudly announced. “Princess Ruyang has arrived!”


    Everyone looked up and saw a young woman slowly walking into the hall, supporting an elderly woman with gray hair. The Emperor stood up and arched his hand, while the Empress bowed her head and body. The rest of the people bowed according to the etiquette.


    Princess Ruyang gave Concubine Xu a contemptuous glance. Concubine Xu was very clever and immediately gave up her seat facing the Empress. She shrank back to the side and didn’t speak. The Fifth Prince clenched his fists in his sleeves, his eyes darkened.


    The old princess slowly sat down with her granddaughter. “His Majesty, you won’t blame me for coming uninvited…”


    “Aunt’s words are heavy,” the Emperor put away his just now playful and angry insults, his expression calm. “I don’t know why you are here?”


    Princess Ruyang put on a disdainful expression. “I know that Your Majesty is hosting a family banquet today and I want to see my grandchildren. Oh, can’t I come?”


    The Emperor just smiled and didn’t answer.


    “Also,” the old princess continued, “I still want to see this bride of Eleventh Lang.” As she spoke, a pair of old eyes wrapped in wrinkled cloth swept down.


    Everyone among them thought to themselves: ‘Stop lying, you just came to see Cheng Shaoshang!’


    Shaoshang was about to stand up and salute, but found a long and slender hand on her small waist, firmly pressing her into the seat. The summer shirt was thin, and the cool palm seemed to stick to her skin, fingers seemingly rubbing her waist lightly.


    Shaoshang’s face flushed, and she lowered her head to pull his hand away.


    Others didn’t see this action, but the Second Princess and her husband at the next table could clearly see. The Second Son-in-law smiled slightly, and gently pulled his wife’s hand. The Second Princess smiled and shook her hand away, while glancing at Ling Buyi. She felt inexplicably worried.


    The Second Son-in-law and his wife were kind-hearted. He leaned into her ear, “What’s the matter?”


    The Second Princess sighed lightly and said, “Eleventh Lang really likes her…”


    “What’s wrong with this?”


    The Second Princess opened her mouth to speak, but in the end, she smiled and shook her head. Her heart was too heavy, which was not good.


    Why did the ice in winter have to like summer insects? Why did Ling Buyi like Cheng Shaoshang? Wouldn’t it be nice to find a girl who was as thoughtful, gentle, and considerate as Luo Jitong?


    “Madam Cheng…” Princess Ruyang stared at the girl next to Ling Buyi, knowing she had found her target. “Seeing how young you are, you don’t know how to behave and learn?”


    Shaoshang leaned back slightly and was about to answer when Ling Buyi said calmly, “Regardless of our moral character, talent, and education, I have already been engaged to Shaoshang. His Majesty personally requested it and both parents agreed. What does the princess mean by saying this?”


    “Both parents agreed?” Princess Ruyang snorted. “Madam Cheng, have you met Madam Ling?”


    “Which Madam Ling?”


    Ling Buyi took the words again, scooped up a spoonful of warm wine for himself, and slowly poured it into the cup in front of him. “Oh, I forgot, my mother and father have broken off the marriage. So, Old Princess is talking about my father’s second wife… Shaoshang has not yet met Madam Chenyu.”


    Princess Ruyang frowned. “Madam Cheng, you have been engaged these few days. Why don’t you go visit your future mother-in-law?”


    Bang!


    Ling Buyi heavily threw the wine ladle into the wine container, and the splashed liquor made the floor a few pitch-black spots. The atmosphere inside the palace cooled down, no longer reminiscent of the warm family banquet atmosphere just now. The princes and princesses dared not speak when they saw the Emperor’s solemn expression.


    “Future mother-in-law? Has my mother died?!” Ling Buyi looked over indifferently, “Are you so eager to find a new mother-in-law for my wife?”


    Princess Yuchang was anxious and hurried to grab her grandmother’s sleeved robe.


    The Old Princess Ruyang paused for a moment, knowing she had just made a mistake. “It was me who said the wrong thing. But even if she’s not a mother-in-law, she is an elder. Madam Cheng, why haven’t you gone to see her yet?!”


    Shaoshang didn’t even open her mouth this time, her eyes immediately looking at her fiancé.


    “First, Shaoshang has been studying etiquette by the Empress’s side for the past ten days, and has never had a chance,” Ling Buyi said slowly. He then sneered. “My wife has not yet visited my mother. How can she go and visit Madam Chunyu?”


    The older princess became anxious and said, “When will Madam Cheng go visit to your mother?”


    “My mother is not fit to see anyone at the moment.”


    “Then when will your mother be healed!”


    “How do I know this?” Ling Buyi raised his long eyelashes. “My mother’s disease was planted more than ten years ago. The roots of the disease are far-reaching. It is good and bad. I don’t know when it will get better and when it will get worse.”


    “Ling Buyi, you-?!” Princess Ruyang flew into a rage.


    If Shaoshang had any understanding, she would definitely look at the young man and say, “The first time I met His Majesty at Tu Mountain, you also answered every sentence like today, not allowing His Majesty to have the opportunity to embarrass me or say the wrong thing… Later, you followed me to speak in front of the Emperor. Because, you know Your Majesty had accepted me. You have been taking care of me carefully, haven’t you?”


    Ling Buyi smiled, his dark brown eyes were bright and clear, as if stars were shining. “So what?” he whispered. “How are you going to thank me?”


    The candlelight lingered in the palace, and it was unknown whether it was from the candle fire or the heat. The girl’s cheeks were as red as clouds, her big eyes flickered and she bit her lip – Ling Buyi waited patiently.


    The old princess was muttering, “…The Emperor is too reckless. Not to mention that the Cheng’s family status doesn’t match, she doesn’t look like she can take on the role of the eleventh bride. In my opinion, it’s better to think twice and find another one.”


    A eunuch who was on duty at the gate of the hall exclaimed loudly, “The Imperial Consort Yue has arrived!”


    Shaoshang immediately turned her head and stretched out her neck to look, covered her chest with excitement, and whispered, “Is it really Consort Yue? I can finally see her… Ouch, what are you doing?” The sigh immediately turned into a snort. She dared not shout for fear of drawing attention.


    Ling Buyi, with a face covered in frost, held the girl’s wrist and bit down heavily on her pink and tender little hand.


    …


    Next Chapter: Consort Yue’s Unique Style
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    Chapter Eighty-Two:
Consort Yue’s Unique Style


    Shaoshang covered her hand and glared angrily at Ling Buyi. However, no one in the hall even paid attention to them at this moment, and everyone’s gaze was drawn away by the Imperial Consort who slowly entered.


    “I’ll argue with you again in the future!” Shaoshang was eager to watch the show, so she had to whisper a harsh sentence first.


    Ling Buyi turned his head and refused to look at her again.


    Consort Yue approached and bowed slowly to the Empress. The imperial family also stood up and bowed to her, with only the Crown Prince allowed to bow slightly. When Consort Yue raised her head, Shaoshang saw her appearance. It was a delicate and flying face with shallow pear swirls on her cheeks. Although she was forty, she looked to be in her thirties.


    “Consort Yue is also very beautiful, on par with the Empress,” Shaoshang murmured. This wasn’t good.


    Ling Buyi carefully considered and acted as if he hadn’t heard her.


    “…Why are you here today?” Old Princess Ruyang seemed a bit uneasy, her tone no longer as high as it was. “You never come to the family banquet.”


    Consort Yue supported the palace maid and slowly got up, walking towards the top position. As she walked, she said, “It’s because I miss my aunt. I miss her so much that I cannot sleep. As soon as I heard about your arrival, I didn’t even change my clothes and came over in a hurry.”


    Every word of this sentence was intimate but the tone was even flatter than the floor. Consort Yue’s face had no hint of closeness and her expression was cold – Shaoshang could feel something was going to happen.


    At the same time, she also noticed that people around her seemed to fall into a sort of paralysis. They bowed their heads one by one, kept quiet, and clearly expressed their desire to keep a low profile and not be noticed.


    What was even more interesting was the expression of the Empress. The former had a complex expression, as if she was both happy and not afraid of trouble, while the latter smiled helplessly, and stepped back in a subtle way – from a psychological point of view, this was a posture that hoped to stay out of the matter.


    Consort Yue walked up the steps to Princess Ruyang, staring down at her. “Aunt, shouldn’t you give way?” It was like a replay of the scene where the old princess had forced Concubine Xu to retreat. 


    The Fifth Prince’s eyes lit up.


    “I am your elder after all!” the Old Princess angrily said. Although she was the second most noble woman of the state, Consort Yue had a higher ranking than her in the palace and could not afford to lose face.


    “If it comes to elders, you are even more of an elder than His Majesty. Why don’t you ask His Majesty to make way and sit in his seat?” Consort Yue’s lips were light, speaking quickly.


    Princess Ruyang’s face turned purple. Princess Yuchang saw that her behavior wasn’t right and obediently picked up her suffocating grandmother and retreated to sit behind the other table a palace maid had just arranged.


    Consort Yue sat down and looked around. “Eh? Where’s Third Princess? Why didn’t she come?”


    The Emperor stroked his beard and was thinking about how to speak. Consort Yue asked and answered herself, “Oh, I see. She must have made a mistake again. It seems that the last time she wasn’t punished enough. It’s only because His Majesty was soft hearted that he punished thirty percent of her income. I already agreed to take back all of her income and maidservants. Seeing that she has no money or authority, would she dare to be arrogant? Why not add her this time?”


    The Emperor closed his mouth slyly.


    The Second Princess couldn’t bear it, and said with a strong smile, “Concubine Mother, Third Sister already knows that she is wrong, and she is thinking about it behind closed doors these days. Besides, if you really leave her penniless, she’ll come to me to ask for money.”


    Consort Yue didn’t even lift her eyelids. “You’d better spend more time on poetry and singing. If you can’t speak, you should speak less. Let’s talk long-winded again, and see if I turn my head to pray so you can have a daughter like your Third Sister.”


    The Second Princess choked and lowered her head deeply.


    The Crown Princess saw the Second Prince’s wife on the other side shrinking like a qual and looked up with a smile. “You have taught me a great lesson. However, since my father has already punished Third Sister before, it is not appropriate to punish her again.”


    “I haven’t had much contact with the Crown Princess in my day-to-day life, but I would advise the Crown Princess…” Consort Yue’s lips didn’t widen significantly. “First, take care of your own acre and three thirds of the land, and when you become the Empress in the future, you can teach me how to do things without delay.”


    The Crown Princess’s face turned purple and she was extremely embarrassed. The Second Princess peeked at her embarrassment and laughed heartily. The Crown Princess’s face was full of grievances and tears were about to burst from her eyes. “Don’t worry,” Consort Yue said. “I will try my best to leave early and not let the Crown Princess waste this burden. So, don’t cry.”


    The Crown Prince was panicked and immediately fell down. “My wife’s words have upset the Imperial Consort.” Then he turned his head and said sharply, “Why are you crying? Shut up!”


    The Crown Princess didn’t dare to cry.


    “You are too powerful,” Old Princess Ruyang put on the airs of an elder and she said in a deep voice. “Look at how you scared the Crown Prince and Princess. Isn’t the princess a princess? Should she have some aura or something? Don’t be too stubborn in controlling children.”


    “The princess is not only a princess, but also the daughter of His Majesty,” Consort Yue spoke slowly. “As parents, we should give birth to them and support them, so that they can grow up without worrying about food and clothing, and grow up with dignity. We do not ask them how to be filial and considerate, but we only hope not to behave recklessly, domineering, and lose face with our parents. Aunt, my expectations for my children are too high.”


    The Old Princess Ruyang had to shut her mouth.


    Shaoshang was surprised. She leaned behind Ling Buyi’s side and stared wide-eyed.


    The Emperor seemed to be very accustomed to this, and he didn’t have the will to speak from beginning to end. The Empress didn’t even listen.


    “Alright, the elders have something to say. Let the younger ones go back and rest first.”


    Consort Yue pointed to several young princes who were less than ten years old sitting in the rear. The Empress nodded from afar, while the maidservants of the palace, who were serving on the side, quickly led the five little boys away.


    Speaking to herself like that, Consort Yue didn’t feel any discomfort at all. Her gaze followed everyone’s and when she saw Shaoshang, she said, “Is this the bride of Eleventh Lang? Why are you so tiny, it’s like you haven’t eaten enough.”


    Hearing several sneers from around, Shaoshang was embarrassed and began to stammer, “I, I…” She looked at Ling Buyi, but he turned his face sideways and refused to help.


    The Fifth Princess was so happy that she felt she had finally found a platform to play, she hurriedly said, “Consort Yue has a good vision, this Young Mistress Cheng…”


    “Little Fifth, why are you still like this?” Consort Yue stared at the face of the Fifth Princess and frowned. “The sores and acne on your face have been growing for two years, and now it has become more prosperous. Do you want to marry with this face?”


    The Fifth Princess froze instantly, her oily face purple.


    “My lovely consort’s words make sense,” the Emperor finally spoke up.


    The Fifth Princess was ashamed and angry, trembling all over and tears swirling in her eyes. She finally couldn’t help but whimper and ran out of the palace.


    The palace was quiet with an air of nervousness.


    Consort Yue seemed to have nothing to do, and even said to herself, “She ran away without even saying goodbye, there’s no rules. Oh, come on, let her be more comfortable before getting married. I’m just too soft-hearted and I love to indulge children.”


    No one in the hall believed that.


    The Fourth Princess was already chuckling, and when she glanced up, she saw her own mother staring at her. She immediately exclaimed, “I shall go see after Fifth Sister. It’s good to comfort her and ask her to change her eating habits.” After receiving the Emperor’s wave of approval, she quickly left the room in a desperate manner.


    Shaoshang couldn’t express how surprised she was. Having a mother like Consort Yue was like being on Hard Mode from birth.


    “How could you be so mean? Look at how scared the children are”! The fearless Old Princess Ruyang once again spoke up and crossed the line, attracting the admiration of the younger generation.


    Consort Yue wasn’t affected and retorted, “Why did Aunt only talk about me? His Majesty just scolded Fifth Princess.” Seeing the old woman speechless, she continued on her own. “No wonder Aunt didn’t like me from a young age and always said I acted recklessly.”


    Seeing the awkward situation, the Eldest Son-in-law came out to make a sound, “Love is deep and the responsibility is serious. Aunt also loves Consort Yue, so she speaks a little more seriously. We are all part of a family…”


    This time it was the Eldest Princess’s turn to sigh. Although she was not as smooth as her husband, she knew more about Consort Yue than her husband did. From childhood to adulthood, she always remembered it was better to speak less in front of Consort Yue – this was a profound lesson learned through countless mockeries and ridicule.


    As expected, Consort Yue smiled. “Aunt doesn’t love me. She loves His Majesty.”


    The Eldest Son-in-law, still unaware of life or death, smiled and asked, “Really? I have heard that His Majesty has been wise and calm since childhood, so no wonder his elders love him.”


    Consort Yue looked up to the sky for a moment and shook her head. “Not entirely. In fact, when His Majesty was young, Aunt didn’t love him very much. Later on, His Majesty was skilled in farming and mulbery, and his aunt began to love him more. As His Majesty was young and capable, he gradually gained wealth and fame, and Aunt became more and more fond of him. Later on, His Majesty proclaimed himself Emperor and ascended the throne, and my aunt became extremely fond of him. What do you think?”


    The Eldest Son-in-law couldn’t say a thing.


    Shaoshang pitied him, another plaster statue.


    “Yue Heng!” Old Princess Ruyang was furious and slapped the table. “What do you mean?! Are you trying to provoke the kinship between me and His Majesty?”


    Consort Yue ignored her and smiled, “Son-in-law, I’m not treating you as an outsider, but there are some stories of your elders that you should better not listen to.”


    The Eldest Son-in-law was about to cry with gratitude and quickly got up to leave.


    The Second Son-in-law was clumsy in words, but his movements were not slow. The two couples retired at the same time, and the Second Son-in-law pulled the Second Princess and left with lightning speed. The Eldest couple chased after them, panting heavily.


    Shaoshang watched them leaving, her stomach aching because of her laughter.


    “…I don’t dare to take Aunt’s blame.” Concubine Yue took a sip of the wine. “Back then, the eldest princess was pregnant and very weak, so her uncle and mother were reluctant to borrow money to buy meat. In the ice and snow, His Majesty had to go hunting in the mountains, looking for fur and meat for his eldest sister. When he was found by Brother Huo Chong, he was frozen and purple.”


    Old memories were suddenly brought up, and Princess Ruyang was both ashamed and embarrassed. She glanced at the Emperor a few times and saw his expressionless face. She could only stammer, “That’s why I couldn’t bear to give up money. Your uncle was out for several months at that time, so I had to have some savings! How did I know that his Majesty would enter the mountains? When I found out, I quickly sent someone to report to the Huo family!”


    Although she tried her best to defend herself, the first four princes glared angrily and dissatisfied. The Emperor turned inward, lowered his head, and said nothing.


    “Yes,” Consort Yue felt sad. “My home is in a neighboring county. When we found out, Brother Huo Chong had already paid for someone to take care of the eldest princess’s pregnancy and His Majesty’s typhoid fever. Alas, good people don’t live long…”


    The palace was quiet again, and after a while, Consort Yue said to Ling Buyi. “Only you have your Uncle’s blood. When you get married and have a child, offer some incense to your uncle’s family, so that they won’t have to worship and become lonely ghosts in the future.”


    Ling Buyi arched his hand and Shaoshang saw that his fingers were trembling slightly.


    “Exactly!” Old Princess Ruyang said anxiously. “I also am looking forward to Eleventh Lang getting married and having children soon, but look at Madam Cheng. She is young and small and her family status is not obvious. How can they match with Eleventh Lang? We should find a woman from a different noble background who is slightly older, so that she can have children when she enters the door!” As she spoke, she went to pull the granddaughter next to her. “My granddaughter Ying…”


    “Concubine Xu, you aren’t looking well,” Consort Yue suddenly said.


    Concubine Xu and her son were listening attentively, but were stunned at the words. They exchanged glances and quickly understood. The mother stroked her forehead and moaned, while the son quickly offered to help his mother go back to rest, and both of them left.


    Seeing more and more people around her leave, Shaoshang began to feel a bit uneasy.


    Consort Yue smiled pleasantly at Princess Yuchang, who shuddered coldly.


    “Young Ying, you are an honest child and you are not at fault,” Consort Yue said. “It’s a pity that you have a grandmother who bullied her brother and died early. Let me put it this way, Eleventh Lang is just randomly pulling an unmarried girl of the right age on the street, and she is better than you! If you have some delusions, you’d better break it off early and find another good husband to marry while you are young.”


    Princess Yuchang let out a whimper and covered her face with her sleeves, crying softly.


    “What are you talking about?” Old Princess Ruyang strained her throat as she shouted. “You, you… you disobeyed your elders!”


    Consort Yue leisurely drank another cup of wine without moving.


    “Empress,” Ling Buyi said suddenly. “I have something to say to Princess Yuchang.”


    He got up and said, “Princess, even if there was no Princess Ruyang, I will not marry you. Back then, I would rather die at the frontier than come back to marry you…”


    “Zisheng!” the Emperor turned his head abruptly with a sharp voice. “You can marry whoever you want, and no one can force you if you don’t want to marry! Whoever dares to threaten you, I will make them live or die!”


    Princess Yuchang’s face turned pale, and she couldn’t bear the shame anymore. She covered her face and left the hall crying.


    The Old Princess Ruyang was shocked by the Emperor’s power and couldn’t help but restrain her momentum. “I mean, Your Majesty will be in charge of Zisheng’s marriage,” she quickly said. “No one else can say more… I just want Chunyu to receive the proper treatment.”


    Consort Yue turned her head and looked down. “If you want to talk about the hidden affairs of the Huo family, besides the couple of Eleventh Lang, do you still want to continue listening?”


    The princes were shocked and quickly withdrew. Just as they were about to get up, Consort Yue sighed, “Crown Prince, Crown Princess, what are you going to do? Shouldn’t you have some idea about Zisheng?”


    The Crown Prince and Princess had to sit back down awkwardly. This time, the Second Prince couple didn’t envy them at all and quickly followed the Third and Fourth Princes away.


    Four more escaped.


    “Why are you protecting Madam Huo?” Old Princess Ruyang hesitated with Ling Buyi’s expression and didn’t dare continue.


    “Aunt.”


    Consort Yue sighed helplessly, “Do I still need you to sow discord with Madam Huo? We have known each other for decades and have been enemies for decades. She poured hot soup on me, and I spilled iron nails on her. She is full of lies and reckless. If it weren’t for the sake of Brother Huo Chong, how many people would want to have her beaten? Speaking of it, she even harmed me once. That year, she deceived me and I nearly got robbed when I went out.”


    Listening to Consort Yue’s accusations, Shaoshang quietly looked at Ling Buyi, but saw his face remained unchanged. It was still calm and dark.


    “Exactly!” Old Princess Ruyang nodded excitedly. “Since that’s the case…”


    “So what?” Consort Yue said contemptuously. “Even if Madam Huo’s character is unbearable, Chunyu is also a slut! Aunt, you still need to take it easy and not throw yourself out to protect her.”


    “How can you say that about a marquis’ wife?”


    “I’m really affectionate.” Consort Yue’s fingers twitched indifferently. “Okay, so you can go to the dark one by one. But, don’t come to the palace to point out. You don’t have this weight, otherwise I’ll have to continue to miss Aunt.”


    She stared at Princess Ruyang and said slowly, “…next time, I won’t send away all the princes and princesses.”


    The old princess was indignant, but she dared not answer back. She thought to herself that she would avoid her next time.


    Shaoshang had been paying attention to the Empress. She was sitting silently in the shadows, quiet and transparent, as if she had nothing to do with this at all.


    She knew that the Empress had been very happy tonight with her husband and children by her side, and everything was going smoothly. She also asked the palace maids to dress up herself, her light crimson skirt woven with gold all over the ground and reflecting her slender figure. Her thick long hair was loose and curled up, flowing gracefully.


    Unfortunately, it was all destroyed by that Old Princess Ruyang.


    When it came to the long and distant past, the Empress was an outsider who never got involved.


    …


    At the end of this wonderful family banquet, the already sluggish Crown Princess escorted Princess Ruyang away. Ling Buyi whispered with the Crown Prince outside the palace door, and Shaoshang was finally allowed to leave work. Before leaving, she frequently turned back and wondered where the Emperor would sleep tonight.


    Passing through the gloomy and lush royal courtyard, the grass and trees on summer nights exuded a strong and clear scent. Shaoshang walked briskly towards the palace gate and saw the familiar pitch-black iron carriage parked in the same place. However, due to the hot weather, the walls had already been removed and replaced with breathable and refreshing thin gauze curtains. The Liang Qiu brothers led the guards to wait quietly on the side.


    Liang Qiu Fei, the young man, saw that there was only Shaoshang, and asked where his young lord was.


    Shaoshang had originally planned to come in a while, but after thinking about it, she thought that Ling Buyi’s appearance was not very good that night. It was best not to meet him again, so she said, “Master Ling is talking to the Crown Prince and I don’t know how long he will talk. I think he is also tired tonight, so why don’t I take a carriage back to the Cheng Mansion and leave a horse with him, so he can go back to his mansion on his own and rest earlier?”


    Liang Qiu Qi couldn’t deny it, and with strong arms, he lifted the stall stone mound next to the palace gate to give Shaoshang a foothold and board the carriage. Shaoshang sighed and said, “I said, can’t you keep a footstool in the carriage? Sometimes when Master Ling is not here, you won’t ask me to go up. If there isn’t a stone stool next time, can I climb up on my own?”


    Liang Qiu Qi said sternly, “At that time, my humble person will bend over for my young mistress to step into the carriage.”


    “I’d better climb by myself.”


    Stepping on the stone stool, she turned and said, “Also, I am not your young mistress.” She had a lifetime to be a married woman, how could girls’ generation be so short?


    Sitting in the carriage, listening to the gentle sound of the wheel hub turning, she stretched herself against the seat and closed her eyes, slowly organizing the information she had seen and heard tonight. The Huo family, the Ling family, the Imperial family, the deceased, the living, those who may be helpful, those who may cause trouble… it was time to go home, finally time to go home. She needed a good rest.


    As she was dozing, Shaoshang suddenly heard horse’s hooves galloping. Without waiting for her to wake up, the veil curtains and carriage door were lifted and, in an instant, it seemed like a wave of seawater flooded into the carriage. The cold seaside mist filled her surroundings along with the incoming summer breeze, intertwined endlessly.


    Ling Buyi sat opposite her, his face cold.


    The silver crown had been removed, and the originally straight robe had been taken off. It was replaced with a plain colored shirt with rolled silver embroidery on the train edge. The wide ramie fabric covered his slender and muscular body, and the collar was loose and open, revealing his fair and clean chest. Along his thin neck, Shaoshang could faintly see a thin blue vein.


    Shaoshang had never been in a relationship before and didn’t know how to handle men skillfully, but she instinctively knew that it was not a suitable time for making jokes and could only be silent and fearful.


    “What kind of person do you think I am?” Ling Buyi’s voice seemed to come from the other side of the sky.


    Shaoshang didn’t know how to answer. It was important for her to consider him? She didn’t have the right to decide – suddenly, her shoulder heaving, she noticed that Ling Buyi’s big hand was lifting her shoulder and neck and pressing her in front of him.


    Ling Buyi slowly approached her face, with a strange and dangerous aura. “When I was fifteen years old, I went to see the Kunlun Cloud Sea, floating between the sky and mountain tops. It was pure and refreshing, just like the way you looked at me in Hua County. I also liked the way you talked to me, always making me happy. It was you who provoked me first, and later things couldn’t be done by you.”


    Shaoshang’s eyes were wide and she was at a loss.


    “I am not your brother, I can make you cry and drink, and I am not your servant. I can make you cry and leave. I am your future husband, you should respect me, love me, believe me, and your eyes should be on me.”


    Ling Buyi’s voice was gentle and deep, but Shaoshang felt afraid of his strengths. They were so close that she could smell the refreshing cold water on him mixed with a faint aroma of wine.


    “I hope you remember this and think about how to treat me in the future,” Ling Buyi said calmly.


    Shaoshang nodded quickly.


    Ling Buyi looked at the girl’s tender chest, which was heaving due to her rapid breathing, and the slightly protruding small blood vessels on her neck, even beating weakly. He wanted to gently kiss that small blood vessel, and also wanted to bite it and make it bleed fiercely.


    He looked down for a while but did nothing. Slowly, with a downward breath, he lowered his head and took off the jade pendant from his waist to knock on the carriage.


    The carriage stopped.


    Shaoshang was carried down by Ling Buyi’s powerful hands, he asked her to walk back by herself, and then drove away without hesitation.


    Shaoshang stood blankly at the entrance of the alley, stunned for five minutes, before she began to move her steps. She reflected in her heart – did she really go too far?


    After walking along the Cheng family’s alley for a few minutes, the old steward Cheng Shun had already opened the door and was waiting there. Seeing his young mistress approaching, he immediately greeted with a smile, “Why did the young mistress come back so late tonight? It’s almost curfew… Oh, why do you smell of alcohol on your body? Did Master Ling let you drink? Oh no, it was probably a banquet held in the palace. Hey, why didn’t Master Ling come tonight? Did he take you to the entrance of the alley?”


    Shaoshang didn’t bother him much and glared at the old steward. “Stop talking nonsense! Let me ask you, Master Ling picks me up and drops me off every day, why didn’t you tell me that it was inappropriate? What if he’s tired?!”


    Cheng Shun was stunned for a moment, then smiled. “It is the command of Master. No one should interfere in the affairs between you and Master Ling. As long as there is no fighting, it is up to you to handle it yourself.”


    “Father said this?!” Shaoshang’s eyes widened and her hands went to her hips. “Father is too much! It’s really easy for him to be the head of this family!”


    “Don’t blame your father,” Old Cheng Shun said. “Whenever there was a dispute between your mother and father back then, as long as others didn’t intervene it would be over the next day. But once someone intervenes…” He smiled and trailed off.


    Shaoshang didn’t need him to tell her that Grandmother Cheng had definitely been caught in the middle and fanned flames.


    She took a long breath, collapsed her shoulders, and slowly walked through the gate. Just as she was about to step in, she quickly turned around and picked up a small stone from the ground. She used all of her strength to throw it towards the direction of the alley where Ling Buyi had left.


    She settled accounts with him and he was angry! Neuropathy was amazing!


    …


    Next Chapter: In the Dust
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    Chapter Eighty-Three:
On the Adjustment of Adaptability Caused by the Misalignment of Major and Employment


    Shaoshang was an action-oriented person who could do whatever she said she would. Since she made up her mind to care for Ling Buyi, she wished they could become an old husband and wife couple with him overnight. However, just in the past when she made up her mind to study hard, there were still four section exams, two midterms, one final exam, and one school wide simulation test between her vows and seeing the change in her grades.


    Therefore, the first time she was considerate of her fiancé went as followed –


    “…I wanted to invite you back to my residence to eat bamboo, but you haven’t had a good rest in the past ten days, so I’d better take you home first. By the way, I will learn how to cook in your mansion!”


    “What about your reputation and etiquette?” There was a bit of doubt lingering in the corner of Ling Buyi’s smile.


    “Let them go with the wind.” Anyway, it was impossible to get married and have a wind farm if you had a reputation or something.


    Shaoshang brought Ling Buyi back to her small carriage and warmly invited him to ride in the carriage while she rode the horse.


    Ling Buyi looked confused. “Why don’t you and I ride together?” Wasn’t this a two-person carriage?


    “Oh, you don’t know. The person who delivered this carriage wasn’t kind. The seat looks spacious, but it can only accommodate two women. Last time I rode with A’Yao, you couldn’t get a needle between us. You’re even bigger than A’Yao, how could we fit?” the girl replied eagerly.


    A cool breeze blew through the alley, and the servants of the Cheng family retreated quietly and neatly.


    Ling Buyi looked at the girl for a moment, silently lifted her back onto the carriage, and climbed onto his steed without saying a word.


    The family servants all thought: Master Ling is really good at nurturing and has a true gentleman’s style!


    Shaoshang firmly believed that a good beginning was half the battle. In life, apart from the academic pursuits she couldn’t get into, there were only four things left: clothing, food, housing, and transportation.


    Ling Buyi’s mansion was bestowed by the Emperor, classic and dignified, majestic and magnificent. After dinner that day, Shaoshang looked around inside and out, and felt there was nothing to add or subtract from her lack of knowledge. In the end, she only planned to move a red flower outside her residence into the inner courtyard.


    Ling Buyi raised his eyebrows. “I am a man living alone, what kind of flowers do I raise?”


    “Great minds think alike,” Shaoshang was pleasantly surprised. “Actually, I don’t like growing flowers either. But Mother said that my living area is surrounded by green bamboo and radishes around my residence, and it’s only beautiful after a field of fresh flowers. So, I picked one that was strong and easy-to-grow. If you don’t like it, I will move a few pots of my newly planted garlic sprouts. Not only could you cut and eat as you like, but it also can repel insects… what do you think?”


    “…Let’s plant the damask flowers,” Ling Buyi said.


    Compared to the layout of the mansion, what was more important was the hot and cold behavior that the Emperor had criticized her for. Shaoshang solemnly announced to Ling Buyi that he would not be allowed to pick her up in the morning again.


    “Then how can I see you for a while long?” Ling Buyi lowered his eyes.


    Shaoshang had already made up her mind. “I won’t take a shortcut. I’ll go in from the south of the palace and wait for you outside the palace gate. If it’s the Great Court Meeting Day, stay behind at the Southern Palace’s Chaozheng Hall, and I’ll go to the Northern Palace myself. If it’s the Small Court Meeting Day or the Emperor is not there, we’ll walk together to the Northern Palace. How about that?”


    “Won’t you have to wake up a half an hour earlier?”


    Shaoshang waved her hand enthusiastically. “It’s okay. The Empress allows me to nap in the afternoon.”


    Ling Buyi felt a sweet feeling in his heart, but said, “You are in Changqiu Palace to learn from the Empress. If you delay for me, wouldn’t it be…”


    Shaoshang cursed him in her heart for being good-looking when he got the advantage. “I can’t do two things at once,” she said with a stern face. “I can either devote myself to the Empress and my studies, or I can devote myself to you. You pick.”


    “…Then you should throw yourself on me,” Ling Buyi said softly, a hint of pink slowly appeared on his usually pale face.


    Shaoshang wrinkled her small nose at him and gave a playful look.


    “As for the evening, it depends on whether you are busy or not. If you are busy, I will go home later. We can have dinner at Changqiu Palace. After eating, we will go home slowly. It can be regarded as digestion and fitness. If you’re not busy, come to my house to eat.” So the Emperor must be satisfied, and she went all out to show her sincerity.


    “You can also rub against His Majesty. There are two cooks in His Majesty’s inner hall who are very skilled.” Ling Buyi could also be very rude when he gnawed on a bone.


    When it came to food, Shaoshang’s heart brightened.


    That night, when she returned home, she asked A’Zhu to find the black pottery small stew cup that she specially made when in Hua County, wipe it clean, and let it dry under the moon before putting it away for later use. As far as she observed, the cooking techniques of this time were not yet as diverse as in later generations. People often used grilling, drying, and frying as their delicacies, while fish and meat were more expensive, but this did not maintain good health.


    It had been proven that it was healthier to steam and boil foods, so with her intervention, even in the face of Grandmother Cheng’s strong dissatisfaction, the Cheng family’s daily meals had added a lot of vegetables and cooking soup.


    Southerners had a variety of tricks for making soup and food, and they were self-taught. No matter in the mountains, fields, river or streams, Shaoshang could easily make the soup.


    Afterwards, Shaoshang tried to wrap a cup of warm soup every morning and bring it to Ling Buyi at the entrance of the palace. Sometimes the soup was too time-consuming and labor-intensive, so she had to use a small bamboo basket to carry the processed ingredients into the palace. She asked Old Lady Zhai for a small red clay stove, put on her shiny and small black pottery jar, and stewed it. Fortunately, this was a palace without palace battles, and the Empress had complete control over Changqiu Palace, otherwise she’d be beat to death.


    Either in the afternoon or the evening, when Ling Buyi arrived at Changqiu Palace, he would see her guarding the soup jar in the corridor. Her cheeks were flushed with the reflection of the fire, and the fine sweat oozed from her face like pearl shells woven with flower petals. Then, she smiled at him from afar.


    In an instant, he suddenly understood what his adoptive father meant when he spoke about fireworks.


    As Shaoshang’s old teacher had said in her childhood, she was a person who combined ruthlessness and perseverance. She used to hate this type of motherly-cooking the most, but now she planned to complete it as a challenging task, but she was willing to pour in her heart and wisdom. Ling Buyi’s heart, liver, spleen, and lungs had been replenished by her for clearing the lungs, moistening the throat, brightening the eyes, calming the fire, and lifting qi… except for not daring to tonify the kidneys and strengthen yang.


    Not long after, she found out that Ling Buyi’s favorite dish now was a fish ball ginger shred clear soup – remove the bones from the raw fish, crush and knead them into small fish balls, and cook them in clear soup, decorated with some green and vegetable shreds and turmeric shreds, which was light and delicious.


    Seeing how busy and diligent Shaoshang had been these days, the Empress unexpectedly developed a rare sense of sourness. “…May I be able to succeed and retire now?” she joked. “Your virtuous reputation is spreading all over the palace.”


    “Really, everyone says I’m virtuous?” Shaoshang was pleasantly surprised. She didn’t expect that.


    The Empress stared at her. “You are virtuous to your husband but it isn’t obvious about your filial piety!”


    “I… how am I unfilial? Have Mother and Father come to complain to you…?”


    “Your filial piety towards me and His Majesty!” The Empress stiffened her face.


    Shaoshang understood – wasn’t it just ‘half the meeting,’ everyone knows the rules of the road, so let’s follow it.


    In the past, all the utensils were arranged carefully, and the ingredients were so accurate that Ling Buyi could eat them all in one go, and only three or four bowls was enough, but now it was about to change.


    The Empress was no better than Ling Buyi, and her taste was sweet and glutinous. Shaoshang had no choice but to delve into sweet soup and sweets. Unfortunately, there was no high-purity sugar or rock sugar at this time. She used to use maltose in the soup, but unfortunately the taste was not pure nor sweet enough.


    There were sporadically planted sugar cane fields in the surrounding states and counties, and they squeeze out pulp for people to drink. They also sell ‘stone honey’ from the Western Regions, but the former could not be used in dishes while the latter was considered expensive by commoners. This era was without high-end acid additives, so she could only purchase the Zhe pulp or sugarcane, and then boil and purify the sugar particles one by one. With a basic knowledge of chemistry, many mistakes were naturally avoided during the operation process, which was too laborious.


    It wasn’t until the change box was nearly empty that the firewood smoke in the Cheng Mansion slowed down. Shaoshang had obtained sweet molasses to make snacks such as fructose and lactose (Little Cheng Zhu and Ou loved those), cold fruits and vegetables (Grandmother Cheng particularly liked that one), and various sweet soups.


    However, this kind of molasses was not easy to preserve. Shaoshang simply took advantage of the summer to make it freely. For a while, double skin milk, honey panna cotta, and then white sugar cake (actually not white, Shaoshang spread her hands), and even a baked snack in the back kitchen of Changqiu Palace. The sweet and gentle milk scent melted souls’ miles at a time, almost hooking several officials who were nearby.


    The Empress originally had a summer cough, but with such a nourishing treatment, not only did her cough subside, but her face also became much rosier. Seeing that, Old Lady Zhai could not be happier and became increasingly more friendly to Shaoshang. She was willing to commend Shaoshang from some intimate matters that even Luo Jitong had not explained.


    Whenever there were people, there were troublemakers, so there were good people biting their ears around Luo Jitong and saying, “Sister, you have been serving the Empress in Changqiu Palace since childhood. She has only been here for a few days, and this has become more and more important to you.”


    Luo Jitong smiled and held onto the sweet soup of red beans and corn, saying, “Before winter comes, I will be off to get married in the Northwest. However, for her, the palace is half of her husband’s family. Now, it’s just a matter of paying respects to her aunt in the palace in advance. She and I are different.”


    Later, when the news reached Shaoshang’s ears, she couldn’t help but sigh. “Sister Jitong is really wise and discerning.” Well, even the girls below couldn’t fight. The palace was indeed peaceful, with no wind or waves.


    The Empress smiled. “If she were so easily provoked, how could she stay in the palace for so long?”


    “Why don’t you do anything about the people who start it?” Shaoshang frowned.


    “The water is clear and there are no fish, and the palace is lonely. You can’t even let them talk.” The Empress shook her head.


    Shaoshang shook her head secretly.


    Some things Shaoshang could shake her head to but some things she inevitably needed to say more.


    Since she began to show her filial piety towards the Empress, even if the Empress didn’t keep the Emperor’s portion, she had to send it to Consort Yue’s Palace. Shaoshang was worried that self-catering was most likely to lead to sneaky things. What if there was a contingency in the future?


    “She won’t,” the Empress said indifferently. “She also knows I won’t.”


    Shaoshang stared at the Empress’s determined expression and said no more.


    At the end of summer, Shaoshang made a cup of glutinous rice soup with crushed nuts and a dense taste for the Emperor with the last of the molasses. The Emperor nodded repeatedly as he ate it. “Shaoshang,” he sighed. “You are so clever and handy. Unfortunately, this sugar making method is not suitable for the whole country to follow. It’s better not to spread it. Delicious things are loved by everyone, but there are so many human and material resources in the world. If this type of sweet food is widely sought after by the wealthy, then every household will plant sugarcane instead of grain. There are still many starving and discouraged people outside.”


    Shaoshang naturally knew what he meant. “Your Majesty, I know what you mean,” she said respectfully. “There is only so much national strength, and we always need to use it when we need it.”


    “Then, where should it be used?” the Emperor deliberately teased the young girl, causing the Empress to stare at him.


    “Of course, it should be used for food, horses, and ironware.” She couldn’t help but pout. “Your Majesty, the Empress already taught me to read ‘Discourses on Salt and Iron,’ also Jia Yi’s…Um, I seem to have forgotten the name of the book, but I have read it all…”
[Discourses on Salt and Iron was by Huan Kuan and was a debate that happened in 81 BCE on state policy during the Han Dynasty. Jia Yi was a Chinese essayist and politician of the Western Han Dynasty.]


    The Emperor stroked his beard and laughed heartily, not thinking this was disobedient.


    Although Shaoshang wore a disgruntled expression on her face, she held the Emperor and Empress in great respect in her heart. As the supreme monarchs of the nation, were they unable to eat anything they want? They were just setting an example and using frugality to restrain and advocate the noble families of the wealthy.


    In fact, in later generations, there was a dynasty known for its wealth, which could produce exquisite blue porcelain that passed through the sky in the rain. The method of making it with fragrance was unparalleled among all dynasties, and there were all kinds of entertainment methods such as cuju. Unfortunately, the rules and ministers of that dynasty failed to live up to the talented and diligent people, the brave and passionate generals, and did not use their national strength in salt, iron, grain, and horse spirit to govern.


    In her humble opinion, the tone of national politics in that dynasty was bribery, using money and honor to bribe external enemies and officials. The former could provide temporary peace for the court, while the latter could exchange for the praise of the monarch and the other dynasty from the civil service group.


    At a critical moment when the city was under siege, these rulers and ministers simply took a bib bribe, plundering the daughters of innocent people, and using their blood, tears, and flesh to bribe the barbarian enemies who drank blood. The black humor was that the wives and daughters of these people ended up going the same way.


    She didn’t know who said that hard work and sweat doesn’t lie.


    Shaoshang put in all her efforts, using both her brain and hands, not only did her reputation gradually surpass her original reputation for being stubborn and crude, but the Emperor was also satisfied with her. With a wave of his hand, he rewarded her with fifty thousand newly minted five-baht coins as pocket money, and also explicitly praised the girl for being agile, filial, and happy, and should receive it appropriately’ – and with ease, he also gave Ling Buyi two-hundred households of income.


    Shaoshang was unhappy and endured it for most of the day. After dinner, while sitting on the porch with the Empress and waiting for Ling Buyi, she finally couldn’t help but mutter, “Praise me, praise me, why involve Master Ling?”


    The Empress laughed and whispered softly, “Isn’t he yours? It’s worth considering. Perhaps those two hundred households were spent by His Majesty on making sugar for you?”


    Shaoshang chuckled and said regretfully. “Oh, before, whether it was praise or blame for causing trouble, it was all my own. But now, what I said and did is the glory of Master Ling. If I don’t behave properly, it would be a disgrace to Master Ling. What about me? Where am I?” The young girl looked like an adult and sighed.


    The Empress restrained herself and looked at her in silence. “You are going on a wild goose chase. According to you, none of the soldiers and officials under His Majesty’s command have a place of their own. The plan is well planned and the battle is won. It is to open up territory for His Majesty and has nothing to do with them. If you make a mistake and lose, then it is all His Majesty’s fault, isn’t it? However, since ancient times, under this star-filled sky, those famous generals and officials who have been wandering around to look at the world have their names shining brightly in the Milky Way.”


    Shaoshang slowly raised her head and looked out of the eaves with wide eyes.


    “You used to be independent, always thinking about self-growth and self-destruction, self-glory and self-humiliation, but this is not possible. You need to learn to turn around and open other mountains without opening them. You can’t follow the Lou family’s young master as you had planned to, but you can’t be yourself in this capital city.”


    Shaoshang seemed to have been opened with a bright window, and a few stars faintly appeared in the gradually dark indigo sky. Although they were very light and faint, they existed after all.


    “Empress, what you said is very good.” She turned her head and smiled, as if the breeze was blowing on the hills.


    The Empress saw her smile and felt comfortable.


    Shaoshang looked up at the sky and thought to herself, how ridiculous the behavior of the aggrieved woman who was muttering and angry. After all, she just changed her major. However, even in her previous life, could she guarantee that she would be able to be a professional in her future employment?


    Now, she had just transferred from the field of science and engineering research to the Department of Home Economics and Nutrition. Labor was of no distinction between high and low, the industry was not high or low, and she worked hard wherever needed. Could it be that if she changed her major, she wouldn’t be herself anymore? That’s ridiculous.


    …


    Next Chapter: Irrelevant


    


    


    


    Enjoyed the chapter? Support me on Patreon to get early access to new chapters, exclusive content, and more! Your support helps me keep bringing you these translations. Thank you!


    Disclaimer: Your support on Patreon goes directly towards my work as a translator and helps me produce more content. It does not constitute support for the original novel or its author.


    
  

  
    Chapter Eighty-Four:
Irrelevant


    The main aide of the Empress was a kind and thin-faced eunuch named Cao Cheng, who was in charge of palace affairs, announced the Empress’s orders, and performed the duties of directing verbal decrees. He was a high official who had a rank of up to two thousand stones. In addition to being a palace servant, he was also in charge of many eunuch officials. The Empress was usually pure and dignified, neither fond of meddling in court affairs nor fond of frequently summoning women to the palace for gossip. Therefore, Chao Cheng’s work was very leisurely. In additions to the daily operations of the palace, he arranged several grand banquets for the Empress every year. 


    Although the Empress was not dissatisfied with Cao Cheng, she had a disposition of doing more was better than doing less. The trivial manners in the inner hall were often resolved nearby. However, now that Old Lady Zhai was getting older and lacked energy, and Luo Jitong’s marriage was approaching, the time she stayed in the palace was getting shorter and shorter. In addition, the Empress intended to let Shaoshang learn how to manage things and employ people. Therefore, under the favorable circumstances of time, place, and people, Shaoshang took advantage of the situation and rose to the top.


    At first, Shaoshang was uneasy in the palace because she was essentially a stranger in a strange land and was under the male and female ruler. If her elder sister made a mistake, at most she would be scolded by K or expelled from the billiards room. If she made a mistake in school, she would be scolded and write a report. However, the Empress Dowager was the supreme mother of the world. It was really annoying, if she rushed, she could be killed or buried.


    Now that she had gained recognition of their efforts, the fear gradually dissipated and Shaoshang naturally began to reveal her true nature. She didn’t intentionally do it but her daily interactions inevitably began to show signs. Over time, everyone in Changqiu Palace knew that this seemingly petite and weak Mistress Cheng was actually someone who was both mischievous and scheming.


    There were to palace maids who began to fight, both claiming that the other party had moved their hand first. Without saying a word, Shaoshang asked them to fight again to show her. Both of them wanted to show weakness, so one of them dropped their hands more slowly than the other who stretched out their fist. It was like a slow-motion replay of a movie, or if the affectionate sword and the fire palm were making moves. All the maids in the palace and the little eunuchs were laughing so hard they had sore stomachs.


    After the fake boxing, Shaoshang asked them if they wanted to file a complaint. They responded that they wanted to ask Shaoshang to uphold justice for them. Shaoshang smiled and sent them to Eunuch Ling, who was in charge of criminal responsibility under Cao Cheng. She was just inexperienced, not stupid, okay? No matter how gentle the Empress was, she couldn’t stand up to her nose and face. In a place like a palace, the palace maids had private disputes and not only do not cover them up but also rush to make trouble.


    There were two palace maids who were planting flowers in the outer courtyard arguing over a beautiful young cat. One said how to carefully raise it after picking it up from the corner of the palace wall, and the other said how hard it was to save food and feed it. Both of them were exhausted. Shaoshang said, “That’s easy to handle. The two of you are both talking reasonably. So, let’s cut this cat in half and both of you can take it.”


    As she spoke, she called for a eunuch to fetch a knife. The two palace maids were stunned at first, then one of them immediately knelt down in tears, whispering that the cat was not her own but another person’s. The other palace maid remained hesitant and unable to speak.


    Shaoshang followed the example of Mr. Bao in court and solemnly declared that regardless of the original owner, the cat should belong to the person who loved it more. The court would not accept any further appeals.


    “You have a quick wit,” the Empress hummed, looking coolly at her.


    Shaoshang thought, ‘I wouldn’t dare, I just stand on the shoulders of children’s books.’


    Fifteen or sixteen palace maids were angry over trivial matters and divided into two teams to confront each other. They continued to speak coldly and bitterly to each other, with constant verbal disputes. While this was annoying, and it hadn’t escalated into specific contradictions, it did affect the atmosphere in the palace.


    Shaoshang sent someone to find a hemp rope that had the thickness of a small wrist and was about ten zhang long. She then split the groups in half and had them form a team. It was time to play tug-of-war.
[10 zhang is about 109 feet.]


    Shaoshang announced that the winning team would each receive five coins.


    How could the girls join forces with the ‘enemy,’ whom they had been feuding with the last few days? Don’t be too stubborn and use some strength, and finally let the team that happens to have stronger people win.


    For the second round, Shaoshang said the winning team would receive ten coins each.


    As soon as the winning team had received the clinking coins in their hands, the other group had their eyes opened. Shaoshang then formed two new teams; there were still an equal number of people from the two groups. This time, no matter which team they were in, they all pulled with all of their strength.


    For the third round, Shaoshang raised the winning amount to twenty coins per person.


    The girls’ eyes turned red. Even in the palace, this was a considerable sum of money. This time, the girls no longer cared about their old grudges and stood united, shoulder to shoulder and foot to foot as they worked with all their might.


    There was a slight hiccup. Although Shaoshang had just received a huge sum of money, she didn’t carry it with her. She borrowed money from Old Lady Zhai, but by the third round, her wallet was already empty. Shaoshang had to send someone home to collect the rest. Unexpectedly, after a moment, a small eunuch smiled and held a heavy box that was half an arm wide, containing nearly three-hundred-baht coins.


    “…Master Ling is already aware of the situation here. He said that your empty promises would dampen the mood, so he sent you some money. If it’s not enough, he will send someone to get more.”


    Shaoshang, holding the box of money, was stunned. She finally was able to live a life of spending money on her boyfriend’s dime?


    After three rounds of tug-of-war, the girls were exhausted, unable to argue anymore and even gained some money. Everyone was happy in their hearts, even the four unlucky girls who had never been able to win. Shaoshang also awarded five coins to each of them. Subsequently, she stiffened her face and spoke with truth, saying many grandiose words about unity, friendship, mutual assistance, and mutual respect, which made most of the palace maid’s cry.


    After handing out the money, the situation came to an end.


    Shaoshang also named several palace maids led by Su Ri from the two groups and punished them with ten slaps to the hand as a warning for others.


    At first, Shaoshang only followed this plan. Unexpectedly, with the intense tug of war session, the surrounding eunuchs and palace maids gathered to smile and cheer for the girl they made friends with. Even the Empress couldn’t help but stand in the corridor and watch the competition with a smile on her face and couldn’t stop from laughing out loud when she saw the outcome. Seeing Shaoshang’s kindness and how she solved the problem, she lowered her head and said to Old Lady Zhai, “No need to worry, the mansion of Eleventh Lang won’t be chaotic in the future.”


    When she turned back to the inner hall, the Empress saw Shaoshang still holding the half-empty money box and standing quietly in the corridor, her expression cold. The Empress couldn’t help but be slightly stunned; for a moment, she didn’t recognize her.


    In fact, this girl was not always so quick and decisive when she had to take action.


    A few days ago, a small palace maid missed her deceased family very much and cried mournfully through the night. Shaoshang stopped the eunuch who wanted to blame her and patiently asked where she had come from. Then, she drew a sketch of the state and county, pointing to the small palace maid’s hometown and telling her that the military disaster had gradually subsided and there may still be some hunger and despair. However, as long as people cultivated well in the future, there would no longer be children without fathers or mothers who are displaced and sold.


    Naturally, things wouldn’t be like that. The Empress lost her father at a young age and also experienced military disasters and wars. She was well aware of the world’s situation, and there wasn’t anyone in this world without a sharp edge. However, in this deep, lonely palace, a few false and beautiful words were enough to give a little palace maid the courage to live well without relatives.


    The Empress looked at Shaoshang again. She had two gentle eyebrows, which were neither thick nor light, on her snow-white skin, like the misty rain leaving traces. Her eyes were clear and beautiful and, when she looked at others, it seemed liked waves of water were flowing in her eyes. After a short summer, the young girl’s appearance had become even more vibrant. Coupled with such a contradictory and complex temperament, no wonder it captivated her adopted son.


    …


    After taking a nap, Shaoshang was ordered to fetch two bamboo slips from the outer hall of the Shangshu Terrace. After respectfully saying goodbye to the eunuch attendant who was in charge of the library, Shaoshang ran back. She did not want to see Yuan Shen, who had not been seen for many days in the palace alley.


    Since she had entered the palace for further education, including right now, she had met Yuan Shen three times in the palace alley.


    The first encounter she had been with Ling Buyi, slowly walking behind him. Yuan Shen moved to the side to avoid them and gave a few cold glances without saying a word. The second time, Ling Buyi had firmly grabbed her hand and they walked side by side. Yuan Shen stood on the side and let out several short scoffs as they went by. As a result, Ling Buyi’s glare to him was even colder than Yuan Shen’s laughter. Shaoshang turned her head; she didn’t want to look at either of them.


    This time, when she encountered Yuan Shen, Shaoshang had just been stopped by Liang Qiu Fei who had been chasing after her. The young guard had sweat on his forehead as he ran up to her and handed her a flat lacquer wooden box. As soon as Shaoshang took the box, she nearly smashed the box onto her feet. Opening it, she saw fifty neatly stacked gold ingots, each of which was cast into a thumb-sized gold horseshoe, small and exquisite and shining. She couldn’t stop her mouth from popping open.


    Liang Qiu Fei smiled and said, “Young Master said you are doing a lot in Changqiu Palace now. It’s acceptable to reward palace maids with some copper coins, but not to reward the eunuchs with official ranks. You can put these in the palace and take them as you want. You can entrust them to Old Lady Zhai for safekeeping.”


    “Why, why is he so shameless?” Shaoshang gasped for breath. When a boyfriend bought you a bag and some clothes, you could still refuse with integrity and firmly advocate for financial independence before marriage. When a boyfriend directly transferred ownership and gave you a house… Shaoshang felt a bit out of control.


    “Young Mistress, don’t say such things,” Liang Qiu Fei said with a frown. “Last time you refused to accept those two good horses, which caused my brother to be scolded by Young Master. Don’t harm your humble position this time.”


    “Don’t worry, I won’t,” Shaoshang sighed weakly.


    Once Liang Qiu Feng left, Yuan Shen, dressed in a light robe and graceful demeanor, approached slowly and saw the girl with a golden face illuminated by the gold ingots in the box. He couldn’t help but ask questions. After the eunuch behind Shaoshang answered, he sneered again, “I didn’t expect you to love these yellow and white things.”


    “All the gold in this box are only yellow, there’s no white,” Shaoshang immediately snapped back. “Don’t talk nonsense!”


    “So, you were bribed?” Yuan Shen choked out. “You wear a virtuous and graceful appearance all day long, but now the capital is praising you, saying that you have been raised by the Empress with outstanding conduct.”


    “What’s so wrong about that?” Shaoshang handed the box to the eunuch next to her, gesturing for them to step back.


    “So, without these gold ingots, I wouldn’t be able to learn to be virtuous and graceful? Besides, this is what my future husband gave me, so there’s nothing I can’t do with it.” Some words, as expected, were more reasonable and straightforward. “Also, whether I am virtuous and graceful, or if I’ve been bribed, it’s none of your business! I can eat your food and I can use your wealth!”


    Yuan Shen didn’t get angry this time. He just looked at her and said, “Have you noticed that since we met, the most common thing you’ve said to me is ‘it’s none of your business?’”


    Shaoshang was taken aback because… he wasn’t wrong. “That’s because you always come around for no reason and don’t mind your business!”


    “Are you doing well now?” Yuan Shen whispered. He stroked the jade belt on his waist.


    “Of course!” Shaoshang smiled proudly. “The young lady of the Cheng family, whom everyone looked down on at the time, even had someone come out and say that I was rude, uncivilized, and rude when I went out to a banquet. Will there still be someone now? Even the princes and princesses are polite to me when I come and go out of the palace. Who would dare to come back and challenge me again?”


    “Actually, I think you used to be quite good,” Yuan Shen chuckled.


    “Master Shanjian, let’s stop here,” Shaoshang sneered. “You have to pick and choose your own wife. No matter how virtuous a clan wife is or how good her etiquette is… why should I have to be vulgar all the time?”


    “If you pretend in front of others, are you really learning etiquette proficiently?” Yuan Shen said with hatred.


    “Oh, that’s it,” Shaoshang said. She suddenly realized what was going on and joked. “Acting one way in front of others and another way behind them, Young Master Shanjian, is this how you behave yourself? …Wait, why should I learn etiquette and be skilled in it? This has nothing to do with that. What does it have to do with me?”


    Yuan Shen ignored her provocation. “You haven’t answered me yet. How are you doing? Are you happy in your heart?”


    Shaoshang looked up at the palace wall. “I know what you want to ask,” she said calmly. “However, I also want to tell you that no matter what, I will always make my own life better. This has nothing to do with others. It has nothing to do with anyone.”


    Yuan Shen stared at her for a long time before he said, “These days, there are more and more young ladies who love to talk big. So, I’ll just wait and see.”


    …


    Next Chapter: Meeting the Mother-in-Law
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    Chapter Eighty-Five:
Meeting the Mother-in-Law


    After a busy summer, and returning home several times without being able to meet anyone in person, Father Cheng finally ended his miserable summer training in the wilderness, basking in the sun like he was soaked in cuttlefish juice. Shaoshang saw that Madam Xiao was applying sunburn ointment to her father’s face and neck, and deliberately pretended to be disgusted. “Father, you look twenty years older than my young mother. If a stranger sees you, they would consider the two of you father and daughter!”


    “Get out! Your mother wouldn’t shallowly judge people by their appearance like that! First of all, a good husband depends on his character, then on his talent, and then on his appearance… oh, right Yuan Yi…”


    Father Cheng looked at his wife in a flattering way, but Madam Xiao didn’t speak. Her eyes flickered, and she glared at her husband with anger and resentment. Old Cheng felt like he lost half of his bones.


    “What did Father say last time about choosing a son-in-law for me? You said to only look at his face, but how come you don’t measure his character and talent when it comes to me?!” Shaoshang suddenly realized this problem.


    “First, Ling Buyi was not chosen by me. Second, your mother chose me, which means she is not superficial. Ling Buyi picked you, which shows that he isn’t superficial. What does that have to do with me?” In terms of arguing, Cheng Shi was a local tyrant back in his day and was invincible.


    Shaoshang pondered the meaning of his words. Did he mean that she had nothing to gain except for her face?! Her eyes turned red and she left in anger.


    Father Cheng pointed his index finger at his daughter’s back and turned his head to his wife. “That silly girl doesn’t have any brains. We’ve been apart for such a long time and we have a lot to talk about. Our sons all know they should avoid us, but she came over and pestered me!”


    Madam Xiao had a smile on her face. “Niao Niao missed you, Zisheng gave her two good horses, which are really strong horses that can travel thousands of miles every day. Not one of her brothers were allowed to touch them, they are kept just for you. Aiyo, A’Song was so envious.”


    Cheng Shi proudly stroked his short beard, his eyes full of love. “Niao Niao is a bit mischievous, but she is still kind-hearted. She knows filial piety, friendship, and consideration for her father… I brought her a box of good items and added them to her dowry. Oh, I also gave Yang Yang some. By the way, there are two small jars of sheep oil cream from the Western Regions. General Han only gave me one jar of it, but I used thirty pieces of ramie silk to exchange for another jar for our silly girl. Autumn is so dry and you two will rub it on your faces and hands. The fragrance is strong.”


    Madam Xiao smiled but didn’t speak. She thought to herself that her husband’s resentment towards Madam Ge would never go away for the rest of his life, but the two sisters could not have one favored over the other.


    “Master! Master this isn’t good!” Qing Cong rushed, panting to outside of the door. “Niao Niao wants to give those two horses to the First and Second Young Masters, saying she won’t give them to you!”


    Cheng Shi furiously slapped his hand on his leg. “That unfilial daughter! Yuan Yi, the two jars of cream are for you. Use each jar and display it, it’ll make us look wealthy!”


    Madam Xiao sat behind the table, her shoulders shaking with laughter.


    …


    Since Cheng Shi had returned, he needed to make up for the late engagement banquet. Madam Xiao knew the stakes and dared not let go of them to Cheng Yang. She personally purchased drinks, dishes, fruits, and vegetables, as well as borrowed a chef from the Wan family. The Emperor was like putting a patrol dog at the door of the Cheng’s house. After learning that the Cheng family did not slight his adopted son, he also gave them thirty jars of imperial wine.


    It was not without benefits to be portrayed as a wild cannibal chieftain (why cannibal? Because Father Cheng smiled with two rows of shiny white teeth and looked very menacing). Facing a group of old superiors, subordinates, and friends, Father Cheng flushed and was embarrassed but no one could tell. It was extremely smooth for him to pompously lead the groom around to meet a circle of relatives and friends.


    Unfortunately, Ling Buyi’s identity and authority was also present, accompanied by a strong cold current from the Arctic Ocean. Except for General Han, who could still receive a toast from him, all the other guests were restless. They either hurriedly stood up to thank him or bowed down to salute. Seeing this, Father Cheng shook his head and smiled bitterly to himself.


    What was interesting was that the Lou family also came to the banquet.


    Shaoshang had been unclear in the palace, and the Lou and Cheng families expressed they never had any hidden disagreements due to their withdrawal, and were even trying to maintain their friendship. In fact, in the past few months, Madam Xiao had been taking Cheng Yang to the Lou family’s invitation banquets, and there was also some interest in arranging another marriage.


    The second son of the Lou family, who had just returned from traveling, was Lou Yao’s only brother. Second Young Master Lou was good at schmoozing and making connections. He also brought a valuable companion to the banquet – his classmate and good friend, Yuan Shen.


    Ling Buyi’s gaze was cold. He stood with one hand behind his back as he looked on quietly.


    Yuan Shen leisurely walked down the corridor, his eyes fixed on him.


    The two of them stared at each other for a while before Yuan Shen spoke up first. “…I was blind. I should have seen that you were interested in Shaoshang when we were at the residence.” At that time, he felt that Ling Buyi was acting a little strange around the girl. He hated that he didn’t think too much about it!


    “It seems that you were deeply influenced by the words and deeds of Master Huangfu, but you didn’t even learn the thoughts of marriage. If you don’t marry and have children properly, you will only think about other people’s wives when you have nothing to do.” Although Ling Buyi was taciturn, his mouth was also extremely poisonous.


    Yuan Shen’s face stiffened but he immediately regained his elegant demeanor. “Marriage is determined by heaven, I dare not speak up. However, in the future, I will definitely go to sing outside the walls of your residence. I’ll sing Wei Zheng again and again.” He definitely would not be like his mentor, who only sang once and then left the show sorrowfully!


    Wei Zheng was a song mostly about men and women. Yuan Shen’s words meant that if he was not happy, he would not let Ling Buyi be happy.


    Ling Buyi reacted with his eyes: You are acting shameless.


    Yuan Shen gazed back at him: You’re talking as if you didn’t get your new bride by playing the scoundrel.


    Ling Buyi: She and I are destined by marriage.


    Yuan Shen: Destined? It was decided by the Emperor. You really think I’m a fool?


    “…Young Master Shanjian, have you arranged a blind date?” Ling Buyi suddenly asked.


    Yuan Shen hesitated for a moment, knowing the meaning of his words, and said in a gloomy voice, “I will eventually get married.” They should respect and understand each other. Ordinary couples in the world were not like that, and he didn’t know where to find a likeable and witty woman like Cheng Shaoshang in the future.


    Ling Buyi smiled and, in an instant, it was like a snowy tree shining like silver, making one dare not look closely at him. “That’s good. I would like to wish Young Master Shanjian will have a good fate. When you come to sing, I will definitely bring my wife and listen attentively.” Would you dare to come? He wouldn’t put it past that little fox to smash things off of the wall. Yuan Shanjian even treated her as good tempered, like Madam Sang.


    On the way back to his mansion, Ling Buyi leaned against the carriage beam, his young, fair face flushed and the hint of drunkenness blew away with the wind. After a while, the carriage drove into an alley, and two rows of guards stopped by the carriage. Everyone saw a middle-aged man with a long beard and scholarly attire standing at the entrance of the Ling Mansion. The Liang Qiu brothers quickly helped Ling Buyi, who was still slightly intoxicated, down the road.


    Ling Buyi, supported by Liang Qiu Qi’s arm, walked inside, laughing as he asked, “Why is Scholar Ou Yang standing at the door?”


    Ou Yang Guan walked beside him with a smile. “Young Master, you’re so sentimental. You went to the engagement banquet by yourself, but left me in the mansion to deal with the entanglement of the Wang family. The old man has been coveting the imperial wine for days.”


    “The Wang family is here again?” Liang Qiu Fei asked strangely. “How many days have they been?”


    “If it weren’t for the old man’s eloquence today, the Wang father and son would have rushed to the Cheng family engagement banquet,” Ou Yang Guan said.


    Liang Qiu Fei curled his lip up with a hint of disdain.


    The courtyard was deserted and there was no one around. Ling Buyi thought for a moment as they walked and then stopped. “Scholar Ou Yang, draft the command. As previously agreed, he will lead the four left cavalry teams to Wang Long’s place to assist. There is no need to listen to his words just act accordingly. Let Li Si order two groups of archers, two teams of strong crossbow guards, and five hundred elite soldiers to listen to the order under the general’s tent of chariots and cavalry, and be more respectful.”


    Ou Yang Guan arched his hand, took the orders, and left.


    “I don’t think Young Master will agree,” Liang Qiu Fei exclaimed.


    “A’Fei,” Liang Qiu Qi scolded in a low voice. Seemingly tall and skilled with bows and horses, the compatriot was only a few months older than the future Young Master. He had been loved by everyone in the family since he was a child, so he really was innocent at heart.


    “Give them the cold shoulder for seven or eight days, that’ll be enough.” Ling Buyi pressed his temples with one hand, feeling tired.


    Liang Qiu Fei didn’t dare speak up and only muttered to himself discontentedly. “That Wang Chun raised a group of useless children himself, and the soldiers he trained aren’t even as good as those who work in the county government. The suppression of a few mountain bandits almost led to the establishment of a camp, and Young Master had to cover it up for him and pretend that it was a strategy so he didn’t lose face in front of the generals. It’s fortunate you didn’t marry his daughter, otherwise the Wang family wouldn’t even introduce us as a extended family…”


    Ling Buyi gave him a faint glance, and Liang Qiu Fei immediately stopped talking.


    Liang Qiu Qi sighed inwardly and changed the topic. “Young Master, you’ve been drinking a lot today. Why didn’t you have a rest in the Cheng Mansion? You hadn’t seen the Young Mistress today, maybe she was waiting for you in the rear courtyard.”


    Wait for him? Ling Buyi snorted as he took off his sword and shoes and stepped into the house. That little fox spirit wouldn’t even do that after giving birth ten times. “She said there will be a big battle tomorrow and she needs to rest and prepare. She told me not to bother her.”


    “Young Mistress, you really are too…” Liang Qiu Fei sighed. “Why can’t you focus all your attention on Young Master?”


    Ling Buyi closed his eyes for a long time before saying to himself, “…It’d be great to be considerate.”


    Liang Qiu Qi summoned some maidservants to come in and attended him. He grabbed his younger brother’s collar and walked them outside, whispering, “You know what? Madam Hou’s heart was focused on the Ling family, and she cared for them with all of her being. What was the result? Besides, Young Master is at the height of court. If she doesn’t understand everything, she should let the Young Master take care of everything personally.”


    “I see… how do you know so much, Brother?”


    Liang Qiu Qi let go of his younger brother’s collar and said sternly, “I’m close to four beauties. Naturally I know more about these things than you.”


    Liang Qiu Fei looked at his brother, towering high like a mountain, in reverence.


    Ling Buyi sat on his bed, faintly listening to the conversation between the two brothers outside of the room. His mind began to wander, quietly gazing at a small pot of golden oranges by the window lattice. The delicate green leaves were line with small and delicate shiny fruits, with a color as rich as gold.


    The next morning, Ling Buyi picked a lightweight and exquisite carriage and went to pick up his fiancé at the Cheng Mansion. After leaving the city, they headed eastward. At this time, the autumn sky was clear and refreshing, and the scenery of the countryside along the way was breathtaking. Shaoshang was originally in a very happy mood, but the beautiful man beside her remained silent. She didn’t know what he was thinking, so she began to casually chat with Liang Qiu Qi, who was riding beside the carriage.


    “Young Mistress, you don’t know the General of Chariot and Cavalry. He’s famous for buying people’s hearts with alcohol, women, and wealth. Even if he was a fierce general before, he was also weakened by alcohol and women in just a few years. My brothers are really going to suffer.” Liang Qiu Fei clearly still harbored resentment towards transfer.


    “Ah, Imperial Guard Fei, your words are not right. There’s no one who doesn’t want wine, women, and wealth. I…” Seeing Ling Buyi’s gaze sweep over her, Shaoshang quickly changed her mind. “My Uncle Wan loves women and wine very much but that didn’t delay his war duties. General Wang must have other problems.”


    “Of course, there are other problems!” Liang Qiu Fei had a lot of complaints to express and was about to continue, but when his brother glanced at him with disapproval, he turned around. “In short, the Wang family has caused trouble for our Young Master in recent years.”


    Liang Qiu Qi quickly rode over to them and said, “The General of the Chariot and Cavalry is actually the elder of the Crown Prince. For the sake of the Eastern Palace, we cannot call the Wang family out for being too shameless.”


    “Ha, the Wang family is so obsessed with power and status…” Liang Qiu Fei saw his brother’s eyes narrow and he quickly continued on, “Anyway, they refuse to step down from their post.”


    “If he doesn’t want to withdraw from his position, can you help him with stepping down?” Shaoshang asked.


    “I didn’t know my wife had such a clever plan,” Ling Buyi finally couldn’t stop himself from speaking up.


    The Liang Qiu brothers looked at each other and smiled. Thinking that their young master and his future bride wanted to speak, they quickly rode away.


    Shaoshang turned around with a smile. “I heard that Madam Wang Wen Xiu used to be strict, but now the general of chariot and calvary is gradually disobeying her. Didn’t you give him two concubines last time? Let me guess, the number was too small and they aren’t beautiful enough. You can find some young beauties to send to others. You might as well secretly promise that whoever can entangle General Wang will always go into battle and will be heavily rewarded when he leaves the Wang family in the future. With money and silk, no matter whether you get married or bring in concubines in the future, you will have more than enough money. In short, everyone should work together to keep General Wang in his bed day and night.”


    Ling Buyi went pale, the blue veins on his neck prominent, as if bursting out from between his teeth. “…You can say that sort of thing as an unmarried girl? Why don’t you just ask me to send someone to give Wang Chun croton seeds?”
[Croton seeds (ba dou) is a Chinese herb that can be used as a laxative.]


    They really should have called someone with the surname Yuan to listen and see if Young Master Shanjian could bear it. Ling Buyi suddenly had a random thought. If Lou Yao heard this statement, would he still ignore it and continue to cheer him on? He really couldn’t do that.


    “Why can’t I say that?” Shaoshang asked with a smile. “This is a legitimate and clever plan. If the concubine is left there, he will be safe if he doesn’t get distracted. As for the croton seeds, they will be the subject of conversation. I don’t know General Wang’s taste. If he likes older ones, that would be great. They say that thirty is like a wolf and forty is like a tiger. When the tremendous battle happens, tell him to take sick leave.”
[The term ‘thirty is like a wolf, forty is like a tiger’ is a Chinese proverb that talks about a woman’s sexuality as she gets older (from what I can tell). There’s some current discussion about the meaning being misunderstood but what I think is going on here is… in her thirties, a woman is aggressive like a wolf (sexually) and in her forties, she his hungry like a tiger (sexually).]


    “Where did you hear this nonsense?”


    “Do you think that country women have nothing to do and talk about things under the sun?”


    “So, you listened to them?” Although there were many vulgar comments made in the military camp, Ling Buyi was always cold and kept to himself and never listened to them. This was great. He skipped all the lessons and it was his fiancée who had made up for them.


    “Be tireless in seeking knowledge and never slack off in learning,” Shaoshang touched her temples unconsciously. “Confucius said a man and woman cohabiting together is a great family.”


    “That was what Mencius said.”


    “It was close enough. Why are you like His Majesty, picking out my every word? You should be broad and thick in your character! Confucius once said that a gentleman should be kind to others. Haven’t you heard of that?”


    “…That was also Mencius.”


    “Why is everything said by Mencius?” Shaoshang said, frowning. “What has Confucius done?”


    Ling Buyi suppressed the smile that was trying to curl his lips up. “He is busy saying that only women and villains are difficult to raise!”


    Shaoshang was displeased and said, “It’s not good for me to do this. Why do you still want to marry me? Hurry up and withdraw!”


    “I’ll never withdraw!” Ling Buyi sat upright. “You’re an evildoer who speaks without restraint. If I don’t stop you, I’m afraid it’ll bring harm to the common people.”


    “You…” Shaoshang hesitated for a moment before clicking her tongue and angrily –and forcefully– slapping his arm.


    Ling Buyi burst into laughter, the clear and cheerful laughter spread to the guards on both sides. The Liang Qiu brothers glanced at each other, both filled with joy. Liang Qiu Qi thought that it was Young Madam Cheng who had the ability to do that. The gloom and unhappiness of their young master since leaving this morning had dissipated.


    “If you have anything to say, just tell me. Don’t always talk to the guards. It’s a sunny day.” Ling Buyi looked at Liang Qiu Fei riding ahead, young and talkative. If he walked along with Liang Qiu Fei and Shaoshang, nine out of ten people would think they would be the right couple.


    “Okay, I’ll talk to them tonight,” Shaoshang smoothly said.


    Ling Buyi pursed his mouth and immediately hovered over her, posing to bite. Shaoshang chuckled and covered his mouth with her palm. Ling Buyi thought her mischievous appearance was very cute, so he kissed her tender palm and quickly pecked at her pink little face.


    Shaoshang immediately blushed. The handsome and tall man’s nose almost touched her own face, with a strong and burning breath. She held her mouth, bouncing away like a boiled shrimp and shrank into a corner. “…It’s broad daylight,” she stammered.


    The two guards on either side of the carriage looked ahead with great focus. No one looked at the bright carriage.


    “You have been looking gloomy since we left this morning, how dare I speak to you?” Shaoshang quickly changed the subject.


    Ling Buyi’s emotions still lingered on his face, but there was nothing he could do here and now. He put away his toothy grin and glared at her, picking up one of her small hands and rubbing it in his big palm. After a moment, he said, “After you meet my mother and are still so happy on the way back… then I’ll talk to you.”


    Shaoshang felt indifferent. She had seen many evil mothers-in-law back in her old town. There were people who fought, scolded, argued, and even resorted to threatening with a cleaver. So what? She wasn’t scared, either. Thinking about this, she approached her fiancé with flattery. “What’s the point of waiting? If I look normal on the way back, you can ask the Empress for another day’s leave for me.”


    “You have a day off and you want to sleep for another day?” Ling Buyi snorted. “Besides, your wager isn’t right. If you win, I’ll ask for a leave for you. If you lose, what will you give me as compensation?”


    Shaoshang looked up at his deep and desire-filled eyes, the Adam’s apple on his fair and slender neck moved slightly as he spoke. She couldn’t help but feel her mouth go dry and didn’t dare to look up at him again – flirting was fine, but flesh was not enough.


    At this moment, her gaze swept not too far ahead, as if she had seen a rescuer. She pointed and shouted, “Do you see who that is?”


    When everyone looked, they saw a man with white hair and beard, a rosy complexion, and was dressed as a wealthy scholar. It was the Prince of Ruyang.


    The old prince was accompanied by a few escort attendants, who were eagerly following a group of boasting and loud wedding procession. While chatting with the villagers, they couldn’t help but glance at the bride sitting in the ox cart – a completely old and unpretentious appearance.


    Ling Buyi closed his eyes and sighed. He could only let the girl off first and had someone bring the carriage over.


    “Prince, you have run away from Sancai Temple again.” Ling Buyi got off of the carriage on his own and slowly helped Shaoshang down.


    “What do you mean run away? I’m no prisoner!” Prince Ruyang seemed a bit embarrassed. He looked around and realized that there was only the one unmarried couple, so he calmed down. “Today there is a wedding in the countryside and I thought I would come and join in the excitement. Speaking of it, this marriage is the reason I can be left alone.”


    “Old Immortal, you love the excitement so much,” Shaoshang said with a smile after she bowed to him. “Why do you leave your home to cultivate? The secular world is so much fun, are you willing to part with it?”


    “Ah, it’s too much to explain, too much to explain.” The old prince stroked his beard and shook his head. He then looked up and down at the girl’s figure and said with a smile, “Well, Young Madam Cheng, you’re looking better.”


    “My wife doesn’t know that the old prince loves excitement,” Ling Buyi suddenly said, looking at her. “He likes weddings. Before, he loved to watch other people get married, arranged for others to get married, and then…”


    “Then got married himself,” Shaoshang said coquettishly. Ling Buyi couldn’t help but burst out into loud laughter.


    The Old Prince’s face turned pale with fear and he waved his hand repeatedly. “I don’t dare to say this! You two are not serious, you two are really just wolves and jackals paired with tigers and leopards! You’re not good people! You were still alone in proposing marriage to the Cheng family, you two are burning the bridge after crossing the river!” As he angrily spoke, he shook his sleeves and made to leave. Shaoshang quickly stepped forward and pulled him back, telling him no, before he angrily stopped.


    “Seeing you’re over here, are you visiting Junhua?” The old prince suddenly felt his mood dampen. “A young woman who was so much stronger and powerful before is now like this. If Huo Chong were still here, I don’t know how much would have changed. She also had a bad fate. Her parents died early and her older brother went ahead of her…”


    Ling Buyi stopped laughing. Shaoshang also didn’t know what to say, so she lowered her head and listened.


    “It’s just the right time for you to go today. Just now, I saw Cui You passing along this path and loading a cart of brocade. He’s really thoughtful and goes to visit every now and then. Ah… it would have been better if Junhua had married him. A’Yuan has liked her since he was a child, but he didn’t even confess to her. It’s all fate…” The old prince shook his head and couldn’t continue.


    After separating from Prince Ruyang, Ling Buyi set off again. The carriage was silent and Shaoshang dared not tease him anymore. She cautiously reached out to touch his hand. He grabbed it and squeezed it firmly in his palm.


    Seeing the slight bulging veins on the back of his fair hand, Shaoshang felt a slight pain, but restrained herself from speaking.


    The courtyard where Huo Junhua lived was located in a bustling apricot blossom forest, surrounded by mountains and rivers. There was a stream in front of it and a mountain depression behind it. Below was a village where the land belonged to Ling Buyi. At that moment, a huge cart had stopped at the entrance of the courtyard, and seven or eight servants were busy unloading the contents of the cart before moving towards the inner courtyard.


    Seeing Ling Buyi helping Shaoshang off of the carriage, they all bent down and bowed respectfully, saying, “Welcome, Young Master.”


    Ling Buyi nodded and led Shaoshang towards the inner courtyard. After taking only a few dozen steps, an elderly woman with a scar on her face approached and bowed.


    “Auntie, where’s Duke Cai?” Ling Buyi asked.


    “Replying to Young Master, Duke Cai is already in the inner hall, talking to Madam.” The old woman raised her scarred and terrifying face, and Shaoshang had to restrain herself from reacting.


    The old woman looked at Shaoshang and smiled warmly, “You must be Madam Shaoshang. You really are beautiful.” When Shaoshang greeted her, she smiled even more brightly. “Today Madam is in a good mood. She even shouted to go to the forest to pick apricots this morning.”


    Ling Buyi smiled slightly and lowered his head to the girl. “Auntie is my mother’s stepmother. She doesn’t have a surname and was picked up by my maternal grandmother as a maid when she was young. When we go in, say whatever I say and don’t say too much.”


    Shaoshang quickly nodded.


    After the three of them took off their shoes and stepped into the inner hall, a very strange woman’s voice floated out from the inside.


    “How many times have I told you not to come again? I won’t marry you! If you come here again, I’ll have my brother beat you with a stick!”


    The voice sounded like it belonged to a middle-aged woman, but the wording was that of a young woman.


    Then there was a middle-aged man hurriedly apologizing. “…. Don’t, don’t call your brother!” he coughed. “I’m either here to pester you, or to see you. This time I’ve brought two bright brocades for you, it’s just enough to make you clothes!”


    Ling Buyi’s footsteps faltered. He clenched Shaoshang’s palm tightly again and firmly strode inside. Shaoshang stumbled in behind him, and was pulled down with him when he knelt down.


    “It’s good to see you, Young Mistress.” Ling Buyi respectfully touched the ground with his forehead.


    Shaoshang followed suit and saying, “It’s nice to meet you, Young Mistress.” – Wait, Young Mistress? Wasn’t she supposed to be his mother?


    Peering through her raised arms, Shaoshang saw a middle-aged woman sitting in the inner hall with a face that resembled Ling Buyi. If not for the impatient expression in her face, her beauty was no less than that of the Empress and Consort Yue.


    Across from her sat a thin, middle-aged man who description was somewhat obscene, with long and slender hands and feet. He was worthy of the nickname Ape.
[A’Yuan means ape.]


    Huo Junhua sat in the middle of the hall with a smug face and looked over with disdain. “Look, A’Yuan,” she said sweetly. “Auntie mentioned them just now. This is my cousin’s nephew. They were hit with a disaster and no one else survived. They’ve come to join my brother.”


    Cui You seemed to have encountered this scene before. He could only nod with a bitter smile.


    Ling Buyi scanned his biological mother and said gently, “Young Mistress looks very well today. A few days ago, there was a sudden burst of cold. You still need to continue eating that mutton soup.”


    Huo Junhua’s eyebrows shot up. She patted the table. “You take care of yourself,” she said. “You’re a group of freeloaders and you point at me! Today, I’ll take your bride with me to enjoy the autumn breeze. Let me tell you, everything is in moderation, don’t be greedy. My brother has a good temper. I’m not used to your writing, eating, and drinking.”


    This truly was a wonder in the world. Since Shaoshang met Ling Buyi, few people dared to show him their face, let alone embarrass him. Today, he received such a powerful scolding for no reason.


    He seemed to have gotten used to it and his expression didn’t change at all.


    “Alright, alright,” Cui You quickly came to the rescue. “Your virtuous nephew also cares for you.”


    Huo Junhua turned his head and cursed loudly, “I want you to mind your own business. You call yourself a nephew? Are you taking advantage of me?”


    “No, no, how can that be?” The old woman sat next to her and coaxed her. “The young master of the Cui family and the head of the family are called nephews, and your siblings’ nephews are naturally called nephews.”


    Huo Junhua reluctantly let go of her temper, snorted twice, and cursed.


    Cui You took advantage of this opportunity and quickly asked a servant to carry two bolts of colorful brocade into the room, personally unfolding them for the goddess to watch.


    Huo Junhua’s picky eyes scanned them a few times and snorted, “It’s not too ugly. Alright, Auntie, put it away. I’m giving you face, A’Yuan, don’t think I’m lacking in anything… Auntie, what style of clothes do you think I should make this time?” She took the brocade from Auntie’s hand and put it up against her body, smiling as if she were a teenage girl.


    Cui You was overjoyed. “You’ve been good looking since you were young, everything you wear is first-class!”


    Huo Junhua was flattered and became more comfortable. “Naturally,” she proudly said. “Keep saying it! In the entire county and countryside, I’ll be ranked second, let’s see who would dare to be ranked first!”


    After looking smug, her face suddenly turned sad again, “But since I’m so good-looking, why doesn’t Brother A’Wen like me? Although he and my brother are so close, he doesn’t treat me coldly. When I was a child, he even carried me up a tree, but later he didn’t want to pay attention to me anymore. Why is this…?”


    “Your, Your…” Cui You’s face turned red but he didn’t dare scream. He glanced at Ling Buyi and whispered, “You are many years apart. He is treating you as his younger sister.”


    There was no need for a modern commentator. Upon hearing this, everything became clear to Shaoshang. She couldn’t help but glance at Ling Buyi with trepidation.


    The young man beside her stared down at the ground in front of him, motionless.


    “I know!”


    Huo Junhua suddenly jumped to her feet as she exclaimed fiercely, her face twisted and angry, her hands nervously tearing at the brocade. “That little slut Yue! The seducer who smears makeup on herself all day long. She always wants to fight me for everything, constantly competing with the limelight with me. She’s making Brother Wen hate me and alienate me! I will never let her go. Just wait and see how I can deal with her! I want that little slut to be ruined and shamed…” As she cursed, the middle-aged woman had a crying voice like a child.


    Nowadays, Consort Yue wasn’t the daughter of a wealthy family in a neighboring county. Although her servants had been dismissed from the inner court, she could not be insulted like that. Cui You hurriedly turned around and said, “Don’t worry, His M– he isn’t the only man in the world. You can still marry someone else!” As soon as he said this, he knew something was wrong and he nervously looked at the middle-aged woman.


    Sure enough, Huo Junhua looked puzzled and she spoke in a soft, low voice, “There’s one who does look impressive. The family’s surname is Ling, and they came from a foreign county to seek refuge. It’s unfortunate they are a bit poor and the family is old. The young and the old need to take some medicine…”


    Her face was coquettish and she stroked the brocade with her fingers coyly. She looked up arrogantly. “But that’s okay. If someone has money, just ask him to help. As long as I’m here, the Ling family will always thrive!”


    To thrive meant to thrive, it had nothing to do with you later. Shaoshang secretly grumbled.


    “But my brother doesn’t like him and wants to see him again. Why? Why?” Huo Junhua suddenly became excited and stood up. “I want to go to my brother to ask why he won’t let me marry the person I like! If you want me to get married, Brother, I will get married to the person I like. Brother! Brother, where are you?” Cui You and Auntie both panicked and hurried to pull her away.


    Huo Junhua struggled vigorously. “Brother, come out!” she shouted loudly. “Someone is holding onto me and won’t let me find you! Brother! Brother!” She paused for a moment, her face fearful as if she saw a demon, as if hoarsely shouting from the bottom of her heart:


    “No! Brother is already dead! He’s dead!”


    Even Shaoshang, who had always been brave, was startled by the sinister and terrifying cry and shrank next to Ling Buyi’s side.


    Huo Junhua’s face was filled with tears as she screamed. “Brother is dead, they’re all dead… I saw his head carried on the flagpole, as well as Sister-in-law, my nieces and nephews, all dead. There were corpses there, and small A’Su, she was getting married… Oh gods… I want to find them. I want to find them!”


    Auntie tightly hugged her and Cui You knelt beside her, silently shedding tears.


    Huo Junhua suddenly saw Ling Buyi kneeling beside her and muttered, “You’re… you’re Ling Yi…”


    She seemed to see the handsome appearance of her ex-husband when he was young on her son’s face. Her eyes filled with resentment in an instant. She gritted her teeth and rushed over. “Why didn’t you die? My brother died, why didn’t you die? You should’ve died…”


    As she spoke, her pointed fingers were about to scratch Ling Buyi’s face. Ling Buyi stood up and gently extended his right arm, using his hand to hit the back of his mother’s neck. Huo Junhua collapsed.


    Ling Buyi picked up his mother, with Auntie wiping her tears and leading the way. Shaoshang and the muddleheaded Cui You followed behind. Ling Buyi placed Huo Junhua on the bed in her inner room and sat quietly on the bed, watching for a while before instructing Auntie to take good care of her.


    Duke Cui, with a hoarse throat, patted Ling Buyi’s arm. “You should go back first,” he said. “Last time, it was the same. When she sees you, she always thinks of your father, thinking you are mother and son is still rare. In the future, when you have time, come to my house for drinks and bring your bride with you. I have left something for you to get married. I’ll stay for a while, when she wakes up, I’ll coax a few words to her. Maybe she will be happy again.” After that, he took a few steps and leaned over Huo Junhua’s bed, gazing at the person with soft eyes.


    Ling Buyi watched the two people on the bed for a while, then quietly pulled Shaoshang out of the room.


    After having lunch in the front hall of the courtyard, both people and horses took a brief rest, and then the group hurried on their way again. On the way back, the couple sat silent.


    Shaoshang herself was also very upset. After sitting in silence for a long time, she said quietly, “I lost. Don’t worry about asking the Empress for a leave of absence for me.”


    It was really too tragic. Even though the mother-in-law and daughter-in-law problem was completely non-existent – because she just stayed in the memory of the carefree and Young Mistress Huo, how could she recognize herself as her daughter-in-law – but it was really too tragic. Neither mother nor son could see each other!


    Ling Buyi touched her slightly cold cheek, took the cloak from the seat and draped it over the girl, then held her in his arms and pressed her close.


    “Does… Duke Cui have a wife?” Shaoshang suddenly thought of something. Although Huo Junhua was crazy and pitiful, no wife could tolerate her husband’s infatuated expression. Don’t turn around and beat Xiao San to Xinghua Bieyuan, and then make headlines in the capital.


    Ling Buyi knew what she was thinking and smiled. “Years after my mother got married, Duke Cui was finally forced by his mother to marry and has two sons. Madam Cui passed away during childbirth of their second son. Duke Cui’s mother originally wanted her son to marry again, but not long after my mother broke things off with my father. Duke Cui refused to remarry and has been living alone ever since.”


    Shaoshang let out a long sigh. “It isn’t appropriate to judge people by their appearance. Although Duke Cui doesn’t look handsome, he is sincere in his emotions and his heart. That kind of affection would be hard to exchange for a thousand gold coins.”


    Ling Buyi let out a low hum.


    Shaoshang thought that it was Ling Buyi’s father who was not sincere in his use of emotions and the sincerity of his intentions. She couldn’t continue to keep quiet, so she could only console him. “Don’t worry, Madam Huo doesn’t know me, nor does she know my family. I’ll just pretend to be a poor relative who comes to visit your mother frequently…. Wait, would your mother even have poor relatives?”


    Ling Buyi chuckled and touched the top of her head. “After ten days of studying, you don’t even think you have enough sleep. How can you have the time to come and see Mother? It’s better if you wait until we get married. His Majesty wouldn’t dare drag you to study at Changqiu Palace anymore. Our days will grow in the future…”


    His voice gradually faded away, and his gaze cast towards the distance. They could see smoke curling up from the village ahead, the pale smoke covering the green hillside like a dream.


    Shaoshang had long been accustomed to taking naps, and she was now sleepy. She lay in Ling Buyi’s arms and began to doze off. His steady and powerful heartbeat was in her ear, gentle and safe, like the sound of her grandmother gently patting her pajamas while coaxing her to sleep.


    It wasn’t long before she fell asleep.


    …


    This chapter, am I right? Got kind of steamy and flirty in the beginning and then slams you right in the feelings with Huo Junhua.
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    Chapter Eighty-Six:
Meeting the Mother-in-Law


    After a busy summer, and returning home several times without being able to meet anyone in person, Father Cheng finally ended his miserable summer training in the wilderness, basking in the sun like he was soaked in cuttlefish juice. Shaoshang saw that Madam Xiao was applying sunburn ointment to her father’s face and neck, and deliberately pretended to be disgusted. “Father, you look twenty years older than my young mother. If a stranger sees you, they would consider the two of you father and daughter!”


    “Get out! Your mother wouldn’t shallowly judge people by their appearance like that! First of all, a good husband depends on his character, then on his talent, and then on his appearance… oh, right Yuan Yi…”


    Father Cheng looked at his wife in a flattering way, but Madam Xiao didn’t speak. Her eyes flickered, and she glared at her husband with anger and resentment. Old Cheng felt like he lost half of his bones.


    “What did Father say last time about choosing a son-in-law for me? You said to only look at his face, but how come you don’t measure his character and talent when it comes to me?!” Shaoshang suddenly realized this problem.


    “First, Ling Buyi was not chosen by me. Second, your mother chose me, which means she is not superficial. Ling Buyi picked you, which shows that he isn’t superficial. What does that have to do with me?” In terms of arguing, Cheng Shi was a local tyrant back in his day and was invincible.


    Shaoshang pondered the meaning of his words. Did he mean that she had nothing to gain except for her face?! Her eyes turned red and she left in anger.


    Father Cheng pointed his index finger at his daughter’s back and turned his head to his wife. “That silly girl doesn’t have any brains. We’ve been apart for such a long time and we have a lot to talk about. Our sons all know they should avoid us, but she came over and pestered me!”


    Madam Xiao had a smile on her face. “Niao Niao missed you, Zisheng gave her two good horses, which are really strong horses that can travel thousands of miles every day. Not one of her brothers were allowed to touch them, they are kept just for you. Aiyo, A’Song was so envious.”


    Cheng Shi proudly stroked his short beard, his eyes full of love. “Niao Niao is a bit mischievous, but she is still kind-hearted. She knows filial piety, friendship, and consideration for her father… I brought her a box of good items and added them to her dowry. Oh, I also gave Yang Yang some. By the way, there are two small jars of sheep oil cream from the Western Regions. General Han only gave me one jar of it, but I used thirty pieces of ramie silk to exchange for another jar for our silly girl. Autumn is so dry and you two will rub it on your faces and hands. The fragrance is strong.”


    Madam Xiao smiled but didn’t speak. She thought to herself that her husband’s resentment towards Madam Ge would never go away for the rest of his life, but the two sisters could not have one favored over the other.


    “Master! Master this isn’t good!” Qing Cong rushed, panting to outside of the door. “Niao Niao wants to give those two horses to the First and Second Young Masters, saying she won’t give them to you!”


    Cheng Shi furiously slapped his hand on his leg. “That unfilial daughter! Yuan Yi, the two jars of cream are for you. Use each jar and display it, it’ll make us look wealthy!”


    Madam Xiao sat behind the table, her shoulders shaking with laughter.


    …


    Since Cheng Shi had returned, he needed to make up for the late engagement banquet. Madam Xiao knew the stakes and dared not let go of them to Cheng Yang. She personally purchased drinks, dishes, fruits, and vegetables, as well as borrowed a chef from the Wan family. The Emperor was like putting a patrol dog at the door of the Cheng’s house. After learning that the Cheng family did not slight his adopted son, he also gave them thirty jars of imperial wine.


    It was not without benefits to be portrayed as a wild cannibal chieftain (why cannibal? Because Father Cheng smiled with two rows of shiny white teeth and looked very menacing). Facing a group of old superiors, subordinates, and friends, Father Cheng flushed and was embarrassed but no one could tell. It was extremely smooth for him to pompously lead the groom around to meet a circle of relatives and friends.


    Unfortunately, Ling Buyi’s identity and authority was also present, accompanied by a strong cold current from the Arctic Ocean. Except for General Han, who could still receive a toast from him, all the other guests were restless. They either hurriedly stood up to thank him or bowed down to salute. Seeing this, Father Cheng shook his head and smiled bitterly to himself.


    What was interesting was that the Lou family also came to the banquet.


    Shaoshang had been unclear in the palace, and the Lou and Cheng families expressed they never had any hidden disagreements due to their withdrawal, and were even trying to maintain their friendship. In fact, in the past few months, Madam Xiao had been taking Cheng Yang to the Lou family’s invitation banquets, and there was also some interest in arranging another marriage.


    The second son of the Lou family, who had just returned from traveling, was Lou Yao’s only brother. Second Young Master Lou was good at schmoozing and making connections. He also brought a valuable companion to the banquet – his classmate and good friend, Yuan Shen.


    Ling Buyi’s gaze was cold. He stood with one hand behind his back as he looked on quietly.


    Yuan Shen leisurely walked down the corridor, his eyes fixed on him.


    The two of them stared at each other for a while before Yuan Shen spoke up first. “…I was blind. I should have seen that you were interested in Shaoshang when we were at the residence.” At that time, he felt that Ling Buyi was acting a little strange around the girl. He hated that he didn’t think too much about it!


    “It seems that you were deeply influenced by the words and deeds of Master Huangfu, but you didn’t even learn the thoughts of marriage. If you don’t marry and have children properly, you will only think about other people’s wives when you have nothing to do.” Although Ling Buyi was taciturn, his mouth was also extremely poisonous.


    Yuan Shen’s face stiffened but he immediately regained his elegant demeanor. “Marriage is determined by heaven, I dare not speak up. However, in the future, I will definitely go to sing outside the walls of your residence. I’ll sing Wei Zheng again and again.” He definitely would not be like his mentor, who only sang once and then left the show sorrowfully!


    Wei Zheng was a song mostly about men and women. Yuan Shen’s words meant that if he was not happy, he would not let Ling Buyi be happy.


    Ling Buyi reacted with his eyes: You are acting shameless.


    Yuan Shen gazed back at him: You’re talking as if you didn’t get your new bride by playing the scoundrel.


    Ling Buyi: She and I are destined by marriage.


    Yuan Shen: Destined? It was decided by the Emperor. You really think I’m a fool?


    “…Young Master Shanjian, have you arranged a blind date?” Ling Buyi suddenly asked.


    Yuan Shen hesitated for a moment, knowing the meaning of his words, and said in a gloomy voice, “I will eventually get married.” They should respect and understand each other. Ordinary couples in the world were not like that, and he didn’t know where to find a likeable and witty woman like Cheng Shaoshang in the future.


    Ling Buyi smiled and, in an instant, it was like a snowy tree shining like silver, making one dare not look closely at him. “That’s good. I would like to wish Young Master Shanjian will have a good fate. When you come to sing, I will definitely bring my wife and listen attentively.” Would you dare to come? He wouldn’t put it past that little fox to smash things off of the wall. Yuan Shanjian even treated her as good tempered, like Madam Sang.


    On the way back to his mansion, Ling Buyi leaned against the carriage beam, his young, fair face flushed and the hint of drunkenness blew away with the wind. After a while, the carriage drove into an alley, and two rows of guards stopped by the carriage. Everyone saw a middle-aged man with a long beard and scholarly attire standing at the entrance of the Ling Mansion. The Liang Qiu brothers quickly helped Ling Buyi, who was still slightly intoxicated, down the road.


    Ling Buyi, supported by Liang Qiu Qi’s arm, walked inside, laughing as he asked, “Why is Scholar Ou Yang standing at the door?”


    Ou Yang Guan walked beside him with a smile. “Young Master, you’re so sentimental. You went to the engagement banquet by yourself, but left me in the mansion to deal with the entanglement of the Wang family. The old man has been coveting the imperial wine for days.”


    “The Wang family is here again?” Liang Qiu Fei asked strangely. “How many days have they been?”


    “If it weren’t for the old man’s eloquence today, the Wang father and son would have rushed to the Cheng family engagement banquet,” Ou Yang Guan said.


    Liang Qiu Fei curled his lip up with a hint of disdain.


    The courtyard was deserted and there was no one around. Ling Buyi thought for a moment as they walked and then stopped. “Scholar Ou Yang, draft the command. As previously agreed, he will lead the four left cavalry teams to Wang Long’s place to assist. There is no need to listen to his words just act accordingly. Let Li Si order two groups of archers, two teams of strong crossbow guards, and five hundred elite soldiers to listen to the order under the general’s tent of chariots and cavalry, and be more respectful.”


    Ou Yang Guan arched his hand, took the orders, and left.


    “I don’t think Young Master will agree,” Liang Qiu Fei exclaimed.


    “A’Fei,” Liang Qiu Qi scolded in a low voice. Seemingly tall and skilled with bows and horses, the compatriot was only a few months older than the future Young Master. He had been loved by everyone in the family since he was a child, so he really was innocent at heart.


    “Give them the cold shoulder for seven or eight days, that’ll be enough.” Ling Buyi pressed his temples with one hand, feeling tired.


    Liang Qiu Fei didn’t dare speak up and only muttered to himself discontentedly. “That Wang Chun raised a group of useless children himself, and the soldiers he trained aren’t even as good as those who work in the county government. The suppression of a few mountain bandits almost led to the establishment of a camp, and Young Master had to cover it up for him and pretend that it was a strategy so he didn’t lose face in front of the generals. It’s fortunate you didn’t marry his daughter, otherwise the Wang family wouldn’t even introduce us as a extended family…”


    Ling Buyi gave him a faint glance, and Liang Qiu Fei immediately stopped talking.


    Liang Qiu Qi sighed inwardly and changed the topic. “Young Master, you’ve been drinking a lot today. Why didn’t you have a rest in the Cheng Mansion? You hadn’t seen the Young Mistress today, maybe she was waiting for you in the rear courtyard.”


    Wait for him? Ling Buyi snorted as he took off his sword and shoes and stepped into the house. That little fox spirit wouldn’t even do that after giving birth ten times. “She said there will be a big battle tomorrow and she needs to rest and prepare. She told me not to bother her.”


    “Young Mistress, you really are too…” Liang Qiu Fei sighed. “Why can’t you focus all your attention on Young Master?”


    Ling Buyi closed his eyes for a long time before saying to himself, “…It’d be great to be considerate.”


    Liang Qiu Qi summoned some maidservants to come in and attended him. He grabbed his younger brother’s collar and walked them outside, whispering, “You know what? Madam Hou’s heart was focused on the Ling family, and she cared for them with all of her being. What was the result? Besides, Young Master is at the height of court. If she doesn’t understand everything, she should let the Young Master take care of everything personally.”


    “I see… how do you know so much, Brother?”


    Liang Qiu Qi let go of his younger brother’s collar and said sternly, “I’m close to four beauties. Naturally I know more about these things than you.”


    Liang Qiu Fei looked at his brother, towering high like a mountain, in reverence.


    Ling Buyi sat on his bed, faintly listening to the conversation between the two brothers outside of the room. His mind began to wander, quietly gazing at a small pot of golden oranges by the window lattice. The delicate green leaves were line with small and delicate shiny fruits, with a color as rich as gold.


    The next morning, Ling Buyi picked a lightweight and exquisite carriage and went to pick up his fiancé at the Cheng Mansion. After leaving the city, they headed eastward. At this time, the autumn sky was clear and refreshing, and the scenery of the countryside along the way was breathtaking. Shaoshang was originally in a very happy mood, but the beautiful man beside her remained silent. She didn’t know what he was thinking, so she began to casually chat with Liang Qiu Qi, who was riding beside the carriage.


    “Young Mistress, you don’t know the General of Chariot and Cavalry. He’s famous for buying people’s hearts with alcohol, women, and wealth. Even if he was a fierce general before, he was also weakened by alcohol and women in just a few years. My brothers are really going to suffer.” Liang Qiu Fei clearly still harbored resentment towards transfer.


    “Ah, Imperial Guard Fei, your words are not right. There’s no one who doesn’t want wine, women, and wealth. I…” Seeing Ling Buyi’s gaze sweep over her, Shaoshang quickly changed her mind. “My Uncle Wan loves women and wine very much but that didn’t delay his war duties. General Wang must have other problems.”


    “Of course, there are other problems!” Liang Qiu Fei had a lot of complaints to express and was about to continue, but when his brother glanced at him with disapproval, he turned around. “In short, the Wang family has caused trouble for our Young Master in recent years.”


    Liang Qiu Qi quickly rode over to them and said, “The General of the Chariot and Cavalry is actually the elder of the Crown Prince. For the sake of the Eastern Palace, we cannot call the Wang family out for being too shameless.”


    “Ha, the Wang family is so obsessed with power and status…” Liang Qiu Fei saw his brother’s eyes narrow and he quickly continued on, “Anyway, they refuse to step down from their post.”


    “If he doesn’t want to withdraw from his position, can you help him with stepping down?” Shaoshang asked.


    “I didn’t know my wife had such a clever plan,” Ling Buyi finally couldn’t stop himself from speaking up.


    The Liang Qiu brothers looked at each other and smiled. Thinking that their young master and his future bride wanted to speak, they quickly rode away.


    Shaoshang turned around with a smile. “I heard that Madam Wang Wen Xiu used to be strict, but now the general of chariot and calvary is gradually disobeying her. Didn’t you give him two concubines last time? Let me guess, the number was too small and they aren’t beautiful enough. You can find some young beauties to send to others. You might as well secretly promise that whoever can entangle General Wang will always go into battle and will be heavily rewarded when he leaves the Wang family in the future. With money and silk, no matter whether you get married or bring in concubines in the future, you will have more than enough money. In short, everyone should work together to keep General Wang in his bed day and night.”


    Ling Buyi went pale, the blue veins on his neck prominent, as if bursting out from between his teeth. “…You can say that sort of thing as an unmarried girl? Why don’t you just ask me to send someone to give Wang Chun croton seeds?”
[Croton seeds (ba dou) is a Chinese herb that can be used as a laxative.]


    They really should have called someone with the surname Yuan to listen and see if Young Master Shanjian could bear it. Ling Buyi suddenly had a random thought. If Lou Yao heard this statement, would he still ignore it and continue to cheer him on? He really couldn’t do that.


    “Why can’t I say that?” Shaoshang asked with a smile. “This is a legitimate and clever plan. If the concubine is left there, he will be safe if he doesn’t get distracted. As for the croton seeds, they will be the subject of conversation. I don’t know General Wang’s taste. If he likes older ones, that would be great. They say that thirty is like a wolf and forty is like a tiger. When the tremendous battle happens, tell him to take sick leave.”
[The term ‘thirty is like a wolf, forty is like a tiger’ is a Chinese proverb that talks about a woman’s sexuality as she gets older (from what I can tell). There’s some current discussion about the meaning being misunderstood but what I think is going on here is… in her thirties, a woman is aggressive like a wolf (sexually) and in her forties, she his hungry like a tiger (sexually).]


    “Where did you hear this nonsense?”


    “Do you think that country women have nothing to do and talk about things under the sun?”


    “So, you listened to them?” Although there were many vulgar comments made in the military camp, Ling Buyi was always cold and kept to himself and never listened to them. This was great. He skipped all the lessons and it was his fiancée who had made up for them.


    “Be tireless in seeking knowledge and never slack off in learning,” Shaoshang touched her temples unconsciously. “Confucius said a man and woman cohabiting together is a great family.”


    “That was what Mencius said.”


    “It was close enough. Why are you like His Majesty, picking out my every word? You should be broad and thick in your character! Confucius once said that a gentleman should be kind to others. Haven’t you heard of that?”


    “…That was also Mencius.”


    “Why is everything said by Mencius?” Shaoshang said, frowning. “What has Confucius done?”


    Ling Buyi suppressed the smile that was trying to curl his lips up. “He is busy saying that only women and villains are difficult to raise!”


    Shaoshang was displeased and said, “It’s not good for me to do this. Why do you still want to marry me? Hurry up and withdraw!”


    “I’ll never withdraw!” Ling Buyi sat upright. “You’re an evildoer who speaks without restraint. If I don’t stop you, I’m afraid it’ll bring harm to the common people.”


    “You…” Shaoshang hesitated for a moment before clicking her tongue and angrily –and forcefully– slapping his arm.


    Ling Buyi burst into laughter, the clear and cheerful laughter spread to the guards on both sides. The Liang Qiu brothers glanced at each other, both filled with joy. Liang Qiu Qi thought that it was Young Madam Cheng who had the ability to do that. The gloom and unhappiness of their young master since leaving this morning had dissipated.


    “If you have anything to say, just tell me. Don’t always talk to the guards. It’s a sunny day.” Ling Buyi looked at Liang Qiu Fei riding ahead, young and talkative. If he walked along with Liang Qiu Fei and Shaoshang, nine out of ten people would think they would be the right couple.


    “Okay, I’ll talk to them tonight,” Shaoshang smoothly said.


    Ling Buyi pursed his mouth and immediately hovered over her, posing to bite. Shaoshang chuckled and covered his mouth with her palm. Ling Buyi thought her mischievous appearance was very cute, so he kissed her tender palm and quickly pecked at her pink little face.


    Shaoshang immediately blushed. The handsome and tall man’s nose almost touched her own face, with a strong and burning breath. She held her mouth, bouncing away like a boiled shrimp and shrank into a corner. “…It’s broad daylight,” she stammered.


    The two guards on either side of the carriage looked ahead with great focus. No one looked at the bright carriage.


    “You have been looking gloomy since we left this morning, how dare I speak to you?” Shaoshang quickly changed the subject.


    Ling Buyi’s emotions still lingered on his face, but there was nothing he could do here and now. He put away his toothy grin and glared at her, picking up one of her small hands and rubbing it in his big palm. After a moment, he said, “After you meet my mother and are still so happy on the way back… then I’ll talk to you.”


    Shaoshang felt indifferent. She had seen many evil mothers-in-law back in her old town. There were people who fought, scolded, argued, and even resorted to threatening with a cleaver. So what? She wasn’t scared, either. Thinking about this, she approached her fiancé with flattery. “What’s the point of waiting? If I look normal on the way back, you can ask the Empress for another day’s leave for me.”


    “You have a day off and you want to sleep for another day?” Ling Buyi snorted. “Besides, your wager isn’t right. If you win, I’ll ask for a leave for you. If you lose, what will you give me as compensation?”


    Shaoshang looked up at his deep and desire-filled eyes, the Adam’s apple on his fair and slender neck moved slightly as he spoke. She couldn’t help but feel her mouth go dry and didn’t dare to look up at him again – flirting was fine, but flesh was not enough.


    At this moment, her gaze swept not too far ahead, as if she had seen a rescuer. She pointed and shouted, “Do you see who that is?”


    When everyone looked, they saw a man with white hair and beard, a rosy complexion, and was dressed as a wealthy scholar. It was the Prince of Ruyang.


    The old prince was accompanied by a few escort attendants, who were eagerly following a group of boasting and loud wedding procession. While chatting with the villagers, they couldn’t help but glance at the bride sitting in the ox cart – a completely old and unpretentious appearance.


    Ling Buyi closed his eyes and sighed. He could only let the girl off first and had someone bring the carriage over.


    “Prince, you have run away from Sancai Temple again.” Ling Buyi got off of the carriage on his own and slowly helped Shaoshang down.


    “What do you mean run away? I’m no prisoner!” Prince Ruyang seemed a bit embarrassed. He looked around and realized that there was only the one unmarried couple, so he calmed down. “Today there is a wedding in the countryside and I thought I would come and join in the excitement. Speaking of it, this marriage is the reason I can be left alone.”


    “Old Immortal, you love the excitement so much,” Shaoshang said with a smile after she bowed to him. “Why do you leave your home to cultivate? The secular world is so much fun, are you willing to part with it?”


    “Ah, it’s too much to explain, too much to explain.” The old prince stroked his beard and shook his head. He then looked up and down at the girl’s figure and said with a smile, “Well, Young Madam Cheng, you’re looking better.”


    “My wife doesn’t know that the old prince loves excitement,” Ling Buyi suddenly said, looking at her. “He likes weddings. Before, he loved to watch other people get married, arranged for others to get married, and then…”


    “Then got married himself,” Shaoshang said coquettishly. Ling Buyi couldn’t help but burst out into loud laughter.


    The Old Prince’s face turned pale with fear and he waved his hand repeatedly. “I don’t dare to say this! You two are not serious, you two are really just wolves and jackals paired with tigers and leopards! You’re not good people! You were still alone in proposing marriage to the Cheng family, you two are burning the bridge after crossing the river!” As he angrily spoke, he shook his sleeves and made to leave. Shaoshang quickly stepped forward and pulled him back, telling him no, before he angrily stopped.


    “Seeing you’re over here, are you visiting Junhua?” The old prince suddenly felt his mood dampen. “A young woman who was so much stronger and powerful before is now like this. If Huo Chong were still here, I don’t know how much would have changed. She also had a bad fate. Her parents died early and her older brother went ahead of her…”


    Ling Buyi stopped laughing. Shaoshang also didn’t know what to say, so she lowered her head and listened.


    “It’s just the right time for you to go today. Just now, I saw Cui You passing along this path and loading a cart of brocade. He’s really thoughtful and goes to visit every now and then. Ah… it would have been better if Junhua had married him. A’Yuan has liked her since he was a child, but he didn’t even confess to her. It’s all fate…” The old prince shook his head and couldn’t continue.


    After separating from Prince Ruyang, Ling Buyi set off again. The carriage was silent and Shaoshang dared not tease him anymore. She cautiously reached out to touch his hand. He grabbed it and squeezed it firmly in his palm.


    Seeing the slight bulging veins on the back of his fair hand, Shaoshang felt a slight pain, but restrained herself from speaking.


    The courtyard where Huo Junhua lived was located in a bustling apricot blossom forest, surrounded by mountains and rivers. There was a stream in front of it and a mountain depression behind it. Below was a village where the land belonged to Ling Buyi. At that moment, a huge cart had stopped at the entrance of the courtyard, and seven or eight servants were busy unloading the contents of the cart before moving towards the inner courtyard.


    Seeing Ling Buyi helping Shaoshang off of the carriage, they all bent down and bowed respectfully, saying, “Welcome, Young Master.”


    Ling Buyi nodded and led Shaoshang towards the inner courtyard. After taking only a few dozen steps, an elderly woman with a scar on her face approached and bowed.


    “Auntie, where’s Duke Cai?” Ling Buyi asked.


    “Replying to Young Master, Duke Cai is already in the inner hall, talking to Madam.” The old woman raised her scarred and terrifying face, and Shaoshang had to restrain herself from reacting.


    The old woman looked at Shaoshang and smiled warmly, “You must be Madam Shaoshang. You really are beautiful.” When Shaoshang greeted her, she smiled even more brightly. “Today Madam is in a good mood. She even shouted to go to the forest to pick apricots this morning.”


    Ling Buyi smiled slightly and lowered his head to the girl. “Auntie is my mother’s stepmother. She doesn’t have a surname and was picked up by my maternal grandmother as a maid when she was young. When we go in, say whatever I say and don’t say too much.”


    Shaoshang quickly nodded.


    After the three of them took off their shoes and stepped into the inner hall, a very strange woman’s voice floated out from the inside.


    “How many times have I told you not to come again? I won’t marry you! If you come here again, I’ll have my brother beat you with a stick!”


    The voice sounded like it belonged to a middle-aged woman, but the wording was that of a young woman.


    Then there was a middle-aged man hurriedly apologizing. “…. Don’t, don’t call your brother!” he coughed. “I’m either here to pester you, or to see you. This time I’ve brought two bright brocades for you, it’s just enough to make you clothes!”


    Ling Buyi’s footsteps faltered. He clenched Shaoshang’s palm tightly again and firmly strode inside. Shaoshang stumbled in behind him, and was pulled down with him when he knelt down.


    “It’s good to see you, Young Mistress.” Ling Buyi respectfully touched the ground with his forehead.


    Shaoshang followed suit and saying, “It’s nice to meet you, Young Mistress.” – Wait, Young Mistress? Wasn’t she supposed to be his mother?


    Peering through her raised arms, Shaoshang saw a middle-aged woman sitting in the inner hall with a face that resembled Ling Buyi. If not for the impatient expression in her face, her beauty was no less than that of the Empress and Consort Yue.


    Across from her sat a thin, middle-aged man who description was somewhat obscene, with long and slender hands and feet. He was worthy of the nickname Ape.
[A’Yuan means ape.]


    Huo Junhua sat in the middle of the hall with a smug face and looked over with disdain. “Look, A’Yuan,” she said sweetly. “Auntie mentioned them just now. This is my cousin’s nephew. They were hit with a disaster and no one else survived. They’ve come to join my brother.”


    Cui You seemed to have encountered this scene before. He could only nod with a bitter smile.


    Ling Buyi scanned his biological mother and said gently, “Young Mistress looks very well today. A few days ago, there was a sudden burst of cold. You still need to continue eating that mutton soup.”


    Huo Junhua’s eyebrows shot up. She patted the table. “You take care of yourself,” she said. “You’re a group of freeloaders and you point at me! Today, I’ll take your bride with me to enjoy the autumn breeze. Let me tell you, everything is in moderation, don’t be greedy. My brother has a good temper. I’m not used to your writing, eating, and drinking.”


    This truly was a wonder in the world. Since Shaoshang met Ling Buyi, few people dared to show him their face, let alone embarrass him. Today, he received such a powerful scolding for no reason.


    He seemed to have gotten used to it and his expression didn’t change at all.


    “Alright, alright,” Cui You quickly came to the rescue. “Your virtuous nephew also cares for you.”


    Huo Junhua turned his head and cursed loudly, “I want you to mind your own business. You call yourself a nephew? Are you taking advantage of me?”


    “No, no, how can that be?” The old woman sat next to her and coaxed her. “The young master of the Cui family and the head of the family are called nephews, and your siblings’ nephews are naturally called nephews.”


    Huo Junhua reluctantly let go of her temper, snorted twice, and cursed.


    Cui You took advantage of this opportunity and quickly asked a servant to carry two bolts of colorful brocade into the room, personally unfolding them for the goddess to watch.


    Huo Junhua’s picky eyes scanned them a few times and snorted, “It’s not too ugly. Alright, Auntie, put it away. I’m giving you face, A’Yuan, don’t think I’m lacking in anything… Auntie, what style of clothes do you think I should make this time?” She took the brocade from Auntie’s hand and put it up against her body, smiling as if she were a teenage girl.


    Cui You was overjoyed. “You’ve been good looking since you were young, everything you wear is first-class!”


    Huo Junhua was flattered and became more comfortable. “Naturally,” she proudly said. “Keep saying it! In the entire county and countryside, I’ll be ranked second, let’s see who would dare to be ranked first!”


    After looking smug, her face suddenly turned sad again, “But since I’m so good-looking, why doesn’t Brother A’Wen like me? Although he and my brother are so close, he doesn’t treat me coldly. When I was a child, he even carried me up a tree, but later he didn’t want to pay attention to me anymore. Why is this…?”


    “Your, Your…” Cui You’s face turned red but he didn’t dare scream. He glanced at Ling Buyi and whispered, “You are many years apart. He is treating you as his younger sister.”


    There was no need for a modern commentator. Upon hearing this, everything became clear to Shaoshang. She couldn’t help but glance at Ling Buyi with trepidation.


    The young man beside her stared down at the ground in front of him, motionless.


    “I know!”


    Huo Junhua suddenly jumped to her feet as she exclaimed fiercely, her face twisted and angry, her hands nervously tearing at the brocade. “That little slut Yue! The seducer who smears makeup on herself all day long. She always wants to fight me for everything, constantly competing with the limelight with me. She’s making Brother Wen hate me and alienate me! I will never let her go. Just wait and see how I can deal with her! I want that little slut to be ruined and shamed…” As she cursed, the middle-aged woman had a crying voice like a child.


    Nowadays, Consort Yue wasn’t the daughter of a wealthy family in a neighboring county. Although her servants had been dismissed from the inner court, she could not be insulted like that. Cui You hurriedly turned around and said, “Don’t worry, His M– he isn’t the only man in the world. You can still marry someone else!” As soon as he said this, he knew something was wrong and he nervously looked at the middle-aged woman.


    Sure enough, Huo Junhua looked puzzled and she spoke in a soft, low voice, “There’s one who does look impressive. The family’s surname is Ling, and they came from a foreign county to seek refuge. It’s unfortunate they are a bit poor and the family is old. The young and the old need to take some medicine…”


    Her face was coquettish and she stroked the brocade with her fingers coyly. She looked up arrogantly. “But that’s okay. If someone has money, just ask him to help. As long as I’m here, the Ling family will always thrive!”


    To thrive meant to thrive, it had nothing to do with you later. Shaoshang secretly grumbled.


    “But my brother doesn’t like him and wants to see him again. Why? Why?” Huo Junhua suddenly became excited and stood up. “I want to go to my brother to ask why he won’t let me marry the person I like! If you want me to get married, Brother, I will get married to the person I like. Brother! Brother, where are you?” Cui You and Auntie both panicked and hurried to pull her away.


    Huo Junhua struggled vigorously. “Brother, come out!” she shouted loudly. “Someone is holding onto me and won’t let me find you! Brother! Brother!” She paused for a moment, her face fearful as if she saw a demon, as if hoarsely shouting from the bottom of her heart:


    “No! Brother is already dead! He’s dead!”


    Even Shaoshang, who had always been brave, was startled by the sinister and terrifying cry and shrank next to Ling Buyi’s side.


    Huo Junhua’s face was filled with tears as she screamed. “Brother is dead, they’re all dead… I saw his head carried on the flagpole, as well as Sister-in-law, my nieces and nephews, all dead. There were corpses there, and small A’Su, she was getting married… Oh gods… I want to find them. I want to find them!”


    Auntie tightly hugged her and Cui You knelt beside her, silently shedding tears.


    Huo Junhua suddenly saw Ling Buyi kneeling beside her and muttered, “You’re… you’re Ling Yi…”


    She seemed to see the handsome appearance of her ex-husband when he was young on her son’s face. Her eyes filled with resentment in an instant. She gritted her teeth and rushed over. “Why didn’t you die? My brother died, why didn’t you die? You should’ve died…”


    As she spoke, her pointed fingers were about to scratch Ling Buyi’s face. Ling Buyi stood up and gently extended his right arm, using his hand to hit the back of his mother’s neck. Huo Junhua collapsed.


    Ling Buyi picked up his mother, with Auntie wiping her tears and leading the way. Shaoshang and the muddleheaded Cui You followed behind. Ling Buyi placed Huo Junhua on the bed in her inner room and sat quietly on the bed, watching for a while before instructing Auntie to take good care of her.


    Duke Cui, with a hoarse throat, patted Ling Buyi’s arm. “You should go back first,” he said. “Last time, it was the same. When she sees you, she always thinks of your father, thinking you are mother and son is still rare. In the future, when you have time, come to my house for drinks and bring your bride with you. I have left something for you to get married. I’ll stay for a while, when she wakes up, I’ll coax a few words to her. Maybe she will be happy again.” After that, he took a few steps and leaned over Huo Junhua’s bed, gazing at the person with soft eyes.


    Ling Buyi watched the two people on the bed for a while, then quietly pulled Shaoshang out of the room.


    After having lunch in the front hall of the courtyard, both people and horses took a brief rest, and then the group hurried on their way again. On the way back, the couple sat silent.


    Shaoshang herself was also very upset. After sitting in silence for a long time, she said quietly, “I lost. Don’t worry about asking the Empress for a leave of absence for me.”


    It was really too tragic. Even though the mother-in-law and daughter-in-law problem was completely non-existent – because she just stayed in the memory of the carefree and Young Mistress Huo, how could she recognize herself as her daughter-in-law – but it was really too tragic. Neither mother nor son could see each other!


    Ling Buyi touched her slightly cold cheek, took the cloak from the seat and draped it over the girl, then held her in his arms and pressed her close.


    “Does… Duke Cui have a wife?” Shaoshang suddenly thought of something. Although Huo Junhua was crazy and pitiful, no wife could tolerate her husband’s infatuated expression. Don’t turn around and beat Xiao San to Xinghua Bieyuan, and then make headlines in the capital.


    Ling Buyi knew what she was thinking and smiled. “Years after my mother got married, Duke Cui was finally forced by his mother to marry and has two sons. Madam Cui passed away during childbirth of their second son. Duke Cui’s mother originally wanted her son to marry again, but not long after my mother broke things off with my father. Duke Cui refused to remarry and has been living alone ever since.”


    Shaoshang let out a long sigh. “It isn’t appropriate to judge people by their appearance. Although Duke Cui doesn’t look handsome, he is sincere in his emotions and his heart. That kind of affection would be hard to exchange for a thousand gold coins.”


    Ling Buyi let out a low hum.


    Shaoshang thought that it was Ling Buyi’s father who was not sincere in his use of emotions and the sincerity of his intentions. She couldn’t continue to keep quiet, so she could only console him. “Don’t worry, Madam Huo doesn’t know me, nor does she know my family. I’ll just pretend to be a poor relative who comes to visit your mother frequently…. Wait, would your mother even have poor relatives?”


    Ling Buyi chuckled and touched the top of her head. “After ten days of studying, you don’t even think you have enough sleep. How can you have the time to come and see Mother? It’s better if you wait until we get married. His Majesty wouldn’t dare drag you to study at Changqiu Palace anymore. Our days will grow in the future…”


    His voice gradually faded away, and his gaze cast towards the distance. They could see smoke curling up from the village ahead, the pale smoke covering the green hillside like a dream.


    Shaoshang had long been accustomed to taking naps, and she was now sleepy. She lay in Ling Buyi’s arms and began to doze off. His steady and powerful heartbeat was in her ear, gentle and safe, like the sound of her grandmother gently patting her pajamas while coaxing her to sleep.


    It wasn’t long before she fell asleep.


    …


    This chapter, am I right? Got kind of steamy and flirty in the beginning and then slams you right in the feelings with Huo Junhua.
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    Chapter Eighty-Seven:
Meeting the ‘Mother-in-law’ 2.0 (Part 1)


    Ling Buyi saw that his fiancée was not in high spirits, so he sent her home and went back to his own mansion. Before leaving, he saw that the girl was drooping and listless, so he softly instructed her to rest for another day. He would go to the palace and ask for her leave of absence. As soon as he left, however, Shaoshang immediately ran to Nine Zhui Hall like a rabbit. It turned out that she only had no emotions towards the victim’s mother and son. Her gossip emotions towards her own parents were unprecedentedly high.


    “Ling, ah, no, Madam Huo… you’re saying she’s crazy…?” Father Cheng had been at home these past two days caring for his sunburn, and after hearing the retelling, his eyes turned even whiter. “Maybe not many people know about this?”


    “Well, I haven’t heard of it before,” Madam Xiao said, nodding. “Also, it is not a glorious thing. A proud person like Zisheng has a crazy mother. It’s nice to say it out loud… but… do I understand now?”


    “What do you understand, Mother?” Shaoshang asked. Director Xiao often had extraordinary insights, which she had always admired.


    “The Huo family paid the ultimate sacrifice for their country, but His Majesty supported Madam Huo’s divorce in the end.”


    The father and daughter put on a respectful posture together. Madam Xiao continued, “When I first heard about the past of the Huo Ling families, I thought it was strange. If Old Princess Ruyang had any face, she would be able to stir up and pester different monarchs and ministers. Under the wrath of His Majesty’s thunder, it was not likely to be able to resist – but His Majesty still allowed Madam Huo and Marquis Ling to break off the marriage.


    “Now I understand. His Majesty is a man of nature. He may not like the behavior of Marquis Ling and Madam Chunyu, but he also feels that you cannot force love. Even if Marquis Ling is forced by His Majesty’s power to abandon the Chunyu family and welcome Madam Huo back, what’s the point? Another thing is that if Madam Huo was still Madam Ling, the compensation benefits to the Huo family will inevitably be shared by those with the surname Ling. So, His Majesty thought he could simply ask Madam Huo to separate and then remarry a local, affectionate, and outstanding man – such as Duke Cui. Not only would Madam Huo have a reliable future, but Zisheng could also have a stepfather who genuinely cares for him. Who knew…”


    “Who knew that Madam Huo would go insane not long after she broke off her marriage?” Shaoshang murmured to herself. Oh dear, the Emperor had calculated wrong.


    “Exactly,” Madam Xiao sighed. “Who could have known that Madam Huo had such a deep affection for Marquis Ling that she went crazy. It isn’t His Majesty’s fault. Breaking off the marriage was not a big deal, same with remarrying. There’s nothing wrong with it, but who could have seen her becoming mad?”


    Father Cheng’s mouth moved and he wanted to express his opinion that breaking off a marriage was not a trivial matter. In the end, he restrained himself and could only sigh pitifully for the desolate situation of a loyal minister’s little sister.


    “Niao Niao, you must remember, now that you know everything about this matter, His Majesty doesn’t want others to know. Do not talk nonsense outside, so as to not offend the Empress and Zisheng,” Madam Xiao solemnly instructed.


    Shaoshang agreed. She understood the gravity of this situation and wouldn’t be so careless in speaking.


    First, the Old Prince Ruyang was clearly aware, but his wicked old wife might not know, so he was arrogant and indecisive. The Empress knew about it, so Consort Yue must also know. Ling Buyi’s father should also know, otherwise why would he be afraid of the Emperor and his power? As for the rest of the people, they would have to look to the sky and ask for a sign.


    The next day, when Shaoshang woke up naturally, she wanted to lazily rest for another day. She sorted out her thoughts, launched criticisms and self-criticisms, but her second brother Cheng Song found out about the matter of taking an extra day off. He then notified Wan Qiqi with a lightning fast and effortless manner, and Wan Qiqi then came to steal her away with the force of hiding her ears but not hearing the bell.


    After a long morning of playing and horseback riding at the Wan Mansion, she had to gamble twice (Shaoshang almost lost her clothes). Finally, after getting drunk at lunchtime, she was able to stagger back home. Sitting in the carriage and enjoying the autumn breeze, she unexpectedly saw Lou Yao on the street.


    Shaoshang immediately became alert, her eyes fixed on him, and she stretched her neck to look at the other end of the street corner – Lou Yao lowered his head and rode on his horse, walking alone. His appearance was tall, thin, and gloomy. In the blink of an eye, he and his attendants disappeared from sight. Shaoshang sat back in her carriage in a daze, speechless.


    There was a saying that business transactions could not be based on benevolence and righteousness, and marriage could not be based on affection. Even if the affection was no longer there, Lou Yao still wore the gift he had been given by Madam Xiao. This was because he was naturally worried about the future of his former fiancée.


    After returning to her mansion and washing away the alcohol smell all over her body, Shaoshang lay on the window railing pondering how to ask about Lou Yao’s recent situation.


    It was pompous of her to go to the Lou family and ask, as the Lou family would be scared to death, and Ling Buyi would eat her alive. It was not realistic to directly ask her mother. Director Xiao was most afraid that they would be disconnected, and she wished she could block news of the Lou family from the entire family. Two out of her three older brothers went to school with Lou family members. When the bell rang after class, they could be asked. But, if they are late for their other classes, Director Xiao would lead the teacher in charge to kill them. What should she do?


    It was at that moment that Shaoshang realized she had less people around her than ink in her stomach.


    She had always been a girl with a special entrepreneurial spirit. She worked diligently and devoted herself wholeheartedly to studying. Born into such an exploitative class family with no worries about food and clothing, she originally wanted to do a good job. She didn’t dare to say that wealth could rival the country, but at least it was not a problem for her to establish her own family and support herself within the shelter of Father Cheng.


    Who knew that after being here for more than half a year, she still hadn’t figured out where the ancestral tomb of the Cheng family was, yet she repeatedly bumped into love affairs. So far, apart from an engagement with two fiancé’s and three scandals, she had achieved nothing!


    Shaoshang’s eyes twitched and she suddenly came up with a plan. Didn’t that talkative guy say he owed her once? Now that she was following Ling Buyi, she could cook hot pot and fish in the sea under the moon, but there was actually no use for that. It was up to Yuan Shen. This time, let the guy fulfill his promise, and it would be considered auspicious. Then the country would be peaceful and the people safe.


    Shaoshang immediately summoned Liang Fang and gave orders. She had now climbed onto the throne of the Golden Turtle son-in-law and was constantly coming and going from the palace. At home, her value had doubled and prestige greatly increased. Her servants were all respectful and diligent, sometimes even more effective than Cheng Yang, who manages household chores. Lian Fang was already devoted to her young mistress, so she gave her a refreshing response, turned her head, and left.


    After finishing this matter, Shaoshang stretched out her body like a cat, intending on taking a beautiful nap. Unexpectedly, at this moment, Madam Xiao sent someone to send her to Nine Zhui Hall, saying that Madam Ling had arrived.


    Shaoshang, who had been stretching her arms out, froze.


    Madam Ling, Chunyu, had already visited the Cheng Mansion several times before, but Shaoshang and Father Cheng had not been present, and Madam Xiao had to receive them all. Director Xiao’s ability was known by Shaoshang; she was the best at formality. Although plastic flowers could not be described as fragrant lilies, it was not a problem to fool them into high-end PVC. Second Young Master Lou’s wife had now become her life mentor.


    After dressing properly, Shaoshang quickly moved to Nine Zhui Hall. She saw an elegantly dressed middle-aged woman sitting opposite of Madam Xiao. Behind her were two beautiful maids aged fifteen or sixteen who were kneeling down.


    Under the guidance of Madam Xiao, Shaoshang bowed to Madam Chunyu in the proper way. When she looked up again, she was facing Madam Chunyu head-on. Shaoshang glanced at her appearance. Madam Chunyu was not very beautiful, but she had a gentle and delicate aura, especially when she lowered her head and spoke softly, as if she were even more delicate than Shaoshang, let alone the heroic Director Xiao.


    Shaoshang couldn’t help but smirk. Madam Xiao disliked white lotus women the most in her life – and yes, that included her own daughter. These days, Madam Xiao had to suppress her temper to deal with Madam Chunyu and the slots in her stomach were almost overflowing.


    “…I’ve been here a few times already. I hear from your mother that you’re in the palace all day. I finally have a chance to see a real person, today.” Madam Chunyu had a soft and gentle voice, and she spoke in a whispering voice. “You really have a beautiful appearance. No wonder Zisheng is so anxious to marry you.”


    “It isn’t so much as being anxious, it’s that Master Ling is already twenty-one-years old,” Shaoshang lowered her eyes and calmly stroked her sleeve. “I heard that your eldest son is just fifteen-years-old this year and has already begun to discuss marriage.”


    The smile on Madam Chunyu’s face froze. She didn’t expect such an ordinary sentence to elicit such a prickly response.


    Shaoshang turned her head towards her mother and Madam Xiao glanced at her calmly. As their eyes met for an instant, the two knew each other’s intentions. Although mother and daughter had an average level of affection, they both highly respected each other’s intelligence.


    Before learning that Madam Huo had been driven crazy, Madam Xiao could still perfunctorily play with Madam Chunyu, occasionally laughing and supporting the scene, but now… now, the situation was different.


    “Ah, so it is,” Madam Chunyu quickly recovered, smoothing her sleeves and smiling. “Madam Shaoshang is the future wife of Zisheng and daughter-in-law of Sister Junhua. Naturally he has some opinions about me… However, Madam Shaoshang, I am much older than you. Please listen to what I have to say. The past is over, and things can never be changed. We must always look forward. As for a father and son relationship, my husband and Zisheng are father and son, how can they continue to be so cold and stubborn like this? Even if you don’t want to pay attention to me, please do not deny the Marquis. Zisheng is blocking Sister Junhua. It isn’t easy for her to soften up, can we wait for her to take the first step…?”
[Here, whenever Chunyu says I or me, she’s really saying ‘this humble servant,’ or ‘this concubine.’]


    “Madam Ling,” Shaoshang interrupted with a smile as she impatiently listened to the woman’s chattering. “I have to ask something but I am not sure if it’s appropriate or not.”


    “Ask away.”


    “How long did you live as a widow in the Ling family? Was it before or after Madam Huo got married?”


    Madam Chunyu’s expression turned ugly. “I have not had good fate,” she whispered. “After my previous husband passed away, I had nowhere to go and was lonely. I could only take shelter at my aunt’s house and luckily, I was taken care of by Sister Junhua.” She admitted that she only lived there after Huo Junhua got married.


    Shaoshang did not bother to conceal the subtle expression on her face.


    “When Madam Ling arrived, she said that she and Madam Huo had a very harmonious relationship back then,” Madam Xiao suddenly said. “They were as close as sisters and would be there for each other no matter what.”


    Shaoshang expressed her admiration for her mother’s superb language skills by giving a sweet smile – the clever little white lotus coaxed the arrogant young woman’s play. Not to mention the fact that Marquis Ling was on the side, praising his wife for being dignified, magnanimous, and virtuous, praising her for being gentle and taking pity on the weak. Ha!


    What Madam Xiao didn’t say during her previous visits was that when Madam Chunyu mentioned her ‘friendship’ with Huo Junhua in the past, her eyes would fill with tears. She had pitied her at first, but now she could barely stomach it.


    She was also from a high family background and didn’t mind her husband taking concubines, but the premise would be that those concubines could only be ‘things.’ Running a family was like running a country, and there could be nothing less than political order. There could only be one fierce female tiger on a mountain. Was Madam Chunyu an ordinary maid or concubine?


    Madam Xiao and Qing Cong not only were as close as sisters, but they had gone through thick and thin together. They both knew each other’s views on marriage and family, and Qing Cong didn’t lust after Cheng Shi. Just like Madam Chunyu, when Huo Junhua’s body was not seen after her death, how could she enter the household and mention ‘sister’? What a joke!


    “The relationship with Sister Junhua back then was even closer than normal siblings. I knew that Sister Junhua and Zisheng were still alive, so I went to Sangqing Tower and lit one hundred lamps. Who knew… who knew…”


    “It’s common for a husband to have three wives and four concubines,” Madam Chunyu said mournfully. “Before Zisheng was born, my brother-in-law also took in concubines. Although he passed away soon after, Sister Junhua allowed to take her in. She took the concubine voluntarily. I attended and served her and Sister Junhua, I really don’t understand why Sister Junhua refuses to tolerate me and insists on taking my life!”


    This was informative, and if one were an ordinary righteous person, one may have felt a little disgusted with Madam Huo. But those words were in vain for Shaoshang – she was helping her relatives but not taking care of her!


    “I don’t know why she wouldn’t let you in,” Shaoshang muttered. “Maybe Madam Huo was used to being an only child. Or maybe she prefers sleeping in a big bed and doesn’t want you to squeeze in with her?”


    Madam Xiao wanted to laugh, but she knew it was inappropriate and had to work hard to maintain her composure.


    Madam Chunyu felt somewhat foolish.


    She wanted to say that even concubines may not serve their husbands together with their wives, but how could she say that? However, she also had experience. As soon as she saw the situation today wasn’t right (Shaoshang wasn’t following etiquette), she made a quick decision and turned to Madam Xiao. “I still have some things to do in my family, so I’ll be leaving now.”


    As she spoke, she took a lacquered wooden box from the girl on her left and said, “This is the deed to some land outside of the city. It can be considered that the Marquis and I have added to the dowry for you. These two maidservants were bought by me from the south for one hundred thousand yuan. They can sing, dance, cook, and will serve you and Zisheng in the future…”


    “Madam, you’re really funny,” Shaoshang said with a smile. “I haven’t even touched Master Ling’s inner bed yet. As soon as you came, you give me two beautiful maidservants to share with my future husband’s bed. Do you want me to thank you? Is this the truth of dividing half by half when we meet?” She liked to speak without really saying anything.


    “Shaoshang!” Madam Xiao frowned. “You can’t say that!”


    “You!” Madam Chunyu’s face filled with anger. “How can you, a little girl, be so vulgar?”


    “Madam thinks that this is vulgar?” Shaoshang made an exaggerated look of admiration. “Madam, you really must be pure and virtuous!” Then, she sneered coldly, “In this world, some people can do vulgar things, but others are not allowed to mention these vulgar things. Is that what you think? Hmm, that’s really hypocritical!”


    “Are you chasing me away?” Madam Chunyu stood up suddenly with a cold and furious face.


    Seeing that her daughter was about to open her mouth and spew fire again, Madam Xiao quickly took over. “Madam, do you know what it means to have two ends of the stick?”


    Madam Chunyu was taken aback.


    Madam Xiao looked at the woman in front of her. “There are some things that cannot be wagered on both sides,” she said. “Zisheng is my future son-in-law, and we must stand with him. Instead of wandering around my house, Madam, it would be better to go straight to Zisheng. If he is willing to say that the past is over, we will treat you as an esteemed guest and welcome you back. Otherwise, we will not act against Zisheng’s wishes.”


    Madam Xiao’s gaze was sharp and her words were like knives. Madam Chunyu was speechless.


    Shaoshang gave a bright smile and said, “Mother’s words are really good. They are so sincere, like thunder piercing my ears and the heavens strike with lightning…”


    “If you can’t speak, don’t speak!” Madam Xiao turned her head and glared angrily at her daughter.


    Shaoshang forced herself to keep her mouth shut.


    Madam Chunyu gave a cold smile. “Based on what your daughter said today, I don’t believe others will be indifferent to what she said.”


    “Then you…” Shaoshang was about to bite back, but stopped when she saw Madam Xiao’s murderous gaze.


    “What did my daughter say? She didn’t say anything.”


    Madam Xiao’s face remained unchanged as she denied. “If Madam goes out and spreads anything,” she said, “my family will definitely not recognize it. Although our family is not as deep as the Ling or Hou families, my husband still has some sway in this capital. Even His Majesty and the Empress often praise Shaoshang for being more appropriate and receives rewards from time to time. I wonder if outsiders will believe your words?!”


    “Very good!” Madam Chunyu sneered. “I have gotten to know you today! Let’s go!” She didn’t wait for the servant to see her off and walked out on her own. The two frightened girls hurriedly rushed to keep up.


    …


    Madam Xiao waited until everyone had left before finally looking at her daughter. “Why were you purposely angering her? Even if you don’t like her, you don’t have to make an enemy of her.”


    “It’s one thing to hear about it, but seeing it is something else,” Shaoshang said, looking at her mother. “When you get angry, it really is majestic. I can only hope that Madam Chunyu can show the bravery of fighting against Madam Huo in the past, so that she won’t be scared away by you. If she spreads my evil deeds that I have done today, I wonder if I can be saved once and for all.”


    Madam Xiao looked dubious but didn’t deny it.


    Shaoshang’s plan was very good, but many years later, it would seem that her seemingly serious plans would eventually run in another direction that she could not help but laugh and cry.


    …


    Get rekt, Madam Chunyu.


    Next Chapter: Meeting the ‘Mother-in-law’ 2.0 (Part 2)
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    Chapter Eighty-Eight:
Meeting the ‘Mother-in-law’ 2.0 (Part 2)


    For years, the relationship between mother-in-law and daughter-in-law had been complex, especially for stepmothers like Madam Chunyu. Shaoshang still worried about how to get along in the future, but after meeting Huo Junhua yesterday, she completely changed her mind. She not only didn’t want to serve Madam Chunyu, but she also wanted to completely get rid of her.


    Step One: Provoke Madam Chunyu, the more vulgar she was, the better. Then Madam Chunyu would report to Marquis Ling and even spread it outside.


    Step Two: In view of the pitiful appearance of the white lotus, she would cry everyone and complain that Madam Chunyu was making things difficult for her and that she was lying and spreading rumors.


    Step Three: If necessary, make up some malicious rumors towards the eldest son, so that the masses can use their imagination.


    Outcome One: The lower limit would be that Ling Buyi, although well aware, would happily support the executor, while the upper limit would be that the Emperor becomes furious and new and old grudges erupt together.


    Outcome Two: Following the trend, the mother-in-law and daughter-in-law relationship would come to an end, and everyone would mind their own business.


    ——


    Chief Planner: Cheng Shaoshang.


    Main Executor: Cheng Shaoshang.


    Assistant Executor: Director Xiao, Ling Buyi.


    Backing Support: Ling Buyi & the Emperor & the Empress…


    Those who love gossip, as well as fans: Father Cheng and the family and friends of groups involved. They can arrange their roles accordingly to their own skill level.


    That is all.


    However, a calculation was just a calculation, and it could not be as perfect as a formula. Before Shaoshang could figure out how to solve this situation, she encountered the Emperor who had just finished his breakfast in Changqiu Palace.


    At that moment, the Empress was adjusting the Emperor’s robe and jade belt. When he saw the honest little girl with her head lowered like a quail, he immediately frowned. “How come I haven’t seen you for several days? Didn’t the Empress say you should take a day off every ten days? It’s been a few days now. I remember your day off was on…. It was three days ago.”


    Shaoshang sighed in secret. The Emperor didn’t know what had happened. Although she had taken a day off, she was determined in studying every day. Did she really look that unreliable?


    “Replying to Your Majesty, what you said is correct. The day before yesterday, I was resting at home.”


    “What happened after?” The Emperor tried not to curl his lips when he heard the words ‘the day before yesterday.’


    “The day before yesterday, my father held an engagement banquet for Master Ling,” Shaoshang said. “My father invited many family members and friends.” You stinky old man, you drank so much wine yourself that you forgot!


    “Why was the engagement banquet not on the same day as your day off?” The Emperor raised his tone and deliberately sneered. The Empress forcefully yanked on his belt.


    “Because… the engagement banquet needed to be prepared…” Of course, it was for an extra day off. Everyone was Daoist, there was no need to be so serious.


    “Did you arrange the engagement banquet?” The Emperor continued to question.


    “No, no, what… I helped a little bit, but what’s important is to see more, learn more, and gain more knowledge…”


    The Emperor frowned, speaking solemnly, “You were engaged with the Lou family, didn’t you see and learn from that banquet? Why didn’t you personally arrange it this time?”


    The Empress forcefully tightened the jade belt and the Emperor nearly lost his breakfast.


    Shaoshang’s face flushed. “Well, I… there is no end to learning. The more I learn, the more I realize how truly ignorant I am. Therefore, I have to watch and learn more than once…” Shaoshang trailed off with a chuckle.


    The Emperor, whose parents had both passed away when he was young, had a cheerful and easygoing nature. Unfortunately, after the uprising, he faced difficulties and obstacles along the way. After ascending the throne, he had to set an example to the world. Only in front of a few old brothers could he allow himself to joke a little. He hadn’t been narrow-minded in years.


    He had intended to say, ‘If you had been engaged more times, wouldn’t you be more knowledgeable?’ However, seeing the Empress’s disapproving gaze, he had to turn around and say, “Okay, why didn’t you go to the palace after the engagement banquet?”


    Shaoshang breathed a sigh of relief. “The day before yesterday, Master Ling took me to visit Madam Huo.”


    The smile in the Emperor’s eyes stilled for a moment, and the movements of the Empress’s hands also paused. They both recovered quickly.


    “How has Madam Huo been lately?” the Emperor asked.


    “Madam is a bit thin, but she looks okay,” Shaoshang said. “Oh, Duke Cui was also there.”


    The Emperor didn’t respond, his expression turning somewhat melancholy.


    Seeing this, Shaoshang quickly extinguished the flame. “Aiyo,” she said. “When I left the Apricot Blossom Courtyard, thinking about the joys and sorrows of this world, I couldn’t help myself from being disappointed. So, Master Ling asked for a leave of absence for me. I took the day off to be able to, uh, calm down…”


    “What kind of mood were you in to have to calm down?” the Emperor smiled as Shaoshang spoke. “A little child that knows what human joys and sorrows are, or you pretending so you can be lazy? Who knows!”


    Shaoshang was about to reveal the matter of Madam Chunyu when Cao Cheng came in to inform the Emperor that several high-ranking ministers had arrived to see him. The Emperor nodded. He ordered the girl to study hard, make up for the previous days’ hard work, and then set off to leave the palace.


    Shaoshang hurriedly turned to the Empress. “Your Majesty, Madam Ling came to my family’s house yesterday! I couldn’t stop thinking about Madam Huo’s current situation and felt really angry when I saw her, so I said some negative things to her.”


    Although the Empress was gentle and soft, she wasn’t stupid. Upon hearing this, she looked the girl up and down and said with a smile, “You offended Madam Ling. Do you want His Majesty and I to support you?”


    “Your Majesty, don’t talk about offending or not offending, I was doing justice!” Shaoshang fawned over the Empress, supporting her arm as they walked towards the inner hall. “Do you like Madam Ling?”


    “Whether I like her or not is another matter,” the Empress said, giving her a blank look. “You should watch your own mouth. Whenever you take the opportunity, you’ll speak nonsense and without abandon. It’s okay in my palace. But if you go out, let’s see if others will scold you or not.”


    “I only said that because I was next to you. Why do you think I would say that out in public?”


    “You’re not allowed to speak nonsense here!”


    “When can I say what I want to say? At home? But now I’ve been staying in the palace more than at home. I feel suffocated.”


    “Only when I say you can speak up!”


    “… Yes, Your Majesty.”


    Since she had been absent for four days, Shaoshang was exceptionally diligent that morning. After some time, she began to feel hungry and sleepy. As soon as Old Lady Zhai came over, she said she wanted to eat. Suddenly the little eunuch outside of the hall reported that Old Princess Ruyang had arrived with Madam Ling.


    The Empress paused. “Enter.”


    The Old Princess Ruyang looked domineering wearing a full princess outfit. She was draped in silk and jade in colorful brocade. Madam Chunyu followed behind her was also dressed in a dignified manner, but she had swollen red eyes, probably caused by a long bout of crying.


    Shaoshang looked at them and made a small sound.


    Old Princess Ruyang slightly bent her body, which was the closest thing to a greeting for her. Therefore, Shaoshang, who was kneeling next to the Empress, also bent her neck towards the old princess, approaching at a flat angle. Madam Chunyu was still considered to be a proper person and performed all the etiquette genuinely.


    “I didn’t know Aunt would be coming today,” the Empress said, looking indifferent and dignified.


    “Today I am here for this little slut!” Princess Ruyang gave a cold smile and pointed at Shaoshang.


    “Be careful with your words, Princess!” the Empress said coldly. “Shaoshang has been with me for several months. She has always been gentle, courteous, frugal, kind-hearted and open-minded. There has never been anything wrong when she is with me. Aunt, you have been very aggressive since you came today, it’s really too much.”


    Shaoshang sank lower and lower. She was used to being called out by a crowd but rarely received such fierce praise. She blushed.


    Princess Ruyang vigorously slapped her knee. “What I said is true,” she said. “Yesterday, Madam Ling went to the Cheng Mansion and gave a land deed to her. Not only did she not say a word of kindness to her, she was also humiliated by this lowly maid! Your Majesty, if you don’t punish this lowly maid today, I apologize for not being able to accept that!”


    The old woman had a loud and clear voice that nearly shook the palace. Madam Chunyu, who was sitting behind her, let out soft cries every so often.


    Shaoshang felt contempt stirring in her heart. It was none of her business if she was satisfied or not, just like it was none of Shaoshang’s business if she suddenly stopped breathing or not.


    “I know Shaoshang,” the Empress said, glancing sideways at her. “I don’t believe she would act like that…”


    “Your Majesty! I swear to the heaven it happened!” The old woman screamed at the top of her lungs, saliva flying from her mouth.


    During this era, people were very superstitious and believed in the affairs of ghosts and gods. The Empress momentarily went weak, and her thoughts trailed off. “Please,” she said, “go and take a closer look at those family matters with Consort Yue…”


    “Empress!” Princess Ruyang painstakingly spoke word by word. “You are the leader of the Six Palaces. Do you really need to have an Imperial Concubine intervene with something so trivial as punishing the younger generation?!”


    “Her Majesty can invite whoever she wants,” Old Lady Zhai couldn’t help but say. “The Princess may have overreached this time.”


    “Impudent, lowly woman!” the old princess shouted fiercely. “When a noblewoman is speaking, you dare to interrupt? Her Majesty is too indulgent. Such a servant should be slapped hard on the mouth!”


    The old woman had an astonishing aura. Shaoshang secretly cheered her on, hoping that she would continue down this ruinous path.


    The Empress’s face was like frost. The only indication of her anger a slight hitch in her breath. “Shaoshang,” she suddenly said. “If you have anything to say in front of the princess and Madam Ling, do not hesitate to speak up.”


    Shaoshang’s eyes lit up as soon as those words were spoken.


    Madam Chunyu’s face shifted. She had learned too much about Shaoshang’s mischievous tongue. Princess Ruyang, however, continued to scream. “Your Majesty, I have brought the victim here with me. You should punish her quickly but you let a younger generation come to confront me!”


    “Oh, Old Princess, you really are domineering! I knew you were angry and unscrupulous, but I didn’t know that you are the ruler of the Six Palaces.” Shaoshang slowly took a few steps in front of the Empress and knelt down on her right.


    “What are you talking about, you wretch?” the old princess cursed and pointed at her.


    “The Empress wanted to involve Consort Yue, but you won’t let her. If the Empress wants to ask a few more questions, you will immediately punish me. Oh, you are much more powerful than His Majesty. His Majesty and the Empress both have power and prestige, how could you have such a majestic demeanor? This afternoon, a knowledgeable old Confucian scholar is coming to teach me more on etiquette. I will make sure to ask if your behavior is appropriate!” Shaoshang said.


    Princess Ruyang’s face turned red.


    “Oh, I forgot to mention. One of the disciples of this old Confucian scholar was on duty under the imperial censor.” Shaoshang stared at the pig-colored old face, feeling extremely pleased with herself.


    Today’s matter might seem like a family matter for the royal family, but if it reached the court, it would immediately attract a group of flies that smelled the scent of blood. Princess Ruyang, no matter how old and noble, was unwilling to ring that bell.


    “It’s all because of this humble servant,” Madam Chunyu, who had been twisting her handkerchief and sobbing, suddenly spoke up. “The princess was so angry that she didn’t hesitate to speak up in my defense. Empress, please forgive me!” As she spoke, she repeatedly kowtowed, her forehead becoming red and swollen.


    The Empress leaned away and was forced to say, “You are forgiven.”


    “What a powerful mouth,” Princess Ruyang said, her poisonous gaze sweeping towards Shaoshang. “You are indeed cunning and ruthless, with such a long and sharp tongue. Madam Ling has been humiliated by you. Do you admit your crime?!”


    “What crime? I never said anything to humiliate Madam Ling,” Shaoshang said.


    “You dare to swear…”


    “What’s the use to swear? You aren’t on the spot, you didn’t see or hear it, it’s all based on the words of Madam Ling. It’s hard to say if you were also deceived.” Shaoshang didn’t even need to use her brains to argue this.


    Princess Ruyang was rendered momentarily speechless. Madam Chunyu immediately rushed forward. “I dare to swear,” she said. “I will swear with my life that Cheng Shaoshang humiliated and slandered me in every way…”


    “Your oath can’t be trusted,” Shaoshang said lightly. “A person of your character will never take the gods to heart.”


    Madam Chunyu’s throat constricted. Unwilling to discuss her character further, she turned to the Empress and shouted, “This humble servant had two maidservants with me at the time, they can prove it!”


    “Oh, Madam, please do me that favor,” Shaoshang laughed. “You bought those two maidservants with your money; they will say whatever you want them to say. If it’s like that, I can also find some servants from the Cheng Mansion to talk about your actions that day. You asked me to add some filthy things to Master Ling’s diet, so that he would die without any heirs. In the future, Master Ling’s vast family property would all belong to your son? Not to mention two maidservants, I can find twenty maidservants as witnesses for you.”


    After such a groundless and nonsensical argument, Madam Chunyu’s chest heaved as if she were about to explode. She could only point at Shaoshang and say, “You… you cunning, deceitful…”


    She sighed with great difficulty and knelt down in tears. “Her Majesty, Young Mistress Cheng,” she said. “I dare not accept this cruel remark about my character. Not only did I not say that, but I have never even thought about that. If any of those words come out of my mouth, I will never be able to stand in front of others! Please think carefully. If I cannot prove my innocence, I would rather die!”


    The Empress looked pale and was about to open her mouth to say some soothing words. Shaoshang quickly turned to Princess Ruyang. “Princess, if I also swear that Madam Ling had indeed plotted against Master Ling, will you uphold justice and severely punish her?”


    Princess Ruyang couldn’t help but shrink back. She thought back and dared not say that Madam Chunyu was not half selfish. She really didn’t want to fight that claim. She could only look around and say, “What oath did you make? Just now, Madam Ling also made an oath, why do you refuse to admit it?” She breathed a sigh of relief. “You’re just a child and the occasional slip of the tongue does happen. How can us elders argue with you? Admit your mistake and this matter will be over, okay?”


    Shaoshang sneered. It was like she was trying to coax a three-year-old child. Once she admitted her mistake, they wouldn’t be the ones to instigate the punishment after.


    “Princess, I’m afraid your words aren’t right,” she said. “I am honest and obedient to my elders’ orders for marriage. I dare not arrange marriage affairs like Madam Ling. Moreover, she ate and drank from the Huo family and had lived with Madam Huo for many years. She turned her back and took advantage of others’ unexpected circumstances to advance her position. So, my oath is trustworthy, hers is not! Princess, could you be confused? Can’t you even think of such a thing?”


    She suddenly changed her tone. “Princess, you were just like Madam Ling in the beginning…oh…”


    “Stop talking nonsense!”


    “Don’t speak rashly.”


    Princess Ruyang and the Empress both spoke at the same time.


    The former’s face was so red it was almost purple, and she looked about ready to pounce on Shaoshang and beat her, while the latter let out a sigh and pinched the bridge of her nose.


    Madam Chunyu limply sat back, filled with anger. Here we go again. She knew that as soon as she let that little girl speak, everything would become a crusade about her past. However, as the matter came to an end, she had no choice but to defend herself.


    “In the past, although I was at fault, Sister Junhua was also too oppressive. She had allowed a concubine for the Marquis earlier, why couldn’t she let me in?” her voice was choked with tears.


    Princess Ruyang bounced back immediately and began to shout her support. “Exactly! But Huo Junhua could not tolerate concubines. How jealous and malicious she is…”


    In front of the Empress, Shaoshang didn’t dare to comment on sharing a bed. “I don’t know what Madam Huo thought,” she said. “But Madam Huo had a temper and it wasn’t the first time anyone had heard about it. Since you were forced to do that back then, why did you let her down? After all, they had been in a relationship for nearly ten years. When Madam Huo and her son disappeared, you had an affair… at best, it was only for about a year. There were no people there and you had a place to stay. Madam, you actually have a long-standing relationship with Marquis Ling, right?” That last sentence nearly made her laugh.


    Madam Chunyu’s face went pale and her entire body began to tremble.


    She had also encountered countless difficulties in the past few decades, but she had never encountered an opponent like Shaoshang. Because she had a higher status than her, even if she was shameless, she didn’t dare attack her. Those with a higher status than her wouldn’t break their skin.


    Old Princess Ruyang was completely stunned; where did she come from? She was just a shameless vixen!


    “Your Majesty,” Madam Chunyu’s face was pale as she respectfully addressed the Empress. “Although I come from a humble background, I cannot tolerate such humiliation and slander from Cheng Shaoshang. If Your Majesty doesn’t speak up, I can only die.”


    “Aiyo, Madam’s heroism and unwillingness to be humiliated is really making me admire you more and more. If Madam had been willing to die a decade or so ago, Madam Huo wouldn’t have been angry and refused the marriage. Many things would have changed today.” Shaoshang once again intervened, speaking faintly. Madam Chunyu’s eyes were filled with anger. She wished she could go up to her and strangle her little throat.


    “That’s it!” Shaoshang slapped her palms together with a sudden realization. “You and I may as well swear together. If Madam doesn’t dare to die, treat me as if I haven’t said anything. If Madam really dies, then…”


    Although Princess Ruyang and Madam Chunyu didn’t intend on taking this bet, they both had their concerns.


    “…then Master Ling will never be able to accept a concubine in his lifetime!” Shaoshang finished in one breath. “Anyway, this oath is cruel enough.” She said the last sentence happily.


    The Empress quickly turned her head and coughed lightly. Old Lady Zhai snorted, but choked on her saliva and began to cough repeatedly.


    Madam Chunyu’s deathly pale face turned red with anger again, her nails almost piercing the palm of her hand.


    Princess Ruyang was getting old, she couldn’t hold her breath and fell back. Madam Chunyu quickly stepped forward to catch her.


    At that moment, a faint sound of laughter suddenly came from outside of the hall. Everyone turned and saw Consort Yue walking briskly into the hall, followed by the Emperor with both hands behind his back. When the two of them entered, Consort Yue smiled at Shaoshang and said, “This is how Zisheng’s bride is.” The Emperor glanced angrily at her.


    The next person to enter the hall was the old and unorthodox Prince Ruyang, dressed in formal attire. He was holding a middle-aged man in a vermilion official uniform in his hand and dragging him into the hall. Cao Cheng followed while the people on either side kept urging the old prince to let the man go.


    The last person actually to enter the hall was Ling Buyi. He walked in slowly and glanced at Shaoshang with a slight smile on his face but didn’t say anything.


    Shaoshang completely withered and quickly shrank behind the Empress. She knelt upright, with an honest and submissive expression on her face.


    Madam Chunyu, upon seeing the long string of people entering the hall, immediately realized that the situation wasn’t good. She was afraid that it couldn’t be resolved today, and dared not make any demands of justice. She knelt down to the side in fear, making way for the Empress to pass by her.


    Only Princess Ruyang, who had no regard for her life or death, began to shout, “Your Majesty, you heard just now. This lowly little girl is speaking nonsense and is shameless! You must punish her…”


    “Auntie!” Consort Yue didn’t kneel and began painting a picture as she walked up. “As I said during the last palace banquet, I have no control over what you do with Madam Chunyu. If you think you have enough face, go ahead. You can do what you want, but if you want to come to the palace and point fingers, that you cannot do!”


    Princess Ruyang softened her momentum towards Consort Yue. “I didn’t give any advice, but Cheng Shaoshang is still a junior. As an elder, can’t I even ask a question? Can’t I plead? Isn’t it the responsibility of younger generations to be filial to their elders?”


    “You really do speak loud,” Consort Yue smirked. “Was it because you like Shaoshang that Zisheng went to propose marriage? You like Yuchang, but Zisheng doesn’t. Did she propose marriage?”


    “Don’t talk about Yuchang!” Princess Ruyang was furious and roared at her husband. “Are you a dead man? You can’t even say a word when your granddaughter asks for help!”


    “Shut up, you old woman! It is not your turn to teach me a lesson! If it weren’t for you stirring up Yuchang all day, I would have chosen a good son-in-law for her by now!” Prince Ruyang’s voice was not as strong as his wife’s.


    The Empress rubbed her numb ears and whispered, “Uncle, please sit down with Marquis Yu first and speak slowly if you have something to say. Zisheng, help the old prince sit down.”


    Ling Buyi acted according to her words and helped the old prince and Marquis Yu to sit down. He consciously moved to sit next to Shaoshang.


    Shaoshang carefully turned her head to him and whispered, “Sorry, I might have caused trouble again.”


    Ling Buyi quickly reached out and pinched her soft little ear. “It would be strange if you didn’t cause trouble,” he whispered. He thought for a moment and said, “Don’t worry, I’m here.”


    Shaoshang let go and was about to say a couple more witty words when the Empress suddenly turned around and looked at the both of them. They were forced to remain silent.


    “What type of person is Hua Junhua? What kind of person did you hate at that time? Why did you speak for her today? I didn’t mean to make trouble with these old bones!” The old princess looked around and found that the only possible friendly face was actually Consort Yue.


    “Auntie, you know what kind of temper I had since I was young,” Consort Yue said, remaining calm. “Huo Junhua and I hold the same grudge, but she has never wronged the Ling family, let alone her son Ling Buyi!”


    “She has a deep affection for Ling Yi and helped the Ling family from head to toe. But Ling Yi, whose wife and children’s whereabouts were still unknown for less than a year, is not clear about Madam Chunyu. Does he have any respect for the Huo family? As for Eleventh Lang, who was in chaos during the war and lacked clothing and food, mother and son were displaced. Huo Junhua wrapped her fur around her son’s body, saved her rations for him to eat, and then they endured. Where was Ling Yi at that time? Oh, he was planning to marry his step wife!”


    She began to deliberately mock, “When Huo Junhua was found back then, she was so skinny that I couldn’t even recognize her. No matter how bad her character was, she was also a good mother. She didn’t have a problem with her son, so Ling Buyi couldn’t have a problem with you. Can’t please Madam Chunyu! Even Ling Yi can’t say anything! I’ll leave it here today, and I ask Your Majesties for permission. From now on, Madam Chunyu will not be allowed to enter the palace unless summoned!”


    Madam lowered her head as she listened, feeling extremely embarrassed and almost unable to sit and kneel. At this moment, she deeply hated herself for not being able to hold her own. Today, she had come to seek the misfortune of Cheng Shaoshang, but ended up getting in trouble.


    The face of Old Princess Ruyang was both green and red. She inspected the circle of people around her. “Okay, you came here today to intentionally hit me in the face!”


    As she spoke, she suddenly began to pull out several hairpins from her hair, stomping and vigorously shaking them a few times at the Emperor. “Your Majesty, no matter how bad Madam Chunyu is, she has also been kind to me. If you humiliate her today, you humiliate me! If His Majesty doesn’t give me an explanation today, I will kill myself by crashing into Changqiu Palace beam. Let’s see what the people of the world say then!”


    “You’ll die?” Prince Ruyang covered his chest and couldn’t help but be both surprised and delighted.


    “Before I die, I will go outside to avenge myself,” the old princess immediately retorted. “Let’s see how His Majesty treats the old uncles who have sheltered their siblings. Let’s see if his good reputation can still be preserved!”


    The expression on the Emperor’s face was displeasure. Prince Ruyang grabbed the front of Marquis Yu’s robes. “You see? She’s such a crazy woman, she’s always going to die if she doesn’t get her way. When I wanted to divorce my wife, you said that a bad wife would not stay in the court and you even gave me a bad idea. You said ‘separation doesn’t mean divorce’ and asked me to become a monk outside of the city. I haven’t even read the ‘Book of Tao’ clearly but I had to go and practice Taoism! It’s too bitter! Okay, can I divorce now? I want to divorce!”


    Marquis Yu, who didn’t know whether to laugh or cry, could only make grunts of agreement.


    “How dare you?!” Princess Ruyang immediately rushed over to him, tugging at her husband’s sleeve, beating and crying and cursing, “I bore and raised children for you, and I manage your family affairs without merit or hardship! I have two sons who died fighting for His Majesty! How dare you treat me like this?!”


    Prince Ruyang forcefully pulled away from his old wife and cursed her back. “There is no undead person in a war. Does the Yu family have no dead people? That’s also my son. Do I feel sorry for you? You’re the only one who keeps talking all day long, it’s ridiculous!”


    After speaking, he turned to Marquis Yu and continued to howl. “Even prisoners have a sentence, but I really cannot bear it anymore! I can’t even have half of my family’s wealth and children with this old woman alone. I can give her all my wealth but I cannot bear her anymore! The whole family will be killed by her one day!”


    Although the old prince’s words were exaggerated, everyone knew the underlying meaning.


    “It isn’t that the younger generation intends to embarrass the old prince,” Marquis Yu said, smiling bitterly. “But His Majesty is now thriving in Confucianism. If you do divorce her, how will the group of Confucian scholars discuss it?” More importantly, it could also involve the Emperor’s attitude towards a group of meritorious officials.


    “Uncle loves excitement,” Consort Yue suddenly spoke up. “What kind of Taoist teachings do you practice? In my opinion, I think we should ask my aunt to go to Sancai Temple to cultivate her mind and character.”


    Marquis Yu patted his hand. “What the Imperial Consort said is the method of achieving both ends.” In fact, he also meant that it was not easy for a vassal to speak up.


    Speaking of this, everyone collectively turned their gaze to the Emperor.


    “The princess is getting old and muddle-headed,” the Emperor said slowly, “and sometimes she acts recklessly, causing you to lose your composure. She will be sent to Sancai Temple for a good rest. Cao Cheng, please allocate some of the people from the palace to Sancai Temple… take good care of my aunt and don’t let the outsiders disturb her.”


    Princess Ruyang fell limply to the ground, filled with confusion, as if she had not yet understood what was going on.


    Madam Chunyu was even more frightened, frozen in place and afraid to move.


    Shaoshang looked at the two of them and suddenly leaned into Ling Buyi’s ear, whispering, “How long has His Majesty been wanting to get rid of Princess Ruyang?” How long had the Emperor been planning this? She only wanted to isolate her stepmother in advance but, by comparison, the Emperor had much more ambition.


    Ling Buyi’s eyes were like a deep pool. He looked at her for a while with a smile and then whispered back, “After the banquet that day.”


    …


    These ladies be savage.


    Next Chapter: The Second Engagement War (One)
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    Chapter Eighty-Nine:
The Second Engagement War (One)


    Since the big shots had set the tone for today’s vicious incident, a group of strong and skilled eunuchs immediately ‘controlled’ Princess Ruyang and Madam Chunyu, respectively. The former was neatly taken to the palace carriage and then sent to Sancai Temple outside the city (Prince Ruyang had interrupted and said he would help his wife clean up and deliver the goods), while the latter was simply and roughly expelled from the palace gate and had their membership removed.


    After completing that major task, Shaoshang keenly noticed that everyone in the hall, from the Emperor to Marquis Yu, seemed to have a sense of relief. Marquis Yu also said in a gentle and elegant manner, “It is not that good relatives don’t obey, but the monarch’s prestige is related to the state.”


    Prince Ruyang was all smiles and slapped him on the vest. “That’s right! I didn’t read so many books in vain from childhood to adulthood. Recently, Gu Gang received several jars of wild fruit wine, which is sweet and mellow. Today, Gu will definitely have a good drink with you!”


    Marquis Yu, at an advanced age, was a highly respected minister and almost knocked down by a stumbling motion. He could only shake his head and smile bitterly. Then he was pulled by the happy old prince and they both left together.


    “I’m tired and I’m going to take a nap,” Consort Yue said, yawning slightly. “Your Majesty, Empress, I’m leaving now…” She bowed to the Empress and walked unsteadily out of the hall.


    “Aiyo, you haven’t had lunch yet, why are you napping?” The Emperor shouted after her retreating back.


    “I don’t have to go up to the mountain to fight tigers and go down to the fields to cultivate,” Consort Yue said. “I sit idle from morning to night and have nothing to do. I can eat whenever I want.”


    The Emperor could only helplessly watch her leave, then turned to take the Empress to have lunch. “Regardless of her, let’s go eat. Let’s go, let’s go.”


    The Empress seemed to have nothing to do, and responded in a dignified voice.


    Seeing this scene, Shaoshang couldn’t help but express her point of view that ‘the Empress cannot be without any dignity towards the concubines.’ However, she was pulled away by Ling Buyi and walked out of the courtyard to a deserted area before saying, “Really, His Majesty! He’s wanted to clean up that old man with threatening gestures, that old…” She caught herself, not having the courage at the moment to say what she really meant, “…old woman, why didn’t he take action earlier and unjustly accuse the Empress of being bullied?”


    “Do you think Princess Ruyang can be removed at will?” Ling Buyi asked.


    “Can’t she?” The man wearing the dragon robe was the emperor. Wasn’t it that thunder, rain, and dew were all the grace of the emperor?


    Ling Buyi looked around. He smiled and pulled the girl towards a secluded place on the side. “Princess Ruyang is arrogant and domineering and she relies on two things. One is that His Majesty lost his father when he was young, and he was raised by his uncle and aunt along with his siblings. After being a nephew for more than ten years, Princess Ruyang has long become accustomed to summoning and dispatching His Majesty. Put yourself in their shoes, if it were your two younger brothers, A’Zhu and Ou’er, who had been teasing and playing by your side since childhood, could you immediately consider one of them as the emperor and be reverent and respectful?”


    Shaoshang thought of the two little snot-nosed children back at home, and suddenly felt that Princess Ruyang’s feelings were pardonable. “…But, even if it took time to adjust right away, His Majesty has been the emperor for years. She’s still acting in such an arrogant way and was not unjustly punished.”


    Ling Buyi nodded and saw several eunuchs coming towards them in the distance. “That’s a good thing,” he said, waving his hand, “but Princess Ruyang has another one. Although she has a short temper and narrow mind, she hasn’t always been so senile and muddle-headed. Even though His Majesty was unwilling to take action, he still made every effort to help, borrowing money and support everywhere. She even gathered the women of noble families to sew their robes and raise military supplies. Not to mention losing her second son, she couldn’t say she didn’t have any merit.”


    “Even if there is merit, it cannot be displayed like this,” Shaoshang said, sighing heavily. “After all, there are differences between monarchs and ministers, and the times have changed. Even the old princess cannot treat the palace as her own home.”


    “Madam Chunyu is just a small person who can’t cause any trouble. It’s not worth mentioning. However, the old princess is different. She used to often recommend officials. Later on, His Majesty gradually calmed her down, asking for many things and recommending many people without permission. After a few years, the old prince separated from her, and her reputation decreased greatly. She can only now entangle herself in these marriage matters.”


    “Did this ‘later on’ start from your mother’s divorce from your father?” Shaoshang cautiously asked.


    Ling Buyi lowered his head with a smile, frowning. “No. It started with my mother being ‘sick.’”


    Shaoshang’s heart thudded. It could be said that Director Xiao had two tricks up her sleeve, and she hits the nail on the head nine times out of ten. No wonder Father Cheng survived the chaos of war.


    “At that time, His Majesty’s power wasn’t strong, and the land he occupied was only limited to the capital city and a few surrounding city walls. The old princess was the eldest female monarch in His Majesty’s family. She wasn’t only his aunt, but also had nurturing kindness. Over the years, His Majesty has received many people, including neighbors, generals, and a noble family who came to bid admiration…”


    “Uncle Wan and my father came to express their admiration,” Shaoshang quickly interrupted.


    Ling Buyi smiled. “How did I hear that your father and uncle searched for a wise leader all those years ago?” It was rare for someone like Wan Songbai and Cheng Shi to be so focused on finding a good leader with an army.


    Shaoshang gave him a hard smack. “If you see through it, you don’t have to mention it,” she scolded.


    “Okay, put yourself in the same position as Governor Wan and your father,” Ling Buyi said with a laugh. “In times of chaos, you find someone who can support you, but it isn’t always satisfactory. When hearing that His Majesty ordered your uncle to abandon his aunt who raised him, what would you think without knowing the reason behind it?”


    “That… perhaps that is a bit cold.”


    “You’re right. Most of those generals have blood feuds with His Majesty’s generals, and many of them are rich in clan wealth. They were already in a state of constant anxiety. I believe His Majesty is loyal and willing to forgive them before they are willing to lay down their weapons. If someone instigates one or two, the matter would be difficult to say.”


    “And now…” Shaoshang said. “His Majesty has accounted for three-quarters of the world’s land, and his reputation and influence are not comparable to before. There are no longer the same scruples as before.” That was the main reason.


    Shaoshang hesitated for a moment before saying, “The old princess has bullied the Empress too much.”


    “That’s not necessarily the case,” Ling Buyi said with a strange smile. “She was just a small county magistrate. Over the past decade, the forces within the county have been intertwined, and the old princess always has one or two supporters around her. When she fell out with the old prince, many people came out to make peace. The old prince couldn’t get rid of her, but could only ask for cultivation outside of the city. If she couldn’t even protect a life-saving benefactor like Madam Chunyu, then no one would know that the situation had passed.”


    “What’s the big picture?” Shaoshang looked confused. “Isn’t it just shouting and drinking in the palace? I still don’t understand why the old princess is so domineering…”


    “Silly girl.” Ling Buyi rubbed the girl’s head and looked at her affectionately. “It seems to you that the old princess only has a loud voice. In the eyes of those who have their own aspirations, she has countless wealth and boundless power.”


    Shaoshang looked at Ling Buyi for a while before saying, “…Prince Ruyang went to cultivate outside the city not to avoid the cruel domineering old wife, but to get rid of her.” No wonder a man who wasn’t cowardly would leave home because he was afraid of his wife.


    “Because in this way, no matter what the old princess has done in recent years, she has nothing to do with him. Because he advocated for divorce all along, and only endured it to take into account the overall situation.” She saw the old prince’s cheerful and warm face appear in her eyes.


    “That wouldn’t be so unbearable, but…” Ling Buyi placed his hands behind his back and gazed at the overhanging eaves of Changqiu Palace not far away from them. He wore a moonlit robe with a straight train, his demeanor heroic as he faced the autumn wind. “Some people, even if they don’t have any greed, how can they bear not to care for their children’s heirs?”


    “I understand,” Shaoshang nodded. “His Majesty originally wanted the old princess to gradually retire. Anyway, she also intervened to make up for the urgent matter. It was her own aunt, and it was not necessary, His Majesty would not pursue it again. Who knew that the old princess had to seek her own way? Aiyo, the Empress couldn’t see this clearly, so she had to tolerate that old woman everywhere. She should be like Consort Yue…”


    “I advised the Empress not to interfere in the affairs of the old princess,” Ling Buyi suddenly said.


    Shaoshang was at a loss for words.


    Ling Buyi looked at her silly appearance and lightly smiled. “I asked the Empress to endure it for a while after encountering the old princess. His Majesty has clear ears and eyes, but unfortunately, she won’t eat for free.”


    “Why did Consort Yue dare… dare to…?” Shaoshang stuttered.


    “The Empress cannot say anything, but Consort Yue can. Because more sons of the Yue family had died than the sons of the old princess, and their achievements are greater than those of the old prince. Consort Yue herself has gone through several adventures and fought tirelessly to follow His Majesty. How can the old princess have the confidence to talk about the past in front of Consort Yue?”


    Shaoshang’s chest heaved and she felt her tongue twitch as she opened her mouth. “…On the other hand, the Empress’s Xuan family have not achieved much merit, nor have had many children die for His Majesty?”


    Ling Buyi stood with the sun on his back and he looked at her with a deep gaze. “The Xuan family has a small population. In a few days, it will be the Empress’s birthday, and you will meet her young brother, Duke Xuan. He always brings some pearl and jade treasures with him every time he enters the palace. He might leave a large portion for you.”


    Shaoshang thought it over for a moment and said, “So, Duke Xuan is not a talented person, either.”


    “You have to think about the good,” Ling Buyi smiled. “You didn’t speak grandiose words to Lou Yao at the beginning, saying ‘only with eyes full of desolation can you show your strength, if you were with eyes full of prosperity, what would you do?’ Why, now that the Empress is weak, are you discouraged?”


    “No way!” Shaoshang glared at him bitterly. “Why do you want such a powerful Empress’s family to compete with His Majesty? Since His Majesty has established an Empress, he has his own opinions and I am not afraid! Besides, it’s not like there’s a Master Ling…”


    “If you left out that last sentence, you would have sounded very imposing,” Ling Buyi smiled.


    Shaoshang couldn’t help but laugh after she thought about it. She also felt that just the right person was actually ruthless and cunning.


    She had originally intended to bring Ling Buyi back with her to the Changqiu Palace to have lunch with the Empress, but Ling Buyi said he wanted to find several leaders of the Feather Forest Guard to talk about the security of the Empress’s birthday banquet. Saying he would find her later on, the two were forced to separate.


    When she returned to Changqiu Palace, the Emperor had already finished his meal and was drinking fruit wine. When Shaoshang saw his eyes sweep over her, her heart began to tremble and she immediately took the lead. She informed that Ling Buyi had to leave, not that she wasn’t virtuous enough to leave a meal for her fiancé. However, when the Emperor wanted to discipline people, he could always find the root cause.


    The Emperor said, “Do you think Zisheng is as free as you are, eating, drinking, and carefree all day? Look at you, your face became round after sleeping for a whole day yesterday. But what about Zisheng? He’s thin again after autumn…”


    Shaoshang felt aggrieved and wanted to say, ‘Since you’re so concerned, why not assign him less work?’ But, she could only state loudly, “Your Majesty is wise! I also know that Master Ling is hardworking, and I have prepared several recipes for autumn and winter nourishment. I’m preparing to give Master Ling good nourishment! Oh, and for the Empress, too. I also want to help her.”


    “That is decent.” The Emperor snorted a few times.


    “Alright,” the Empress sighed helplessly. “You can go to eat. Come to me after you take a nap.”


    Shaoshang, like she had been granted a pardon, flew from the room like a fly. In the side hall, Old Lady Zhai had already prepared food for her. “His Majesty is still dissatisfied with me,” she complained while eating.


    Old Lady Zhai smiled. “His Majesty actually likes you,” she said. “If he truly doesn’t like someone, he doesn’t have much to say.”


    “Old Lady Zhao, is my face really round?” Shaoshang asked with a grimace. “Actually, yesterday… I was…” She suddenly became startled and stopped speaking. It was like a thin needle pricked deep into her heart; it didn’t bleed, but it was dull and painful.


    Old Lady Zhai repeatedly comforted the little girl that she was not fat at all, and said many comforting words. However, the atmosphere cooled down unconsciously. She felt strange and asked Shaoshang why she didn’t speak and only ate with a muffled head.


    Shaoshang reluctantly smiled and said, “It’s nothing. However, after such a big event today, I just feel that I’m very weak at the moment.”


    Old Lady Zhai thought about her words, then instructed her to finish eating and rest quickly.


    After eating, Shaoshang returned to her palace and sat by the window. After a long time, she felt stuffy inside and asked to cut a few autumn chrysanthemums to decorate her bedroom. She walked to the courtyard for some fresh air. The palace maids knew that Shaoshang was favored by the Emperor and Empress, so they didn’t stop her.


    Shaoshang stood in a deserted place with lush branches and leaves. She calmed down and slowly began to prune the branches. After some time, she suddenly heard a familiar voice – “Shaoshang, why are you here? It was easy for me to find you.”


    She slowly turned around and fixed her gaze on the man who had a backlight on him. He seemed to have drunk some wine, and his handsome face had a hint of blush to it.


    “…You’re usually napping around this time every day. Why did you come out here?” The young man smiled warmly. Even when they were alone, and he was slightly intoxicated, he still behaved properly and walked calmly.


    Ling Buyi placed a hand on the girl’s shoulder, and Shaoshang could feel the slender and powerful fingers above her clothes. With just a little force, he could easily crush her shoulder blade.


    “What’s the matter?” he asked softly. “Can’t sleep?”


    Shaoshang calmly broke free from his grip and slowly lowered the copper scissors. “Why don’t you ask me to send a message to Yuan Shen?”


    Ling Buyi remained motionless; the only movement was his dark brown eyes quickly shrank. He no longer smiled.


    Shaoshang saw that and finally made a last-minute decision.


    “…Today, you had a wonderful scene where Marquis Yu and Prince Ruyang gathered together, and they happened to arrive at the same time the old princess was causing trouble with the Empress. There is no such coincidence in the world. The old princess doesn’t often enter the palace, let alone half an hour before everyone arrived. If Marquis Yu happened to be discussing with His Majesty at Shangshu Terrace, why was the old prince of Sancai Temple, who has only entered the palace for the last several years on New Year’s Day, here?”


    “The person who set this up must have seen Madam Chunyu come out of my house yesterday with a face full of anger. Then, he followed her and learned that she was going to the Ruyang Palace to find the old princess to cry to. That’s why, this person predicted that the old princess would come into the palace today to get me in trouble. I thought this was done by His Majesty – that isn’t surprising, as the Emperor wanted to investigate the whereabouts of his subjects and no one said anything. However, just now, His Majesty said that I had slept all day yesterday. If His Majesty was really investigating my home, how could he know the whereabouts of Madam Chunyu, who visited that afternoon, but didn’t know that I spent two hours at the Wan household that morning?


    “Master Ling, was it you? You set this trap. His Majesty probably only sent someone to investigate when he heard that something was wrong with the Cheng family, and you, you have been spying the whole time so everything is fine!” Shaoshang’s chest heaved violently. She restrained herself from using the copper scissors – although scissors would probably be of little use.


    “…His Majesty indeed intended to let the old princess spend her old age in peace,” Ling Buyi said lightly.


    “That’s also the stage you set!” Shaoshang clenched her fist and lowly shouted. “It’s okay, just like Wen Xiujun said, you’re the Emperor’s guard dog! But…”


    “Don’t stab me with what that stupid woman said,” Ling Buyi said with a cold expression. “The Empress is right. Your mouth should be taken care of.”


    Shaoshang was shocked by this dignified and cold tone and shrank back for a moment.


    “There are some people in this world who want to serve His Majesty, including your father, brothers, and Uncle Wan. Isn’t it because they have a deep desire to serve His Majesty? I am a guard dog, and no one in the civil or martial arts of the Manchu Dynasty wants to be. I am truly noble. Why not learn from Immortal Yan, resign and retire, and go on a carefree journey? The Confucian students in the Southern Palace, the Northern Palace Scholar’s Platform, the Lecture Hall, and the soldiers in the martial arts arena don’t want to become His Majesty’s confidantes!”


    Shaoshang was stunned by his imposing aura and couldn’t speak for a moment. She gasped for breath before exhaling and said, “Okay, you’re right. So why are you monitoring me? This has nothing to do with His Majesty or the court!”


    “If it weren’t for me constantly watching over you, could I protect you under the Third Princess and send you money in time?” Ling Buyi shrugged off this accusation.


    “I have no objection to you monitoring me in the palace. After all, the palace is unpredictable and I am very grateful to you!” Shaoshang anxiously said. “But yesterday was at my own home! What could have happened to me at home, and what were you monitoring me for? You, you… you even watched my whole family together…”


    “I’m not watching over your whole family, I’m watching over you,” Ling Buyi suddenly said. “Although Commander Cheng is talented, he’s not worth the effort I put in.”


    “Okay, I understand,” Shaoshang sneered. “Since that’s the case, you also know why I sent a message to Yuan Shen.”


    “It’s not difficult to guess.” Ling Buyi divided the flowers and brushed the branches, slowly walking around her. The tall figure covered her like a lid, and Shaoshang was covered in earth and sky, all relying on a stubborn tone to support her back and unwilling to show weakness.


    “You saw Lou Yao on the street, and when you saw him looking upset and poorly, you felt pity for him. However, Madam Xiao is cautious and would never allow you to contact him again. So, how can you find out his current situation? You don’t dare to ask your father or brothers, nor do you dare to inquire on your own, so you acted cleverly and thought of Yuan Shen. He is Lou Yao’s classmate’s friend and has some ‘friendship’ with you…”


    “No!” Shaoshang knew almost immediately what he meant and hurriedly said, “There’s absolutely nothing unclear between him and me. That would be humiliating to you and I wouldn’t do that! It was when he asked me to speak to my aunt about Master Huangfu before, he said he owed me a favor. I thought I could ask him to help me with this and it would be over!”


    “Why do you need someone else to help you when you have me?” Ling Buyi seemed to slow down a bit. “Is there anything in the world that Yuan Shen can do but I cannot?! Do you want to know about Lou Yao’s current situation? Let me tell you.


    “Lou Yao and He Zhaojun are deeply estranged. Although both of them intend to be a good spouse to the other, any changes will immediately tear apart the previous harmony. After Second Young Master Lou returned to the capital, he found a place for his younger brother to live outside. Lou Yao was naturally pleased, but He Zhaojun was concerned about her younger brother’s youth and refused to leave the capital, nor would she let Lou Yao go. Alright, now you know why Lou Yao is down and unhappy. What do you want to do? Do you still want to comfort him?” Ling Buyi nearly sneered when he said the last sentence.


    Shaoshang choked on her words.


    Why did people think that Ling Buyi had the style of an ancient gentleman? If he wanted to anger you to death, he would never only make you half angry, so ancient gentlemen were those who were angry and not willing to pay for their lives.


    Shaoshang felt that she should change her tactics and take a surprise attack. She took a deep breath and said, “Let’s put the matter of Lou Yao aside for now…”


    “Oh, let’s put it aside for now. Weren’t you worrying about it before?” Ling Buyi’s eyes were gloomy and his tone was strange.


    Shaoshang silently recited to herself ‘a small thing can’t bear to ruin a big thing’ ten times and angrily said, “Let’s speak carefully. It’s not the first day he has suffered from He Zhaojun’s anger, I don’t think he’ll be angered to death…”


    Ling Buyi’s expression brightened slightly.


    “But what’s with you monitoring me all day long? You’re not a jailor guarding a prisoner!” Shaoshang almost couldn’t help but shout out, “If I kept asking you who you saw and what you did every day, would you be happy?”


    “Men and women are different; how can this be the same?” Sometimes the Emperor’s will couldn’t be known, and Ling Buyi was very confused by the girl’s fierce reaction. “I just want to know your situation and why you’re unhappy.”


    Shaoshang nearly screamed up to the sky. She solemnly said, “I don’t like that you have someone watching over me. You should quickly ask them to withdraw.”


    “No way,” Ling Buyi said decisively, he then hesitated. “Why don’t you want me to know?”


    “You…! Okay, if you don’t have the person watching me withdraw, I will never pay attention to you in the future!” Shaoshang couldn’t help stomping her feet as she angrily shouted.


    “Do as you please.”


    Ling Buyi no longer wanted to listen to her, turned his back and neatly left with a swish of his sleeve.


    The autumn sun set, and through the dense leaves and flowers mottled shadows fell. Shaoshang stood rigid in the shadows mixed with branches and leaves, fists clenched and almost bursting with anger.


    …


    In the immortal words of Mushu the Dragon: I liiiiiiiiiiiive! 


    Thanks for the kind words and understanding for the hiatus! It was a much needed break. This next arc can be a bit of a struggle because we have two stubborn leads. Let’s goooo!


    Next Chapter: The Second Engagement War (Two)


    


    


    


    Enjoyed the chapter? Support me on Patreon to get early access to new chapters, exclusive content, and more! Your support helps me keep bringing you these translations. Thank you!


    Disclaimer: Your support on Patreon goes directly towards my work as a translator and helps me produce more content. It does not constitute support for the original novel or its author.


    
  

  
    Chapter Ninety:
The Second Engagement War (Two)


    This was a war of vastly different strength, without the smoke of gunfire, but every step was dangerous.


    After arguing with Ling Buyi, Shaoshang was filled with confusion. For a moment, she was thinking about how to get rid of those who were following her, but then, she was also feeling tender. She thought that Ling Buyi was also a kind person, and that she shouldn’t have been so fierce at the moment. She should have softened up.


    Unexpectedly, it was not until the end of the day when a eunuch next to the Emperor came to deliver an edict for Shaoshang to stay in Changqiu Palace for a long time from now on without going home. One could double their familiarity with etiquette, and also help organize the Empress’s birthday banquet.


    In summary, accompanying the dignified and virtuous Empress day and night would leave a lasting impression on Shaoshang. Those who approached the red would be red – obviously, the Emperor didn’t consider that there were those who were close to black.


    Shaoshang was already weak at the time; like a bolt from the blue or a bucket of expired pickled cabbage water being poured over her head. She was stiff and confused for a while before waking up. If one argues with their front foot, they’ll leave their back foot behind. Was there anything unclear about the matter?!


    She cursed Ling Buyi ten thousand times in her belly, that wicked bastard of eighteen generations whose ancestors had no virtue. She didn’t ruin his family’s property, ruin his career, and didn’t cheat on him. This modern behavior of being openly married and being robbed was also considered a unique taste. In short, Shaoshang had a deep hatred like a sea that never calmed!


    “Humble servant, I have taken His Majesty’s will and understands His Majesty’s kindness, but…” Shaoshang would fight to the death on this. “Can you allow me to go home today to clean my belongings? I will enter the palace tomorrow morning without any delay!” She wanted to go home and humbly ask Father Cheng and Director Xiao for advice on how to repair that bastard with the surname Ling!


    The eunuch official gave a bright smile. “Young Mistress Cheng, don’t worry. Master Ling has already prepared everything for you. In a moment, the people around him will bring the things you need. You can rest assured that Master Ling has been working for His Majesty since he was fourteen-years-old. Everything is done properly and without delay.”


    Shaoshang’s head spun. She felt like this was a hallucination.


    As expected, before dinner time arrived, Liang Qiu Fei led a group of heavily encumbered eunuchs and maidservants to move her daily necessities to the room newly designated to Shaoshang by the Empress. Shaoshang could only watch the busy crowd gather her belongings indoors.


    Four sets of lacquered wooden cabinets that were one person high were placed one by one against the wall. Eight tall brass palace lanterns were located at the four corners – four in the shape of flying swallows, two in the shape of palace maids, two in the shape of branches, and the first six could all hold smoke inside.


    Six sets of newly embroidered brocade bed curtains, two sets of soft silk, two sets of thin gauze, as well as a breathable ramie silk and thick brocade satin.


    Three tables, one square dressing table, one long writing desk, and a small circular table for placing snacks and flowers.


    On the dressing table, there were two dowry boxes, one large and one small. The large one was a double-layer painted jewelry box, and the small one was a set of makeup boxes with powder and ointment. Judging from how heavy they looked, both boxes should be filled with a lot of things.


    There were seven or eight fans stacked side by side, made of bamboo, lacquered wood, and even satin…


    As Shaoshang turned around, the lacquered wood cabinet was filled with piles of colorful silk and fine linen, ranging from outerwear and underwear to cloaks made of silk, and even close-fitting undergarments.


    She couldn’t help but sigh and say, “Imperial Bodyguard Fei, your young master is really swift in his business.” With everything ready so quickly, it shouldn’t have been stored at home for a long time. Thinking about that, her heart softened slightly and she decided to forgive Ling Buyi just a little bit.


    Liang Qiu Fei stood far away outside the corridor, his lips wiggling a few times, and the young eunuchs beside him smiled. “I’m not sure, Young Mistress Cheng. Originally, Master Ling was going back to the mansion to collect this, but later his Majesty opened the palace treasury and let Master choose this himself.”


    Shaoshang swallowed down the chaotic energy in her belly and forced a smile. “I mean, why did it get done so quickly?” Okay, that was her lack of insight, and now she would never forgive him!


    “…But Master Ling sent someone back to the mansion to collect those clothes,” the young eunuch continued.


    Shaoshang thought to herself, ‘Can you finish speaking in a single breath?’


    “Is there anything else your master wanted you to convey?” Shaoshang asked, pretending to be proud as the young eunuch eagerly ran to the house to command the palace maids.


    Liang Qiu Fei seemed to know something as he said with a better expression, “Master said, according to your wishes, everyone has withdrawn. If you have anything to do, you can go to him on your own.”


    The words were incomprehensible to others, but Shaoshang was clear in her heart. “He agreed?” She asked, pleasantly surprised. “So, I can go home now?” Knowing one’s mistake and being able to correct it was a great kindness, and she decided to forgive him a little bit again.


    “…You can’t go home, yet,” Liang Qiu Fei’s voice became lower. “Master said that either everyone is here or everyone withdraws. Think carefully for yourself in the next few days.”


    Shaoshang thought about what he said over and over before she realized. “Your Master doesn’t think I can live in this palace without him, right?” she sneered.


    Liang Qiu Fei couldn’t even bring himself to lift his head. After a while, he mustered up his courage and said, “Young Mistress, Master is doing this for your own good…”


    “Would I be doing this for my own bad?” Shaoshang interrupted, furious. “Only he is doing it for my own good!”


    After shouting, seeing that almost all the eunuchs and maidservants were being led over, Shaoshang could only stomp her feet and leave.


    Liang Qiu Fei didn’t dare open his mouth again and practically ran from Changqiu Palace. As he ran, he swore that he would seek advice from his elder brother, who had four beauties himself, on how to speak to women.


    Shaoshang went straight back to her previous temporary residence, wrote a few words on a bamboo slip, and then sealed it with a cloth bag and fire paint to have the palace maid sent it to the Cheng family outside the palace. Unexpectedly, the palace maid expressed her embarrassment by saying that without a ‘secret,’ messages in the palace could not be sent out. If she casually asked to pass messages to guards outside of the palace, she would be accused of ‘secretly imparting and receiving information without permission,’ and punished severely.


    Shaoshang took a deep breath to calm herself, vigorously slapped the letter down onto her table, and turned around to get help from the Empress.


    “Send a letter?” the Empress sounded surprised, seemingly completely unaware of the matter. “No need. Zisheng said he would make an agreement with the family for you. Didn’t he tell you? You are willing to stay in the palace with me. I’m very happy about it, I’m just afraid that you may feel lonely.”


    Shaoshang looked at the Empress’s smiling and joyful face, suppressed her internal injury, and returned defeated once again.


    For the next few days, Shaoshang seemed to be isolated from the real world, only learning to eat and rest every day, and accompanying the Empress for a walk and gossiping. Standing in the palace, with walls all around, time passed particularly slowly. Even the water clock’s dripping in the copper pot was like an old slow-motion camera, with each drop taking a long time to actually fall.


    On the second day in the palace, Shaoshang counted the number of hairs and whiskers on the cat kept by the palace maid. On the third day, she counted the number of limestone bricks from the entrance of Changqiu Palace to the corridor. Now she finally understood why the Empress was so knowledgeable. It was because she had nothing to do every day but hold a book and read slowly to comfort herself.


    Ling Buyi visited every day but Shaoshang was very firm in not speaking to him, she wouldn’t even look at him. However, it seemed that Ling Buyi didn’t mean to talk or look at her. He was still polite and gentle, with a graceful demeanor, as clear as the spring moon and as cool as the autumn breeze. From the moment he stepped through the gate of Changqiu Palace, the maidservants in the palace were filled with joy.


    Shaoshang could not tell anyone that they had an argument and could only hold in her anger.


    Even though they acted like nothing was wrong, in just three days, the Empress could tell something was off.


    When the Emperor stayed in Changqiu Palace that night, she couldn’t help but ask the Emperor questions. He pretended to be ignorant at first, but after asking a couple of questions, the Empress smacked the phoenix couch and whispered, “…They pretend that nothing is wrong, but their words and actions no longer have the intimacy they had before.”


    “Zisheng was intimate with Shaoshang in front of you?” the Emperor asked, sounding excited.


    The Empress changed from beating the phoenix couch to beating the phoenix himself. “I’m talking about intimacy, intimacy! Not intimacy! Where did Your Majesty hear that? In the past, sometimes flowers and leaves would fall onto Shaoshang’s head, and Zisheng would brush them off for her. When they walked together, they would hold hands while talking and laughing. And the looks they gave each other… Aiyo, everything has changed these days. Your Majesty, did they have a fight?”


    “It’s just a misunderstanding,” the Emperor said. “It’s nothing serious.”


    The Empress lowered her head for a moment of thought. “Your Majesty,” she said clearly. “It’s not her own intention for Shaoshang to stay in the palace. Was it because Zisheng forced her to stay?”


    “What do you mean force?” The Emperor pretended to be indifferent. “Young men and women fighting is just them playing tricks and joking around.”


    “Your Majesty, Shaoshang has been listless these days!” the Empress exclaimed. “She looks so pitiful. She has become accustomed to being at ease and can’t withstand the constraints of the palace. This is not acceptable!”


    “Zisheng is also very pitiful!” the Emperor immediately retorted. “He has lost more weight these days.”


    “In the eyes of His Majesty, Zisheng is losing weight every day,” the Empress, in a rare display, retorted back.


    The Emperor looked at the Empress and became angry. He grabbed her shoulder and lay down on his side, coaxing her, “You don’t know. It means that without complaint, they can’t get married. How could they get married without arguing? They used to be friendly, but I always feel like there’s something missing. It’s good to argue, but it’s not a bad thing to argue from time to time. When they get back together again, there won’t be any separation between them. Besides, it’s just an argument…”


    “Is there a literary argument?” the Empress exclaimed in surprise. “Is there still a martial arts argument? It’s only when we fight that counts!”


    The Emperor couldn’t help but laugh. “Heaven knows, don’t be afraid. If they really start a fight, it’s not a fight, it’s called a ‘fight inside the tent.’ A fight is like Uncle Ruyang and the old princess, where everyone knows who is arguing and their faces are gone. Where are they going now?”
[Faces are gone means their reputations or dignity.]


    The Emperor’s words were joyful and smooth, as if he were very familiar with them. The Empress felt a bit sad and, after a while, she whispered, “What if they don’t reconcile? Wouldn’t it just be a stalemate?”


    The Emperor seemed to recall something and sighed. “How can there be a perpetual stalemate? Oh, there’s no such thing as an eternal stalemate in this world. After a fight it’s either reconcile or split up. However…” He laughed again. “Don’t worry, Zisheng and Shaoshang won’t be like this. With me, they will live a peaceful life…”


    The Empress remained silent for a long time, resting against the Emperor’s arm. “Your Majesty,” she gently and earnestly pleaded. “Although Shaoshang may occasionally be ignorant, she has a simple and honest nature and her heart is pure. She treats me with sincerity and filial piety. Can you give me face and let Shaoshang go home every day to be able to breathe?”


    “This little girl does have some ability to please people,” the Emperor said with a smile and a sigh. “Alright. For the sake of divine understanding, she will stay until after your birthday banquet. After, I will let her go regardless of whether they reconciled or not. However, you cannot tell Shaoshang this, otherwise she will be in a hurry and just wait to go home!”


    Seeing that the Emperor had made some concessions, the Empress could only smile and nod in agreement.


    …


    I don’t know what it is, but the way Ling Buyi and the Emperor played Shaoshang like this rubs me the wrong way. Even so, this Emperor is hands down the best Emperor I’ve ever seen or read in Cdrama-land.


    Next Chapter:  The Second Engagement War (Three)
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    Chapter Ninety-One:
The Second Engagement War (Three)


    The days in the palace were exquisite and cold. Shaoshang felt as if her eyes had slowed down, adding a touch of elegance to her words and actions for no reason. Even staring at the copper water clock in a daze could hold a fragrant cheek and twist a slender waist, and her gloomy gaze resembled a rich and appropriate ink painting of a lady.


    However, no matter how leisurely she spoke, how confused her eyes were, or how engrossed she was in a daze, she couldn’t stop the bad water rushing and surging in her head, constantly flowing and taking whatever it wanted.


    Due to the poor health of the Empress in recent years and the smooth progress of national affairs, the Emperor decided to arrange a major event for her birthday. The Empress politely refused to listen to him several times, so on this day, she planned to go up to the Shangshu Terrace to admonish him.


    When Shaoshang saw that something was wrong, she stopped at the entrance of the inner hall to ask the Empress how she planned to do it.


    “If there is good in the highest place, what will the lower place do?” the Empress said. “Since His Majesty advocates frugality, we should not give up all our previous achievements for the sake of personal gain. In his supreme position, even with a small thought, thousands of people may drive you away. It’s unknown how much of the countless contributions sent to the palace will come from the people’s blood, sweat, and tears…”


    “Wait a minute,” Shaoshang quickly interrupted her lengthy speech with a joke. “Your Majesty, I think it isn’t easy for those courtiers. They either have a good head and lack of experience to win the favor of His Majesty, or they have to fight their way out to obtain some official positions. Let’s not take advantage of others’ livelihood.”


    The Empress’s gaze flickered and the corner of her mouth slightly curved up. “Is what I said not good?”


    Shaoshang had a fawning expression on her face. “Your Majesty, you are the wife of His Majesty first, then his subject. You may as well let go of those great principles first, but is also advisable to advise against celebrating your birthday. Your Majesty, I have a suggestion. When you see His Majesty, say, ‘Since ancient times, husband and wife have been one body, and there has never been a time when the husband is eating poorly while the wife enjoys delicious food. When will His Majesty have a grand celebration for his birthday on his own? It will not be too late to take care of my future.’ You should also say that if His Majesty was so humble, you would have lived your birthday with the same grandeur as the Empress Dowager of West Kunlan, and your heart would be filled with pain. Just treat His Majesty as caring for you, don’t make your heart ache. Then, you may as well say some words of heartache for His Majesty’s frugality and self-improvement, with a gentle and pitiful tone. Don’t look directly at His Majesty, and don’t be like a courtier making direct accusations…”


    “You’re so young, what do you know about this?” The Empress’s jade face went bright red.


    “Your Majesty,” Shaoshang sighed. “If I had your appearance, would I still fall to this point? Even if I didn’t say anything, Master Ling would still listen to me. How could I be locked up in the palace and not allowed to leave? You are in a treasured place without knowing it!”


    The Empress had been cautious and reserved since childhood, and the Emperor was not someone with a sweet tongue. However, she was a woman, and there was no woman who didn’t like to hear people praise her beauty. Even though she was dignified and confident in herself, she couldn’t help but tremble with joy at the compliment.


    “…Who told you to say such tender words!” She smiled and pretended to be angry. “So what if I’m soft?”


    Shaoshang didn’t want to talk about herself and Ling Buyi, so she sighed and said, “Your Majesty, I have limited talent and wisdom. It’s okay not to mention it. Now, I’m counting on you. You’ll soon get His Majesty’s attention and let him speak and let me go home. Who’s still afraid of Ling, then? That’s when there’s nothing good! Your Majesty, I rely entirely on you!”


    “I won’t do you this favor! Zisheng also grew up in my palace, and I’ll help him more!” The Empress’s beautiful eyes turned mischievous, as if returning to her carefree childhood.


    Shaoshang watched the Empress leave the inner room and whispered, “Be sure to be gentle, be sympathetic, and even faint, but it’s best to fall on His Majesty…”


    The Empress stumbled and turned her head to glare at Shaoshang, but she couldn’t stop herself from smiling.


    Old Lady Zhai, who was standing beside her, couldn’t help but laugh until her stomach ached. She thought to herself that although Young Mistress Cheng didn’t like to stay in the palace, it would be great for the Empress to have such a mischievous and joyful little girl by her side.


    The Empress acted like that to the Emperor, although Shaoshang didn’t know if she had performed the ‘fainting’ stunt, it didn’t only dispel the Emperor’s desire for grandeur, it also greatly pleased him. He stayed at Changqiu Palace for several days until, finally, the Empress pushed the Emperor to Consort Yue’s place. Shaoshang was puzzled and the Empress said, “Consort Yue and His Majesty are childhood sweethearts. If she wants to please His Majesty, it’ll be a hundred times easier for her than me, but she never takes advantage. Shaoshang, we’ve been together for so many years and it’s been great.”


    Shaoshang didn’t really understand.


    After many rushed days, the Empress’s birthday finally arrived. The palace maids and eunuchs sprinkled decorations everywhere, and the Emperor opened the palace treasury to bestow rewards. The princes and princesses began to prepare their birthday gifts as usual, and even Luo Jitong came back to the palace to celebrate. The Fifth Princess, who had not been seen in some time, was particularly outstanding. She led more than ten daughters of officials who were playing around her in the palace, saying they would perform a dance to the Empress.


    “Your daughter’s body, skin, and power were all given to me by my parents. No matter where I collect valuable gifts, in the end, I did not borrow the power of my parents.” The acne on the Fifth Princess’s face had faded a lot, going from a sky full of stars to a sesame shaobing (flatbread). Her smile was sweet after she smoothed out her angry and arrogant expression.


    “This dance was specially arranged for your daughter to celebrate the celebration of my mother. I practiced it for a long time in my mansion. Even if there are any shortcomings on the day we dance, please ignore it and applaud.”


    The Empress was full of smiles and repeatedly praised her daughter. Although her youngest was selfish and arrogant, and her actions often disappointed her, she was a loving mother and only hoped that the child would grow up and become sensible.


    “Okay, okay, your filial mother has taken over. You can understand the truth that affection is worth more than gold, and being a mother brings happiness… but how did I hear that you enclosed ten thousand acres of land in Hongnong County to make your own estate? Is that true?”


    The Fifth Princess’s expression stiffened. “Aiyo, Mother,” she quickly said in a coquettish voice. “Those are all wasteland, dry, and hard stone beaches that no one wants. I will let people open ditches to reclaim the land, and then let the refugees work and cultivate it. It not only can produce food but also pacify the people’s livelihood. Speaking of it, I’m sure Royal Father will praise me!”


    The Empress was unable to stop her exasperated sigh.


    The Fifth Princess glanced at the Crown Princess sitting next to her and smiled. “Mother, don’t keep talking about me. Recently, the Crown Princess also bought a lot of land… at least seven or eight thousand acres. Why don’t you talk about her?”


    Shaoshang’s envious gaze immediately went to the Crown Princess, thinking that she truly was remarkable for her appearance. She usually looked gentle and quiet. They said that her eyes would turn red for two days, but she couldn’t tell how far her reach had extended.


    “I don’t know, Mother.” The Crown Princess looked aggrieved. “His Highness the Crown Prince usually requires money to handle affairs and staff, and the expenses are very high. If you don’t have gold and silver in your hands, many things won’t go smoothly…”


    “Nonsense!” the Fifth Princess said angrily. “How much food and mineral resources has Father given to the Crown Prince? It’s not an exaggeration to spend too much on the mountains of gold and silver. Isn’t it because the Crown Prince listened to the advice of his subordinates and refused to let you touch the financial affairs of the Eastern Palace that you started to think for yourself…?”


    “Enough!” The Empress slapped her hand on the table. “The Crown Princess is the Crown Princess. The Crown Prince spends a lot of money, and she also spends a lot of money. Why do you, as a younger sister, talk to your sister-in-law this way?”


    The Fifth Princess pressed her lips together with a frustrated expression on her face. Seeing this, the Crown Princess quickly leaned over to thank the Empress for understanding. “Although I have some small farmlands, I have also recorded my land and property in the local government’s books and nothing less. But, Fifth Sister has a rich estate and has bought such a large field, but in the end she only reported twenty men to the government…”


    Shaoshang took a breath. According to the current level of agriculture, where could twenty people cultivate tens of thousands of acres of land! Fifth Princess was clearly hiding and evading taxes! Subsequently, Shaoshang quickly looked at the Crown Princess again and thought to herself that this little sister-in-law was somewhat unreasonable. The Empress was clearly leaning towards helping her, so she should go down the slope and leave it be.


    Moreover, even if the Fifth Princess was at fault, the Crown Princess should privately tell the Empress rather than speaking out in front of her, Old Lady Zhai, and many palace maids. They were both sisters-in-law and their age difference was large. The Crown Princess had not ascended to the throne, so she was unkind to her sister-in-law. Could the Empress expect her to take care of her remaining siblings in the future?


    What an idiot!


    The Empress no longer had a smile on her face and she said coldly, “Oh, really? I’ll have someone check later. Alright, that’s it for today. I’m tired so you can withdraw.”


    The Crown Princess wanted to say more, but Old Lady Zhai had already asked the palace maid to open the door to see off the guests. Fifth Princess glared at the Crown Princess with resentment and angrily left.


    Shaoshang sympathized with the Empress in her heart, but she kept in mind her own identity. She had a daughter-in-law and daughter, and she was nothing.


    The Empress held her hand and sat quietly for a while before she said, “Shaoshang, do you think the fields of Fifth Princess are really a wasteland?”


    Shaoshang originally wanted to smile apologetically, but when she saw the Empress’s lonely expression, she pondered for a moment. “I am foolish,” she whispered. “Do you also know that Hongnong has been rich and densely populated since ancient times, and one of the earliest states and counties to be conquered by the Emperor? It’s reasonable to say that it should be like Qingzhou years ago, where people were sent to clear the bandits and quickly open up land for cultivation. How could there still be such a large amount of landless wasteland?”


    “Right,” the Empress said in a faint voice. “However, the Crown Princess did not point out these things and only dared to talk about the people. I don’t think the origin of her fields have been clean. Shaoshang, what do you say…?”


    Shaoshang felt uneasy in her heart and felt she was about to step into an off-topic area. She could only pretend to be proud and said, “In my family, everything from the estate to the shops is under the care of my mother. My Third Uncle, who has to hand over all five-baht coins to my aunt, is Master Ling, and he is willing to give me any amount…”


    She noticed the Empress’s interested gaze and couldn’t help but feel embarrassed. She gave a soft laugh. “Besides, I can also make money myself. I thought that the Crown Princess should first reflect on herself. Why is the Crown Prince unwilling to entrust the wealth to her?”


    The princess lives off of her parents and, if she makes a mistake, she will be scolded and punished. The Crown Princess lives off of her husband, and she either has no desires and plans to innovate and generate wealth in the future, or she simply wants to curry favor with the Crown Prince.


    The Empress let out a sigh. Those words really touched her heart, but she couldn’t say too much about the Crown Princess in front of Shaoshang. She could only say, “…I have heard that Madam Xiao is talented, knowledgeable, diligent, and frugal. In recent months, I have noticed that you have been using your mother’s style in every way, which is very good.”


    Shaoshang heard the bitter meaning in those words, but in fact, the Empress was also very frugal, and the children she raised were difficult to describe. She was curious how Consort Yue raised her princes and princesses in her palace.


    The Empress quickly gave her this opportunity and sent her to deliver a brocade and silk letter to Consort Yue.


    Because there was currently no Empress Dowager in this dynasty, Consort Yue lived directly in the spacious and peaceful Yongle Palace.


    On the opposite territory, Shaoshang smiled in a cute and adorable way, like a Q-version baozi girl. The palace maid, who was originally in charge of the palace, looked at her as ‘Eleventh Lang’s fiancée,’ but was forced to soften her expression by Shaoshang’s smile.
[Q-Version basically means the cartoonification or making an image cute. Think moe or chibi.]


    Another palace maid was worried and said, “The Imperial Consort is currently… why don’t you let Young Mistress Cheng wait first?”


    “Don’t make any decisions for the Imperial Consort,” the palace maid said. “Just wait for the reply inside.”


    At this moment, a small palace maid rushed from inside, panting. “Her Highness has asked Young Mistress Cheng to come in.” – Upon hearing this, the first palace maid glanced proudly at the other, who snorted softly.


    Shaoshang purposely bowed her head, not wanting to interfere.


    Leaving the two accompanying maids of Changqiu Palace at the entrance, Shaoshang followed the maids and turned into the inner hall through two corridors. From a distance, she could hear the voice of Consort Yue from the inner room –


    “…thinking straight, how dare you go to Eleventh Lang! Think for a moment, and you also dare to make things difficult for his bride! Why are you being so stubborn when you came here today? Are you still feeling aggrieved? What do you have, appearance? Talent? Why would someone like you? What can you give him? Is it money, power, or your father’s favor? Zisheng has those three things and much more than you!”


    Shaoshang immediately knew who Consort Yue was talking to. She awkwardly stopped at the door and didn’t dare to enter. Unfortunately, the palace maid had already sent a message inside, so she had to bow her head and enter. Upon entering the inner room, she found that besides the Third Princess who was about to lower her head to the ground, the Second Princess was also there, and both of them looked even more awkward than herself.


    The only woman not embarrassed in the inner room, Consort Yue, waved to Shaoshang and gestured for her to sit down. Then, she continued to lecture her daughter. “If you really are so idle, you can learn to write a small song and dance like your second sister, and even ask those scholars to brag about you which would make your father proud. It seems that we are also a family of poetry and books. We are not just skilled in wielding knives and swords. Even if you are showing your filial piety, what do you say… what are you doing here?”


    The last sentence was for Shaoshang. She had been listening eagerly, but upon being questioned, she expressed her intention and then held out the silk scroll in both hands. Consort Yue unfolded the scroll and looked at it with a smirk. “Offering a dance? It must have been the plan of her visitors again. This birthday gift is both unique and cost-effective. Those visitors of hers are not in vain.”


    She neatly rolled up the scroll and asked Shaoshang, “Have you seen those young ladies who are dancing?”


    “I saw them once, but I was in a hurry,” Shaoshang said.


    “How are they all looking?” Consort Yue looked fearless. “Could it be that Little Fifth wants to show off her beauty to her father?”


    “Mother!” Second Princess shrieked as she stood up.


    “No, no, no! There’s no such thing! Your Highness, it’s clear!” Shaoshang waved her hands repeatedly, forehead sweating.


    “Even if she wanted to present her beauty, would Fifth Sister be chosen by the Empress’s Fang Chen?” With such a biological mother, no matter how artistic and free the Second Princess was, a few veins began to bulge. Shaoshang felt somewhat sympathetic.


    “Exactly! Besides, all of them look like dustpans made of broken vines. Even if there are one or two neat ones, they’re just a dustpan with open teeth and a dustpan with a flat mouth!” Although she didn’t like the Fifth Princess, she was the Empress’s daughter and had to at least help a bit.[She’s calling them dumb.]


    This made Consort Yue finally smile. “Dustpan? Hehe, you’re quite funny. Alright, when you go back, tell the Empress that I agree. Let them live in the garden on the east side of this palace, and I’ll ‘take care’ of them.”


    Shaoshang then realized that the Empress had entrusted the girls who Fifth Princess brought into the palace to Consort Yue.


    “…But I heard that Little Fifth came in and was short of money. She actually was occupying land outside. Is there such a thing?” Consort Yue’s words changed, and Shaoshang was speechless, her face ashen.


    “Looking at your expression, it seems the Empress also knows,” Consort Yue smiled as she looked at her. “Raising disciples costs more money, raising wandering knights costs more money, and raising handsome wandering knights is more like starting a fire… Alright, stop coughing, I won’t go on. Madam Cheng, you go back first. By the way, ask the Empress if she wants to send the Fifth Princess to me, too, and I can explain it for her… well, I will explain it…” When saying those four words, the Second Princess had a bitter smile on her face and the Third Princess had an empathetic expression, without any sense of the arrogance she had from the beginning.


    “This, this is not necessary,” Shaoshang laughed. “It seems that Fifth Princess is much more understanding this time.” If the empress’s daughter was disciplined by a concubine, no one in Changqiu Palace would be able to show their face in the future.


    Consort Yue couldn’t deny it and raised her eyebrows. “Alright, let those little girls come over quickly. Don’t wander around in the palace so as to not cause any trouble.”


    “No, it shouldn’t be like that…” Shaoshang hesitated. This was all so fast.


    Consort Yue was too lazy to pay any more attention to her and waved her back, then continued to talk to her two daughters. “Where was I just now? Ah, yes, be filial. I’ll let you go for now. Don’t cause trouble for the Empress this time, otherwise our mother-daughter relationship will be over. The daughter of a poor man not only has to work at a young age, but also might be sold by her parents when she isn’t good. You have a good life, wear silver and gold, have food and drink, and someone to serve your every need. Plus, you won’t be sold off. I don’t expect anything else from you, so be peaceful and make no trouble, do you understand? Stay in my palace for a few days. If anything goes wrong, you can go to your own mansions and don’t come back!”


    As Shaoshang walked out, she heard the Third Princess give a low answer. She sighed to herself. The Empress was too softhearted. If only she had half the fierceness of Consort Yue.


    As she walked along the palace corridor, she saw several big palace maids coming out of the inner chamber of Consort Yue’s, who were already busy exploring the living environments in the neighboring garden. She couldn’t help but chuckle that Consort Yue was too victim conscious, and she didn’t know how intense the fighting between her and Madam Huo was back in the day. Alas, those little girls only entered the palace yesterday and only managed to sleep in the outer courtyard overnight. They didn’t even have a place to rest properly, so they wouldn’t do anything bad like rushing for reincarnation…


    She thought it in her heart, but after only a quarter of an hour, soaking in the cool lake water, she knew she had indeed been shortsighted. On her way back to Changqiu Palace, passing through the royal courtyard, she was pushed into the pond by several young ladies who were visiting the garden.


    The seven or eight young ladies seemed to be wandering around. They stood on the shore, trembling with laughter at Shaoshang in the pond, and even dragged down the two small palace maids who had been accompanying her, not allowing them to help.


    “Oh! I often hear people praising Mistress Cheng for her talent and elegance outside, saying that she is a celestial being. Why did she become a water duck today…?”


    “I don’t think she looks very good, either. She must have been bragging about herself. Hey, hey, you should say a few good words. If we’re happy, we’ll pull you up…”


    “Let’s pull her up. We can’t afford it if something happens to her.”


    “Don’t talk nonsense. Didn’t you hook her with that kick just now?”


    …


    Shaoshang gently tread water and looked up at the small group of bitches on the shore, their waists bent and heads shaking without any inner turmoil.


    It wasn’t uncommon to say that people could swim. In fact, a considerable portion of the human chest was empty, and even if you didn’t do anything after falling into the water, as long as you kept your back up, the torso would naturally float up. When that happened, raising your chin as much as possible and exposing your mouth and nose above the water surface to help with breathing. People who drown in calm water are often caused by panic. Besides, she was from the south and had been swimming since childhood. Since coming to this time, she would often kick and float in the bathtub to adapt to her present physical body.


    The girls eventually noticed that Shaoshang was calmly swimming in the water and planned to throw small stones at her for fun. Shaoshang wouldn’t wait for them to be thrown. It was the late autumn, early winter and the pond water was quite cold. She immediately loosened her belt and took a deep breath. Like a flexible little fish swinging its body, she began to swim to the shore on the other side.


    Although she didn’t mind walking back to Changqiu Palace wearing only her middle coat, the chilly wind on her wet body still made her sneeze. The two little palace maids quickly rushed to her, one taking off her own coat to put on her, and the other taking a handkerchief to wipe her off.


    Shaoshang glared coldly at the seven or eight little bitches and turned around without saying a word and left.


    Given her active brain cells and rich experience of ‘victimization,’ she had come up with five or six revenge ideas just swimming from the middle of the pond to the shore, each of which were inexpensive and spicy and would ensure that there would be no blood but would never be forgotten.


    The seven or eight girls across the bank gradually began to panic, talking all at once as they got up.


    “She won’t tell the Empress, will she?”


    “What are you afraid of? No one here saw her, so we’ll just deny it! The princess will support us!”


    “That’s right. Besides, she wasn’t hurt at all. What can she do? It’s a big deal to get beaten up!”


    …


    Old Lady Zhai was surprised at Shaoshang’s appearance when she arrived back at Changqiu Palace. She quickly ordered someone to cook ginger soup and heat the stove, and even brought a large basin of hot water to give her a hot bath. Her ice-cold skin slowly regained its color in the steaming hot bath and Shaoshang was finally able to breathe a sigh of relief.


    Old Lady Zhai helped the girl dry her body while angrily saying, “After washing up, let’s hurry and tell the Empress!”


    “Eh, it isn’t urgent.” Everyone was surprised at Shaoshang’s words.


    “Don’t be afraid, Young Mistress. The Empress likes you and she will definitely defend you.”


    “It’s because the Empress treats me so well that I’ll wait until after tomorrow’s birthday banquet.”


    “If you don’t go at this moment, those lowly girls will definitely deny it!” In fact, it was best to report directly before she took a hot bath, but Old Lady Zhai was worried that the girl would get a cold.


    “What I want is their denial,” Shaoshang said with a smile, as if she wasn’t angry at all. She even felt some nostalgia. Wasn’t it just being bullied? Who hadn’t been bullied? She always experienced that.


    Old Lady Zhai slowed down the act of drying her hair and sighed. “If you are willing to tell Eleventh Lang, he won’t stop until you are avenged.”


    “Auntie,” Shaoshang whispered after remaining silent for a while. “Do you think the Empress likes me now? Does she like me because I’ll be marrying Master Ling or because of who I am?”


    “To be honest with you, it was originally because of Eleventh Lang,” Old Lady Zhai said. “But over the past few months, the Empress has really come to like you. With you around, she is much happier than before.”


    “My aunt used to say that I was naïve and loved to dig into corners,” Shaoshang nodded, touching her wet and soft hair. “Because if I had enemies, I would secretly conceal them and then clean it up on my own. If there were difficulties, I also racked my brain to get through it. Even if I were to be executed in the future, it would be better if I had committed a heinous crime myself, rather than being implicated by others…”


    “How can you speak such nonsense?” Old Lady Zhai quickly interrupted.


    “It’s really great that the Empress likes me.” Shaoshang picked up a finely carved golden comb and began to comb her hair. “You and the Empress don’t have to worry about me and Master Ling, because I’m not angry at him at all. I know he means well, and besides, he has saved me countless times and helped me. How could I be so ungrateful? I can’t be soft hearted, nor can I please him, but I have to coax him for a lifetime? Couples can’t do that.”


    Old Lady Zhai understood a bit. “Speaking of couples, your mother and father and also your uncle and aunt are all well-known for being loving couples. If you and Eleventh Lang could do the same, His Majesty and the Empress would be so happy.”


    Shaoshang clicked her tongue and said helplessly, “Okay, hope is great, but this kind of thing can’t be asked for. After all, because Master Ling treats me well, I must also treat him with sincerity. I want him to know about my annoying temperament… well, I can’t say for sure but he can still regret it.” Could we at least respect and care for each other like our parents did?


    “Okay,” Old Lady Zhai chuckled. “You can slowly dream.”


    The two of them smiled at each other in the mirror at the same time. At this moment, a small palace maid rushed in in a panic. “Mistress Cheng, Mistress Cheng, the Empress is calling for you! Hurry, hurry…”


    “What are you panicking about?” Old Lady Zhai frowned. “You’re not speaking right, how do you learn every day? What’s going on?”


    “The Fifth Princess has brought one of the dancers,” the little palace maid stuttered. “She said, she said…”


    “She said what?” Old Lady Zhai said, feeling resentful.


    “She said that last night, Master Ling entered the outer court and humiliated her. Now she wants to seek justice from the Empress! Goodness…”


    Shaoshang immediately stood up.


    “What?!” Old Lady Zhai said, looking startled. “How could this be?!” As she turned her head, she suddenly lost her temper and said, “You, you, you! You heard such a thing has happened to your fiancé, why are you happy?!”


    “Do I look happy?” Shaoshang touched her face, unconsciously smiling.


    “Take a look at yourself in the mirror!” Old Lady Zhai wanted to scold and laugh. She was furious.


    “How can I have time to look in the mirror now?” Shaoshang quickly went to find her outer clothes to wear, speaking with an indescribable joyful tone. “Hurry up, help me comb my hair and change clothes. I want to go and see…” she broke off coughing. “I want to go and reclaim the pure reputation of Master Ling!”


    Old Lady Zhai thought to herself, ‘I have lived a long time and now I have seen everything.’


    …


    I personally like that this wasn’t as dramatic as the TV version. This entire arc, as frustrating as it can be, was when I truly began loving the novel more than the show. Consort Yue is straight up savage, we see the Crown Princess’s colors more, it’s just more enjoyable for me. 
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    Enjoyed the chapter? Support me on Patreon to get early access to new chapters, exclusive content, and more! Your support helps me keep bringing you these translations. Thank you!


    Disclaimer: Your support on Patreon goes directly towards my work as a translator and helps me produce more content. It does not constitute support for the original novel or its author.


    
  

  
    Chapter Ninety-Two:
The Second Engagement War (Four)


    There will be a blanket warning for this chapter. It deals with sexual assault allegations. 


    Perhaps because this matter was not well-publicized, the Empress gathered people in the inner hall. When Shaoshang and Old Lady Zhai hurriedly arrived after dressing, they saw that the plaintiff, defendant, witness, judge, and jury had all arrived.


    The Empress sat high above in the center of the room, frowning and focused, while Ling Buyi sat on her right side below with a cold expression and fixed gaze. Sitting opposite of him was the Fifth Princess, and next to her were two girls of about sixteen-or-seventeen-years-old. The slightly plump one lowered her head and remained silent, gently sobbing and wiping tears from an oval faced girl.


    The Fifth Princess feigned indifference, but in fact, there was a sneaking glance at Ling Buyi. Ling Buyi seemed oblivious and only looked up when Shaoshang entered the hall. The two of them met each other’s gaze, and then, like a few days ago, Shaoshang took the lead in turning her head. She would snort proudly several times and Ling Buyi withdrew his expressionless gaze.


    Shaoshang herself admitted that this behavior was very childish, but she was happy! She was very happy!


    She thought she was in a cold war with Ling Buyi, but this exchange had a different meaning in the eyes of the Fifth Princess. She couldn’t help but let out a heavy, cold snort. Shaoshang glanced at her from the side.


    At first, Shaoshang thought it was the Fifth Princess who instructed the group of little bitches to push her into the pond, but now it seemed that it was the result of the freewill of those hussies. Otherwise, they would have really drowned her, and Ling Buyi would go mad before it’s too late. Who would show the Fifth Princess this big production?


    After bowing to the Empress, Shaoshang immediately concealed her face and approached the girl with the oval face and said sincerely, “This older sister is so pitiful. I think she was humiliated last night. It must be so frustrating that you cannot cry out…”


    Regardless of the tone, expression, or even the use of sleeves, Shaoshang believed that she was impeccable.


    As soon as the words were spoken, the Empress’s body shifted and Ling Buyi’s expression stiffened. The Fifth Princess’s eyes widened larger than her mouth, and everyone present except Old Lady Zhai had strange expressions.


    The girl with the oval face was embarrassed and speechless. She stopped sobbing and quickly began to argue. “No, no, it’s not me. I’m not being… it’s her…” She pointed to the plump girl.


    “So, you weren’t insulted, why are you crying?” Shaoshang was not happy, she had just played so well in vain! Her acting skills focused on the explosive moment.


    The girl with the oval face turned bright red and couldn’t give an explanation. However, she was actually the confidante of the Fifth Princess and was favored for her wit. She immediately lamented, “Our sister was insulted last night, and I feel heartbroken for her…”


    “What heartache? It’s really insulting if you feel more pain than she does!” Shaoshang wouldn’t be polite to her. “Do you know that the voice of guests overwhelms that of the host, and you cry even worse than others? Those who don’t know would think that the villain insulted both of you in one go!”


    “What are you saying? This is so insulting!” The oval faced girl’s expression turned into soy sauce and her body trembled.


    “Mistress Cheng, what do you mean by shouting and screaming here?” the Fifth Princess scolded. “When did you start making decisions in Changqiu Palace? You…”


    “It’s not up to you to make decisions in Changqiu Palace. Shut your mouth!” the Empress suddenly interrupted. “You slept in my palace last night, and you’ll know what happened in the outer court. If you speak again, you won’t interfere in this matter.”


    The Fifth Princess was well aware of her mother’s gentle and kind nature, but once she took something seriously, she had to follow her orders. She was forced to shut her mouth angrily, while gesturing with her eyes to the two girls to follow the plan.


    However, before Fifth Princess could react, Shaoshang once again developed a good demeanor and approached the plump girl with the same posture. “This elder sister is so pitiful. I think she was insulted last night. It must be so frustrating that you cannot cry out…”


    Fifth Princess and her two assistants were stunned speechless.


    The Empress and Ling Buyi rolled their eyes without a word.


    “Did Master Ling really insult you last night?” Shaoshang’s eyes were big and sparkling, but not with sincerity.


    The plump girl held the gaze of the Fifth Princess and gritted her teeth. “Exactly!” she said. “I am a good daughter from a humble background and am innocent. No matter how high and powerful Master Ling is, I cannot be humiliated like this…”


    “You are absolutely right!” Shaoshang was overjoyed in her heart, but she still had to carry a face full of sympathy. “When a prince violates the law, he is just as guilty as the common people are of the same crime. So, that means that Master Ling insulting you is the same as a commoner insulting you. You cannot tolerate him because the person insulting your sister is different! Ah, I’m not saying that a commoner insulted you, I’m just using an analogy.”


    The plump girl couldn’t find a fault to be angry with. The Fifth Princess and the oval faced girl both looked foolish, and Ling Buyi remained calm.


    The Empress slowly rubbed her forehead.


    She thought to herself that she wasn’t really surprised at all, really, and knew there were still some hidden agendas.


    “Elder sister, besides insulting you last night, did he hit you? A chaste elder sister like you, when encountering villains, must have fought to the death to resist! Hurry up, let me take a look, there must be injuries. Don’t be shy, just let me see the arm in your sleeve…” Shaoshang rushed forward with passion.


    Hearing this, the oval faced girl was shocked. The plump girl began to panic. “No, no,” she whispered.” I wasn’t hurt because, because…” she glanced at the Fifth Princess, “because I fainted!”


    “Fainted?” Shaoshang slowly tugged at the other girl’s sleeve, her expression turning skeptical. “Since you fainted, how do you know that the person who humiliated you was Master Ling?”


    That little bitch was just getting worse and worse. She didn’t do enough homework before framing someone; at least she should have made some scars on her body to show signs of a struggle! She needed to watch more legal dramas.


    The plump girl froze for a moment. “…But the person who knocked me out is Master Ling!”


    “It’s hard to say. Some people have unique hobbies such as knocking out girls and then walking away. What if someone saw you faint and picked up something?”


    “How could that be?!” The plump girl was becoming a mess.


    “Mistress Cheng has such a powerful tongue that in just a few words, she’s cleared Master Ling of his guilt,” the oval faced girl said in a deep voice. “Ordinary young ladies are both flustered and scared when they encounter such things. How can we explain these sequences of events?!”


    “Don’t be angry,” Shaoshang said. She smiled slightly and didn’t even bother to reason with her. “Actually, I think you are quite beautiful. If I were Master Ling, I would definitely want to humiliate you first. This villain has no taste!”


    The girl with the oval shaped face scrunched her nose in anger.


    “You just came to see the excitement,” Ling Buyi suddenly said.


    “How could that be?” Shaoshang said, looking surprised. “I’m here to support you, Master Ling. Um, to calm things down…”


    “How do you plan to calm things?”


    Shaoshang took a round and red fruit the size of a fist from her sleeve and turned her head to give this plump girl a gentle smile. “Sister, don’t be afraid, eat this crabapple first. This was just given to me by the Empress yesterday, and I can’t bear to eat it. You try it, ah, help yourself…”


    The crabapple was indeed a rare thing, and the plump girl trembled as she took it and bit into it in confusion.


    “After this, what do you plan to do?”


    The plump girl’s eyes turned red and she said sorrowfully, “What can I plan for? I have to leave it up to fate.” Although she said so, her big watery eyes couldn’t help but glance at Ling Buyi.


    “Ah, leaving it up to fate. His Majesty is the Son of Heaven. What if His Majesty gives you a lot of wealth and allows you to marry someone else?”


    “How can this be?” The plump girl became very excited.


    “Why not? It’s not uncommon for a widow to remarry and a bride to divorce. You’re just being bullied, so why is it difficult to marry someone else?” Shaoshang asked lightly.


    The plump girl’s eyes rolled and she immediately fell to the ground, crying. “Although I am humble, my father and brother also have a reputation and official rank. How can I insult my family’s reputation? I have already committed myself to Master Ling. I can’t act shamelessly and remarry!”


    Shaoshang patted the floor. “Sister, you are so chaste! Alright, since it was Master Ling’s mistake, we can’t let you suffer alone. Naturally, we have to welcome you through the door.”
[Through the door means welcoming a bride into the family.]


    As soon as this statement was uttered, the Fifth Princess and the girl with the oval face were both surprised; neither of them expected things to go so smoothly. The girl with the oval shaped face felt even more regretful and she bit her lip.


    “You, you, you’re willing to tolerate me…?” The plump girl did not expect this turn of events.


    “Why would I tolerate you?” Shaoshang said. “It should be Master Ling who makes the decision. I was born with a fierce jealousy and will not accommodate any concubines. If you don’t want to marry another man, then let me marry another. How about that?”


    Ling Buyi was listening quietly at first, and even had a small smile when he heard the words ‘fierce jealousy.’ However, once he heard the rest of the statement, his expression turned dark.


    At this point, the plump girl was finally able to use the words she had prepared before. She began to bitterly cry. “I beg Mistress Cheng to let me go! If you are separated from Master Ling due to me, I will never be able to redeem myself!” She kowtowed repeatedly.


    “If I asked you to remarry, you won’t do it,” Shaoshang said, smiling indifferently. “I didn’t force you, but instead you are forcing me. In the end, it isn’t me who humiliated you, why should I suffer? Forget it, I don’t care.”


    “Since you don’t care about this, why are you asking so many questions?!” the oval faced girl asked angrily.


    “Didn’t you come at me first?” Shaoshang asked lightly.


    The oval faced girl choked.


    “Although this matter belongs to Master Ling, you came to me. Regardless of what I do, it will eventually come to me. If I say it myself, I’d better be jealous and not allow any concubines. If you want to spread any unsavory rumors about me outside, just spread it. Anyway, in the end, it’s always me who suffers…” She looked at Ling Buyi, her eyes provocative and blunt.


    Ling Buyi looked at her confidently for a moment, then turned his head and asked the palace maid beside him, “It’s almost time. Let them bring Fifth Prince in.”


    Shaoshang was stunned and wondered what to do with the Fifth Prince. She looked up at the crowd in confusion, only to see that the Empress, the Fifth Princess, and even the girl with the oval face was bewildered and confused. The plump girl’s gaze flickered, as if in awe.


    Soon, two strong eunuchs ‘helped’ the groaning Fifth Prince into the hall and skillfully ‘dumped’ him in front of Ling Buyi.


    The Fifth Prince seemed to have been pulled from a banquet, his face full of alcohol as he crouched on the ground. “Mother, help me! Eleventh Lang is going to bully me again! I haven’t done anything these days. Mother, help me!”


    “Zisheng,” the Empress said, “why did you invite the Fifth Prince here?”


    Shaoshang let out a faint sigh. Empress, your bias is too blatant. The Fifth Prince was still paralyzed on the ground and unable to rise. Was there such thing as a ‘please?’


    Ling Buyi didn’t hesitate. He got up and dragged the Fifth Prince, forcefully pulling his collar outward and revealing a white shoulder on one side.


    When everyone looked up, they saw several bloodstained scratches on the shoulder and back of the Fifth Prince, as well as an extremely obvious bite mark. Everyone inhaled at the same time – this was the mark that was scratched and bitten by a woman during sex. The scars were still fresh, obviously just been made.


    Only Shaoshang’s reaction slowed down and she said foolishly, “Ah, the Fifth Prince has been bitten.”


    The Empress smiled and glanced at her, then at her own daughter and her gaze momentarily cooled. She looked at the embarrassed Fifth Prince again, understanding the basic idea in her mind.


    Ling Buyi strode forward and picked up the crabapple that had just fallen to the ground when the plump girl was startled – it happened to have a ring of tooth marks on it. Then he compared it with the bite marks on the Fifth Prince.


    “Ah, the Fifth Prince was bitten by my elder sister.” Shaoshang smiled, feeling that she understood the meaning of this comparison, but it still took a few seconds for her to realize what it meant. Although her knowledge of positions was limited, the bite mark under his clothing was obviously not a coincidence.


    The faces of the Fifth Princess and the girl with the oval face were very ugly. They knew that the plump girl had been in love, otherwise they would have never selected her. However, they didn’t expect the person to be the Fifth Prince!


    The Fifth Prince covered his shoulder and smiled at the Empress. “Mother,” he laughed, “please don’t be angry. I have known her a long time and only last night did… I didn’t mean to mess around in the palace…”


    Ling Buyi let go of the Fifth Prince’s collar and threw away the crabapple with disgust written all over his face. “This woman was indeed happy last night but with His Highness the Fifth and not me.”


    The plump girl was ashamed and had fallen to the floor, pleading for forgiveness.


    “Of course, it was with me. Why did you get involved again?” The Fifth Prince suddenly understood what had happened. He began to angrily curse and pointed at the plump girl. “You! Are you so greedy for the glory and wealth of Eleventh Lang that you’ll intentionally seduce him?! I even planned to bring you into my household!”


    The plump girl bit her lip and a deep hatred in her heart. She thought that if it weren’t for him not being favored, which delayed him starting his own household, she wouldn’t have had to volunteer to help the Fifth Princess with this task.


    The oval faced girl saw the situation was not looking good and quietly poked the Fifth Princess’s leg.


    “It’s all my fault,” the Fifth Princess said loudly, understanding the nudge. “Please forgive me, Mother. It’s all because my ears are soft. After listening to this lowly maid’s nonsense, I will slowly interrogate her later…”


    “It’s no use.” The Empress was disappointed and wouldn’t even look at the Fifth Princess. “Someone! Send this cunning and lying maid to the garden of Consort Yue to take care of them, then release them.”


    The Fifth Princess’s heart froze. She could no longer move freely with Consort Yue like she could in other palaces.


    The Empress turned around, speaking coldly, “So that’s why you came to congratulate me on my birthday. Alright. You all can go back.”


    The plump girl knew that she was going to be punished and hugged the Fifth Prince’s leg, crying loudly, and begging him to save her for their past love. The Fifth Prince ignored her and kicked her away in anger. Before the Fifth Princess left, she gave a comforting glance, and the plump little girl felt a little more at ease.


    Shaoshang stood up quickly, watching the farce come to an abrupt end, and then looked at the lonely figure of the Empress sitting with her back turned. A sense of desolation suddenly rose in her heart. Full of worries, she slowly walked out the palace door and was about to turn towards her own room when a powerful hand suddenly reached out from behind her and pulled her into an empty room. Before Shaoshang could scream out, she was pulled around with the hand and she saw the appearance of the person.


    She no longer struggled, nor did she need to scream.


    Ling Buyi stared at her. “Are you happy seeing me be shamed for no reason today?”


    Shaoshang thought for a moment and then proudly said, “It was quite enjoyable.”


    Ling Buyi looked at her for a moment. “Did you see the bite mark on the Fifth Prince’s shoulder?”


    “I did.” This man was becoming more and more unpredictable. How did that happen?


    “That’s good.” Ling Buyi nodded and then quickly grabbed her arms, pressing the girl’s back against him. He wrapped one arm around the girl’s petite body and gestured to pull her collar with his other hand. “What if I bit you in the same spot?”


    Shaoshang’s entire body froze. The young man’s hard arms were like an iron wall. She couldn’t lift her own arms at all. When she looked back, she saw that his beautifully shaped pale red lips had already opened, revealing his white teeth.


    She hesitated for a second.


    “Don’t, don’t, don’t! I’m wrong. I shouldn’t have enjoyed your misery! If you have something to say, it’s okay to say it!”


    “At the beginning of human life, if a dog doesn’t bark, why should it bite?”


    “Noble gentleman, don’t move your mouth… don’t you move your mouth!”


    “Calm down! Don’t be impulsive!”


    “Let’s have a good conversation…!”


    …


    Don’t mind me, just casually over here sipping on some piping hot tea.


    Also, some changes are happening for this site! You probably noticed that The Story of Minglan is down to once a week. I’ll still be uploading it and probably will do bulk chapters weekly once I get a good stockpile again. For those of you who are reading it, thank you! 


    Next up, I recently purchased Wonderland of Love and The Story of Kunning Palace and plan on working on those come the new year. If you haven’t watched the series of both of these, you should! I finished both of them, found out they were based on novels and basically threw my credit card at the monitor. 


    And, again, thank you for everyone who has been with me on this Love Like the Galaxy journey. Your comments, likes, and coffees are like a fuzzy blanket in front of a fire on a snow evening. ❤
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    Chapter Ninety-Three:
The Second Engagement War (Finale)


    Ling Buyi lifted Shaoshang lightly to the height of his shoulders, as if pinching the delicate scruff of a kitten with his fingers, effortlessly. The girl’s feet were off the ground, and the safety of her body all depended on the tightness of his two hands. She began to panic and screamed. At that moment, there was a clear distinction between strength and weakness. But Ling Buyi asked himself, what happened after he picked her up? Would she really fall to her death?


    He thought that fighting would not be possible. If a fight could solve a problem, then he must be one of the most ‘reasonable’ people in the world. Then, he couldn’t use his tongue to gain the advantage with her, because the girl had a strange yet self-fulfilling set of arguments, and the winner of this argument was still unknown.


    Since he couldn’t fight or scold, there was only one way left… to scare her. With a slight effort in his arms, he lifted the girl higher and planned to throw her up. After catching her, he picked a spot to bite and let out a resentful sigh…


    At the same time, although Shaoshang was lifted up in mid-air, her ears and eyes were clear. At first glance, she saw Ling Buyi’s expressionless face, but his eyes were heavy and gloomy, indicated that he wanted to clean up his appearance. She immediately exclaimed, “Why don’t you worry about the Empress first if you have the time to argue with me?”


    Ling Buyi paused, casually placing the girl’s soft and slender waist on his shoulder.


    Shaoshang’s head and feet were hanging from his body, and her hands were scraping along his broad back to climb onto the other shoulder to gain her breath. She quickly said, “Today, the Empress said that the Fifth Princess is hiding land, covering tens of thousands of acres, and only reported twenty men. This is not a small matter! Who knew that Consort Yue also knew, but if his Majesty knows…”


    “His Majesty naturally knows, because this is what His Majesty told the Empress.” Just now, Ling Buyi was randomly touched by the girl, feeling light and soft. He also pinched the girl’s waist with one hand, even though the skin under her clothes was smooth and silk, soft to the bone. He quickly stopped trying to scare her.


    Shaoshang was startled by this news, forgetting that she was trying to struggle. “His Majesty already knew?” Well, then Consort Yue must have also been informed by the Emperor. This old man really was a severe Libra!


    Ling Buyi turned his head to look at the girl with interest. “Why do you think that everything the Empress and Consort Yue know, His Majesty doesn’t know? Are you still secretly complaining about such a big mistake, and the Empress has not punished the Fifth Princess lightly? Don’t worry, after the Empress’s birthday, Fifth Princess will find that her hard planned fields, estates, and even money, have been confiscated and stored by His Majesty. Years of hard work, all gone. As for the several people who initially encouraged her to commit the crime of greed, they have all been captured and executed.”


    Shaoshang’s mouth popped open and she felt like she couldn’t catch her breath. For a moment, she felt a bit of pity for the Fifth Princess. “…This, this… the Empress already knows His Majesty’s actions?” No wonder she didn’t put the effort in to scold her daughter.


    Ling Buyi’s smile held a hint of mockery. “Someone advised His Majesty that it would be better to give the heads of the top men under the Princess’s land to the Fifth Princess as a small punishment and big warning. However, His Majesty was worried about the Empress’s health and left the whole body intact. The day after tomorrow, the Fifth Princess will see the bodies of her former trusted disciples stacked in a row, placed in the main hall of her home, waiting for her to return. Alright, it’s enough to drag on and on, now let’s talk about our affairs…” At this point, his tone darkened.


    At this moment, Shaoshang took advantage of his confusion and quickly reached out to scratch his waist, hoping that the tiger would neglect the dragon’s ticklish nature, so that she could escape his clutches. As long as she slipped out of this room, she didn’t believe that Ling Buyi would come and catch her in front of everyone!


    Ling Buyi, however, had exceptional skills. Each muscle on his body was agile and strong, and his reaction was faster than his thoughts. He immediately released his left hand and grabbed the girl, twisting her in the air like a gyroscope, and then slapped her on the floor with one palm.


    Although he didn’t exert any force, Shaoshang still felt numb and dizzy all over, and a colorful scene flew before her. The man was adorned with a jade belt with night pearls, a gold woven skirt scattered with a faint fragrance, and a wrist clasp swaying with a faint green gem. Finally, what fell into her sight was the gold and silver embroidery on his hanging robe train.


    She was a little turtle on its back, with ten pointed mountains pressing against her shell. She could hardly breathe and shouted with all of her strength, “You only use one hand if you have the ability!” She was full of a fierce spirit; she had never lost a fight in her previous life!


    Ling Buyi knelt down on one leg next to her and snorted upon hearing those words. He released his right hand to fall behind him.


    Shaoshang struggled hard, but there was no hope of her being able to turn herself over. She could only brazenly yell again, “Don’t use your hands if you have the ability!”


    Ling Buyi curved his mouth and didn’t argue. He then put his hands behind his back, bent his kneeling leg, and pressed his knee against the girl’s shoulder. Due to his extremely long leg, even if he bent it in half, it was still longer than her shoulder.


    Shaoshang made another attempt to climb the mountain, but it was still in vain. She simply didn’t even want to give face, and said, “If you have the ability, don’t use your hands or feet!”


    Ling Buyi couldn’t help smiling, but still did as she asked and pulled his legs back. Shaoshang felt a lightness on her body and her joy was immediately covered by the weight of a mountain – Ling Buyi didn’t even use his hands and feet. He directly pressed his whole body on top of her.


    The man was tall and healthy, with long and powerful shoulders, and tight and sturdy muscles. This pressure nearly squeezed out most of Shaoshang’s anger. This time she had no strength to shout, and could only slap the floor with two small hands.


    Ling Buyi shifted his weight off of her, and Shaoshang quickly took a deep breath. Her suffocated chest was finally rescued, and she had no strength to shout. She could only turn around and glare at him, expressing her dissatisfaction – to her surprise, Ling Buyi’s face was above her left shoulder, staring at her in amazement.


    The girl’s skin was translucent, as white as fresh snow, and her cheeks turned red due to the intense struggle. Her pupils were as black as paint, and her emotions varied, with moments of resentment, regret, and fear. It was really eye-catching and unparalleled.


    His thoughts suddenly flew back to many years ago.


    At the age of fourteen, with the reluctant approval of the Emperor, he disguised himself as a caravan with Cui You and traveled far to the snowy area of Xicheng. Although Cui You was not a stepfather or identity, he had a stepfather’s heart as warm as lava and took care of him the whole way. They walked for several months before they saw the snow-capped mountains towering into the sky.


    There, he saw a small ferret with crystal clear fur, jade eyes, a dark left front foot, petite figure, but only two big palms. At first glance, he couldn’t help liking it. When it bounced and nibbled on hazelnuts, he found it cute. When it swayed its short body and bit its tail, he found it cute. Even roaring and hissing was cute.


    However, this little ferret was not friendly at all. It was not only irritable and cunning, but also had sharp teeth and even a slight toxicity on its fine claws. However, at that time, Ling Buyi was full of youthful energy. With the unconditional indulgence of Duke Cui, he used his hands to carefully plan and lay a trap, finally capturing this little ferret alive.
[I can’t get the image of Shaoshang flailing around like a ferret out of my head now.]


    At first, he was worried that the little ferret would be rebellious and difficult to raise. However, after only a day, it obediently ate the food he fed, let him caress its smooth and soft fur, and even lay obediently on the desk while he ground his ink and wrote, tilting its small head to look at him – he was full of softness. Even Duke Cui said that this little thing looked quite cute and could be kept as a pet.


    So, he relaxed his guard and untied the silver clasp on the little ferret’s ankle. The next day, it was gone without a trace.


    Later on, he did some self-reflection. This type of creature between heaven and earth, free and flexible, even if the mountain people were greedy for their fur. It was difficult to capture, and they could live well. Why did he have to catch it?


    On their return journey, they passed by the snowy mountain again. While chatting with the mountain people, he realized that there were many ferrets on the mountain a while ago. Unexpectedly, they later moved to a nest of the snowy mountain’s red-eyed tiger, which was not only ferocious but also decisive. It was the natural predator of those ferrets and they disappeared in just a few decades.


    The mountain people had not seen a trace of a ferret for seven or eight years, and between words, everyone says that the little ferret he had caught the last time might have been the last member of that species.


    While the young man had been stunned, an old hunter suddenly said he had seen the little ferret.


    That day, he was supposed to be hunting tigers. When he hid himself in an ambush in the snow, he happened to see a fierce tiger slowly passing by, holding the ferret in his mouth that his parents and grandparents had talked about. His small body was stiff and weak, his belly torn open and his fur covered in bloodstains. His slender and petite left foot was ink black – counting the days, it had not been long since he had escaped from Ling Buyi.


    The young man felt sad for a long time and when he returned to the capital, he remained unhappy all day long. Duke Cui secretly informed the Emperor of the matter, and the Emperor quickly went to him to explain the truth of ‘a son is not a fish and cannot know the joys of a fish.’


    He understood all of this, but he completely disagreed with it.


    If that was the case, why should parents restrain their children? Why should teachers discipline their students? Let them enjoy themselves. Being able to find out thirty percent of Confucian students truly loved reading and enjoyed it was considered a loss!


    What was not a fish depended on what type of fish it was. If it was a foolish little fish, of course, it should be caught, nurtured, patiently convinced. Otherwise, what should be done if it was eaten by a big fish? What was the joy of it?


    If a naïve child fell down with a bruised nose and swollen face, they would know that the earth was hard. If those children were all very skinny, they would not be able to bear losses easily. But, what if, like that little ferret, its skin was thick and life was fragile, and it just jumped and died.


    Ling Buyi regained his composure and looked at the girl under him, young and angry, rebellious and beautiful, and… no regard of death or danger.


    She still wanted to go with Lou Yao to a place far away from the Emperor in the mountains to showcase her skills. He was afraid she didn’t even know the horrors of the poor mountain and rivers, and hasn’t learned the depth of the management of the lodging family in the area.


    A few years ago, two Confucian scholars from a common background volunteered to go to the most difficult place to control their fervent blood. His Majesty couldn’t resist them and ordered them to become local officials. Unfortunately, there were no guards or generals, so they gathered a few bodyguards and took office.


    As a result, one of them died on duty, reportedly due to being accidentally injured and killed while trying to relieve the fighting amongst the mountain people. The other acted with caution and gentleness, but unfortunately his beautiful and gentle wife was favored by the leaders of the local powerful clan, and somehow used the means to force her to divorce him and remarry. With Lou Yao’s straightforwardness, unless there was no conflict or action after taking office, even if the Lou Cheng families have enough guards, those local snakes would really have to calculate and act in the middle of the night. At that time, what could Cheng Shaoshang do?


    Thinking of that, Ling Buyi’s eyes darkened, and Shaoshang became panicked when she saw that. She took a small breath and said, “…When are you going to crush me?” If he wanted to change his fiancée, just say so, don’t hurt her.


    “You were so happy to see me humiliated and falsely accused by that lowly maid,” Ling Buyi said solemnly. “If it was Lou Yao who was treated like this today, could you still sit still?


    “No, no, no, I avenged you!” Shaoshang quickly said. “I tampered with that crabapple, and if she ate it all, she would vomit and have diarrhea so badly she’ll want to die! However,” she smiled awkwardly, “you brought the Fifth Prince as a witness. She only took a bite of the crabapple so I don’t know how effective it’ll be.”


    Ling Buyi’s expression brightened slightly and his tone softened. “You know how to do some shameless tricks.” Then he used his left palm to roll over and sat on the floor, while his right hand carried the girl lying on the ground into his arms.


    Shaoshang finally managed to escape from Wuzhi Mountain, pushing his shoulder with one hand and patting her chest with the other, inhaling deeply.


    Ling Buyi reached out to her back with a smile. “How dare you even fight with me? I really started using my hand, and you even pinched ten of them to death.”


    Shaoshang finally breathed a sigh of relief. “I have to give it a try. Are you willing to let go?” She was not someone who waited around for death! Also, the self-defense techniques taught by Cheng Shaogong were of no use at all. In the end, it would be foolish for her to find a divining stick to teach her martial arts skills!


    “If you want to learn martial arts, I’ll teach you.” The girl was breathing normally now, but his palm didn’t leave her back. Instead, he slowly stroked down the slender spine until it was resting on her thin as a willow waist.


    Shaoshang felt uncomfortable being hugged by him, not to mention the tightly clasped hand on her waist. She struggled to move away, but Ling Buyi tightened his arm and was shrouded in his cold and masculine aura. She blushed slightly and said, “Don’t move, we haven’t made up yet!”


    Ling Buyi lowered his head and smiled, tracing his fingers along the floral embroidery on her cuffs. He gently caressed her small wrist, with delicate inner muscles as tender as a lamb. “Hmm, is that because we were ‘good’ before?”


    Shaoshang was about to vomit blood. Thankfully she had crossed the line, otherwise she would have been felt up! She regained her numb wrist as she was touched, blushing and stuttering, but managed to strike back with a righteous tone, “Never mind about before! What matters is the future! As for whether the future will be good or not, it depends on how Master Ling behaves in the future.”


    “Can you tell me what I should do in the future?” Ling Buyi asked, smiling.


    Shaoshang raised her chin high and pretended to be haughty – whether it was successful or not, her momentum would carry her through. “It’s very simple. If you have any decisions about me in the future, you must ask me to agree. You can’t just decide everything for me behind my back and not let me know! Just like this time, how long have you been watching after me? I don’t even know!”


    “That’s really difficult,” Ling Buyi spoke with a firm tone. “On one hand, sometimes things are urgent and need to be dealt with. On the other hand, sometimes you won’t understand the importance of it, so I have to make the decision for you.”


    “It’s just a matter of taking power when things are urgent. What does ‘I don’t understand the importance’ mean? Am I a fool? I’m not unreasonable either, I just want to know what you’re going to do to me, and that’s not beyond it.”


    “A woman’s vision!” Ling Buyi said coldly. “Let me give you an example. If someone is drowning and you want to save them, but my guards prevent you from saving them, what will you do?”


    “Why is that difficult?” Shaoshang didn’t care; she thought she wasn’t a good person.


    “What if the person in the water was your family or friend?”


    Shaoshang immediately saw red. “Can’t you make a better example?”


    “Okay, what if the person in the water was a weak child?”


    Shaoshang froze.


    After a while, she looked at his handsome, dark brown eyes, full of sincerity and difficulty. “Master Ling,” she said. “Would you do nothing if you saw an innocent child drowning? I know you are not such a person.”


    Ling Buyi gazed at the girl, his cold eyebrows suddenly softening. “I know you’re not that kind of person, either.”


    Shaoshang smiled back. It was a smile that she hadn’t done so sincerely in the past few days.


    “…But what if that child is disguised as a little person by the enemy who wants to assassinate you?” Ling Buyi rubbed her hair.


    Shaoshang was dumbfounded.


    “Even if it were a real child, if saved, it would ruin the overall plan and result in many people’s deaths?”


    Shaoshang continued to be dumbfounded.


    “There are some things that are difficult to decide. When you see sadness, you think about the hurt. If you encounter such a thing, why don’t you let my subordinates keep it from you? Say you heard a cry for help coming from the water, they say you heard it wrong. That’s not very good,” Ling Buyi said slowly.


    At first, this logic sounded very reasonable, but Shaoshang vaguely felt something was wrong. “I…I need to think…” she said vaguely.


    Ling Buyi expressed his satisfaction with her and casually asked, “What gift have you prepared for the Empress’s birthday?”


    It was fine if he didn’t say anything, but once he did, Shaoshang was furious. “You trapped me in the palace! What kind of gift could I prepare? Do you know how anxious I’ve been these days? I think you’re watching me make a fool of myself with peace of mind!” Unfortunately, when things happened, she didn’t even bring the refined iron tools with her. Otherwise, it wouldn’t have been impossible for her to make a couple small ornaments.


    “It’s okay, I’ve prepared a gift for you.” Ling Buyi smiled.


    “Don’t bother,” Shaoshang said with a proud and arrogant expression. “I have prepared a gift.” She pulled her beloved bamboo flute out from her sleeve, she waved it in front of Ling Buyi, like a child showing off in front of an adult.


    “I want to play a song for the Empress… don’t frown. My uncle and aunt finally finished the new music score a month ago and sent it to me. I practiced it at home for a long time, it’s a really good song! I’m not boasting, it’s really a beautiful and elegant piece that no one in the capital has heard yet. If I play it in front of His Majesty, I’ll say that this was the work of my uncle and aunt. They’re a loving husband and wife and work together in harmony. Only with the same virtue can we get this wonderful song? What, this gift isn’t bad, right?”


    Ling Buyi listened to the girl’s bragging and suddenly asked, “If this piece of music was composed by your uncle and aunt, shouldn’t it be played with a qin and xiao?”


    Shaoshang was taken aback. “Well, yes, but the flute can also be played with a few minor modifications. Although the artistic conception is a bit poor, it’s still very pleasant to listen to.”


    Ling Buyi hesitated and then nodded. “If His Majesty asks, since the original piece is a combination of the qin and xiao, why are you playing the flute alone instead of finding me to play together?”


    Shaoshang’s mouth hung open. Even in her dreams, she couldn’t have imagined there would be a second person to play with. She felt extremely foolish.


    After allowing many opportunities to change, she still couldn’t get around her fiancé’s strange and convoluted ideas. She felt both anxious and panicked. “Why would His Majesty ask such a question? Why would he ask such a tricky question?”


    Ling Buyi pushed the girl away, standing up with a cold expression. “I can also play the xin,” he said.


    After speaking, he walked out of the room, leaving Shaoshang sitting alone on the floor.


    So, not only did she need to care about his material life, but also his spiritual life, too? But they were still in the middle of fighting in the Cold War! No need to be so calculating!


    …


    Okay. Ling Buyi likes to be in control, which is obvious from the get go. I felt bad for him with the ferret story (and the fact that he compares Shaoshang to a ferret is hilarious to me), but his need for control is super annoying. I found that with this author, she likes to have her male leads in a very domineering position.


    Next Chapter: Silhouette
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    Chapter Ninety-Four:
Silhouette


    After sitting on the floor for a while, Shaoshang awkwardly crawled up off the ground and exhaled deeply. The palace maids and young eunuchs saw her slightly disheveled clothes and hair coming out of the palace room. Their eyes sparkled and they had subtle smiles when they put it together that Ling Buyi had also just come out of the same room.


    Shaoshang really wanted to tell them that it wasn’t what they thought. Seriously.


    After returning to her room, she told Old Lady Zhai about the recent martial arts scenes that were crucial except for the part with Fifth Princess. Old Lady Zhai laughed so hard she fell over. She wiped the tears from her eyes. “I wish I saw him with my own eyes… Aiyo, Eleventh Lang has been calm and composed since he was young, and is well-known for his character. He can sit for a whole day reading and writing, and he can shoot arrows and hit the target without moving, even if he can’t lift his arms. But I haven’t seen him play and frolic like a normal child since he arrived at the Empress’s side.” At this point, a look of disappointment came over her face.


    It seemed that Ling Buyi made up for most of his lost childhood on her, Shaoshang thought expressionlessly. “If Master Ling encounters a person who is hateful and angry, how would he deal with them?” she asked after a moment. Wasn’t it true that the Second Prince bullied him before? She probably owed him more than the Second Prince alone. Would Ling Buyi back down?


    Old Lady Zhai combed her hair again while she pursed her lips. “Eleventh Lang is not a restrained person. How could he not fight back? Most people who had been cleaned up by him will not have a next time. How could someone be like you? Normally, you can get away with things every few days. If it had been anyone else, you would have been beaten half to death!”


    “If you beat me half to death, then His Majesty could choose a wife for Master Ling again,” Shaoshang muttered under her breath. She then quickly added, “You’ve seen Master Ling grow up. In these years, he hasn’t had one or two… close female acquaintances…?” The entire palace was full of women and Ling Buyi was a hot-blooded man. How did he get through puberty?


    Old Lady Zhai thought about the past, pausing her actions and sighed with a smile. “It’s hard to say. When Eleventh Lang first came to the Empress’s side, he was thin and weak, like a quiet little girl. Later, His Majesty taught him martial arts and how to strengthen his body. He rolled over into a mischievous mud monkey. He was covered in dust every day and could never wash it clean…”


    “Auntie, you’ve exposed yourself,” Shaoshang said with a smile. “Just now, you said he’s been calm and composed since he was young, but now it turns out that he was a dirty little monkey…”


    “Don’t interrupt,” Old Lady Zhai said, patting her head and rolling her eyes. “Eleventh Lang didn’t go to roll around in the dirt, he was practicing martial arts. At that time, he had no other thoughts in his mind except for studying and martial arts. Who knew…”


    She looked up at the window. “Who knew that when he was fourteen-years-old, and I’m not sure why, he suddenly seemed to become enlightened by the brilliance of the sun and moon and the gods overnight… Well, I remember that the Third Princess had just gotten married a year previous. It was… it was at a banquet where Princess Yuchang and her husband came to the palace the day after their wedding. Eleventh Lang had changed into the new clothes that Her Majesty had made for him ­– the one with the red robe with the golden belt. He stood quietly in the palace corridor, tall and beautiful, as if floating from under the clouds in the sky. The candles and jade in the room couldn’t hide his beauty…” She still remembered the expressions of the Third Princess and Princess Yuchang, both surprised and regretful, and were not enough to express their brilliance.


    In this era, the atmosphere was open and even old women were fond of admiring beautiful men. Old Lady Zhai’s tone was both nostalgic and melancholic, “It was also in that year that Eleventh Lang went on his first long journey with Duke Cui and, after returning, he began to work with His Majesty and opened up his own house to live somewhere else.”


    In other words, the first half of the women of the court were blind to gold and jade and unaware of the great man beneath the mud monkey, and the second half was beyond the reach of the whip and repentance. Ling Buyi had already escaped from the Cave of the Silken Web.
[The Cave of the Silken Web (盘丝洞  / Pan Si Dong) is an old film about a man being trapped in a cave of the demonic spider clan that wants to eat him alive to achieve their goal of immortality.]


    Shaoshang nodded. She had long been curious why the Emperor did not find himself a daughter-in-law since he loved Ling Buyi so much. There was no rule in our dynasty that a daughter-in-law was not allowed to take power in politics. Now that she heard Old Lady Zhai’s words, she understood it all.


    The first three princesses of the Royal Uncle were all older than Ling Buyi, even the youngest niece, Princess Yuchang, was a year older than him and the girls had already matured earlier than the boys. They were charming wives and had three-year-old’s while he was maturing from being the little mud monkey. When marriage was discussed, Ling Buyi was still a young child and no one ever paid him any mind. When they noticed him, they already had husbands.
[Here, Shaoshang calls the Emperor ‘Emperor Uncle,’ or皇老伯. It’s the first time she’s called him that and it’s adorable.]


    As for the Fourth and Fifth Princesses, even if Shaoshang’s political sensitivity was zero, she faintly sensed that their marriages had already involved political issues, and was no longer within the scope of whether the children were happy or not.


    After Old Lady Zhai fixed Shaoshang’s hair, she sent a palace maid to set up a table of food and drink, dragging her to make up for the missed lunch. As Shaoshang ate, she suddenly sighed. “I don’t know if Master Ling had lunch. He ran out of Changqiu Palace in anger. Do you think he ate anything…?”


    “That’s good,” Old Lady Zhai heavily patted her shoulder. “You finally know how to think about people!”


    After lunch, less than half an hour into her nap, Shaoshang was woken up by Old Lady Zhai and was reluctantly pulled to work, citing the presence of the Marquis Xuan couple and the father and daughter of the Chariot and Calvary Generals had come to see her. As she walked to the entrance of the inner hall, she heard the sounds of voices coming from inside. Shaoshang quickly shut her mouth and furrowed her brows, posing as a gentle and respectful quail, accompanied by a white-lotus like appearance. Old Lady Zhai shook her index finger at her, cursing with a barely audible smile.


    The two of them entered the inner hall and Shaoshang quickly scanned the scene. To the Empress’s lower right was a quiet middle-aged couple sitting in cold silence. The lower left was bustling, including the Fifth Princess, Luo Jitong, Wang Xuan, and a middle-aged man whom Shaoshang didn’t know. The Fifth Princess was talking happily with the middle-aged man. “My elder brother listens to you the most. That batch of horses will be entrusted to you! Remember, you need the same coat color, size, and same hooves!”


    This middle-aged man was tall and handsome and had a dignified appearance. He was dressed in a luxurious golden-red straight train, but unfortunately his face was oily and belly bulged, unable to conceal a hint of alcohol. “That’s easy,” he said with a smile.


    “This seems inappropriate,” the Empress interrupted. “The steeds were assigned to the Eastern Palace’s guards. Fifth Princess, you open your mouth to ask for seven or eight, won’t you…”


    “Don’t worry, Your Majesty!” The middle-aged man waved his large hand. “Even if the horse is given to the princess in my household, it has nothing to do with the Eastern Palace. The princess rarely speaks up, how can we as elders refuse?”


    “That’s right! Mother, you’re too cautious!” The Fifth Princess smiled at her mother, but there was a hint of anger in her eyes. She turned her head to the middle-aged man. “Speaking of which, you have to worry about half of the large Eastern Palace, even the ministers with their assistants. My elder brother and I trust you.”


    “You flatter me. I rely on His Majesty’s prestige and valor. I don’t have a family fortune, am old and have poor moral character. I’m not worth mentioning…”


    “You’re too modest! Nowadays, Father is still using troops outside, and the horses and ironworks are under the control of the court. Even if you have money, you may not be able to afford to get such good horses. I’ll talk to Mother and she’ll tell me a lot of truths. If I try to talk to Father, I can’t even bring the matter of a few horses to the forefront. If I try to talk to the Crown Prince, I’ll have to visit the Crown Princess. Every time I go out, the guards accompanying me have horses, and even my Fourth Sister got four fine horses from the Yue family. I can’t afford to be left behind…”


    “This is true. Although you’re young, you have already established your own mansion. People want face like trees want bark. How can you lose your prestige!”


    The Fifth Princess and middle-aged man became happier as they spoke, but the Empress frowned. Seeing this, Shaoshang’s heart was moved. At this moment, Old Lady Zhai pulled her to kneel and salute. After bowing to the Empress and the princess, she went in front of Old Lady Zhai and bowed to the middle-aged man, shouting loudly, “Greetings to Marquis Xuan. It’s nice to meet you.”


    Upon hearing her shout, everyone inside the palace was stunned. Others weren’t sure why, but the Empress was an intelligent woman and immediately understood its purpose. She had a hint of laughter flash in her eyes. Luo Jitong slowly clapped her hands together, as if feeling something. She covered her sleeve and chuckled softly, “Shaoshang, you’re mistaken. This is General Wang Chun, the father of Sister Wang.” She pointed to the other side. “This is Marquis Xuan and his wife.”


    Old Lady Zhai wiped the sweat off of her forehead and forced a smile. “Exactly. You impatient child, really!”


    Shaoshang pretended to be panicked. “Oh, that’s the case. I’ve made a huge mistake. Please forgive me, forgive me…” She repeatedly apologized to everyone in the hall, continuing with the act. “I saw that the Fifth Princess was so close to General Wang, and thought you to be her full uncle, rather than a maternal uncle!”


    Wang Chun’s expression went rigid, and the Marquis Xuan couple lowered their heads even more. Only the Fifth Princess couldn’t read the room and scolded, “You ignorant little… little girl… since you don’t recognize people, what are you shouting about so quickly?”


    “No wonder, Shaoshang,” the Empress said faintly. “People who don’t know may also think this way when they see this… Shaoshang, you haven’t come over yet. Why are you so stunned?”


    Wang Chun gave an embarrassed smile and stopped talking, while Fifth Princess sat silently in anger. Shaoshang pulled Old Lady Zhai and lowered her head, taking small steps to sit behind the Empress. The Empress pointed at her and said to the Marquis Xuan couple, “This is Zisheng’s future bride. You can call her Shaoshang.”


    The Marquis Xuan couple looked up, and it was only then that Shaoshang could see their appearance clearly. The appearance of Marquis Xuan was not vulgar, and his appearance was somewhat similar to that of the Empress. His temperament was dull and honest, and to the naked eye, he was not good with speaking. Madam Xuan may have been very beautiful when she was young, but over the decades… she began to look like her husband.


    Marquis Xuan gave a restrained smile, then looked at Shaoshang. “This, this morning I heard about Mistress Cheng. Eleventh Lang is finally willing to get married, and we are all happy for His Majesty and the Empress. I don’t have anything to give after meeting for the first time, so a meager gift is a token of gratitude to you and Eleventh Lang…”


    Madam Xuan quickly pushed forward the two painted wooden small boxes that were piled next to her, which were more than two feet wide. The palace maid on the side stepped up and brought them up the steps. The Empress smiled at Shaoshang. “Open and take a look. You will definitely like it.”


    The palace maids opened the two boxes and, in an instant, precious jewels flashed through Shaoshang’s titanium alloy eyes. There was one box of neatly stacked Lingzhi gold, with thirty pieces in each row and four columns in each layer. Visually, there were at least three or four layers. The other box was covered in deep red brocade, carefully placed with dozens of thumb sized sea pearls and five or six palm-sized white jade rings. The sea pearls were round and clear, and the jade rings were pure and flawless, without any silver or gold accessories. They were placed there so simply and crudely, so radiant that people didn’t dare to touch.


    For a moment, everyone in the hall was shocked. Others could still cover it up, but Fifth Princess’s face was filled with astonishment, her eyes showing a fierce light.


    Shaoshang was dazzled and felt short of breath. She stuttered with laughter. “This… how is this appropriate…”


    Madam Xuan smiled bashfully. “Over the years, Zisheng has helped us a lot and there was nothing to thank him for. It’s just as well that it’s given to you now.”


    Upon hearing Ling Buyi’s name, Shaoshang regained some of her composure. She looked at the Empress with hopeful eyes. “Your Majesty,” she whispered. “This is too expensive. Can I accept it…? His Majesty won’t say that I was taking a bribe when he hears?” The Royal Uncle would scold her for a long time even if nothing had happened. If there was an excuse, wouldn’t he make it into an episodic ordeal?


    “Take it,” the Empress said with a smile. “If His Majesty comes, I’ll support you.” She then turned her head to her younger brother. “Just this once. Let’s not do this again. Otherwise, I’ll count it as you two bribing.”


    The Marquis Xuan couple smiled and bowed, agreeing with the Empress. Shaoshang watched with a trembling heart as the palace maid closed the two glittering chests and lifted them down. A wave of emotions overcame her, and it took a while for her to be calm again.


    “Uncle and Aunt should be more polite,” the Fifth Princess sneered, feeling both jealous and resentful. “Last year, someone impeached Uncle for occupying the land next to the imperial tomb. If it weren’t for Ling Buyi’s help, Uncle might have gone to Tingwei Prison.”


    Luo Jitong, who was sitting behind her, sighed. “Didn’t we find out later? Those were all false accusations. Even if he did go to Tingwei Prison, His Majesty would release Marquis Xuan knowing full well what happened.”


    “Even if it was a false accusation, someone needed to clarify it,” the Fifth Princess said, her head held high. “Mother has a small family and my uncle has little talent. When it’s important, they have to rely on Ling Buyi!”


    “Master Ling was raised by Her Majesty and is part of the same family,” Lou Jitong said tightly. “How can we distinguish each other?”


    “In the end, it’s not about relying on Mother,” the Fifth Princess proudly said.


    Marquis Xuan lowered his head and responded softly. Madam Xuan was not much better, repeatedly saying, “What the princess said is right. Thank you, Zisheng. Thank you, Empress…”


    Luo Jitong sighed silently. Shaoshang smiled at her bitterly and could only shake her head.


    “And the year before last,” the Fifth Princess continued arrogantly, “my cousin caused trouble in the outer county and was detained by someone who demanded money. Ling Buyi traveled all night to settle the matter…”


    “That’s because the villain heard about the wealth of the Xuan family and deliberately set up a trap to frame Young Master Xuan,” Luo Jitong said weakly.


    “It’s also because of my cousin’s incompetence and foolishness. The Marquis Yu’s family is also wealthy. Why didn’t those villains frame their young master? It’s just that my uncle has a weak nature. Even if he suffers a loss, he will endure it and hide it down!”


    The Empress was angry in her heart, pursing her lips tightly but didn’t speak. She only slapped her hand heavily on the table, and everyone in the hall remained silent. The Marquis Xuan couple and the Wang father and daughter were afraid to open their mouths, while Shaoshang and Old Lady Zhai were unwilling to speak. They hoped to varying degrees that the Empress would chew out the Fifth Princess.


    Luo Jitong stared at the Empress’s face and had to continue fighting with fire. She smiled and said, “The Xuan family is well known for their sincerity and kindness. His Majesty has praised them several times and they received rewards. Have you forgotten?”


    “Sincerity and kindness are not easy to bully,” Fifth Princess pouted. “It’s because my uncle’s appearance. No wonder Father only continuously rewards gold and silver and farmlands, but he doesn’t delegate official duties and powers. However, the uncles of Fourth Sister hold great power…”
[She’s talking about Consort Yue’s brother.]


    “Your Highness, didn’t you just want to ask the Empress about your marriage?” Luo Jitong tried hard to pull the sleeve of Fifth Princess, but she waved it away.


    “Don’t change the subject, I haven’t finished yet.”


    The Fifth Princess pulled back her sleeve and continued, “Uncle, a while ago I heard that my cousin was being scammed again. A cockfighting rooster was wanted for twenty-thousand yuan, and that rooster was made of gold! Mother, please don’t stare at me. I’m also doing this for the good of my uncle and aunt. Did anyone see them being bullied?”


    “Your Highness, let’s talk about something else…” Luo Jitong was about to slam her head into the ground; she really didn’t know how to stop the Fifth Princess. If she spoke nonsense, every word she said was true. If she was arrogant and disrespectful, she was pretending to care for her uncle’s family.


    “Your Royal Highness,” Shaoshang suddenly said. “You don’t have to worry about Marquis Xuan like this. In fact, His Majesty has already made arrangements.”


    “What arrangement?” the Fifth Princess sneered. “If you can’t explain, let’s see if I’ll punish you!”


    Shaoshang covered her chest and put on a frightened expression. “Your Highness just said that Master Ling was raised in front of the Empress and is part of the family. Now that we don’t agree, I’ll be punished.”


    The Fifth Princess choked and sputtered, at a loss for words.


    The Empress turned her head and picked up her fan from the table, leisurely fanning it. “His Majesty, what are you doing? You can tell me… if you’re wrong, it’s okay.”


    The Fifth Princess closed her mouth in anger when she saw her mother shielding Cheng Shaoshang.


    Shaoshang turned back and gave the Empress a bright and lovely smile. She turned back to the Fifth Princess. “During my days in the palace, I have often heard that the Fourth Princess is calm and capable, and has good financial management skills. Last time, I spent all the money Master Ling gave me and His Majesty even used the Fourth Princess as an example to scold me. His Majesty said that among his many children, the Fourth Princess is the best at governing the family and will never be deceived or lose money or face shame. So, you see, His Majesty betrothed the Fourth Princess to Young Master Xuan, which is appropriate. What are you worried about? If someone like me married into the Xuan family, they’d really be poor!”


    The Marquis Xuan couple were being criticized by the Fifth Princess and their faces were dim. Wang Chun saw the Empress’s expression becoming increasingly ugly and didn’t have a good feeling. Old Lady Zhai and Luo Jitong were struggling with having nothing to do. At this moment, when they heard Shaoshang’s statement, they all chuckled.


    “What Mistress Cheng said is good!” Wang Chun echoed loudly. He thought to himself that it was no wonder his daughter couldn’t compete with her. Of course Ling Buyi would like such a lively, brave, and intelligent little beauty.


    “General Wang really isn’t kind,” Shaoshang suppressed her thin anger with a smile and childish expression on her face. “I said I didn’t know how to manage a family, and you said what I said was good. I’ll have to tell Master Ling about it later!”


    “Okay, okay!” Wang Chun laughed loudly. “I said the wrong thing, I’ll bring a big gift to apologize to you later.” Then, he turned to the Empress and said, “This child is very charming. No wonder both you and Zisheng like her!”


    The Empress finally broke out into a smile and glared playfully at Shaoshang. “You’re the only one who can talk.”


    The Fifth Princess turned red with anger when she saw no one was coming to help her. “Fourth Sister is so lucky,” she said coldly. “My uncle and aunt are kind, and my cousin is also an honest person. The Xuan family is quite wealthy, and I am not as good as her…”


    “It would be great for the Fifth Princess to marry into the Yue family in the future,” Shaoshang interrupted with a bright smile. “If you want horses in the future, you don’t have to trouble General Wang. Not only could you get the same type of horse as the Eastern Palace, you can even have white horses!”


    As soon as the statement was uttered, the dignified Empress couldn’t help but laugh out loud. Wang Chun’s smile was so large his back teeth were showing. Old Lady Zhai smiled and fell behind the Empress. Wang Ling, who had been frowning deeply, smiled and said, “White horses, how could there be such a horse?”


    Fifth Princess exploded in anger. “You are naturally happy to marry a good husband. Several of my sisters have all married well, it’s only me…”


    “Princess!” Luo Jitong forcefully pulled on the arm of Fifth Princess, a warning look in her eyes. “Your Highness’s marriage was arranged by His Majesty. Do you want to argue with His Majesty?”


    The Fifth princess suddenly realized what was going on and twisted her body in anger, no longer speaking. The Empress looked at her daughter, a complex emotion in her eyes that was both unbearable and displeased, and ultimately didn’t speak.


    Wang Chun was still able to survive to this day after his father-in-law, King Qian’an, was defeated. He was also a well-behaved person. Seeing that the atmosphere in the palace wasn’t good, he hurriedly came over to smooth things over. “Let’s go back to the main topic. Your Majesty, I brought A’Ling into the palace today to follow Marquis Xuan and his wife to wish you a happy birthday in advance. Secondly, I am here to express gratitude to the Empress on behalf of my daughter. If it wasn’t for Your Majesty’s kind words, I wouldn’t have been able to find a good son-in-law in such a hurry, given the unfamiliarity of Jiangxia. Thanks to you, I’ve come here to announce that I’ve found a good match!”


    “Oh?” the Empress smiled. “Who is it?”


    “Replying to Your Majesty, he is from the Cai family in Jingzhou.”


    The Empress paused and pretended to be annoyed, “I asked who the son-in-law would be and you men are focused on their status.” Shaoshang glanced slightly at the Empress and then turned back.


    Wang Chun arched his hand in apology and smiled. “The Empress is blaming me. However, you can rest assured that I have only one daughter, and I cannot bear to disappoint her. I have sent someone to inquire about it carefully. My future son-in-law is the youngest son of the Cai family. Although he is loved by his parents, he went to study at White Deer Mountain at a young age. A few months ago, he finally came down the mountain… it doesn’t matter how well he studied, but he has a desire for self-improvement.”


    The Empress glanced at Wang Ling, who was bowing her head beside her, and nodded. “White Deer Mountain Monastery is not a bad place.”


    Wang Ling suddenly lifted her head, tears in her eyes. “Your Majesty, I really don’t want to leave the capital. Can you please talk to His Majesty again to let me stay? I won’t talk nonsense outside anymore. Shaoshang, I also beg you. I used to be the one who couldn’t handle you, and I was narrow-minded and mean. Please, go beg His Majesty…”


    “Evil creature! What are you saying?” Wang Chun turned his head and scolded his daughter, then he turned around and smiled. “Your Majesty, don’t mind her. She’s use to being in the capital city. It seems like the countryside is wild but, in fact, Jingxia does have fertile land…”


    The Empress sighed and shook her head. She had watched Wang Ling grow up. However, the Emperor had personally sent a message to Wang Chun to marry his daughter out quickly, intending to save face for his adopted son and setting this as an example for all to see. Not to mention that Cheng Shaoshang was the daughter of an official family, whose parents were established with military achievements. Even if it was a commoner’s daughter, as long as Ling Buyi wanted to marry her, the Emperor would not allow anybody to interfere.


    Indeed, in the past few months, no one in the capital city dared to question Cheng Shaoshang.


    Wang Ling bit her lips and looked at Shaoshang, dumbfounded. “Actually, my father’s horses are of the second-best quality, the best being the batch obtained by Master Ling a month ago. At that time, Fifth Princess asked him for them, but he didn’t agree and turned around and personally picked out six horses for you!”


    As soon as the words were spoken, Fifth Princess immediately straightened up and stared at Shaoshang with poisonous eyes.


    Wang Chun could see this was going badly. He quickly slapped his daughter and roared, “What are you talking about, you wicked girl?” Then, he spun around and pleaded with the Empress. “It’s all my fault. I’m not strict with my words and spoke out of turn at home! It’s all my fault!” He began to kowtow repeatedly.


    Wang Ling let out a whimper and ran out of the room crying, covering her face.


    Shaoshang was so shocked it took her a while to be able to find her voice again. “Sister A’Ling was talking nonsense. It was only two horses!” Even if it was true, the quantity couldn’t be wrong.


    “There were indeed six horses,” Wang Chun said bitterly. “How could I not know? Two of them were sent to the Cheng household, two were sent to Xu County to give to Brother Wan, and two were sent to your uncle. Even the horse traders who specialize in raising them were sent together. Oh, that’s a good horse that travels thousands of miles every day and is as fast as the wind. Even if surrounded by thousands of soldiers and horses, they can escape with their lives. It’s the flesh of the hearts of those in the army…”


    The Fifth Princess couldn’t listen any longer. She stood up angrily and took a few steps towards Shaoshang. Luo Jitong quickly grabbed her. “Princess, haven’t you always been thinking about wanting a falcon? In the dowry gift sent from the northwest, there is an extremely majestic and tall one that has been trained to catch wolves and tigers without hesitation. I brought him into the palace, right in the forest. Let’s go and take a look… Your Majesty, the Fifth Princess and I will leave first…” As she spoke, she used all of her strength to drag the Fifth Princess out of the hall.


    The Marquis Xuan couple had already been scared silly, but Wang Chun saw that they were at a loss and pitiful. When he left, he casually grabbed them both. The Empress looked at her younger brother and sister-in-law’s down-to-earth demeanor and was deeply troubled. She waved her hand and allowed them to leave.


    It wasn’t uncommon for a fool to be in a daze. When the Empress turned her head, she saw the always clever Shaoshang was also in a daze.


    She extended her finger and pushed the girl. Shaoshang quietly said, “…I told him before that Uncle Wan has poor legs but likes to wander around. The county where Third Uncle serves is not peaceful, and there are occasional riots. If there’s an accident, I don’t know if they could run back to the city gate fast enough.”


    “He didn’t tell me anything.”


    He didn’t tell her his decisions, but he also didn’t tell her how good he was to her.


    …


    Phew. This was an exhausting couple of chapters. I just feel horrible for the Empress. Most of this dumb stuff happened on her birthday, and it was her biological daughter who caused most of it! I just want to give her a big hug.


    Thanks again for all the comments, likes, and coffees! Seriously, you guys rock my socks off.
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    Chapter Ninety-Five:
Sponges and Sharp Tools


    The Empress looked down at the girl deep in thought. She extended her hand to her, “Help me go back to bed. I’m a bit tired.” Shaoshang acted accordingly and gently supported the Empress’s arm as they walked inside.


    The Empress’s inner bedroom was just like her own, with light and elegant decorations that were sparse and elegant. Even if Shaoshang brought a jar painted with meandering phoenixes and inserted bright peach blossom branches, who would have thought that the Empress would fiddle with and prune it casually. After two snips, a sense of leisurely indifference suddenly came over her – Shaoshang felt that she had tried her best.


    The Empress lay wearily on her day bed, waved her hand and then held back the palace maid who was waiting to help her onto the bed. It was only Shaoshang by her side now. “I have raised many children by my side,” she said. “Not only those born to me, but also those born to Consort Yue. In those years, she accompanied His Majesty on expeditions and gave birth to the child then sent it to me until His Majesty no longer needed to personally be there. Then she took the child away from me…”


    “Wow, Consort Yue has a big heart,” Shaoshang said, her eyes bright.


    “I know you don’t like to hear the phrase ‘you’ll know later’ the most, but a person can only be determined by a few words,” the Empress smiled. “Some people can be both loyal and cold, while others can be both cunning and filial. You need to learn to see for yourself.”


    Shaoshang thought about it and nodded. No one had taught her this before.


    “However, among all these children, I love Zisheng the most,” the Empress sighed again. “Others say that I have a deep gratitude for his upbringing, but I know in my heart that what he has done for me and the Crown Prince over the years has been repaid far and wide. Since you fought with Zisheng, you naturally know everything about Fifth Princess…”


    “We didn’t fight!” Shaoshang quickly said. “There’s nothing wrong!”


    The Empress restrained a smile. “You two were about to tear down my palace, not to mention a fight.”


    “Your Majesty, you’re wronging me! It was Master Ling who first moved his hand. Oh, he still wanted to move his mouth, and pressed me all the way down. How could I have the power to retaliate? Even if we demolished the palace, it would still be his own fault!” Shaoshang felt like she was being wronged!


    The Empress once again suppressed her laughter, saying softly, “Mistress Cheng is too humble. You are not one to be outdone. A short while ago, Zisheng was extremely angry. When he went out, he met Princess Yuchang and I don’t know what was said. The princess ran off crying. Ah, over the years, Yuchang has shed a lot of tears for Zisheng…”


    “…Actually, crying from time to time is good for your health.”


    The Empress finally allowed herself to smile and hit the girl’s forehead – a gesture that was almost a masterpiece in her decades of refined and dignified words and actions


    “Your Majesty, let’s not get off topic,” Shaoshang said, rubbing her forehead. “Let’s not talk about Master Ling and I anymore…”


    “You’re the one who is getting off topic, you dare say that I’m the one!”


    The queen smiled and playfully glared at her, sighing with relief before she spoke in a deep voice, “Actually, the matter of Fifth Princess was deliberately concealed by someone who was observant and conscientious. When the matter escalated, it would be better to bring this to the Crown Prince in the future. It all depends on whether or not he will deal with his younger sister. Thanks to Zisheng’s early detection and reporting it to His Majesty, it was only then that the Crown Prince got rid of his connections.”


    Shaoshang nodded along at first, then felt confused. “Aren’t there any estates for the Crown Princess…?”


    The Empress shook her left hand. “It’s not a big deal about the Crown Princess. Zisheng has already taken care of everything, and there is no way he can’t handle it.”


    Shaoshang sat on her knees next to the day bed, looking at the Empress. She hesitated.


    “Just say what you want,” the Empress said.


    “I’ve been told by you to visit Consort Yue frequently, and I have heard her scold the Crown Prince and Princess more than once. The Fourth Princess, like the Fifth Princess, already lives in a household outside the palace, but she still lives in the palace and is filial to Consort Yue. To be honest, I don’t think the Fourth Princess volunteered, she just dared not disobey Consort Yue. Your Majesty, why don’t you…?” Shaoshang trailed off and didn’t continue.


    “What you want to say,” the Empress said, looking at her, “is why don’t I learn from Consort Yue and occasionally punish my children?”


    Shaoshang giggled foolishly. That question had been on her mind for a long time.


    “Consort Yue has a bright and straightforward temperament, and she sits up and sets off, making people envious when they see her. But one person has their own way of life, and I cannot be her, nor can she be me.” The Empress turned around and looked at a pair of silk curtains hanging at the end of the day bed.


    “When I was young, I often watched my parents together in a place filled with poetry and literature, they were inseparable. My Xuan family’s hometown was a good place. We picked roses in spring, grilled fish in the summer, ate corn in the autumn, and the winter snow sparkled. At that time, I thought life could last like that for a long time, but I didn’t know that the chaos was already happening outside.”


    “Your Majesty was born into a good family, with rich, loving parents and gentle elders,” Shaoshang sighed. “You didn’t need to care for common affairs. Like my parents, they often say that when they were young, the world began to be unstable.”


    “It’s better to be born in sorrow and die in peace than the other way around.” The Empress smiled slightly at herself.


    “My father passed away before I was ten-years-old. Fortunately, my father gave all his property to his younger brother…”


    “What?” Shaoshang, who had originally been filled with disappointment, suddenly woke up. “Grandfather Xuan gave the entire family property to your uncle?! So… I remember Old Lady Zhai saying that Grandfather was the legitimate eldest son…” What kind of house fighting operation was this?!


    The Empress covered her mouth and laughed lightly, as if she thought the girl’s appearance was particularly interesting. “You, it’s like taking away your property. What’s wrong with this? Filial piety is the foundation of human nature. Besides, my father was not good at management and only loved reading and socializing. My departed mother was also of the same temperament. If he had given the property to my uncle and let him manage it well, wouldn’t that be great?”


    “Then there’s no need to let it go, just let your uncle take care of it!” Shaoshang felt heartbroken and decided to count the treasures sent by Marquis Xuan later to restore her emotions.


    “Do not meddle in affairs that are not part of your position,” the Empress said solemnly. “How hard is it to manage a family business and oversee hundreds of members of the Xuan family?  Is it benevolence and righteousness to have a capable uncle exhaust all his energy and effort, then let the father enjoy the success?”


    “Well… that’s fine,” Shaoshang had nothing to say to that. “Later on, Marquis Xuan passed away. How did your uncle treat you?”


    The Empress saw the caring gaze of the girl and smiled. “Don’t always think ill of people. Whether my father is ahead or behind me, my uncle treats us generally well. In fact, after Father passed away, he still wanted to give back the family property to my younger brother yet my mother politely refused and said we couldn’t ruin Father’s reputation.”


    “Well, if you were to let go of such a large fortune, Grandfather Xuan’s reputation would not be enough.” Shaoshang didn’t know if she should admire or ridicule this behavior.


    “But, after all, the world was in chaos. Those self-proclaimed heroes pass by and are often extorting food, money, and people. Those next to Uncle were clumsy, and he could only hold his own. My uncle felt sorry for Mother, so he sent someone to pick us up.” The Empress sighed faintly.


    “Yes, I heard there were still those who wanted their beautiful daughters back then,” Shaoshang said. “They said they would marry and they would serve as support for the villagers in the future. Bah, they are also worthy. It really is despicable! Father said that the initial reason why he gathered the villagers to train was just to protect the village from harm.”


    In fact, Director Xiao’s father, who was the third elder, did the same thing back then. Unfortunately, when he met malicious thieves, he died and his family was defeated. Fortunately, his powerful daughter revitalized the family property.


    The Empress looked at the girl leaning against the edge of the bed, her big eyes shining brightly, and smiled. “Military Official Cheng is truly a hero.”


    “You’re too kind, it’s just a small matter and not worth mentioning!” Shaoshang chuckled humbly. “After going to Prince Qian’an’s household, did Prince Qian’an treat you well? What about the others in the family?”


    The Empress remained silent for a moment, her eyes filled with melancholic nostalgia. “In recent years, looking at all the princes and princesses, I always remembered the days before. Although my uncle protected us under his wings, we were actually under the protection of others. However, our family of three was considerate of each other, and we lived in harmony and were content without any shortcomings. As close as flesh and blood, sometimes we didn’t even say a word. As long as Mother scolded us, my younger brother and I felt ashamed and looked at our mistakes.”


    Shaoshang seemed to have an understanding.


    “I remember one year, my mother went to great lengths to ask someone to bring some wild vegetables and pork jerky from her hometown – it was something that my father used to cook at home when he was alive. My younger brother and I were extremely happy and shared several meals before we were willing to eat them. My younger brother also stole a small piece under his pillow, hoping to take it out to give to my mother in the future. Of course, it got moldy and couldn’t be eaten again. He cried for a long time. Whether in the countryside or the royal mansion, whether my mother could help my siblings or not, we all respected and loved her equally and deeply.


    “Take a look at Fifth Princess, there will never be enough silver and gold. There is also the Eldest Princess. She is much smarter than her sister and respectfully observes etiquette while in front of me. However, after every show of ‘filial piety’ in front of me, there are always a few requests. There are also princes who were born in the palace and grew up in power. As they grow older, they all begin to have their own thoughts…


    “Sometimes, I don’t even know if they’re honoring me or honoring the power and the position I have in my hands.”


    Shaoshang looked at the Empress in silence – no wonder the Empress was always so unhappy. Deep down, she was pure of heart, wanting a pure marital relationship like her parents had, and a pure parent-child relationship like she had with her mother. Regardless of wealth or poverty, power, honor or disgrace, she was always pure and genuine.


    Remembering the past, the Empress’s eyes flickered with moisture. Shaoshang gently handed over a snow-white silk handkerchief and whispered, “Even if there were some disappointments in the palace, you’ve never complained.”


    “Why complain? It’s not that my family deliberately treated us unfairly. My uncle had many concubines, and my aunt was busy trying her best before it was too late.” The Empress took the silk handkerchief and lightly wiped at the corners of her eyes.


    “Along the way, I have met all kinds of good people. My parents were good people, my aunts and uncles on both sides of my family were good people… His Majesty and Consort Yue are even better. Think of the several cousins who stayed in their hometown, and then think of the sisters outside the palace, who were either separated, unaware of life or death, or married to monsters. Now, only Wen Xiujun is left, and we can still meet frequently. In the years of intense war, we can live and it hasn’t been easy. I… I have the best life…”


    Shaoshang helped the Empress smooth out her hair, gently fluffing up her pillow and waited for her to lie flat. “Your Majesty, don’t talk anymore,” she whispered. “The more you think about the past, the more sorrowful it becomes. I won’t say anything unreasonable again in the future… please, just rest for now.”


    It was precisely because the Empress was around good people that for decades it had been like being in a warm sponge, so she never had the opportunity to develop a sharp temperament, whether it was fortunate or unfortunate.


    “No, what you said, I actually thought about myself.” The Empress turned over and lay down to look at Shaoshang. “I envy the temperament of Consort Yue. She always liked to be around others and enjoy herself. A few years ago, she had even more trouble with the Old Princess Ruyang, but no matter how unpleasant things were said in person, she could turn around and laugh as if nothing had happened. That would make the old princess furious. It’s easy for her to relieve her anger.


    “But I can’t. If I argue with someone, it is difficult for me to be in the same room as them. If I hate someone, I will never want to see them again in my life. However, I often can’t make up my mind like that…


    “Be filial to your parents and treat your elders with respect,” the Empress said quietly. “Even if they are powerless. Isn’t that a simple truth? Hasn’t Fifth Princess’s teachers, mother, and many others who had tried to persuade her not to say it? She’s already listened to it, and it’s useless to say more if no one is listening. Anyway, His Majesty has already punished the enclosure this time, and she will know when she returns home. She’ll go against what I say…


    “Just now, you said that the Fourth Princess was unwilling to stay in the palace. Didn’t Consort Yue know this? I think there’s no point in forcing her to stay as her children grow older, but she doesn’t care about that. In fact, this is how she lives happily…” The Empress’s voice became even quieter.


    Shaoshang saw the Empress’s eyes gradually begin to close, her dignified and gentle face full of fatigue. A hint of pity appeared in her heart. The Empress loved willingly, but Consort Yue said that if someone wouldn’t obey you, they would also conquer you. Anyway, she had many children, so it was alright to abolish a few of them.


    In this world, people who always had a hard heart were more capable of achieving things, while those who were softhearted not only often achieved nothing, but also tended to be filled with complaints. If Cheng Shaoshang had been a believer in the law of the jungle before, she would have sneered at people like the Empress. But, as the Empress said, a person could not be judged in just a few words. A person had to take a look and think for themself.


    Shaoshang was well aware of how patient and gentle the Empress had been in tolerating herself in recent months. From time to time, her own occasional outbursts, crankiness, and impatience –and her own shortcomings in general – were enough that if she were with anyone else, she would have been poked and prodded with two dozen steel needles. In the place of Consort Yue, she probably would have already been sarcastically sifted through a sieve. But she had been living comfortably and safely in Changqiu Palace.


    Shaoshang brought the bedding up to cover the Empress, and gently pressed her fingers against her head. The Empress closed her eyes with a contented sigh and soon fell asleep.


    …


    The next morning, the palace was bustling with lights and colorful decorations, dispelling insects and incense. The kitchen area was filled with endless streams of people, and the smoke from the stove was like a pillar. Luo Jitong was assigned by the Empress to keep an eye on the Fifth Princess. The eunuch Cao Cheng was so busy his feet barely touched the ground. Shaoshang and Old Lady Zhai accompanied the Empress that morning to meet a group of lucky women who had come to congratulate her on her birthday.


    From princesses to wives of marquis, the entire main hall was filled with delicate voices, but the sound of congratulatory shouts could still be heard half a mile away. She also received a room full of valuable gifts of all sizes. Old Lady Zhai commanded the eunuchs to move and transport them to the inner hall, while Shaoshang made a record of rare items such as sea pearls, coral trees, rhinoceros’ horns, and rare jades.


    At this moment, she finally understood the Empress’s unwillingness to be extravagant for her birthday. Alright, if she didn’t spread it out, she would be dizzy and her hands would be sore. If she did spread her birthday celebration out, she probably would need to install a prosthetic limb.


    After a full nap, she learned that the Empress had been summoned by the Emperor to the front hall to receive birthday greetings from several trusted courtiers. Shaoshang and Old Lady Zhai were finally able to relax; they drank fruit juice, ate refreshments, and gossiped leisurely.


    The library administrators of junior high schools in her previous life were all fans of Chicken Soup for the Soul. They collected hundreds of intimate readers’ stories. After Shaoshang reformed, she broke up with her sisters on the road. She didn’t have many friends on campus and spent most of her free time in the library. Now, she could easily tell stories of bloodshed as a matter of convenience.


    Old Lady Zhai was particularly fond of listening, but she didn’t have a huge reserve of stories. In order to repay her kindness, she could only reveal anecdotes from her early years one after another as a gesture of reciprocity.


    Today, Shaoshang was about to end a seven-day long story of tragedy and heartbreak. “The wife, in order to take care of her paralyzed husband, the wicked mother-in-law, tears in her eyes and remarried. Then she shared the same house and lived together.”


    The time span was around thirty years, and the characters involved nearly forty people, including the children of the female lead and her ex-husband, the children of the separated couple, the children of the ex-husband’s first love that year, the children of the ex-husband’s first love after her marriage, the children of the ex-husband’s remarriage, and the children of the ex-husband’s current wife…


    After listening to the grand finale, Old Lady Zhai gasped and praised, “That was a tearjerker!”


    Shaoshang drank a mouthful of fruit juice to moisten her throat, and looked at the audience gathered around her. Seeing that they were all obsessed and unable to extricate themselves, she expressed satisfaction with the effect. In other words, it moved them to such a degree that if she sacrificed an ancient version of the unforgettable Changqiu Palace, tears would flow into a river.


    While everyone was pleading with Shaoshang to tell another story, Luo Jitong’s personal maid, Chun Tiao, came to her and said there was something to discuss. Shaoshang didn’t doubt her, and smiled and waved goodbye to her loyal audience like she was a superstar. She stood up and left gracefully.


    Since the two of them were old acquaintances, they talked as they walked. Shaoshang was feeling gossipy and asked, “Has Sister Jitong’s dowry been packed?”


    Chun Tiao was a slightly taller and stronger girl, but she laughed very cleverly. “Mistress Cheng, you asked. I have been so busy at home these days that I hardly have time to eat. To go to such a faraway place in the northwest, Madam is afraid that Mistress will be inconvenienced and she can’t bring all the bowls, chopsticks, and night pots with her!”


    Shaoshang burst out into laughter. “To be honest, I truly sympathize with your young mistress. She had already returned to her hometown. Who knew that the Empress was afraid that Fifth Princess might do something these days and brought Sister Jitong back to work. Oh, by the way, Chun Tiao, are you also going to the northwest?”


    “I heard it’s sandy in the northwest and no one wants to go,” Chun Tiao said, sighing lightly. “But Young Mistress has treated me so well, how could I not go? Madam also said that I have a strong body so it’s best for me to go to the northwest.”


    Shaoshang suddenly looked at their surroundings. “Why haven’t we arrived yet? I thought it was just a few words outside of the palace.”


    Chun Tiao’s eyes darted away from her. “We’re almost there, there’s the lakeside pavilion ahead.” She pointed towards the rarely visited Jingxin Lake ahead of them.


    “Oh, let’s hurry then.” Shaoshang quickly followed her. “Have you seen Sister Jitong’s future husband?”


    Chun Tiao seemingly breathed a sigh of relief, a smile quickly appearing. “Not just us, but even Madam has never seen him before. Only Young Mistress met him when she went to the northwest the year before last. I was sick at the time so I didn’t go with her. I heard that her future husband is good looking.”


    Shaoshang pretended to be dissatisfied. “Why are you so superficial? What matters is his character. What about his character?”


    Chun Tiao slowly lowered her guard and shook her head with a smile, stating she didn’t know.


    At that moment, Shaoshang suddenly began to sneeze. After a couple of sneezes she said, “It’s almost winter. I didn’t have a cloak when I came out, I’d better go back and get one first.” As she spoke, she went to turn around.


    Chun Tiao rushed to stop her.


    Shaoshang put her hands on her hips and glared at her. “You know how my body is, as well as your young mistress. If I get sick from the cold in the future, you will compensate me!”


    On the evening of late autumn and early winter, the cold gradually thickened and the forehead of Chun Tiao was glistening with sweat. She firmly grabbed onto Shaoshang and refused to let her go back.


    “It really is urgent, Young Mistress instructed me to speak to you…” Chun Tiao lowered her voice as she became flustered.


    Hearing this, Shaoshang nodded helplessly. She sneezed twice again and refused to continue walking no matter what. Finally, she suggested that she wait where they were and have Chun Tiao go back to pick it up for her. Chun Tiao was a strong girl and had fast legs, so she should go get it without any delay.


    Chun Tiao looked at Shaoshang’s unexpectedly arrogant and weak face, grit her teeth and agreed. She turned and quickly ran back.


    Shaoshang smiled and waved after Chun Tiao until her figure disappeared. She coldly lowered her eyes and decisively turned around to leave.


    Whether or not there was a problem with Chun Tiao, even if it was her own ulterior motives, being careful was not good enough. She was determined not to go to the lakeside pavilion and needed to find a crowded place.


    She quickly passed by Jingxin Lake and walked back to Changqiu Palace from the west side of Sheng Guang Lake. Unexpectedly, she bumped into a group of cheerful young men in formal attire. The first one was the Fifth Prince who had just been captured by Ling Buyi yesterday to testify for him.  


    The Fifth Prince immediately smiled when he saw her. “Aiyo,” he said, “look who it is!”


    Shaoshang was too lazy to deal with this dandy. She wanted to turn around and leave, but her heart suddenly stopped. She turned around again, looked at the Fifth Prince for a moment, and then began to laugh.


    …


    My heart just breaks for the Empress. I want to give her a huge hug and make her feel like the queen she is. 


    Thanks again for all the comments and likes! Your comments make my day when I read them and I love being able to talk with everyone. Stay safe and see you Sunday!
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    Chapter Ninety-Six:
Former Style


    The Fifth Prince looked at the large group of people next to him, then at the girl across from him who was alone. He became more confident. “Isn’t this the future bride of Master Ling?” he said with a glib tone. “The woman who is a brave and talented genius in the world? Why are you wandering alone today, Mistress Cheng?”


    Facts have proven that what Old Lady Zhai had said was correct; the Fifth Prince was indeed not very smart. He didn’t say anything about Shaoshang’s identity. The young gentlemen behind him were drinking her in one by one with frivolous and slippery eyes, thinking that Shaoshang was also among the young girls who had skin ties to the Fifth Prince. Although he had an official position in his family, his strength was not worth mentioning. As soon as the Fifth Prince mentioned that Shaoshang was Ling Buyi’s fiancée, the expressions of the group of young men changed in unison.


    Those gossipers began to whisper to each other.


    “This is the young lady Ling Buyi is going to marry, she looks pretty good.”


    “I don’t think she’s very good looking, she isn’t big enough.”


    “You’re being tacky. You can grow in size slowly, whether your face is marked or not is important.”


    “You’re not tacky, you’ve been staring at someone for a long time.”


    There were stupid people who were ready to watch a show.


    “Alright, this is a good show to watch today.”


    “The Ling family is usually unbearable, hmmm, so there are also times when he suffers losses.”


    “That’s right. Anyway, it’s all up to the Fifth Prince. Let’s watch the good show.”


    Some of the vigilantes suddenly realized something was wrong.


    “The Fifth Prince is going to make things difficult for her, we should help.”


    “Exactly, don’t make a fuss. We can’t afford this.”


    “Ling Zisheng has a temper, we can’t say he won’t implicate us.”


    Some of the more timid men already began to shift away.


    “Let’s not get mixed up with this, Ling Buyi is not someone to be messed with.”


    “But the Fifth Prince…”


    “Ling Buyi or the Fifth Prince, who do we want to offend?”


    “Let’s leave while no one is paying attention to us.”


    Shaoshang had already seen the different reactions of those young men but, unfortunately, the Fifth Prince had his back turned to them and was not aware. He still said with that oily tone, “There is a beautiful woman who I cannot forget; if I don’t see for a day, I’ll think of her like crazy; but a beautiful woman who is not on the East Wall; when I see Xu Xi, comfort my wandering…”


    Shaoshang frowned. “Isn’t that Master Sima’s poem? Your Highness didn’t recite the two sentences missing. Isn’t ‘think of her like crazy’ followed by ‘phoenix flying and soaring?’”


    From behind came a few snorts of laughter. Even those who wanted to escaped paused.


    “What do you know?” the Fifth Prince blushed. “I’m paraphrasing a song, paraphrasing!”


    It wasn’t that the Fifth Prince missed the sentence, what he said was indeed a popular rhetorical device nowadays. Unfortunately, he encountered a semi-illiterate person who didn’t read.


    “I see.” Shaoshang lowered her voice. “It’s because I lack insight. Please continue singing, Your Highness.”


    The Fifth Prince had been thrown off his groove and was unable to continue. He had to calm his emotions and chuckled lightly. “Mistress Cheng, I haven’t seen you in a few months, but you look even more beautiful…”


    “Haven’t seen me in months? Didn’t we just meet yesterday?” Shaoshang interrupted him with great enthusiasm. “Did you forget, Your Highness? It was in Changqiu Palace, and you were being carried in…” Like a dead dog for questioning.


    “Don’t say anything!” the Fifth Prince snapped, feeling both frustrated and embarrassed. His outburst startled the young men behind him and they were unsure of what was going on.


    Shaoshang lowered her head slightly, putting on an innocent and gentle expression. “I have spoken too much. I have a lowly appearance and am not worthy of being praised for my talent by Your Highness. Please, continue to praise me – oh, no, please continue to speak.”


    The Fifth Prince took a few deep breaths and felt anger churning in his gut but he couldn’t throw a fit. After taking a few easy breaths, he gave a cold smile. “You used to have a weak family background, just the daughter of a servant. But since you climbed up to Ling Buyi, you have been arrogant every day and refuse to look at me. You didn’t expect to bump into me today, did you?” He sneered with a mournful expression as he spoke, adding to his intimidating aura.


    The group of young gentlemen behind them all had the same thought: even if they bumped into each other, what would happen? If you teased Ling Buyi, would you really dare to plant a green hat on his head?! However, if His Highness really did it, the brothers would all respect you as a man, burn a few sticks of incense during the holidays, and enjoy the love of wine and meat together.
[To wear a green hat means to have a man be cheated on or become a cuckold. They’re also saying that if the Fifth Prince does this, they’ll pay their respects to his grave every year.]


    Shaoshang didn’t respond right away, but her expression became increasingly unhappy. “…Whatever comes must go. There must be a cause and result, the joy of the past and the pain of today. The heavens will never grant any benefits for nothing.”


    “You have Ling Buyi to support you,” the Fifth Prince said slowly, looking at her appearance. “Who can still bully you? Who are you pretending to be like this for?”


    Shaoshang didn’t reply, just looked at him pitifully and then lowered her long eyelashes.


    “Someone really bullied you,” the Fifth Prince softened his tone inexplicably, feeling stunned. “Why don’t you tell Ling Buyi? He will make a complaint on your behalf, or, you could tell me…”


    Shaoshang remained silent. She just gave him a more melancholic look.


    “Wait, don’t tell me…” The Fifth Prince was suddenly hit with a realization. “Don’t tell me that it’s Ling Buyi who bullied you…” He suddenly felt that Shaoshang looked much thinner than she did a few months ago, and her expression was also more haggard than he saw yesterday.


    Most men, when in front of weak and helpless beautiful women, tend to have excessive imaginations, and the Fifth Prince fell into that category. Therefore, even if a girl does not restrain her wild reputation, even if he has seen her sharp teeth and mouth, at that moment, he was very smooth in soothing his thoughts towards the direction he wanted.


    First Condition: Ling Buyi has a cold face and cold heart, and treats people cruelly.


    Second Condition: The girl was a powerful liar, but completely unable to retaliate against Ling Buyi’s bullying.


    Conclusion: Ling Buyi was bullying Cheng Shaoshang.


    Shaoshang slowly raised her head, and there seemed to be a flash of water in her eyes. She said she was ruthless but affectionate (actually, it was showering affection on someone not interested).


    The Fifth Prince swallowed hard. “What… what happened?” he asked. “You might as well tell me about it…”


    Shaoshang tilted her head and glanced at the group of young men behind him. The others didn’t see this look but the Fifth Prince, who was directly opposite of her, took a thorough look. At this point, not only did his bones become soft, but they were almost crispy, the kind of crispy that one gets after being deep-fried. He was already at odds with Ling Buyi, and what’s more, Cheng Shaoshang’s appearance was just his type.


    He immediately turned around and asked his friends to leave first, solemnly stating that he had something to say with Young Mistress Cheng.


    The group of young gentlemen looked at each other and then at them. Some were eager to leave, some were happy to stay and listen to the gossip, and others were worried about what would happen.


    However, Ling Buyi had a fierce reputation and, with the Fifth Prince taking the initiative to have them leave, the group considered that their responsibility had been taken away. After hesitating for a moment, everyone quickly walked away. Basically, those who hung out with the Fifth Prince were neither favored nor powerful, and were not responsible or serious people. They were mostly the spoiled children of various noble families.


    Seeing that no one was around, the Fifth Prince immediately took a few steps forward to pick up the girl. Shaoshang took advantage of the situation and gently turned around, then took a ladylike step forward to the side of the lake. The Fifth Prince, like a foolish donkey with a carrot hanging from his forehead, followed her.


    He began to mutter as he followed her. “Ling Buyi bullied you, didn’t he? I knew he always pretended to be so charming! Hmph, he deceived my parents and even all the adults believed him! He may have deceived others, but he couldn’t deceive me! I have been bullied by him before, and I am most aware of his character… insidious and cunning, always looking for revenge, malicious intentions and unscrupulous methods! Tell me how he bullied you! He cursed you, didn’t he? He had an affair? He… he hit you…”


    Thinking that Ling Buyi was actually a scumbag with a human face and a beast who bullied weak women, the Fifth Prince became excited. His forehead was bright, his heart was boiling hot, and he wished he could immediately become a great hero in fighting against the strong and supporting the weak. The girl remained silent and only lowered her head unhappily as she slowly walked towards the depths of the forest.


    An unknown type of fine bamboo was planted by the lake, with leaves like willow catkins fluttering in the wind. At this moment, the golden and black clouds disappeared into the sky and dusk was gradually sinking. The bamboo shadows on the lake were swaying and there were soft water sounds. Coupled with the jade-like beautiful woman, even a young man like Fifth Prince, who had no trace of elegance, could not help but become reserved and refined.


    “How does Ling Buyi treat you?” the Fifth Prince asked softly.


    Shaoshang’s eyes were blank, and as she looked into the distance, she saw a pale golden pavilion in the middle of the shimmering lake.


    The girl’s voice was somewhat ethereal. “Your Highness, take a look at that pavilion. When I first saw it, I thought it was truly magnificent and beautiful. However, later on, the Empress said that the pavilion had been damaged from the roof to the pillars. Although it looks good from the distance, it’s already crumbling. The Empress told me never to go in in case it would collapse and hurt me. His Majesty is frugal, and has been hesitating on whether or not to demolish it or find a skilled craftsman to repair it…”


    The Fifth Prince listened attentively and quickly mobilized all of his brains to think various rhetorical devices such as metaphors, similes, and anthropomorphism flashed through his mind. He suddenly understood and began to enthusiastically nod. “Mistress Cheng, you have suffered…”


    The girl seemed to feel something and slowly walked to the lake. The waves lapped over several smooth, large stones at the edge and she stood on top of them. The Fifth Prince couldn’t help but chase after her and also stood on the stones.


    Shaoshang lowered her head. “Your Highness, today you have disregarded your past grievances to comfort a young girl. It shows that you have a kind heart. I used to be young and ignorant, and I couldn’t distinguish between good and bad people. Don’t take the disrespect personally…”


    The Fifth Prince’s blood began to boil with excitement; the figure had become somewhat majestic to him. “A man should stand tall in the world,” he exclaimed in a loud voice. “And his heart should be able to stand tall and preserve the weak. A few words of arguing with you is nothing!”


    “Your Highness is broad-minded and will be a great husband. I admire you immensely. However, I sometimes have wild thoughts. If I do anything with you today, will my marriage with Master Ling still be possible?”


    The smile on the Fifth Prince’s face froze, and suddenly the girl’s gaze went from being weak to sharp and calm, as if looking at a prey that had fallen into her trap.


    A sense of unease came over him. Feeling like there was no hope, he pulled at his collar and chuckled. “Don’t think so! First, calm down… your marriage is actually done by my father, the Emperor…” At the same time, he secretly cursed himself. How could he be afraid of a little girl who wasn’t as tall or as strong as him?


    “Then I’ll tell His Majesty myself, okay?” The girl’s eyes seemed to soften a bit. “As long as you will be my witness and repeat what you had just said, that Master Ling is insidious and cunning…”


    “No!” The Fifth Prince felt a chill run down his spine as he waved his hands frantically and took two steps back, coincidentally retreating into a towering boulder. He just wanted to have Ling Buyi’s legs pulled out from under him and add some stress. But if Ling Buyi’s marriage really was ruined, his father would skin him alive!


    “If you think about it, Ling Buyi is actually quite good! He is good looking, holds a high position and is much stronger than this powerless and weak prince! Young Mistress, don’t be impulsive so you don’t regret it in the future!”


    “I knew no one could help me!” Shaoshang took two steps forward and put her face in her hands and began to cry. “Your Highness is also afraid of being implicated!”


    The Fifth Prince felt very embarrassed, neither advancing or retreating at this moment. He was about to stretch out his hand to pull the girl closer and tease her for a moment. Unexpectedly, he felt a numbness in his knee as he was kicked heavily. The outstretched hands were pushed forward by the girl and she quickly crouched down, flipping her arms and forcefully pushing his back. With a cry of pain, the Fifth Prince fell into the lake with a series of splashes.


    As he cried out, Shaoshang immediately picked up a bamboo pole on the ground and forcefully pushed it against the shoulder of the Fifth Prince who had just floated out of the water. Shaoshang pushed away the Fifth Prince who was just about to reach the stone shore with his arms.


    The Fifth Prince’s brocade robes were soaked and he was scared half to death. He couldn’t reach the shore in front of him and couldn’t swim all the way back behind him. He could only tightly grasp the bamboo pole and cursed loudly, “Are you crazy, you little maid woman?! I can’t swim. You’re planning on harming the prince!”


    Shaoshang ignored him. There was a stone lampstand in the shape of a beast on the shore and she neatly inserted the bamboo pole into the carving gap, holding it in her own hands on one end and supporting the Fifth Prince in the lake at the other end. Watching the thrashing of the person in the lake, Shaoshang suddenly felt energetic and her previous charm reappeared.


    The Fifth prince held one end of the bamboo pole and floated in the water. He looked around and cursed himself for being as foolish as a pig.


    Didn’t Cheng Shaoshang just walk over here? She must have taken a good look at the terrain around them and remembered that there was a long bamboo pole on the ground, which led him to be fooled. He wanted to shout out, but the place was so densely forested that no one would hear him and all his companions had left. It really was frustrating!


    He still had a glimmer of hope and forced himself to smile. “Cheng, Mistress Cheng, Ling Buyi bullied you. If you really don’t want to marry him, then just say it directly. If it’s up to me, I’ll definitely…”


    “Ha! Your Highness’s words are so strange. When did I say that Master Ling bullied me? And when did I say that I didn’t want to marry him?” Shaoshang was happy in her heart at this moment and laughed heartily.


    “You, you… did you just say…?” The Fifth Prince couldn’t continue. This lowly maid seemed to have said nothing.


    “What did I say? I just said that this is a cause and there is an effect, and that the pavilion was empty.” Shaoshang curved her big, bright eyes. “It’s because His Highness said a lot of bad things about Master Ling. What insidious and cunning things are they? Anyway, I see His Majesty every few days. I’ll definitely learn from him when I go to him.”


    A roar echoed through the Fifth Prince’s mind and he cursed loudly. “You little bitch! You dare to play with me! I’ll kill you! Come on, I will feed you to a dog, I’ll feed you to a wolf!”


    Shaoshang lifted the bamboo pole in her hand and, according to the lever principle, the other end of the bamboo pole was pressed down. The Fifth Prince was immediately pressed into the water, drinking a few mouthfuls before she relaxed the bamboo pole and allowing the Fifth Prince to float like a ball.


    The Fifth Prince held onto the bamboo pole and choked on water. “You little…” He gritted his teeth and held back the word ‘bitch.’ “You have courage. Aren’t you afraid that I will report back to my parents afterwards and punish you?!”


    “You’re right,” Shaoshang nodded slightly. “Since that’s the case, I’ll continue to work hard so that you will never be able to report it.” As she spoke, she pretended to lift the bamboo pole again.


    “Don’t, don’t, don’t!” The Fifth Prince was terrified. “There isn’t a problem! I won’t say anything, okay? Really, I won’t. A man is a man, how could he do such a thing to a little girl?”


    “Your Highness, there’s no need to deceive me,” Shaoshang said with a smile, raising her eyebrows. “First, you can’t trick me with your skills. Second, I’m not afraid of being sued by the court. I’ll just say that you intend to belittle me. Today, we met by chance, and Your Highness keeps bothering me. During this chase, you accidentally fell into the water. You started drifting further and further away and it was I who worked hard to pull you back to shore with a bamboo pole. Tell me, Your Highness, who will everyone believe?”


    “Nonsense!” the Fifth Prince’s eyes bulged. “I am a prince and I will enjoy a first-class title in the future. What about you? A pretentious little maid relying on Ling Buyi’s posturing! How will others believe you but not me?!”


    Without a word, Shaoshang lifted the bamboo pole again, allowing the Fifth Prince to take a few sips of lake water. “Actually,” she said, calming down, “Master Ling has only stayed in the palace for a little over five years, and you’ve framed him six times without stopping. In the first two years, it was just breaking a precious plate. During the fight, you pushed the teacher who had come to teach in the palace. In the next couple of years, you tried to pin him with taking liberties with maidservants, fighting the younger princes, and so on and so on… this happens about once a year. Your Royal Highness, you truly are sincere and commendable.”


    She laughed mockingly. “Unfortunately, His Majesty sees through it and you get caught. Master Ling was unharmed but you either had to kneel in the Imperial Temple or were beaten so bad that it took half a year for you to recuperate. Fifth Royal Highness, who would His Majesty trust more this time?”


    The Fifth Prince’s face, which was pale due to the cold lake water, turned red. “Ling Buyi’s mouth is sharp enough! I was just joking around with him, and he never spared me! In those years it was Father who punished me, and he’s going to come and deal with me again…”


    Shaoshang smirked. She inwardly thanked Old Lady Zhai for providing those old and interesting stories.


    The Fifth Prince seemed to have a deep grudge against Ling Buyi. Despite struggling to catch his breath while being immersed in the water, he still made an effort to curse Ling Buyi. From being pushed in the mud during a fight to being unable to keep up with his smarts while studying, it was simply too much to write home about. After his rant, he had a hard time catching his breath and said, “Ask me! Why did I look down on Ling Buyi from the beginning?”


    “Why would I ask about that?” Shaoshang said, chuckling lightly. “You are not the oldest nor are you the youngest. You weren’t born from the Empress or Consort Yue. You aren’t good at studying or martial arts and can’t even create trouble in a unique way. If it weren’t for you causing trouble regularly, His Majesty might not even remember you exist.”


    “You!” the Fifth Prince turned purple with anger at her harsh words. “You and Ling Buyi are a match made in heaven! Your words are cold, sharp, murderous! I wouldn’t dare to compete with my imperial brothers, but Ling Buyi is treated like he is the eldest. Father teaches him how to fight and study personally but he won’t look at me…”


    “If, in exchange for His Majesty’s attention, you had to have both your parents die and all of your relatives are either injured or killed, would you be willing to do so?” Shaoshang asked coldly.


    The Fifth Prince sputtered for a moment before he grumbled unfairly, “But he didn’t even lose both his parents.” After all, his parents were still alive.


    “Actually,” Shaoshang continued, “Your Highness is very clear in your heart about what the difference is between you and Master Ling. But this… it’s not something that can be questioned as a child.” That could be traced back to Consort Xu’s method of getting pregnant.


    The Fifth Prince remained silent.


    “…Why did you lure me here?” The Fifth Prince felt his hands and feet becoming colder and colder, so he decided that for the time being it was best to let bygones be bygones. The important thing to do now was escape.


    “You and Master Ling grew up together, but it seems that you know Master Ling far less than he knows you,” Shaoshang said with a faint smile. “Consort Xu loves you and she doesn’t allow you to get involved in too many things. Therefore, you still don’t know how to swim nor have you gone hunting in the forest yet. You only know a few moves in martial arts – even with my humble self-defense skills, I could still compete with you. Look, Master Ling has a clear understanding of who you are.”


    The Fifth Prince felt like his past had been exposed. With furious tears in his eyes, he roared, “Ling Buyi is an intolerable bully! He thinks he can do anything himself and spreads my shortcomings to others. I…”


    “Don’t worry, Your Highness. Master Ling didn’t say all of that,” Shaoshang smiled. “Master Ling has also said that even though you aren’t diligent in your body and mind, you are well-read and often have unique insights. You don’t like the classics and texts of Confucian scholars, but prefer the theory of exotic customs and traditions. Unfortunately, you are timid and wouldn’t travel personally to those remote and barbaric places. Therefore, you can only look for stories in old bamboo slips and pottery pieces, or hold your head up and wait for heroic men like Marquis Bowang to travel through mountains and rivers to bring back interesting stories.”


    The Fifth Prince’s face turned red. Whether it was from the cold, anger, or feeling moved, Shaoshang couldn’t tell. He had always thought Ling Buyi looked down on him and thought he was a good-for-nothing. He didn’t expect…


    “The things that I like are neither suitable for the world or state, nor is it good for writing books and speeches. My father has no interest in them so what’s the use of them?” he stammered.


    “The Fifth Prince’s words are not appropriate,” Shaoshang said loudly. “I believe that reading is nothing more than enjoying oneself, not looking for gains or losses. If it’s just a stepping stone for your career, no matter how good the education is, it’s just reading for the sake of the situation. You know that you aren’t useful in court or favored by His Majesty but you still pursued that diligently, that can be called having a pure heart. It doesn’t matter whether people appreciate it or not or if they know about it or not. As long as you’re enjoying it, keep at it.”


    Who thought you could learn something from Chicken Soup for the Soul? She used her knowledge to stir up emotions that could enable her to have a close relationship with the Fifth Prince. Besides, being a prince means you don’t have to worry about starving to death. Maybe if more brothers behaved like the Fifth Prince, the happier the Crown Prince would be when he ascended the throne in the future.


    The Fifth Prince never had those words said to him before in his life. His heart filled with complicated emotions and he almost forgot that he was being submerged in the cold lake by a cruel and cunning little girl.


    “For the sake of what you said today, I’ll not argue with you anymore,” he said loudly, exhaling. “Now quickly pull me up! I won’t report you!”


    “Not yet,” Shaoshang said.


    “What else are you going to do?” the Fifth Prince exclaimed in frustration. It was embarrassing to be a prince and have this be done. Being pushed down in the cold water by someone who shows that she doesn’t care, and she still refuses to give up?!


    “I just want to be friends with you,” Shaoshang beamed at him.


    For a second, the Fifth Prince couldn’t believe what he was hearing. He gritted his teeth and said, “You’ve held me in the water and you still dare to say it was all for the sake of friendship? Where do you come from that this is how you make friends?!”


    “Correct,” Shaoshang said solemnly. “I do want to become friends with you, but this matter is a long story…”


    “I’m still in the water so just make a long story short!” The Fifth Prince felt that if he really did die today, it wouldn’t be from freezing or drowning. It’d be from anger.


    Shaoshang pressed down on the bamboo pole in her hand and the Fifth Prince was able to float in the water easier. “Master Ling and I have been arguing these days,” she said. “It’s a small matter and we’ll make up in a few days. Your Highness, stop grinning like that… we had a fight. Now Master Ling refuses to let me leave the palace.”


    “What I mean is, is seems that Master Ling and I will fight again in the future. What if he comes up with this type of move again? Besides, His Majesty hasn’t said when I can go home. Therefore, I need a few friends… I can’t just leave Changqiu Palace blindly, not knowing who is trustworthy or not.”


    Take earlier that day for an example. After she had gotten rid of Chun Qi, she didn’t know anyone else along the way. She couldn’t trust any of the guards, maids and eunuchs who walked by. The Fifth Prince couldn’t help anyone else, but at least he grew up in the palace and was considered a local bully.


    “Hmph!” The Fifth Prince seemed to have a bit of understanding, but he had been born with a cheap mouth and unshakeable temperament. “I am a descendant from a family chosen by the heavens. Where do you fall on that list? And you dare to ask me to be friends!”


    “Your Highness, how often do you actually see His Majesty?” Shaoshang asked.


    The Fifth Prince didn’t answer.


    “If you forget gatherings like the palace banquets, it takes about two or three months just for you to be summoned by His Majesty,” Shaoshang smiled. “It’d be better to stay with the younger princes.”


    The Fifth Prince’s complexion looked like a moldy pickled vegetable in soy sauce.


    “I’ll be able to meet you almost every other day. I wouldn’t dare say that I’ll go through the fire and the flames in order to save you, but it’s not difficult to avoid danger. With everything that’s going on, don’t you think that I’m a worthy friend to have?”


    The Fifth Prince was greatly moved and his complexion fluctuated. Finally, he shouted loudly, “Okay! I’ll accept. This is the end of our previous argument, and I won’t say another word about it!”


    Shaoshang smiled with satisfaction as the sound of the banquet bell rang from far off in the distance, signaling the banquet was about to begin. She glanced up at the sky and saw that the white moon had risen to between the branches in the trees at some point. She quickly pulled the Fifth Prince back to shore, suggesting that they go back to Changqiu Palace to bathe, change, and have some ginger soup before attending.


    The Fifth Prince’s hands and feet were numb and pruned thanks to the water, and he didn’t have the strength to pinch this horrible little girl. He could only angrily shout out, “Do you think I’m not shameful enough? I need to go back to my mother’s residence before going to Changqiu Palace!”


    Shaoshang smiled as she went to help him, even going as far as ringing out his dripping robe. “Face and reputation are short-lived and passes quickly, but your physical health is the most important. It’s only fifteen minutes from Changqiu Palace but it will take more than half an hour for you to return to Consort Xu. If you walk all that way with this wind, you’ll get sick.”


    “Have you forgotten who caused me to be in such a situation in the first place?” the Fifth Prince’s passionate tone towards the girl was incomprehensible.


    “Your Highness, have you forgotten what you just said about forgiving past grievances and not mentioning it again?”


    “…”


    “Besides, whether you forget it or not, we’re still closer to Changqiu Palace. You should prioritize your health, Your Highness.”


    He heaved a sigh, suddenly feeling that today was a sad day, as if a thousand years had passed him by and the tide had changed. He didn’t even have the energy to participate in some of his favorite arguments about his life. He could only sit wearily on the stone platform, pouring the water from his ankle boots, and then be supported by Shaoshang to Changqiu Palace, occasionally emitting a sneeze or two.


    “You’re so ruthless. You left me in the water for such a long time. If I didn’t have good intentions, Father wouldn’t spare you, even with Ling Buyi’s support!”


    “Master Ling said that you only looked weak, but in fact, you’re in quite good health. It’s because Consort Xu was too cautious. Once, several princes rode horses across a mountain stream and a gust of wind blew by, causing all the princes to fall into the water. In the end, only you didn’t catch a cold.”


    “How does Ling Buyi have such a good memory? Is he aware of the façade you put up?”


    “What façade?”


    “Forget it, I don’t know why I asked. If he doesn’t know your true colors, then you will suffer because you have to pretend for a lifetime. If he is aware, then he’ll suffer because he has to endure you for a lifetime.”


    “Your Highness.”


    “What? Did I misspeak?”


    “After soaking in the lake, Your Highness’s mind has become much clearer. Perhaps you should soak in the lake more often.”


    “…Why is it I think that you bully people so easily? You’re able to intimidate and coerce so easily, you’ve had to have done it a lot in the past.”


    “How is that possible? I have been under strict supervision since I was little, and I can’t be more honest.”


    For once, someone had guessed it right. Unfortunately, her former charm disappeared when she was bullied.


    …


    SHAOSHANG IS BACK BABY! She’s straight up bullied Fifth Prince into being her ally. Love it, haha.


    Next Chapter: Birthday Banquet
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    Chapter Ninety-Seven:
Birthday Banquet


    The two of them walked forward, giving each other the cold-shoulder and their lips tight. When they returned to Changqiu Palace, Old Lady Zhai became startled when she saw the Fifth Prince soaked from head to foot. She quickly gathered hot water and some dry clothes while Shaoshang looked at the prince contemptuously. On the spot, she fabricated a story about the Fifth Prince falling into the lake and the ‘Little Lady’ bravely saving him. Old Lady Zhai believed it without hesitation.


    When the banquet bell rang for the third time, the eunuch who had been sent to Consort Xu to pick up his clothes had not yet returned. Old Lady Zhai had to get Ling Buyi’s clothes from when he was younger for the Fifth Prince. The Fifth Prince nearly burst into tears. “I prepared a very exquisite attire for today’s birthday banquet. I didn’t expect I can’t wear it.” If he didn’t dress exquisitely, his Royal Father would not pay him attention.


    Shaoshang stroked her beautiful new clothes, giving a loving smile like a kindergarten teacher would give. “Think of the good. It’s uncertain that His Majesty would find you particularly frugal.”


    “Think of the bad, what if Father feels that I’m neglected the Empress Mother’s birthday!” If that was the case, he would definitely sell out Cheng Shaoshang!


    It was nearing seven in the evening when Shaoshang and the Fifth Prince were surrounded by a group of palace maids and eunuchs as they went to Xuan Ming Hall. Along the way, the garden was filled with colorful lanterns shining like neon lights, and the figures illuminated were blotched like flowers.


    Approaching the brightly lit main hall, a tall and slender figure stood atop the towering steps. Even though the Emperor’s servants were moving around like a shuttle, he remained eye-catching, like a brilliant lighthouse built by the gods of ancient mythology to guide lost ships at sea, standing motionless on the dark coast of stormy waves.


    Ling Buyi took a small step forward. He had already seen Shaoshang and the Fifth Prince.


    Shaoshang and the Fifth Prince both unconsciously slowed their pace, as if they were small beasts with a common natural enemy. Shaoshang whispered, “Don’t worry, I’ll only say I saved you after you accidentally fell into the water. I won’t mention anything else.”


    The Fifth Prince, however, sighed. “For the sake of our half-friendship, I’ll give you a word of advice – it’s better to tell the truth.”


    Shaoshang didn’t understand immediately. The Fifth Prince deftly and quickly moved from her side, running towards the Crown Prince and his wife who were standing near the entrance of the palace. She had no choice but to walk forward alone. A couple steps before ascending the stairs, Ling Buyi extended his broad and slender palm to her. Shaoshang hesitated for a moment before putting her small hand in his.


    Ling Buyi took a look at her. Under the bright lanterns, the girl’s white and tender skin was reflected in colors and he couldn’t clearly see the embroidered patterns on her light crimson dress. She looked up at Ling Buyi, then lowered her head and played with her sleeve. It was like she didn’t know what to say. In this way, she became more like a young girl who spilled paint on herself and was at a loss.


    Ling Buyi stayed quiet, holding her hand as he walked them towards the hall. Unexpectedly, the First Princess had just passed by and couldn’t help but joke, “It seems the newly engaged are so passionate they have to hold hands as they arrive.”


    The First Son-in-law also smiled as he came over. “Aiyo, young people have a lot of love to give. After they get married, they’ll be so burdened by their children and other trivial things that they won’t be like this.”


    “Who said they won’t…” the First Princess said.


    Before she could finish her sentence, she saw the Second Princess and her husband coming up from the other side. Both of them were dressed similarly, with crane cloaks and feather robes. The sleeves of the robes hung down, covering their arms. As her eyes landed on their hands, she realized that their fingers were intertwined and tightly clutched.


    The First Son-in-law looked awkward. The First Princess’s expression darkened and she snorted, turned around, and stepped into the hall. The First Son-in-law cleared his throat and hurried in after her.


    The Second Princess and her husband looked at each other, unsure of what was going on.


    Shaoshang couldn’t help but chuckle. She turned to look at Ling Buyi, only to find that he was looking back at her. Two pairs of eyes facing each other, each pair feeling that the other’s eyes were shining like stars, breathtaking. Shaoshang looked into Ling Buyi’s dark brown eyes and, as if she understood the meaning behind them, nodded.


    “Why are you nodding?” Ling Buyi asked.


    “I think you’re right.”


    “What did I think?”


    “You know.” He wished that they would be like the Second Princess and her husband in the future.


    Ling Buyi had a smile in his eyes and he lightly pinched her small hand. Suddenly, he pulled her aside and whispered, “So, why did you arrive with Fifth Prince?”


    Shaoshang stumbled a couple of steps. “Just now, the Fifth Prince accidentally fell into the water. I arrived with him because Xiaojing Lake is closer to Changqiu Palace. I invited him there to change his clothes and drink some ginger soup.”


    Ling Buyi’s smile slowly faded. “The Fifth Prince doesn’t know how to swim and never gets close to the water. Why did he go to the lake, then? Also, why did you leave Changqiu Palace to go to Xiaojing Lake?”


    Shaoshang hesitated for a moment. “Uh, that’s because…”


    Ling Buyi looked her up and down. He began to speak slowly, “I don’t know why you left Changqiu Palace, but you must have encountered the Fifth Prince and his friends on the road. He spoke rudely to you, so you planned to lure him away until he fell into the lake. If it was only the Fifth Prince, you wouldn’t have needed to lure him away to deal with him. Am I right or wrong?”


    Shaoshang’s mouth opened slightly, a familiar sense of surprise rose in her heart. It was like he had seen what happened, his calculation as smooth as water. She felt it would be best to adapt to this feeling as soon as possible because she might be feeling it a lot in the future.


    “Why do you love to shift blame and lie so much? Can’t you tell the truth properly?” Ling Buyi frowned as he spoke.


    “I can fight my own battles,” Shaoshang hissed, shaking his hand off her forcefully. “The Fifth Prince has a foul mouth but I’ve already taught him a lesson, so you don’t need to lecture me!” She quickly walked towards the hall as she spoke.


    Once she entered the palace, a maidservant showed her to her reserved seat. Shaoshang sat down, feeling trapped and angry – as for what she was angry about, she didn’t know. She didn’t know whether it was because her tricks had been exposed or because she was accused of lying, which made her even angrier.


    After a moment, Ling Buyi was served by the eunuchs as he took his shoes off to enter the palace. He slowly walked over to Shaoshang’s side and sat down.


    “I’m not blaming you for not telling the truth, nor for acting on your own. I just wanted to let you know that you aren’t alone, you still have me.”


    “I will always protect you.”


    “You don’t have to worry about dealing with things on your own whenever you encounter them.”


    “Remember, you have me.”


    He didn’t turn his head, but lowered it to look at the painted wood grain on the table, cutting a clear and handsome profile. Shaoshang suddenly felt a surge of heat in her heart; it was a feeling of restlessness and confusion. The two of them sat in silence until the banquet began.


    The birthday banquet was not on a grand scale, except for the abundance of wine and food, there was just singing and dancing for entertainment. Only a dozen of the more high-ranking ministers and their families were there in attendance. Shaoshang only knew Marquis Yu, Marquis Cui, and a bearded general with the last name of Wu.


    Tonight, Imperial Consort Yue appeared particularly virtuous and low-key. From head to toe she resembled a young, new bride who just entered the family. She looked so shy that she didn’t even dare to lift her head. The Empress seemed to be familiar with this type of appearance, and found it both helpless and funny. If the Empress was a shining pearl in the deep sea, elegant and dignified, then Consort Yue was a beautiful woman on the riverbank, beautiful and refreshing.


    Shaoshang lowered her head to pick up a fallen hairpin. She saw Consort Yue approaching and toasting the Empress. The Emperor secretly pulled at the hem of her skirt while he was eating, and then was heavily slapped away by Consort Yue.


    Shaoshang sighed to herself. She couldn’t blame the Emperor. In his supreme position, even if the Emperor were to dote on a different teenage girl every year, no one would say anything. He managed to live with two wives and a concubine who were busy with everything, and he lived a more carefree life than ordinary nobles and wealthy merchants precisely because he was originally a person of great affection.


    As the pinnacle of their country, the people in the depths of the palace had to have their own helplessness, and what was most needed was compromise and goodwill. No one was qualified to take it seriously.


    There were rounds of toasting, rounds of celebration and praise, followed by everyone offering their birthday gifts. The courtiers, princes and princesses each put in their own efforts. There were precious gifts, exotic gifts, beautiful or unheard of –


    The Crown Prince and his wife asked someone to lift up a white jade qilin that was over a foot high, with a smooth and translucent appearance. The Second Prince’s face turned green because his gift was also a similarly sized qilin statue, but it was pure gold. With the brothers’ combined gifts, it was a perfect combination of elegance that people of all social classes could like. It was quite good.
[A qilin is a Chinese mythical creature.]


    Seeing this, the Crown Princess sneered lightly.


    The Second Prince’s wife had just given birth, and her face was still a bit swollen. At this moment, she expressed with a helpless expression that this lump of gold was not her aesthetic.


    The birthday present from the First Princess and her husband was also very valuable, but it didn’t seem like it was given to the Empress.


    She received a carved white jade wine glass. Unfortunately, the Empress did not drink alcohol on a daily basis. She also received a plain gauze garment as thin as cicada wings. Unfortunately, the Empress was afraid of the cold and not the heat. Even in the summer, she would wear a full set of thick and deep clothes. It was the Emperor who was afraid of the heat.


    Consort Yue was pretending to be honest and humble and kept her head down, so her expression was hidden. The Emperor didn’t pay attention to these details and praised his eldest daughter and son-in-law with a smile on his face. The Empress smiled faintly, and only Shaoshang could see there was a hint of self-deprecation in it.


    Ling Buyi presented an old bamboo scroll. When the Empress opened it up, tears immediately welled in her eyes. It was a manuscript of her grandfather’s. Grandfather Xuan had been fond of poetry and literature, and he often gifted his writings to his friends instead of cherishing them, which was why the Xuan family didn’t have much of his writings. After years of wars, Grandfather Xuan’s handwritten scroll had long been lost, but now it was found by Ling Buyi.


    Seeing the Empress’s surprised and delighted expression, the Emperor deeply felt that his adopted son had given him a good reputation, that everything he did was done properly, and he was in harmony with his heart. He was even more talkative now. If it weren’t for his rising fame recently, the Emperor almost certainly would have given him something as a reward.


    The birthday gifts offered by the Third Prince and Consort Yue were mainly conventional. The Second Princess and her husband were quite innovative, presenting a lifelike portrait of the Empress dancing gracefully and painted meticulously with exquisite brushstrokes. Even the embroidery on the hem of the skirt was clearly visible. It took the couple several months of work to complete.


    The First Princess off to the side pursed her lips with a disdainful expression on her face. First Son-in-law, however, saw the Emperor and Empress looking at each other with love in their faces, which was much more sincere than before they had received the gift. He suddenly felt that the couple of the Second Princess had a plan in mind.


    The most eye-catching birthday present was the dance led by the Fifth Princess. At first glance, the dance seemed grand. Unfortunately, the reality was that the dance steps were not innovative and the steps were often out of sync. The amount of effort involved was evident at just a glance. Consort Yue tried several times to say something but she just couldn’t bear it. The Empress’s expression was faint, and the Emperor had a faraway look in his eyes. The three of them remained silent.


    Shaoshang saw this situation and thought to the Fifth Princess, ‘Just wait until she sees the surprise when she returns home!’


    After all the birthday gifts were offered, the Emperor saw that the Empress was still feeling a little down. He smiled and asked the Second Princess if she could improvise a dance. She smiled and agreed. Her husband held his xiao by his side and said, “Your Majesty, dancing with just the xiao is somewhat weak. The sound of a qin would add to it. I earnestly request Zisheng to help.”


    “Zisheng hasn’t played the qin for a long time,” the Emperor glanced over and smiled.


    On such an occasion, Ling Buyi could not let anyone down so he approached with a smile.


    The Emperor looked at the foreign officials off to the side, “If we’re talking about playing the qin, out of all of my sons, Zisheng plays the best.” The ministers and their families began to offer praise in unison.


    The Emperor chuckled with satisfaction. He glanced out of the corner of his eye towards Shaoshang, who was sitting still. He then leaned in to whisper in the Empress’s ear, “You should also teach Shaoshang some skills later on. The young lady is already lacking in literary skills and she’s not familiar with music theory, calligraphy, and painting. Let’s entrust this to Zisheng.”


    The Empress laughed in spite of herself. “Actually,” she sighed, “Shaoshang plays the flute. I’ve heard it a few times. Although she isn’t very skilled, the emotion she puts into playing is very compelling. With time, I think she’ll become very skilled in it.”


    “You’re much too tolerant,” the Emperor hedged.


    At that moment, the three performers in the hall finished discussing what they needed to. As the harmonies of the qin and xiao sounded, Second Princess began to dance and sing. As soon as everyone heard it was ‘Picking Ferns,’ someone began to applaud.


    The Second Princess lowered her arms and arched her waist, stepping as lightly as a lotus on the water. Her movements flowed like she was walking on a cloud and her body swayed like a swallow in the forest. The Second Son-in-law’s xiao was gentle and melodious and Ling Buyi’s qin was clear and crisp, while the Second Princess’s lovely voice sang, “…Once I was gone, the willows were swaying. Now I am thinking, the rain and snow are falling.” Everyone in the hall immediately began cheering.


    As the song was only halfway through, the royal family and the officials in the hall dropped their pretentious airs and joined in singing as the wine and excitement hit them. The Emperor was extremely happy and personally stepped down from his seat to sing on the same level as the others.


    The Second Princess was truly a master of dance for her generation. She had graceful yet dignified movements and her smile was innocent and grand. Shaoshang was stunned when she saw her. She never knew classical dance could be so beautiful.


    After a while, her gaze gradually shifted over to the man sitting on the side playing the qin.


    In such a lively and intense atmosphere, with everyone drunkenly laughing and singing or dancing and praising virtues. He was alone. Even though he was situated in the busiest part of the hall, it was as if he had nothing to do with what was going on, looking calm and serene.


    Today, he was dressed in pale gold, with a mythical lion embroidered with golden brown thread on his right shoulder. Its sharp teeth were on the front of his right chest and a front paw draped around the collar, perfectly matching with his slender neck and Adam’s apple. The other paw slipped into his belt as it crossed his body, and the long tail hung down from his strong waist to the hem. It looked majestic and fierce, yet still quiet and solemn.


    Shaoshang couldn’t help but wonder why people generally felt happy because others liked them?


    In her short previous life, she had one unrequited love and a crush on somebody. Neither experience made her feel particularly happy. In fact, she even became somewhat disdainful. From her utilitarian point of view, a so-called unrequited love was ultimately useless. If she had the ability, she would have confessed and got together with the older brother next door. President Xianyu would have gotten together with her. There was no need for unrequited love.


    Therefore, it was simply because of vanity.


    Shaoshang sneered. Only losers and the weak would use false prosperity as a way to deceive themselves and others.


    If there was someone who shouldn’t have existed in your life’s plan, would you still be happy because they liked you?


    To return to Shaoshang’s original question, why do people generally feel happy because others liked them?


    It wasn’t vanity. It wasn’t utilization. It could even hinder future plans, restrict habits and lose freedom. So, why do you still feel happy?


    She didn’t know if it was due to the surge of alcohol, but Shaoshang’s cheeks began to heat up. When she lowered her head to loosen her collar, she saw Ling Buyi’s wine goblet nearby, with a shallow bit of wine inside.


    She looked at it for a while, then picked up the wine goblet and drank the remaining wine from the side he had drunk from.


    From his position in the hall, Ling Buyi kept looking over to where she sat every once and a while and happened to see her. He felt so dazed that he almost missed a string.


    After the song finished, everyone, including the Emperor, was still singing and laughing loudly. Ling Buyi pushed aside the qin table and quickly returned to his seat. “Why were you drinking my wine?” he asked, staring at her.


    Shaoshang lowered her head and said in a muffled voice, “Your wine tastes better than mine.”


    “Why were you staring at me just now?” Ling Buyi asked with a smile. “Everyone else was looking at His Majesty and the Second Princess.”


    Shaoshang raised her head and looked at the man next to her who was as cut and beautiful as jade. She felt a hidden joy as she looked at him like that, unknown and unclear to herself. In her bleak and impoverished young life, she rarely indulged in the pure appreciation of beauty and rarely indulged in pleasure from the bottom of her heart without any ulterior motives.


    She propped herself up on the table with one hand and quickly kissed the man – she had intended to kiss him on the lips but, unfortunately, she was tipsy and her movements were sluggish, resulting in a heavy kiss on his Adam’s apple.


    Disbelief flashed across Ling Buyi’s face. His big palm tightly grasped the girl and he looked to see her face was hot and flushed and her eyes dodged his. Ling Buyi’s eyes were as deep as ink as he looked at the girl gently. Shaoshang felt that his gaze was lingering like silk, circling around endlessly, joyful and profound.


    He lowered his head and pressed a light kiss against the girl’s rosy little mouth.


    Shaoshang suddenly felt light-headed, as if the hanging lantern at the top of the palace hall was spinning, casting light and shadows, and filled her eyes with a golden radiance.


    …


    They. Kissed. In. Front. Of. His. Family.


    I couldn’t believe this was their first kiss and I giggled like a young teenager. It also doesn’t escape my notice that it essentially boiled down to Shaoshang got tipsy, realized her fiancé was hot, started feeling some feelings, went in for the kill AND SHE MISSED.


    Thanks again for all the likes, comments, and coffees. ❤ The holidays are coming up and it means so much to me, like an extra spicy glass of eggnog. 


    Next Chapter: Punishment (Part 1)
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    Chapter Ninety-Eight:
Punishment (Part 1)


    Everyone enjoyed themselves at the birthday banquet that night.


    The Emperor helped the half-drunk Empress back to Changqiu Palace, while Ling Buyi helped the slightly tipsy Shaoshang to his own mansion. Halfway there, the discerning Emperor stopped him and forcefully stepped in between the couple. Ling Buyi decided to try a different approach, saying that he would stay in his childhood room in Changqiu Palace.


    The Emperor still refused his request and ordered that only Shaoshang could sleep in Changqiu Palace. Ling Buyi ended up going to the South Palace to sleep in the outer hall, staying with Left Grand Tutor Chu, who was on duty that night.


    “Reporting to His Majesty, I have already reconciled with Shaoshang.” Ling Buyi had a solemn expression.


    “Oh?” the Emperor raised his eyebrows. “You and Shaoshang were fighting? I didn’t know.”


    Ling Buyi bit his lips, showing his dissatisfaction with his eyes. The Emperor pretended not to notice and walked away with a graceful posture, sleeves waving.


    When Ling Buyi wanted to keep Shaoshang in the palace, he didn’t just go to the Emperor in a daze and say, “I had an argument with my fiancée, can you help me vent my anger?” Instead, he took the roundabout way of saying she should study hard and she’ll make progress every day.


    Even though the Emperor didn’t know exactly what had happened, he deliberately pretended to be completely unaware and responded in a single bite. At this moment, intentionally stopping his adopted son was also quite satisfying.


    The Fifth Prince couldn’t help but sneak a peek here, his expression somewhat ambiguous. Shaoshang didn’t know how many people had seen her pouncing on Ling Buyi, but the Fifth Prince meant exactly what he meant. In his words, he estimated that the people in the palace would know that Ling Buyi and his fiancée were kissing at the Empress’s birthday banquet by early morning.


    Shaoshang quickly informed Ling Buyi about this matter before they parted ways. “So what?” Ling Buyi asked.


    “It’s about my reputation,” Shaoshang said nervously. “People will say I behaved indecently.”


    “How could this little thing be considered indecent? If it was, wouldn’t the Second Prince’s wife hang herself from a beam?”


    The Second Prince had drunk until his face and ears were flushed and he began to sweat profusely. The Second Prince’s wife was afraid that her husband would catch a cold, so she personally took a handkerchief and wiped the sweat from his chest to his back. Out of all the people in the palace hall, only the Crown Princess expressed a few sour words.


    In fact, everyone indulged themselves during the second half of the birthday banquet.


    “It’s not a good reputation, after all,” Shaoshang said, feeling a little helpless.


    “A courtier wants fame because he wants to continue serving as an official. Merchants want fame because of prosperous business. Young ladies want fame by marrying a good son-in-law… You already have me, and you still want that reputation. Have you even seen a married woman who cared?” Ling Buyi said.


    Shaoshang felt like she couldn’t communicate with this man. She quickly shook his hand off and then chased after the Empress to Changqiu Palace.


    The older princes saw this and they all expressed different opinions.


    “Zisheng,” the Crown Prince sighed, “Shaoshang is a good person. You need to be more gentle and considerate.” His Crown Princess, who looked gentle and virtuous, was actually calculating and cautious. Everything was someone else’s fault. Even if she were wrong, it was someone else’s fault.


    The Fifth Prince thought of how he had been tricked and wanted to express his opposing opinion, “I think…”


    The Second Prince pushed himself into the conversation, boasting, “Marriage is predetermined by the heavens. One pot comes with one lid. Zisheng, just endure it. You might not be able to find another bride as good as Mistress Cheng in the future.”


    His wife had a good family background, beautiful appearance, and was cheerful and capable. Even if she got jealous of his concubines, she would still be adorable. It wasn’t in vain that he once fell in love with her and begged for marriage. With his Crown Brother’s gentle and sluggish temperament, he wouldn’t experience such luck even if he was reborn ten times!


    The Fifth Prince remembered that the Second Prince’s wife always treated him and Consort Xu very well and without any discrimination. He wanted to express his genuine opinion, “I really like…”


    The Third Prince’s footsteps were unsteady as he drank and was being supported by a eunuch. “A man of character should have aspirations in all directions,” he said arrogantly. “How can he be trapped by the hands of a woman?” Therefore, the Third Prince only took in concubines and did not appoint a legitimate wife. Everything in his courtyard was managed by professionals and was harmonious and peaceful.


    The Fifth Prince was somewhat afraid of his Third Brother and quickly said, “Third Brother, your words are really…”


    After Fourth Prince was finished with vomiting by a wall, he heard this and immediately said, “Third Brother, you don’t want to get married, but I do. Consort Mother likes to respect seniority, isn’t your attitude delaying my marriage?” Everyone has their own aspirations. Some wanted to have everything while others just wanted to get married and start a family.


    The Fifth Prince felt the same way. If the Third and Fourth Princes didn’t marry, when would it be his turn? “Who said it’s not…”


    “Thank you, Crown Prince, for helping with my trivial matters,” Ling Buyi was expressionless as he spoke to the Crown Prince and bowed. “However, Your Highness, you also use gentle means. I think it’s better for you to use those means less often.”


    The Crown Prince recalled all the trouble the Crown Princess had caused Ling Buyi. He immediately chuckled and stopped talking.


    “Second Highness, I have heard that a person’s lifetime luck follows a certain destiny. If your luck is too good in one place, it will be very bad in another. Your Highness’s wife’s luck is unmatched in the royal family, but what else…”


    “What else is there?!” the Second Prince’s face turned green. Those words were nonsense. His Royal Father wasn’t even blessed with the beauty of mountains and rivers!


    Ling Buyi ignored him and turned his head. “Third Highness, that year, Master Shangguan once sighed and said, ‘You have one life, don’t take things too far and talk less.’ If one day you become entangled by a woman’s joy and anger, how will you be treated?”


    “You don’t even know if the woman you love is reliable yet, yet you come to me,” the Third Prince sneered. “Alright, if there really comes a day, for every child you have, I will give you a hundred taels of gold!”


    “It’s settled, then…”


    “Wait, no, that isn’t fair,” the Fourth Prince shouted and shook his head. “Third Brother has gambled, but Zisheng hasn’t bet any money. What if Zisheng loses, then?”


    Ling Buyi raised his eyebrows. “Your Highness, a few days ago when His Majesty mentioned my marriage, I also advised that the Fourth Prince should first select candidates for a wife and the Crown Prince should find a concubine. The Third Prince can wait until he meets someone who he likes. Now it seems my words are unnecessary.”


    “…” The Fourth prince turned his head. “Crown Prince, Third Brother, you know what? It’s late at night, let’s hurry back.”


    “I am also your elder brother,” the Second Prince said, furious. “Why did you only miss out on mentioning me?!”


    The Fourth Prince pretended not to hear him.


    The Crown Prince shook his head with a smile.


    He noticed that Ling Buyi was in a good mood that night, as if there was some hidden joy. The corners of his eyes had softened a bit. Otherwise, with his silent and indifferent nature, how could he say so many irrelevant words? A person who will get married will find out that life was not only about trials and tribulations, but also about joy and emotions. The Crown Prince secretly felt very happy for Ling Buyi.


    He subsequently led the righteous and angry Second Prince to leave, while the Third and Fourth Princes and Ling Buyi left in different directions, leaving only Fifth Prince standing alone in the cold night wind.


    …


    The next morning, before the sun rose, the palace maids and eunuchs were lighting lanterns in the indigo mist. Shaoshang had already gotten up, put on a warm fur coat, and walked out with great strides. After a few steps, she hesitated and turned back. “Auntie, do you really want to go?”


    “You were sleeping soundly just now but I woke you up,” Old Lady Zhai said. “I will scream if you don’t bring me.”


    Shaoshang had no choice but to bring her with her.


    Taking advantage of the dim sky, the two of them worked in the dark in the garden next to Consort Yue’s palace, then snuck back to Changqiu Palace before the Empress even woke up. The Empress was grooming herself and noticed in the mirror that Old Lady Zhai would occasionally press a giggle into her sleeve. She couldn’t help but ask what was so funny. Old Lady Zhai didn’t say anything and quickly excused herself.


    Old Lady Zhai ran into Shaoshang along the palace corridor as she was going to the Empress to start the lessons for that day. Old Lady Zhai couldn’t help but lightly ask, “It’s already so bright out, why hasn’t there been any movement yet? Did it not work?”


    “Don’t worry, Auntie,” Shaoshang whispered. “I am very confident it will work…”


    She had used these measures countless times in her previous life, upgrading from the original board brush above the door to water that had been used to wash feet. Even before she took courses in engineering mechanics, she had been self-taught in this prank mechanism.


    “It just so happens that they all live in the same residence. Isn’t that a sign that the heavens want me to seek revenge?” That was not a coincidence. Since those little bitches liked to wander around together, it was obvious that they were good friends and naturally were willing to live together.


    Old Lady Zhai suppressed a smile and nodded.


    Whether it was auspicious or not, Shaoshang arrived in the inner hall holding a heavy bamboo scroll. Unexpectedly, the Empress smiled and said that she could return to her home today. Shaoshang was overjoyed and repeatedly asked, “Is it really true?”


    After learning that the Empress had already spoken with the Emperor about it, Shaoshang became ecstatic and didn’t know what to do with herself. She could only grab onto the Empress’s hand and place a heavy kiss on the back of it.


    “As soon as you heard you could go home you became so happy,” the Empress was amused by the girl and playfully began to scold her. “One would think this palace was a dragon’s pool and tiger’s den! And yet there are so many people outside who would give anything to enter the palace!”


    Shaoshang raised her small fists in front of her and clasped them together, bowing repeatedly while admitting her guilt. She just really missed her parents and siblings.


    “Your Majesty, why didn’t you tell me earlier?” Shaoshang lay beside the Empress with a smile on her face. “If I had known I could leave so soon, I wouldn’t have reconciled with Master Ling so quickly!”


    “If you’re brave enough, tell His Majesty those words and then you’ll know to talk nonsense in front of me.” The Empress pointed her index finger at the girl’s tender tofu-like forehead. “When I saw you yesterday with Zisheng, it was sweeter than sugar.”


    Shaoshang’s face went red and her mouth stiffened. “You don’t know how annoying Master Ling is. With His Majesty’s support…”


    Before she could finish speaking, chaotic shouts and footsteps came from outside the hall. Not even waiting for the palace maid to announce her, a spitting mad Fifth Princess had already rushed in and stood in the doorway, pointing and cursing at Shaoshang. “You lowly maid! Bitch! I want to kill you!”


    The Empress’s face suddenly darkened. She slapped the table with the palm of her hand. “Evil creature! Where do you think you are? How dare you shout and scream in Changqiu Palace!”


    The Fifth Princess saw that her mother’s expression was not good and immediately knelt down, bowing to the point where her head was touching the floor. She repeatedly apologized for being reckless and then quickly began to explain what had happened.


    The group of young girls she had brought to the palace were tired and lazy, sleeping until after dawn before they got up. They had just pushed the door open and were walking down a corridor made of green vines when, suddenly, a large amount of fecal water suddenly splashed down on their heads.


    Shaoshang’s set up was very ingenious. If there was only the fecal bucket placed on the beam, it could only spill on one or two people. Therefore, she placed several fecal buckets along the corridor, with one end of the corridor being the residence of those young ladies and the other end being a door made of wood. She used a door bolt to hold the door closed. When the first girl tried to push on the door, she called out for the others to come and help her, until all the girls were there and managed to push the door open. At that moment, when the door opened, it triggered the fecal water to fall from the sky, like a sweet summer rain.


    Even if it didn’t necessarily affect everyone, a good majority of them wouldn’t be able to escape.


    It was a disgusting prank. Those young girls weren’t physically hurt, but they would smell horribly for a few days no matter how quickly they bathed and changed clothes.


    The Fifth Princess was extremely indignant. She remembered the mocking and contemptuous gazes of the people from Consort Yue’s residence just now and felt that her reputation had been ruined. She clenched her fists and pounded them on the ground. “Mother, those girls are daughters of officials and they took the time and effort to dance for the birthday banquet! Now they encountered this humiliation! They would rather die than have to suffer this sort of humiliation. Mother, you must make the decision for your children!”


    The Empress refused to allow herself to look at Shaoshang. She didn’t move as she said, “Oh, so what you mean is that they had some gold juice so they will go commit suicide. Even if they wanted to do that, what are you doing here with me?”


    “Mother!” The Fifth Princess sputtered for a moment. “This is what Cheng Shaoshang did. I already asked the people who were working this morning and they said they saw Cheng Shaoshang going there before dawn!”


    “Hmm, did anyone see Shaoshang get the golden juice with their own eyes?”


    “Even if no one saw it, who else is there besides Cheng Shaoshang? Mother, are you protecting her?” The Fifth Princess’s voice was sharp. She wished she could kill her in one fell swoop.


    “Your Highness,” Shaoshang said suddenly, “dare I ask why it has to be me? Why did I go through so much trouble for such a nasty plan?”


    “Because the day before yesterday they…” … pushed you into the lake. The Fifth Princess bit her tongue to stop talking. If she had really admitted it, Cheng Shaoshang would not only be innocent, but her mother would also want to deal with the girls who did the pushing.


    “Your Highness, I have no grudges or grievances with those young ladies,” Shaoshang said, looking at the princess with a faint smile. “Why would I harm them? You can’t just claim that it was me who did it just because I went to Longyuan this morning. This isn’t convincing!”


    “I’ll send you to Tingwei Prison,” the Fifth Princess’s gaze was fierce as she spoke. “It will take less than three hours for everything to be revealed. Let’s see if you can still be arrogant then…”


    “Get out of here!”


    The Empress suddenly exploded in anger, forcefully throwing a nearby brush-holder. “Get out of my Changqiu Palace, get out of the North Palace, and go back to your own mansion! If you still want to show some mother-daughter affection, get out of here quickly!”


    The Fifth Princess touched her arm where the brush-holder had hit her in disbelief. “Mother!”


    Old Lady Zhai, who had followed the princess in, felt that something didn’t look right. She quickly commanded a palace maid to go forward and help up the Fifth Princess, pulling her to ‘show’ her out. The Fifth Princess slowly stood up and glared at Shaoshang with a pitiful expression. “You just wait for me!”


    Those five words were hissed through a clenched jaw and made Shaoshang’s eyebrows furrow. Before she could think anything of it, the palace maid guarding the entrance outside suddenly announced loudly: Imperial Consort Yue has arrived!


    In the palace’s unwritten rules, the first one was that, unless it was an urgent matter, the Empress and Consort Yue would try to avoid meeting each other as much as possible. Everyone in the hall looked at each other. Old Lady Zhai looked like she was at a complete loss of what to do. The Empress slowly sat back. Only Shaoshang could sense a strange sense of pride and satisfaction from the Fifth Princess’s expression.


    Consort Yue walked in with a calm face, followed by many palace maids and eunuchs and, finally Ling Buyi. Unlike the solemn expressions of others, he looked no different from usual, with that quiet and indifferent appearance. Shaoshang’s eyes met his. He smiled gently, as if comforting her not be afraid.


    Consort Yue did not sit down after entering the palace. She hastily bowed to the Empress and said, “Please go and take a look outside.”


    The Empress saw the seriousness of her expression, so she was helped up by Old Lady Zhai and quickly walked out of the palace. In the courtyard, she saw a stretcher covered with white cloth. It vaguely showed the shape of a human body, indicating it was a corpse.


    Consort Yue raised her hand and a eunuch lifted the white cloth. Everyone exclaimed in surprise. The body was the plump girl who had accused Ling Buyi of humiliating her the day before yesterday.


    It seemed she had been dead for a while, her whole body was stiff, limbs twisted, hair disheveled, and her clothes were torn. It was evident that there had been some struggle before her death, and a bright, cloud-shaped golden hairpin embedded with emeralds was inserted into her throat. What was particularly terrifying was that her eyes were wide open, and face filled with shock and resentment.


    Seeing the golden hairpin, Shaoshang’s heart sank. She quietly took a step back and gave a couple orders to a trusted palace maid beside her. The maid nodded and quickly ran away while everyone was in shock.


    “Cheng Shaoshang.” Seeing that everyone was speechless, the Fifth Princess quickly came forward and began to speak in a loud, high voice. “You can’t deny it now. If I’m recalling it correctly, this golden hairpin was given to you by Mother. I saw you wearing it at the palace banquet two months ago. A life is at stake, so now I can send you to Tingwei Prison. You’ll enjoy the various ways of torture there…”


    “Your Highness, please don’t be impatient,” Consort Yue interrupted coldly. “The body cannot run away, nor can anyone else. You don’t need to convict people in such a hurry!”


    “Consort Yue, this is Changqiu Palace and not your territory,” the Fifth Princess said arrogantly. “My mother didn’t even speak, so why are you joining in? Now, all the certified evidence is here…”


    “You unruly thing!” Consort Yue didn’t restrain herself from cursing. “Not to mention the Empress’s Changqiu Palace, it is His Majesty’s Ming Guang Palace. I’ll say whatever I want! If you don’t believe me, I’ll take you to face your father and see if I can’t say what I say!” She gestured for someone to grab the Fifth Princess.


    The Fifth Princess became momentarily weak in her anger and turned to ask for help from the Empress. “Mother…”


    “Why do you call her? When you despise the Empress’s control, you run away to your mansion to be carefree and happy. You’re not filial to your mother, but when I ask the Empress to support me, you suddenly remember to call her ‘Mother!’ Today, I will teach you a lesson. Keep your eyes on your mouth. Open your eyes before you open your mouth and see if the person in front of you can provoke you!” Except for the occasions that required acting, Consort Yue never used the phrase ‘to silently endure’ in her life.


    The Fifth Princess had just been harshly scolded in front of all the palace maids and eunuchs in the courtyard. She flushed red with anger. If it wasn’t because she had been planning this for a long time, she would have run away in shame and anger.


    Consort Yue scolded the Fifth Princess and then waved her hand to the palace maid to push her down. She raised her jade arm and invited the Empress to go into the palace to speak. Ling Buyi waited quietly off to the side. When they entered the hall, he grabbed Shaoshang and pressed her to sit beside him.


    The Empress’s face had turned pale and she slowly sat down while being supported by Old Lady Zhai’s arm. “Sister, you can speak first.”


    Consort Yue nodded and began to succinctly recount the events. “It’s not a huge deal, either. A shameless thing died, and she didn’t hesitate to die just because she falsely accused Zisheng yesterday. However, this person died in my Longyuan and she had been entrusted to me by Your Majesty. It’s necessary for me to clarify things.”


    “I’ve caused you trouble,” the Empress whispered.


    “I sent the children to your palace one by one in the past,” Consort Yue said, “and that made you worry for years. When I came back, the children were all plump, round, clever and energetic. If it’s any trouble, where did the Empress entrust me with these things?”


    “I don’t know how to teach the children,” the Empress said bitterly. “Fortunately, you brought the children back early and stayed with me, I couldn’t not take care of them.”


    “Your Majesty, don’t put the blame all on yourself,” Consort Yue said. “There’s a saying since ancient times that good bamboo sprouts evil bamboo shoots. Even the ancestors of immortals couldn’t help but have wives and sons who were not virtuous and unfilial. Let’s talk about Marquis Yu, who is skilled both in literature and martial arts and has a stable personality. He usually doesn’t say a word or take a step under the Emperor. Recently, he didn’t know which of his sons trampled two people to death in his hometown while horseback riding, but it wasn’t the first time this happened. Now, he’s arguing with Old Man Ji Zun.”


    The Empress nodded with difficulty.


    Consort Yue turned to face the crowd and began to tell the story.


    “This morning was very lively, and there were several incidents. First, the person who delivered breakfast discovered this corpse, and then Miss Luo said that her personal maid had been missing since last night. She was calm and had come to report it to me. I think she’s usually cautious and diligent. Now that she’s about to get married, it is not good to be involved in such incidents, so she sent someone to bring her out of the palace and back home.”
[Luo Jitong is Miss Luo.]


    Shaoshang lowered her head and tightly clenched her right fist. Chun Tiao was missing. Was she really ‘missing?’ Still…


    Ling Buyi turned his head to look at her. He grabbed her tightly clenched right hand and gently smoothed it out.


    “You’re right,” the Empress said. “I was wrong to have invited Jitong to the palace. It’s almost time for her to be married…”


    Consort Yue raised her eyebrows, clearly expressing her disagreement. As she was about to open her mouth, Ling Buyi spoke up.


    “It takes a thousand days to raise an army, but only takes a moment. Over the years, Her Majesty the Empress treated Young Mistress Luo and her family well, it’s clear for everyone to see. What happened? You hoped that she could persuade the Fifth Princess and focus on nurturing her character… there are some things that just cannot be done, so it’s best to let it go. You invited her to come and help for your birthday banquet. How was it right or wrong?”


    The Empress looked at Ling Buyi with joy in her eyes. Shaoshang moved her fingers and shook Ling Buyi’s hand.


    The Fifth Princess had wanted to speak up several times already, but she didn’t for fear of Consort Yue. When Ling Buyi was speaking, she wanted to ask, “What do you mean persuade and focus on nurturing her character,’ but ended up holding back.


    Consort Yue continued on, “The body was discovered very early this morning when breakfast was being delivered. However, I asked them not to speak up and secretly called for someone to come and examine the corpse.


    “The cause of death was the injury on the throat. It occurred at least four hours, maybe five or six, from when the body was discovered. I could also see this, since I have seen many people die.


    “Due to this woman’s misconduct and slander towards Zisheng, I locked her up the day before yesterday and was hoping to wait until after the Empress’s birthday banquet before announcing the crime. Yesterday’s dinner was early in the youshi period, and this woman was still fine during that time. Based on the time when the body was discovered this morning, it can be traced back to four, five, or six hours, which means…”
[Youshi period is the period between 5-7 pm.]


    “Which means that Cheng Shaoshang snuck into Longyuan last night to commit the attack.” The Fifth Princess finally couldn’t hold back any longer. She cautiously said, “No matter what, that golden hairpin is hers.”


    “Whoever the golden hairpin belongs to may not have been the one who killed her,” Consort Yue said, looking disdainfully at her. “There have been many people coming and going from Changqiu Palace these past couple of days and it wouldn’t be difficult to steal a hairpin. This type of trick is not uncommon.”


    The Fifth Princess bit her lip in anger. The evidence she carefully prepared had been easily denied by Consort Yue.


    “It really is a good plan to kill someone with one’s own hairpin,” Ling Buyi said. “I’m afraid others won’t guess who did it. It’s almost smarter than Her Royal Highness.”


    The Fifth Princess heard the sarcasm in his voice and became furious. “Perhaps Cheng Shaoshang thought of this and deliberately used her hairpin to kill someone, then refuted how she acted in this way to escape suspicion.”


    “Why didn’t she use another weapon instead of her own golden hairpin from the start to eliminate this suspicion?” Ling Buyi asked.


    “Because Cheng Shaoshang knew that if that woman died, she would be the first suspect!” the Fifth Princess exclaimed loudly.


    Shaoshang finally became interested and spoke up, “Oh, why is that?”


    “Because she slandered Eleventh Lang the day before yesterday and you hold a grudge in your heart!”


    Shaoshang leaned back, feeling quite defeated.


    “I don’t think she has that deep of affection for me yet,” Ling Buyi said coolly, looking at her.


    Consort Yue turned her head and huffed out a laugh. Shaoshang’s face turned ashen.


    “Your Highness, you might not be aware of this,” Shaoshang sat up straight and stared firmly at the Fifth Princess. “Since the day before yesterday, Consort Yue has been sealing her residence in the morning and evening. After those young ladies performed their dance last night, Consort Yue immediately ordered the garden to be sealed and had entrances and exits guarded, prohibiting anyone from coming or going.”


    The Fifth Princess’s pupils dilated slightly.


    “When dinner had been delivered at the beginning of the youshi period yesterday, she was still alive. However, near the end of that period, I set out from Changqiu Palace to go to the banquet and did not leave the entire time. Everyone saw me. After the banquet, Consort Yue had already closed off the garden, and I couldn’t enter the Longyuan…”


    “What about the time between the start of the youshi period and the end of it? It’ll take you half an hour to go to Longyuan and kill someone!”
[So youshi period is the time between 5-7pm. Shaoshang was with the Fifth Prince until the third quarter of the youshi period, which is about 6:30.]


    “Fifth Sister, why are you trying so hard…?”


    At this moment, a weak voice suddenly came from the doorway of the palace. Everyone turned their heads to see the Fifth Prince gently entering. No one knew how long he had been listening for.


    Shaoshang thought it was strange and wondered if the palace maid she had sent away was a track star. She turned her head and saw Ling Buyi subtly nod to the Fifth Prince and immediately understood that he had called someone in advance.


    The Fifth Prince greeted the Empress and Consort Yue, knelt down in front of Shaoshang. In front of Ling Buyi’s solemn gaze, he began to give a detailed account. “Yesterday evening, I accidentally fell into the water. Mistress Cheng was passing by and saved me. That’s why Mistress Cheng couldn’t have gone to Longyuan…”


    “Nonsense!” The Fifth Princess flew into a rage. She pointed at the Fifth Prince with a trembling finger and looked at Ling Buyi, asking loudly, “Is someone threatening you to say that?! Is it Ling Buyi? Does he want to absolve Cheng Shaoshang of any guilt?!”


    The Fifth Prince helplessly said, “After I was rescued from the water, I came to Changqiu Palace with Mistress Cheng and we set off to the banquet together. We set off around the third quarter of the youshi hour. It took a half-hour to bathe and change clothes and another half-hour walking from the lake to the palace, the time when I fell into the water and was rescued should be around the start of the youshi period. Everyone in Changqiu Palace can attest to this. Whether I say it or not, the difference isn’t significant. Also, it also takes at least a half an hour to get to Longyuan from Xiaojing Lake, but at the beginning of the youshi period, she was still alive. How could Mistress Cheng kill someone and then get back so quickly? Horses are not allowed to run in the palace, and everyone would hear the sound of their hooves.”


    As he spoke, he turned his head to look at Shaoshang and whispered to her, “You insisted yesterday that I come to Changqiu Palace to bathe and change clothes just because you were afraid that I would deny this.”


    “Your Highness is overthinking things,” Shaoshang said with a slight smile. “I really was worried you would catch a cold.”


    The Fifth Prince smiled bitterly. As a person who aspired to make trouble, and had a love for watching excitement, this was the first time that he honestly explained the facts.


    “I see…” Consort Yue said. “This matter was resolved faster than I thought it would be.”


    She looked at Shaoshang again and said, “You’re quite resourceful. When I found the body this morning, I sent someone to report it to His Majesty. Upon hearing the news, Zisheng rushed over faster than the coroner. Now it seems there was nothing to worry about…”


    The hand around Shaoshang’s right hand tightened. “You’re flattering me,” she quickly said. “I felt calmer when Master Ling arrived.” The hand slowly relaxed.


    Consort Yue looked at their tightly clenched hands and turned to the Empress. “Alright,” she said. “I’ll let the Empress take care of the rest. It’s inconvenient for me to stay here for a long time, so I’ll leave now.”


    The Empress was both pale and silent at the moment, and she forced a smile of thanks to Consort Yue. After everyone left, she forced herself to sit straight and said, “Old Lady Zhai, go and inform Changqiu’s Cao Cheng, then inform His Majesty that the Fifth Princess is disobedient to her parents and ask him to send someone along with the eunuchs.”


    Shaoshang was suddenly taken aback. This was the second time she heard the word ‘disobedience’ since she came to this world. The first time was during the Writing Desk Controversy when Director Xiao became panicked and blurted out the word. She really didn’t understand the power of the word at first, but judging from the anxious and angry expressions of her older brothers at the time, it seemed like a very deadly charge.


    The Fifth Princess was even more shocked than Shaoshang. “Mother!” she screamed, her eyes wide. “What are you doing?”


    “Your Highness, don’t you understand?” Ling Buyi said slowly with a hint of sarcastic pity. “Ever since I saw the corpse in Consort Yue’s palace, I knew who moved the hand and laid the trap.” He paused, as if he thought of something humorous, then continued, “…If this could be considered a ‘trap.’


    “It was impossible for you to personally take action, so you needed help. Just now, you would not stop talking about Tingwei Prison. Now, I will have people investigating the people around you and I believe there will be a conclusion soon.


    “There are traces of a struggle on the body, so even the perpetrator can’t avoid it. While speaking just now, someone has been sent to investigate.”


    “What matters today is not how to clear Shaoshang’s name, but how to deal with the real culprit.”


    The handsome man spoke softly, as if he was talking about ordinary household gossip, with a gentle and elegant expression. However, Shaoshang inexplicably felt a chilling sensation, as if she could smell the faint scent of blood under her nose.


    …


    Well, that escalated quickly, didn’t it?


    I hope everyone who celebrates a very Merry Christmas filled with warm food, good cheer and fuzzy feelings!


    Next Chapter: Punishment (Part 2)
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    Chapter Ninety-Nine:
Punishment (Part 2)


    The hall fell silent, the only sound being a hoarse cough from the Empress.


    The Fifth Prince knew it would be wise for him to leave at this moment, but his love for watching from the sidelines made him stay strong. He quietly took a few steps back and sat down a small distance away from the Ling Cheng couple and the others.


    The Fifth Princess was terrified by Ling Buyi’s words and looked up in fear, “Mother…”


    The Empress raised her left palm and gestured for her daughter to shut up. After she regained a bit of control, she said, “I don’t like your actions. I don’t like those people around you. I have told you this for many years but you don’t care at all. You are a princess, and the youngest one so you can’t be beaten or scolded. After all, you are a daughter from our family. We have to save some face for you.


    “I once imagined Consort Yue scolding you like she did the Third Princess, without showing any mercy to you, so that you would know how powerful she was. But because the Third Princess’s reputation of not being favored by His Majesty and Consort Yue was well known throughout the city, her husband’s family didn’t treat her seriously. She wouldn’t have run to her manor outside of the city as pregnant as she was at the time. She had trouble giving birth in the countryside and she only managed to survive because of Zisheng’s timely help.


    “I didn’t have an easy life when I was young. I was always cautious in my words and actions, and couldn’t compete in anything. That’s why I wanted my children to have a better life. I didn’t realize that you didn’t know the immensity of heaven and earth and were a poisonous person!”
[Not knowing the immensity of heaven and earth is basically someone who has an exaggerated opinion of one’s own abilities.]


    The Fifth Princess was scolded so harshly she felt dizzy. She began to argue with herself. “How could Mother know that I killed someone? Even if Mother wanted to protect Cheng Shaoshang for the sake of Eleventh Lang, she didn’t need to use her daughter as a raft!”


    “Fine, you’re still being stubborn!” the Empress slapped her hand on her table, furious. “Since that’s the case, do you dare go to your royal father’s court to say that again? After the people around you are interrogated and the truth is revealed, I can add another charge of lying to the Emperor to you!”


    Lying and denying it in front of the Emperor was not a joke. The Fifth Princess immediately fell silent.


    “You’re malicious behind others’ backs and deceitful in front of them. There’s nothing you can’t do! Do you think you are worthy of being a princess, are you worthy of living in the lap of luxury?!”


    The Empress patted the table and scolded loudly. Unfortunately, she was a gentle person who couldn’t curse profusely. If she allowed Shaoshang to scold her, she would use several types of livestock to make the scolding intense.


    The Fifth Princess’s arrogance was habitual. She couldn’t help but jut her chin out and say, “Regardless of whether I am worthy or not, I will ultimately be the daughter of the Emperor Father. I won’t be punished by my mother for this matter! The previous dynasty’s Emperor Jing used a chessboard to kill the original crown prince and became the crown prince, and he ascended to the throne well. Who was saddened by him? There was also a general of the previous dynasty’s cavalry who shot his colleagues in the military with arrows, and Emperor Wu still protected him. Who would blame him? The prince, crown prince, and generals are all like this, let alone the daughter of a mere petty official!”


    She turned her gaze to Shaoshang’s direction and said, “This so-called punishment isn’t good for a senior official. I’m not saying I did it, it’s just that even if I really killed Cheng Shaoshang, would Father still make me lose my life?!”


    Shaoshang inwardly sighed. This was the root cause. The Fifth Princess was indeed stupid and frivolous, with numerous mistakes and omissions, but so what? She committed a zero-cost crime. To put it bluntly, if the crime wasn’t successful the first time, she could always do it again.


    The Empress was angered half to death by her daughter’s words. She wasn’t a quick speaker. Even if she knew it was inappropriate, she could think of a clear rebuttal afterwards, but she often remained silent at the time.


    “You can pay a life for a life, or you cannot pay a life for a life,” Ling Buyi suddenly said.


    Everyone turned to look at him.


    “When Emperor Gao led his troops into Xianyang and made the three agreements with the common people, the first was, regardless of identity, ‘the murderer dies.’” Speaking those words, Ling Buyi’s handsome face naturally carried some dignity. The Fifth Prince watched from the side, both entranced and saddened.


    “The reason why Emperor Jing and the general of the cavalry were not punished afterwards was because the former was the prince of the state and was too powerful, nearly overtaking the imperial power. Emperor Jing was young and angry, and his father, Emperor Wen, wanted to cover it up for his son. The latter was that the deceased first resented the uncle of the general of the cavalry because of his father’s death, that is, the general of Emperor Wu at the time. So, both of them had a reason why their actions were covered up by the emperor. Your Highness, what’s your grudge against Shaoshang? You have to harm her? It’s just arrogance, jealousy and malice.”


    The Fifth Princess’s heart was fiercely hurt. She thought to herself with hatred that a man’s heart was truly ruthless. She didn’t expect it was the man of her dreams who was being so aggressive.


    Ling Buyi’s tone was gentle and slow, “Your Highness, let’s not count this murder, let’s count the others. You are extremely disloyal and unfilial for doing such a cruel thing on the Empress’s birthday with your own personal grievance. How should we deal with this crime?”


    The Fifth Princess felt a chill in her heart. She wasn’t like Shaoshang who could suddenly change directions in life. She knew the severity of this accusation and trembled. “Eleventh Lang, we’ve known each other for more than ten years. We grew up together in Changqiu Palace and you’re so indifferent to our relationship. It hasn’t even been a year since Cheng Shaoshang crawled up from some corner and you’re putting so much effort into venting your anger for her!”


    “In the entire world, the love of parents is the greatest blessing next to only His Majesty’s powerful and benevolent rule,” Ling Buyi said. “Your Highness acts honestly and decisively. In order to get rid of her resentment, she even ignores the kindness of her birth mother. You are so virtuous and capable that I dare not discuss any romantic relationship with you.” If even her own mother could be ignored, it showed how cold and despicable her character was. What kind of affection was there? If she were not a princess, she would have died by his hands ten times over.


    “Okay,” the Fifth Princess smiled with tears in her eyes. “It seems that you are going to kill me today…”


    Seeing that Ling Buyi wouldn’t budge, she stopped pleading and walked over to the Empress, hugging her legs and crying. “Mother, please spare your daughter this time. Your daughter lost her mind and only did this for a moment. Please spare me! Just now, you said that Third Sister was treated harshly by her husband’s family. Do you want me to fall into this category, too? Your future son-in-law is not as good as Third Sister’s husband. A few sisters have all married similar husbands, but only I am so unlucky. Why? Think about it again…”


    Hearing of the upcoming marriage, the Empress couldn’t help but feel her heart soften a little. Her future son-in-law was a well-known playboy in the country and had a rebellious personality. However, at the time, the Emperor had already decided to declare a marriage alliance between the Xuan and Yue families. Her own family was fine. Although her older brother, Duke Xuan, only had one son, he was still legitimate and had an honest and kind personality. Among the four brothers of Consort Yue’s family, however, only the son of the youngest Yue Duke, who was in the third line, was unmarried and of marriageable age.


    The Empress couldn’t stop a few tears from falling. When the Fifth Princess saw that, she thought it was an act but, to her surprise, she heard the Empress say, “Since we have arranged the marriage, you have always been angry and dissatisfied, often hitting cats and scolding dogs. Although His Majesty didn’t say it, you have also been very indulgent. Are you using this as an excuse to take advantage and pushing your luck?”


    “Mother…?” The Fifth Princess was stunned.


    “You are trying to get a consort, not going to make a marriage. You have your own princess mansion, eunuchs, palace maids, guards, and servants, as well as rich land and vast estates…”


    The Empress’s voice was weak but she still persisted in saying each word clearly. “If you live in harmony, you and your husband will live together. If you don’t live in harmony, you and your husband can divide the mansion and live separately just like the Third Princess. Who will criticize you? If you cry at the drop of a hat, then the whole world will look down on you. If anyone dares to commit and frame a crime on my birthday, it will not be a big deal. What else will you dare not to do in the future?!”


    After taking a breath, she felt a surge of blood in her chest and forced herself to speak loudly. “Don’t cry and beg for mercy with me today. I know you don’t have any remorse in your heart, you’re just afraid of being punished. Anyway, you never listen to what I say. This time, let your father tell you separately. Someone, take the princess into custody. When the Emperor’s attendants and the people of Changqiu come, hand her over to them… Old Lady Zhai, help me go back, first.”


    Old Lady Zhai had already noticed that the Empress’s complexion was becoming more and more pale. She immediately stood up and helped the Empress walk towards the inner hall. The Fifth Princess became terrified and pulled on the skirt of the Empress’s dress, loudly shouting, “Mother, you have such a cruel heart! Am I…”


    “What are you doing, you useless thing?” Old Lady Zhai’s face was taut as she shouted. She forcefully pulled back the corner of the Empress’s skirt.


    At that moment, four tall, strong-looking palace maids who were already waiting on the side approached and grabbed the Fifth Princess from four directions, front, back, left, and right, leaving her unable to move. Old Lady Zhai ignored her screams and wails, firmly supporting the Empress to walk towards the inner palace’s corridor. Soon, everyone disappeared.


    The Fifth Princess turned around and glared viciously at Shaoshang. “Little slut! I should have dealt with you early on! If it weren’t for my kindness and leniency, you wouldn’t have been so confident today!”


    Shaoshang looked back quietly, “Your Highness, you’re thinking too much. How dare I be so confident? To be honest, I was afraid.”


    “You’re also afraid?” the Fifth Princess sneered. “Since this began, you haven’t shone any fear at all!”


    “It’s true,” Shaoshang said calmly. “I’m very scared. I’m afraid of strong winds, blizzards, cold palaces, swaying candlelight shadows, and everything in this world that can hurt me. You think I am cunning but, in fact, someone like me who is afraid of everything, how can I live peacefully without being cunning?


    “When I first entered the palace, I was anxious and scared every day. I was afraid that if one day I made a mistake, I would die. But, day by day, the Empress was kind, Old Lady Zhai was sincere, and most of the people in Changqiu Palace were friendly and reliable. It was only then that I gradually began to calm down.


    “Your Highness, I’m not afraid of your games. I haven’t been alone since the day you came into the palace to celebrate your mother’s birthday. In fact, I like to be alone when I am at home. But these days, I always take people with me wherever I go. I squeeze into Old Lady Zhai’s room to sleep at night, and I never dare to be alone…


    “If you really wanted to get rid of me, you shouldn’t have planned this and that. You should have just found someone to kill me and get it over with. Just like you said earlier, even if you kill me, you won’t pay for it.”


    The Fifth Princess was completely and utterly stunned.


    The hall was quiet. Ling Buyi looked sideways at the girl. Although the words she said were for the Fifth Princess, for some reason, they made him feel very uncomfortable. After a moment, he picked Shaoshang’s small hand and said, “Let’s go.”


    Shaoshang nodded, slowly getting up from the ground.


    Up to this point, the Fifth Prince had been watching from the side with great enthusiasm. He had only wanted to interrupt a few times but was afraid of being disliked by the usually kind Empress, so he endured it. Seeing that the Empress had finally left, and that Ling Buyi and Cheng Shaoshang were getting ready to leave, he got up and walked to the side of the Fifth Princess. She was still being pressed down by the palace maids. “Fifth Sister,” he said coldly, “what did I say? Don’t act smart. When you pushed me in the mud, I said that my parents are smart people. If they don’t know, they are willing to tolerate you. When they can’t bear it anymore, you’re done!” His old enemy had fallen off the horse and a great grudge had been avenged. He would be able to savor this event for at least two months.


    “Keep meddling into my business!” The Fifth Princess glared angrily at him. “You came to see my show today, do you know who will watch yours in the future? Do you think you have any who will support you?”


    The Fifth Prince clasped his hands together in his sleeves and smiled. “I don’t have much support, nor am I as brave as you. I knew many years ago to not oppose Father. So, I only talk and never act.”


    The Fifth Princess gave a cold smile. “Concubine Xu’s background is a lowly maid and is used to serving people all day every day. I believe you also have a deep understanding. No wonder I’m not as good as you, who can observe words and expressions, and steer according to the wind!” When she was a child, the Fifth Princess once cursed the Fifth Prince as being a ‘lowly seed from a low life,’ and was punished by the Emperor and Empress each. It was only then that she remembered that the Fifth Prince, no matter how lowly, still had the blood of the emperor in him.


    “You…” The Fifth Prince’s expression changed and he spoke sternly.


    “Fifth Prince. The Fifth Princess is about to be punished. What’s going on between you and her? Do you want to get involved in this mess?” Shaoshang patted her sore legs and couldn’t stand up for a moment.


    The Fifth Prince took a deep breath and managed to calm down. He laughed loudly, “That’s right, Fifth Sister. Since your misfortune is soon, as your older brother, I won’t have the same understanding as you.” He trailed off with a laugh.


    “You and this little slut sure can talk about each other,” the Fifth Princess sneered. “Why did you accidentally fall into Xiaojing Lake? It’s because the two of you colluded a long tine ago. As a witness for her, was there any improper relations?”


    A jolt a fear went through the Fifth Prince’s mind and he anxiously looked at Ling Buyi. He was gently kneading Cheng Shaoshang’s calf. “Don’t talk nonsense!” he said quickly. “There’s nothing at all!”


    “Fifth Princess,” Shaoshang casually said, “your ability to provoke others is really bad. Take a look at Master Ling’s appearance at home, and then estimate his power and position. Then, go around the entire capital and ask, which young lady would let Master Ling go and collude with the Fifth Prince instead?! Do I have water in my brain?”


    Ling Buyi didn’t look up and continued to gently massage her delicate and soft calves, but a beautiful new moon curved at the corner of his mouth.


    “Yesterday, you said you wanted to become friends, but today you’re hurting me like this?!” the Fifth Prince said unhappily. “Where did I go wrong?”


    “I can leave the palace and go home today,” Shaoshang said, suddenly turning on him. “I won’t argue with Master Ling anymore. What kind of friendship can I have with you, Your Highness? Men and women should not be close to each other, so it’s better to avoid suspicion…” The Fifth Prince had a mean mouth, so it was better to pull out first to avoid problems in the future.


    When she said the words ‘I won’t argue with Master Ling anymore,’ she even gave Ling Buyi an annoyed look. Ling Buyi’s handsome eyes were filled with affection as he gently glanced at her. He then began to knead her calves even more gently, the smile on his lowered face growing.


    Shaoshang was delighted to see this.


    The Fifth Prince’s expression went dark. “You’re burning the bridge after crossing the river!”


    “Why would I need a bridge when I can swim? That’s why I always demolish the bridge before crossing the river!”


    Ling Buyi had always been indifferent but, at this moment, he couldn’t help but burst into laughter. His laughter echoed up into the beams of the hall. His gaze towards her was full of gentle affection.


    The cheerful laughter and lingering gaze scared the Fifth Prince for a moment, and he momentarily forgot that he was arguing with Shaoshang.


    Changqiu Palace’s lead eunuch Cao Cheng finally brought someone over at that moment. Before him were several silent elderly women with big arms and round waists. It was obvious what they were experts in at first glance. They quickly and efficiently took the Fifth Princess into their hands.


    Ling Buyi and the others each gave Cao Cheng a bow and thanked him for his hard work. Cao Cheng shook his head and smiled bitterly. This kind of royal matter was the most difficult for him to handle. Just as he was about to take her away, the Fifth Princess suddenly began to shout.


    “Master Cao, I won’t defend myself anymore. But Cheng Shaoshang set a trap in Consort Yue’s Longyuan and harmed people. Aren’t you going to hold her accountable?”


    “What trap?” Cao Cheng looked startled.


    “Even if those girls deserved it, Cheng Shaoshang should have reported this to Mother and then had the palace issue punishment,” the Fifth Princess sneered. “How can she seek revenge on her own? She regards the palace rules as if they have nothing to do with her. What’s the reason for this? What about the elegance of Consort Yue’s Longyuan? She splashed fecal water all over the ground, shouldn’t she be punished?!”


    Ling Buyi pulled Shaoshang up, thought for a moment, and then smiled at her. “So, you placed the golden juice in Longyuan? Little narrow-minded devil!” he said. “Don’t worry, I’ll handle this matter. I have capable people under my command. The steward will go to Longyuan and there will be no trace of smell left in no time.”


    He had been invited by Consort Yue early in the morning to see the body. When the fecal water trap was tripped and there were loud screams outside, his mind was full of lawsuits. He didn’t think much about it after Consort Yue told him that no one had been injured and it was just a prank between girls.


    “However,” Ling Buyi frowned, “why did you do it?” Although the girl was rebellious and sharp, she would not bully others for no reason.


    Shaoshang’s heart thumped. She was beginning to feel that this was not good. She was about to dodge with a few words when the Fifth Prince eagerly came over to interject.


    “What fecal water?!” he shouted, smiling at Shaoshang. “Just now, I heard a few words from Longyuan. I heard that those little girls wished they could soak in the bath. No matter how much they wash, the scent around them won’t dissipate. It turns out you did it! Haha! They were the ones who pushed you into the water the day before yesterday…”


    “You were pushed in the water?” Ling Buyi’s expression became heavy. “Who pushed you in the water?”


    “Don’t listen to Fifth Prince’s nonsense,” Shaoshang said, quickly grabbing Ling Buyi’s arm. “Nothing happened! Let’s go, let’s go…”


    “Nothing happened?” The Fifth Prince hated it the most when his testimony was called into question. Although he was mean mouthed, he spoke the truth. “That day, I was by the forest near the back of the lake. Not only did I see it, but my two companions saw it as well…”


    “You saw that?” Shaoshang exclaimed in surprise. “Why didn’t you come out to save me? Also, why haven’t you said anything about it?” While it was normal to assume he wouldn’t bravely save her, it was strange that he didn’t open his mouth about it.


    “It was Mother’s birthday,” the Fifth Prince said helplessly. “I had to wait before I could say anything. Oh, Ling Buyi, what are you doing…?” His arm suddenly began to hurt. Ling Buyi had grabbed it tightly.


    Ling Buyi’s expression became frosty. “What exactly is going on? Tell me!”


    “Let me go first! Let me go!” the Fifth Prince quickly said. “I’ll tell you… that day, when Lady Shaoshang came out of Consort Yue’s palace and passed by the lake, she was pushed into the water by several young girls brought to the palace by Fifth Sister. They also stopped the two palace maids that Lady Shaoshang had with her and refused to help her! Ow, don’t do that again, please… I was going to go save her, but then I saw that Lady Shaoshang was very good at swimming, so I didn’t step forward…”


    Ling Buyi’s breath became rapid, and he looked back at the Fifth Princess who was being held in custody. His gaze was full of hostility, like a fierce beast with its fangs bared and blood dripping from them. The Fifth Princess was frightened and shrank back on the spot. Ling Buyi took a large step forward, like he was about to take action right then and there.


    “It wasn’t her! It wasn’t her!” Shaoshang tightly hugged his arm and refused to let go. “This really wasn’t planned by the Fifth Princess! No one knew that I could swim! In the recent days, the Fifth Princess arranged a series of traps and schemes. If she really wanted to drown me, wouldn’t all those arrangements be in vain?”


    Ling Buyi had always had a quick and sharp mind but, right now, he was in a state of panic. He thought about it and realized that what she was saying was true.


    Shaoshang let go of the man’s arm. Before she could breathe a sigh of relief, Ling Buyi grabbed her forearm and asked in an icy tone, “Why didn’t you tell me?”


    “I…” They had been arguing when it happened and had already figured out a way to deal with them herself. “It’s not a big deal. I wasn’t hurt…”


    Ling Buyi looked at her intensely, his gaze cold and wild, mixed with anger and disappointment. He slowly released his grip on her. Shaoshang held onto her forearm, feeling a surge of fear.


    Ling Buyi walked up to the Fifth Princess. “Your Royal Highness,” he said calmly. “On the day you return to your imperial villa, I will surely offer you a great gift.”


    The Fifth Princess shrank back. Ling Buyi had already shaken out his sleeves when she was about to respond. As he left the palace hall, he grabbed the Fifth Prince.


    Shaoshang was taken aback, then quickly ran to follow them.


    The Fifth Prince kept making interjections the entire way. As they reached the quiet Western Palace corridor, Ling Buyi suddenly stopped. “Do you know those women that pushed Shaoshang into the water?” he asked in a deep voice.


    “I know them all!” the Fifth Prince began to nod, feeling like this would be a chance for him to be useful. “Fifth Sister and those girls are like birds of a feather. How wouldn’t I know them?”


    When Shaoshang finally caught up to them, she heard the Fifth Prince showing off his memory.


    “I remember them all. I know who pushed her, who were standing around laughing and mocking, oh, and there was a few who threw stones at Lady Shaoshang in the water! Ahem, what a vicious thing…”


    Shaoshang exploded with anger. She stepped forward and vigorously pushed the Fifth Prince. “It’s none of your business! If you keep shooting your mouth off, let’s see if His Majesty won’t punish you!”


    The Fifth Prince refused to be outdone and loudly said, “As you told me, I am neither the oldest nor the youngest. I didn’t come from the Empress or Consort Yue. If I don’t become an official or soldier, I won’t be able to cause trouble in a unique way. If I don’t make some noise from time to time, His Majesty might not remember who I am. Well, I’m making noise, now!”


    Shaoshang was so angry she almost vomited blood!


    The Fifth Prince was pleased with himself and turned back to Ling Buyi. “There was a total of eight, and I remember them clearly. I even know a few of their fathers and brothers! Zisheng, you can ask me as much as you want!”


    “Can you stop talking?” Shaoshang really wanted to stuff mud into the mouth of the Fifth Prince.


    “Master Ling, don’t listen to the Fifth Prince,” she said. “He’s afraid that the world will not be chaotic enough. Besides, I have already avenged myself. Those little bit… those women will have to stink for a few days. Even if the smell dissipates, they won’t have the face to go out and socialize!”


    Ling Buyi pretended he didn’t hear her. “Fifth Prince, please leave the palace with me today.”


    The Fifth Prince could see which way the wind was blowing. He knew that the scene of an arguing couple could not be observed, so he adjusted his clothing and quickly ran away.


    It was just the two of them in the long and secluded palace corridor now. Shaoshang couldn’t help but feel a bit panicked and she took a small step back. To her surprise, Ling Buyi grabbed her tightly. His handsome face twitched, his voice seeming to come up from under the ice, “Cheng Shaoshang, what do you think of me as?


    “When I go hunting, I see young beasts cuddling under the belly of their mothers. When I went to war, I saw soldiers hanging on the backs of their comrades. When I suppressed bandits in villages and saw the young women being untied from their ropes and rush towards their husbands, crying out in fear and despair of being abducted…


    “You have a shallow relationship with your parents. Although Captain Cheng loves you, in the end, you were still separated from them for ten years. You cannot truly express anything to him that’s from the bottom of your heart. Since you were a child, you were imprisoned in your inner residence. Apart from the youngest daughter of General Wan, you have no other friends. A parent’s love, childhood sweethearts, who do you think you are?


    “After we were engaged, I thought to myself that I’m willing to be your confidant and your support. Whether you are afraid or distressed, you can tell me. I don’t want to stop you from doing anything, I just hope you will treat me with sincerity. I want us to be so close that nothing can come between us. However, have you ever taken me to heart?”


    Shaoshang was stunned and tears began to fall. They softly plopped against her chest as she said, “I didn’t mean to hide it from you this time. I really think it isn’t a big deal…”


    “After they pushed you into the water, were you angry?” Ling Buyi asked.


    “…I was angry,” Shaoshang said. “Not only angry, but I also wanted to take revenge.”


    “Why didn’t you tell me?” Ling Buyi’s expression was faintly distressed. “Can’t I make you trust me? Rely on me?”


    Shaoshang couldn’t argue. She didn’t do these things intentionally, but rather subconsciously.


    He slowly released her, lowered his head and stood to the side. “When they pushed you into the water, they didn’t know that you could swim. How do you know if they were just playing with you or intentionally wanted you to die? Even if I could avenge you later, are you still alive? You don’t want me to send someone to follow you, and you don’t tell me what I really am in your heart.”


    Shaoshang felt sad in her heart. Although she was standing so close to Ling Buyi, the cold and sorrowful aura around him seemed to push her far away. She didn’t know what to say to fix it.


    “You said earlier that you’re afraid of everyone in this world who can hurt you. I’m one of those people, right?”


    Ling Buyi pounded his fist heavily on a corridor pillar. “It’s not that you really liked Lou Yao,” he said in a resentful voice, “but that he can’t hurt you. It’s only when you’re with me that you feel uncomfortable. And I’m not. You are always alone. It doesn’t matter if you eat alone or walk alone, it won’t make you feel lonely. I pushed myself to your side.”


    After finishing those words, Ling Buyi pushed aside all of his emotions and turned back into the cold and indifferent young official. He looked at her and said calmly, “You hate this palace so much, so I will release your constraints and give you freedom.”


    He firmly turned around and left, never turning back again.


    Shaoshang stood there dumbfounded. Tears streamed down her face, unable to speak out loud but shouting wildly in her heart – it wasn’t like that!


    She actually didn’t completely hate the palace.


    Although she initially hated it, she liked the gentle empress, the nagging Old Lady Zhai, strolling through the beautiful royal gardens and admiring the magnificent ancient palace buildings surrounded by carved railings and gazing up at an art gallery. She could be infatuated with it all day long.


    He gave her what may be the best education of their time, with many knowledgeable and educated old men from different fields coming and teaching her. He led her to a peak that ordinary people might never reach in their lifetime, admiring the scenery at the top of the empire. He broadened her narrow horizons and enriched her barren life. How could she hate him?


    But she couldn’t even say those things.


    She slowly squatted down, her hands coming up to cover her face as she cried silently. She really hated herself very much now.


    She cried for a while before wiping her tears away, and stood up with her back straight.


    Sometimes, cowardice was not about fearing the unknown, but about refusing to face the unwillingness to admit mistakes. Saying or doing wrong things should be corrected and admitted. The outcome wasn’t important, but rather, Ling Buyi deserved to be treated well.


    …


    Deep breaths. It was two steps forward and one step back. I really like Shaoshang’s revelation at the end, however.


    Merry Christmas everyone! And to those who don’t celebrate, hope you have a great day. Either way, I hope your friends and family are safe and warm! And, also, thank you for all the likes, comments, and donations! They fill me up like how I’m gonna be in a food coma tonight but without the regret of the second plate. 


    Next Chapter: Waiting for Illness
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    Chapter One Hundred:
Waiting for Illness


    Shaoshang had always thought fast on her feet. After deciding on a plan, she quickly ran out of Changqiu Palace and caught several palace maids and eunuchs along the way, asking which way Ling Buyi and the Fifth Prince were heading. She then ran up to the West Gate in a fit of anger. To her surprise, Ling Buyi and the Fifth Prince had already left the palace gate. The gatekeeper knew Shaoshang and smiled kindly at her, but still fulfilled his duty by stating that he could not let anyone out of the palace without an edict or travel order.


    Although the Empress had agreed to let her go home, the Fifth Princess infuriated her before she could issue the decree. Shaoshang felt dizzy. The ban hadn’t been lifted yet?!


    She wanted to ask the palace guards to be accommodating and make an exception. They usually admired Ling Buyi, but to her surprise, the guards around who secretly watched her began to friendly tease her.


    One said, “Did Young Mistress Cheng and Master Ling fight again?”


    Another said, “What’s wrong? It’s obvious that their previous argument hasn’t finished yet. Just be good. Master Ling is like a clear and peaceful night. It’s surprising to see him with an angry look on his face.”


    That one said, “Nonsense, what’s the point of being cold in front of the bride? It’s not too late to be affectionate…”


    Damn it! The selection criteria for soldiers were based on which one had a big mouth! Shaoshang’s face turned red and black. She lowered her head, stomped her feet and turned and ran back to Changqiu Palace. She was determined to get the Empress’s edict and settle accounts with those big mouths.


    From Changqiu Palace to the West Gate, even with shortcuts, it would take less than half an hour. Shaoshang was full of fighting spirit, and even with short intervals of running, she gave in. She could only curse this delicate body of hers for the nth time, which wasn’t worth looking at. It replaced her body from her previous life… Forget it, heroes were not brave in advance.


    It was easy to run back to the Changqiu Palace. She saw Old Lady Zhai standing at the door, looking around. As soon as she saw Shaoshang, she immediately pulled her inside. “The Empress is very angry,” she said. “It’s lunch time and she’s refusing to eat anything. She usually is happy to see you. Quickly go persuade her…”


    Shaoshang couldn’t respond, she was out of breath and her lungs were on fire from running. It was cold today, but there she was with hot sweat on her chest and back. Old Lady Zhai was so anxious that she couldn’t bear to say anything and dragged her into the inner bedroom.


    “Yes, okay Auntie. Take it easy and let me catch my breath…”


    “Go in and catch your breath. I’ll prepare some hot broth to moisten your throat. If you go in to see the Empress all huffy and disheveled like this, maybe her heart will soften and she’ll be willing to eat!”


    Shaoshang was like a mindless broken kite, being dragged around by Old Lady Zhai for a run. In a panic, she didn’t even notice the four familiar faced little eunuchs and the Emperor’s close eunuch, Cen Anzhi guarding the entrance to the Empress’s chambers.


    Cen Anzhi surprisingly did not stop Old Lady Zhai, so when Shaoshang stepped into the inner residence, she saw the Emperor in a coronal robe sitting by the Empress’s bed, speaking softly. Shaoshang was so scared that she immediately turned around to run away. On a normal day, the Emperor would scold her with a few words if he had nothing to do. Today’s incident was caused by her. She would be eaten alive if she encountered him today.


    “Come in! Am I a fierce beast? What are you hiding from?”


    The Emperor’s sharp-eyed rebuke dragged Shaoshang back. Watching the girl shrink, he felt both angry and amused in his heart.


    Shaoshang knelt down in front of the Empress in a state of panic, touching her sweaty forehead to the floor and giving a very respectful salute. She secretly cursed Old Lady Zhai for being deceitful. Later on, she will tell an alluring story and then abandon it in the middle and run away. Let’s see if she could give Old Lady Zhai’s appetite turned into an ulcer!


    However, since the Emperor was there, Ling Buyi would not cause trouble in front of him for the time being. She didn’t know what he was doing outside the palace.


    “The Empress is feeling unwell. Where have you been? I’ve searched all over Changqiu Palace and you weren’t there!”


    As expected, her Royal Uncle began to reprimand her. “The Empress has always been kind to you, but at such a critical moment, you are not by her side to comfort her. What’s the use of asking you?! Where have all those books on etiquette and filial piety gone to?”


    “Don’t be so strict, Your Majesty,” the Empress whispered, leaning back against her pillow. “Shaoshang should have sent Zisheng out and didn’t know my situation. What are you scolding her for?”


    Shaoshang cautiously raised her head. “Replying to Your Majesty, I have been running all the way to the Upper West Gate.”


    “Why did you come back again?” the Emperor asked. “Didn’t the Empress allow you to go home today?”


    “I also missed the Empress, so I came back,” Shaoshang said apologetically. “Just now, the Fifth Princess… well, the Empress doesn’t look very good, how could I go home…?” Men were men, even the Emperor hadn’t packed his luggage to go back to his house!


    “Well, if that’s the case, then you still have a heart.” The Emperor’s face softened slightly and he turned to look at the Empress, continuing to persuade her, “A’Yan’s words may sound unpleasant but they also make sense. We have several children, not one more and not one less. Is it worth it to anger ourselves like this for this evil creature? It’s because your heart is too soft that you are so sad. Why bother with that evil wretch?”


    “I’m not sad, I feel numb,” the Empress whispered. “Shaoshang was bullied the day before yesterday and was pushed into the lake by the young ladies who came to the palace for the dance. She knew it was my birthday and endured it until today before saying anything. Everyone knows her concerns, but my own flesh and blood committed murder on my birthday with no remorse. This… This…”


    “That troublemaker isn’t worth cherishing,” the Emperor said coldly. “Think of all the children next to you. The three young princes are all rushing to attend to their illnesses. The Crown Prince and General Wu went to the Western Camp today. I heard you were sick and came, and ordered the Crown Prince to come later. The two oldest princesses are outside of the palace, so it’ll take a while for them to receive the news. When they find out about this, they will definitely rush back to the palace to visit.”


    “The First Princess and Second Prince shouldn’t visit a sick person, they will have to wait until tomorrow. The Crown Prince has little talent, only a kind heart,” the Empress said in a low voice.


    “A kind heart is the greatest strength. Several great Confucian scholars have said that the Crown Prince is kind-hearted. I have to thank you for giving birth to such a good son for me.” The Emperor patted the back of the Empress’s hand.


    The Empress’s pale face finally showed a hint of a smile.


    The Emperor nodded, then said to Shaoshang below, “Why aren’t you talking? The Empress has been infuriated today and the Fifth Princess detain and punished. Yet you are completely unharmed.”


    “Your Majesty,” Shaoshang said with a weak sigh. “I made a mistake, but my mistake was to marry Master Ling. If it weren’t for the engagement, the Fifth Princess might not even know who I am.”


    The Emperor knew this was true.


    Shaoshang looked at the sickly Empress and her heart softened. She sincerely said, “If I could turn time back, I would be willing so Master Ling and the Fifth Princess could achieve great things. This way, she wouldn’t have to be so sickly. I’ll even swear to the heavens. This statement truly comes from the bottom of my heart.”


    The Emperor inwardly cursed. How could that be possible? During that time, Princess Yuchang’s character had been unimpeded so he asked his adopted son to marry her. His adopted son ran to the border city in one breath. If he asked his adopted son to marry his youngest daughter, he might flee to the mountain of the immortals and never be seen again.


    The Emperor, however, could still hear the sincere meaning in her words. He decided to change the topic and asked another question, “Just now, the Empress said you were being bullied so you set up a chain of barrels early this morning. Hmph, you have avenged yourself but have caused a lot of harm to Consort Yue’s Longyuan.”


    That was indeed a big problem. Shaoshang quickly kowtowed and began apologizing. “I was arrogant. At that time, I could only focus on venting my anger, but I forgot that this would also do harm to Longyuan. Please forgive me, Your Majesty. I will go back and find a way to clean it up.”


    “You’ll think of a way?” the Emperor snorted. “Isn’t it Zisheng who will find a way?”  


    Shaoshang kept her body to the floor, sweating profusely. She didn’t dare answer back.


    “Forget it, it’s their fault to begin with. But…”


    Shaoshang’s heart jolted once again.


    “The arrangement of the chain barrel formation was quite exquisite.” The Emperor looked quite interested. “A few ropes, two door bolts, and a wooden board could do the trick. Where did you learn this? I know the Empress hasn’t taught you this type of mechanism.”


    “I…” Shaoshang smiled foolishly. “I often did that… when I was young…”


    “Self-taught skills are made perfect through practice,” the Emperor said, nodding. “Alright, that can also be considered a craft.”


    The Empress snorted and lightly tapped at the Emperor. “Really, Your Majesty…”


    The Emperor burst into hearty laughter at the girl’s embarrassment.


    Shaoshang was still on the ground, sweating profusely and afraid to move. Fine. She had never received the training for pranks in her previous life, and now this life would make up for that. Her middle-school homeroom teacher must be very pleased.


    “Your Majesty, you know so much about it,” the Empress said with a smile. “Did you go and see it yourself? Weren’t you afraid of the smell?”


    “Why not be afraid?” The Emperor deliberately made the Empress smile, pretending to be angry and saying, “I went over there with my handkerchief in my hand. It had been over an hour by then and the stench was still unbelievable! It’s lucky that you didn’t go, otherwise you would have to be angry and nauseous.”


    Actually, it was an old habit that Consort Yue had from when she was young. She said that blessings and misfortunes should be shared equally and said if she had to smell it, he had to as well.


    The Empress’s lips trembled and her eyes curved with a smile. Her anger had dissipated significantly.


    “How are you going to punish those young ladies who pushed Shaoshang into the water?” the Empress smiled. “Although Shaoshang already avenged herself, those girls are bold and reckless. They must be acting recklessly outside as well.”


    “The Fifth Princess is confident and fearless because we are her parents,” the Emperor said indifferently. “If they dared to harm others in the palace, they must rely on their families. In this way, their father and brother’s official positions and rewards will be revoked. Those without official positions will be fined money to offset them.”


    The Empress thought about it. “That’s good,” she said. “Let those girls reflect at home. It’s not a bad thing to work and study for a living in the future.”


    Shaoshang felt a chill run down her body. This was the supreme couple, and that was where the power lied.


    Her family background was not much different from the girls who pushed her into the water. Father Cheng and Director Xiao worked hard and struggled for more than ten years to achieve their current status. For that reason, they were willing to give up their youngest daughter. She took everything in. Just now, the Empress casually turned half of those family’s life’s struggle into powder. She determined the honor and disgrace of several families like she was picking vegetables and drinking milk.


    If it weren’t for Ling Buyi, in the eyes of the Emperor and Empress, there wouldn’t have been a big difference between herself and those girls.


    “But… Your Majesty. If there is talent among their fathers and brothers, wouldn’t they not be implicated?” Shaoshang timidly raised her head. She knew she shouldn’t be saying this, she should even express her gratitude loudly, but she couldn’t help it.


    The Emperor was slightly surprised and glanced at the girl. “This is what happens when you don’t teach your children well. Is the crime of guilty by association a joke?”


    The Empress looked at the girl with gentle eyes and began to explain, “The previous dynasty followed the pre-Qin method, often gouging out their eyes and bones, shaving their feet and tattooing their faces, which is much more brutal than today…” She sighed and then looked at the Emperor. “She is still an immature child and her aunt was too despicable to teach her anything.”


    Shaoshang said that she understood and prostrated herself in gratitude… she might never get used to this time period.


    Due to having court affairs to attend to, the Emperor left before he could have a meal with the Empress. Shaoshang didn’t dare mention leaving the palace at this time. Instead, she diligently took care of the Empress – serving medicine, rubbing her shoulders and back, and then fed the Empress some vegetable congee.


    People who were physically weak and experienced an extreme emotion could not eat too much. Shaoshang counted the grains of rice and shredded vegetables as she watched the Empress eat, while also saying comforting words such as, “Every family has at least one mischievous child. Look at my family, my brothers are all filial and honest, while I often make my mother angry. This has nothing to do with the parents. It’s all destined. Other families have more than one unfilial child.”


    When the Empress finished her congee, Old Lady Zhai ordered a palace maid to bring a food table to Shaoshang.


    Shaoshang chatted with the Empress while having lunch, and then served her medicine. This era’s medicine was like a biological weapon. Shaoshang looked sympathetically at the Empress as she drank her medicine, muttering to herself, “Heaven and earth. What kind of pain has the Empress suffered? We should have brought a bowl of this medicine to the Fifth Princess for punishment as well…”


    The Empress nearly spit out her medicine. She looked at the girl who saw medicine as her natural enemy.


    After finishing, Shaoshang saw that the Empress’s complexion had slightly improved and was in a trance.


    In her previous life, she couldn’t even keep a pet turtle, and even a cactus would die a miserable death on the windowsill. In this life, she served people so meticulously and properly. The environment was the most terrifying force in this world, invincible, omnipotent, and unwilling to compromise.


    She also had no idea what Ling Buyi was up to now, but he must be unwilling to compromise this time. Was he feeling frustrated or using his brains to fix things? She didn’t know if he had lunch. Even if he has to clean up his fiancée’s mess, he can’t forget to eat.


    After her congee and medicine, Shaoshang then helped the Empress walk slowly around the palace hall when the Crown Princess finally came to visit.


    Strictly speaking, Shaoshang and the Crown Princess had no major conflicts. But, starting from the second time they met, Shaoshang just didn’t like her.


    People often complimented the Crown Princess on her resemblance to the Empress, who was gentle, dignified, respectful, and compassionate. Her Majesty was very kind. Shaoshang believed that the Empress was authentic while the Crown Princess was just an imitation of grade-A goods. The Empress’s gentleness came from within, emphasizing with the hope that others would suffer less and be more abundant and comprehensive. The Crown Princess, well…


    “I said earlier that Fifth Sister would not be able to go on like this. Aiyo, see how angry you’ve made Mother. When he comes back, the Crown Prince will surely be heartbroken.” The Crown Princess sat by the Empress’s day bed, speaking softly. Shaoshang wished she could take out a needle and sew her two thin lips shut.


    “Mother has been living in the deep palace for a long time and doesn’t know a lot of things. Fifth Sister has really had some adventures. Tsk, the rumors outside are really unpleasant. The Crown Prince told me not to mention this, but it has to be said. It’s because you know nothing about Fifth Sister that I was infuriated. If I had heard about it earlier, today wouldn’t have happened… I don’t dare to interfere with the decisions of my parents, I believe that without taking heavy responsibility, there will be no obvious results. Father has a broad mind and acts decisively. I hope you won’t be soft hearted. You should know that spoiling a child isn’t beneficial, and punishment is also good for Fifth Sister.”


    The Crown Princess prattled on incessantly, focusing only on her own pleasure and not seeing the Empress’s gloomy expression.


    Shaoshang didn’t spare her a glance. Building bridges, igniting fires and then adding fuel to the fire, was this anything new? The aunties back in Yu Town were all old hands at that, and she had seen them multiple times since childhood. Although the words spoken by the Crown Princess just now were technically correct, Shaoshang could clearly hear that it wasn’t done with good intentions. So, she decided she was going to have some fun with her.


    “The Crown Princess’s words are too serious. The Fifth Princess has a few good hands with those visitors. They’re just guarding the house and courtyard. You are making it sound like the Fifth Princess was plotting a rebellion and creating chaos.”


    “These are not ordinary visitors, but…” The Crown Princess frowned and bit her lip. Knowing was one thing, but speaking it out loud was another matter.


    Shaoshang put on an innocent look and asked, “But what? You said that they have good skills. Besides guarding the house, what else can they do?” Sure, she was unmarried so she shouldn’t understand these things.
[In case it isn’t clear, they’re talking about the numerous men at the Fifth Princess’s household who are ‘visitors.’]


    What was so unusual about a princess keeping a handsome man as a companion. The difference lied in where she kept them. Having a handsome companion after being widowed was called a necessity, having one after having children was also considered professional ethics. Among the first three married princesses, the First Princess preferred the companionship of young officials, while the Third Princess preferred the depressed and unsuccessful Confucian scholars. Only the Second Princess could guarantee her clean image.


    However, having the Fifth Princess keeping male companions before marriage was indeed a bit excessive. But, since her future husband was also skilled in sleeping with prostitutes, then he could be considered the right husband for her.


    “Most of those visitors have handsome faces and strong physiques,” the Crown Princess said, frowning. “The princess is very fond of them, and she often hosts groups of men and women feasting and singing at night. They hunt and play. Some strict adults do not allow their daughters to enter the Princess’s household.”


    “If you don’t like them, don’t go to them,” Shaoshang pouted. “Some people like to have fun and some like to have peace and quiet. Not everyone has to get along.”


    “How can this be?” the Crown Princess said irritably. “If everyone follows the example of the Fifth Princess, wouldn’t the world be in chaos?”


    “Your Highness, you’re thinking too much. How can a princess be like an ordinary woman? She is different from all the prince’s wives and concubines,” Shaoshang leisurely said. “Wives can be changed, can children be changed?”


    The Crown Princess instantly became mute.


    She fixed her gaze on Shaoshang, weighing the meaning behind the girl’s words. Shaoshang smiled back at her.


    Reincarnation was a technical job. Why couldn’t she have been sent to the body of a princess? Otherwise, she would have been the one with the good reputation right now. She’d like to see if Ling Buyi could lock herself in the palace, then. Aiyo, what on earth was he doing right now?


    The Empress turned her head, her mouth slowly curving upwards.


    The Crown Princess had nothing else to say. She didn’t want to stay in Changqiu Palace to help nurse the Empress, so she could only say a few words about the situation. Then, she stated she didn’t wish to disturb the Empress’s rest, bowed respectfully and then left.


    Shaoshang watched the Crown Princess leave and slowly sat down next to the Empress, snorting heavily through her nose.


    The Empress poked her forehead. “Naughty little rascal.” She then sighed, “But she wasn’t wrong, either. The Fifth Princess’s actions in this way might have wronged the Yue family’s son…”


    “Empress, let’s not worry about whether the Fifth Princess’s future husband will be wronged or not,” Shaoshang said helplessly. “We have to take care of His Highness the Crown Prince first. The Crown Prince is also being very wronged because of the Crown Princess’s behavior… don’t scold me for being bold and reckless. Everyone can see it.”


    “…It’s not the Crown Princess’s fault.”


    “According to your words, I am also not at fault. Master Ling looks at me every day. My nose is not my nose and my eyes are not my eyes. Logically speaking, the bride of the Crown Prince should be even more difficult to handle. But now it seems that the Crown Princess is living a much easier life than me. How kind and benevolent the Crown Prince is!” Shaoshang grumbled under her breath.


    The Empress shook her head, smiling helplessly.


    “If you compare him to the Second Prince, His Highness the Crown Prince is really quite aggrieved,” Shaoshang continued. Regardless of family background, appearance, talent, ambition, and heirs, the Second Prince’s wife was seven or eight times ahead of the Crown Princess. The Crown Princess still had no children.


    The Empress fell silent and sighed again. “It was too early for him to get engaged in the first place.”


    This was a classic point of discussion. Why did illegitimate daughters marry better than legitimate daughters of the same father?


    Because when the eldest daughter was growing up, the father was still a scholar in the east of the village. Of course, he could only marry his daughter to the son of a scholar in the west of the village because she was of a matching family. By the time the illegitimate daughter grew up, her elderly and strong father had held a high position, so of course it was possible for the daughter to marry into a prestigious family.


    So, the conclusion was that for a stable family, the children born earlier would be more advantageous because they could grasp resources and discourse power early. While for a rising family, the situation would be the opposite.


    When the Crown Prince first became betrothed, the Emperor’s court was small and still in a precarious state. In order to win over the power of local aristocrats, the family of the Crown Princess was established for the oldest son who was not yet ten years old. But, later on, the Emperor’s career rose step by step like chicken blood. By the time the Second Prince had grown up, the Emperor had become one of the top forces in the world, and even the blind could see the upcoming unification. So, the scope of the Second Prince’s marriage selection was several tiers higher than that of his brother.


    “A gentleman’s promise is hard to recall,” the Empress sighed again. “His Majesty is a trustworthy person and we cannot ruin it due to the situation. Everyone is watching.”


    Shaoshang could only sigh along with her. She had already discovered that her Royal Uncle was good in both civil and military, well versed in heaven and earth, deep in love and kindness…it was just for a good name.


    “Since she was fortunate to become the Crown Princess, why does she still suffer all day?” Shaoshang sighed. “Being by your side for the past few months, I have only seen the Crown Princess smile a couple of times.”


    The Empress paused for a moment. “Actually, the Crown Prince had a childhood sweetheart before, and that woman’s family background and character was not inferior to those of the Second Prince’s wife. Unfortunately…” She shook her head.


    Shaoshang’s eyes widened. She felt even more sympathetic towards the Crown Prince.


    “Is that woman currently in the Eastern Palace? Who is she? Is she a consort?” Shaoshang asked excitedly.


    “No,” the Empress said. “The Crown Prince said she was arrogant, so he let her marry into another family.”


    “It isn’t an insult to be the Crown Prince’s consort.” Shaoshang felt it was such a pity. The Crown Princess’s life was too comfortable because she didn’t have any opponents. The other concubines of the Crown Prince had no deterrent power.


    The Empress’s gaze became distant as she began to recall the past. “That year, the Crown Princess had been pregnant. For some reason she and the Crown Prince got into an argument. In anger, the Crown Prince gave her a push, and she lost the baby. She was told that she would not be able to easily conceive again in the future.”


    Shaoshang was stunned.


    It took a moment for Shaoshang to finally speak. “This marriage wasn’t suitable! It would have been better if it hadn’t been successful in the first place.”


    “You aren’t the first person to say that,” the Empress said, looking amused.


    “Who?”


    “Zisheng.”


    Shaoshang immediately stopped talking.


    “Zisheng was still young at the time, but he came to His Majesty and me with the air of an experienced elder and said that the marriage should not be arranged and that it would harm the Crown Prince in the future,” the Empress said. “His Majesty ignored him, so he ran to the Crown Prince to advise him to tell the Crown Princess what he had in mind. It would be best for the Crown Princess’s family to refuse the marriage because of the incompatibility of the two sides. The Crown Prince had another sweetheart which he found difficult to part with. In the future, he would compensate the Crown Princess’s family well.”


    “Then… did the Crown Prince go forward with it?” Shaoshang whispered.


    “The Crown prince is too softhearted. He didn’t dare disobey His Majesty. It was still Zisheng who secretly found someone to inform the Crown Princess of the truth so she would decide whether or not to inform her family.”


    “Well, that’s a good idea.” Shaoshang thought for a moment and nodded. “And after?”


    “On the wedding day, the wedding continued as usual,” the Empress said.


    Shaoshang felt that she should probably think more kindly of people, so she asked, “Is it because the Crown Princess’s family was unwilling to abandon this marriage?”


    “When His Majesty arranged the marriage, her family’s character wasn’t bad,” the Empress smiled softly. “It was the Crown Princess, and she didn’t say anything to her family.” From then on, her adopted son had an opinion on his future sister-in-law.


    “The Crown Princess wanted to marry into the royal family, which isn’t wrong. However, at least she had the opportunity to decline…” Shaoshang shook her head. She must have eaten salted fish to satisfy her thirst.


    It could be said that her Royal Uncle was also not satisfied with his eldest daughter-in-law. He never arranged another marriage for his sons again after the Crown Prince. The Second Prince was unrestrained in love, the Third Prince was unmarried, the Fourth and Fifth Princes were waiting to get married, and the Sixth, Seventh, Eighth, Ninth, and Tenth Princes were too young.


    “That isn’t right,” Shaoshang suddenly thought to herself. “A leopard can’t change its spots. The Crown Prince was born with a good temper, everyone knows that. So why would he argue with the Crown Princess?” The Crown Prince should have been called ‘Little Mother’ because of how alike he and the Empress were.


    “I don’t know about this either, they won’t say anything about it.” The Empress’s tone suddenly became teasing. “But Zisheng would know. I hate how prudent he is when speaking. In the future, if you can coax it out of him, don’t forget to tell me.”


    “Okay,” Shaoshang helplessly said. “I will abide by Your Majesty’s good advice and kind words. I also hope to have the day to coax Master Ling well. I only hope that when that day comes, my hair will still be black and I’ll have all my teeth.”


    The Empress was overjoyed by this and laughed out loud. After she laughed for a while, she slowly leaned back against Shaoshang’s arm.


    “Okay, I’ve told you about the Crown Prince’s affairs. Now it’s your turn. Let me ask you, do you like Zisheng?” the Empress asked softly.


    Shaoshang answered without the slightest bit of hesitation. “I like him.”


    “What do you think of Zisheng’s character?”


    Shaoshang didn’t answer right away. Her deep thoughts were like water droplets, slowly extending along the long thread of memory. The water droplets lingered deep in her mind, dissolving and disappearing.


    “At first,” Shaoshang said after a long pause, “I thought Master Ling was the kind of virtuous gentlemen mentioned in the classic books, who was benevolent, righteous, and generous. He can assist the Emperor and achieve great success in this prosperous era, rescuing those from misery and to root out the strong and support the weak.”


    “Now you realize that he isn’t like that?” the Empress lightly asked.


    “He is actually very suspicious. Not suspicious about the loyalty of those under his command, but my feelings for him. Without any rhyme or reason, he always thinks of something unimaginable and then gets into an argument with me in frustration. If it were someone like my father, he wouldn’t even think of it.”


    In the beginning, Director Xiao didn’t love Father Cheng, and Father Cheng enjoyed living his life tirelessly. However, over time, the couple truly developed feelings for each other. And then there was Madam Sang. At first, there was still a white moonlight in her heart and Third Uncle Cheng didn’t pretend to be deaf and mute.


    Ling Buyi was particularly outstanding and unique!


    “He’s not only suspicious, but also petulant and irritable. Even though he is gentle, polite, and amiable in front of others, even an unknown rural elder would be treated with courtesy and patiently respond.”


    “But he pretends very well, and no one noticed these things,” Shaoshang said, looking up. “Everyone praises him for being gentle, upright, and polite, with the aura of an ancient gentleman.”


    “Since he has so many shortcomings, you still say that you like him?” the Empress asked, looking at her.


    “I like him,” Shaoshang smiled, revealing her adorable white teeth. “It seems like I like him much more than before.”


    “I used to think I liked Master Ling because he was like the bright moon hanging high in the sky, the snow far away on the mountain top, and the ancient sages in the books. But now, I know he’s like me. Just a person with both joy and sorrow and true to life.”


    She had once placed him high up on a pedestal as an idol worth worshipping. He insisted on shattering her plan.


    The Empress’s smile grew even bigger.


    Shaoshang was the most vivid and charming girl she had ever seen, always reminding her of the wildflowers and vines she was with her father in the countryside when she was young. They grew freely, bright and clean like the mountain streams and creeks. No one could guess what she would say next, or what is going on in her mind… and what would happen next.


    “Zisheng has been by my side for a few years and I have a clear idea. He has a knot in his heart, and this knot cannot be removed or expressed.” The Empress lay back on her bed as she whispered. “His Majesty worried that it would take a long time for Zisheng to marry, but I was worried that in the future, no one would know the type of person Zisheng is, or no one will ever be able to touch those things. Will he always pretend to be gentle and polite his entire life?”


    “It’s good to have you. Zisheng didn’t pick the wrong person.” The Empress slowly closed her eyes and wearily fell asleep.


    Shaoshang watched her sleeping face, carefully covering her with a velvet blanket. She sat down on the floor next to the day bed, propping her head with her elbow and closed her eyes to rest.


    Perhaps due to the loneliness of the deep palace, the pace of life had completely slowed down, and Shaoshang had a lot of time to think carefully about her own problems. She had had two mothers in two lifetimes; both were shrewd and sharp individuals who knew how to gain the greatest advantage. No matter how bad the initial environment was, they could eventually become winners in life.


    Since childhood, she had been very supportive of this attitude towards life.


    As for some people, if they don’t fight for themselves, heaven and earth would destroy them. Children were nothing, and they could still have more children in the future, but their own lives only came once. How could she be like her grandmother, young and widowed, never remarried for the sake of her two sons, and worked hard and lonely all her life.


    Looking back on it now, neither attitude towards life could be considered incorrect.


    The former realized her own life value and would not compromise. Was it necessary for Yu Mother to abandon her daughter like pruning a branch in order to pursue a new life? She didn’t want her biological mother to coax and accompany her, but when she needed guidance the most, as long as someone had given her a hand, maybe she could have walked a brighter and smoother path.


    Although the latter resulted in one’s life ending, becoming a child of such a person could be considered the happiest thing in the world.


    The Empress was gentle, kind and could be deceived. She didn’t have the wise or calm mind of Consort Yue or the decisive and fighting spirit of Madam Xiao, but Shaoshang would still prefer to be her child. If she was the Empress’s child, she would definitely not break her heart like the Fifth Princess. She would be like the Second Princess, a good daughter who is filial.


    Unwillingly, Shaoshang also began to fall asleep in a secluded manner. She could hear the faint sound of rain in her small hometown in her heart, and the gentle and meticulous old woman chattered on, but she could never go back.


    …


    Shaoshang woke up with a sore back and shoulders. The sky outside was already dim. Shaoshang jumped up with a huff and quickly shook the Empress gently. They’d slept enough in the afternoon and would be up all night.


    Perhaps it was the congee that had taken effect, or perhaps it was because she was tired from talking with Shaoshang, but the Empress slept exceptionally sweet and deep. When she woke up, she seemed more energetic. Old Lady Zhai was overjoyed and went out to arrange for food and drink.


    Shaoshang and the Empress were discussing whether they should have hot lamb soup tonight when Old Lady Zhai entered the room with a bewildered expression. “That little disciple of Cen Anzhi, the one with the white face and dimples. Just now he suddenly ran to Changqiu Palace, said something to me, and then ran away.”


    “It must be Cen Anzhi who send him here to deliver the message,” the Empress said in a teasing tone. “What did he say? Maybe His Majesty is wanting to ask for a new favor.”


    “No,” Old Lady Zhai said. “He said that Eleventh Lang offended His Majesty. His Majesty ordered a heavy punishment…His Majesty ordered Eleventh Lang to be beaten!”


    Shaoshang abruptly stood up, her face full of alarm.


    …


    Can the Crown Princess just… stop existing? Seriously, she’s horrible!! 


    I’ve created a Projects and Requests page for the future translations I might do! I know I had mentioned translating Wonderland of Love but I’m currently having a really hard time finding the last part of it. I’d mistakenly thought I had it all and then it just stopped. If you have any other requests or suggestions, leave it on that page and I’ll add it!


    I hope everyone had a great holiday! Thanks for everyone’s kind comments, donations, and just awesomeness!


    Next Chapter: Flogged


    


    


    


    Enjoyed the chapter? Support me on Patreon to get early access to new chapters, exclusive content, and more! Your support helps me keep bringing you these translations. Thank you!


    Disclaimer: Your support on Patreon goes directly towards my work as a translator and helps me produce more content. It does not constitute support for the original novel or its author.


    
  

  
    Chapter One Hundred and One:
Flogged


    Shaoshang had already been worried about Ling Buyi and, upon hearing this information, she felt like she was on pins and needles. She was so nervous that she could barely speak. “Your Majesty, I… can I…?” She looked outside the door.


    The Empress, however, was not as eager as Shaoshang. She felt in her heart that something was strange. The Emperor loved Ling Buyi even more than his biological sons. Not only because he wasn’t involved in inheriting imperial power, but also because he carried guilt and pity towards the entire Huo family.


    Over the years, not to mention beating and scolding, the Emperor would become distressed for half the day if the equestrian and archery teacher would reprimand him. He would suspect that the teacher was bullying Ling Buyi, who had no father, mother, or family background, until he would realize that if Brother Huo Chong were still alive, this unknown equestrian and archery teacher would not be able to put on airs. The entire Huo family were all very skilled and not just anyone could teach their only nephew.


    And today he was just going to beat their adopted son? Did Cen Anzhi say the wrong thing? Or, did Ling Buyi really do something seriously wrong?


    Despite her confusion, the Empress still said, “Shaoshang, don’t worry. Okay, you can go and take a look first. Speak well and don’t contradict His Majesty. I will come immediately. Old Lady Zhai, come and help me change my clothes…”


    Shaoshang ran out of the hall as soon as she heard the Empress’s words. The Empress, realizing something was wrong, quickly called for several tall and robust palace maids to follow to avoid any further accidents.


    It took more than a quarter of an hour from Changqiu Palace to Xuanzheng Palace if you used a shortcut. However, along the way, you needed to pass through an alley that separated the front and back palaces. There were usually few people there and was very quiet. Shaoshang was bold and wasn’t afraid of encountering any devils in animal forms. She originally worried that she’d be stopped by the guards outside of the entrance to the alley and not allowed to pace. This time, she took the initiative and was allowed through. She wasn’t sure if Cen Anzhi had talked to the guards beforehand.


    She ran with all her might down the palace alley, nearly bumping into someone at the corner. Yuan Shen was holding two bamboo scrolls that almost shattered from the collision. He stood there as if he was experiencing a ghost in the daytime. But he was young and quick witted, and was there in the blink of an eye.


    “Did something happen with Ling Buyi? Just now, His Majesty and several officials were arguing and I was writing down notes. I don’t know what Head Eunuch Cen said to His Majesty but His Majesty called us out.” Yuan Shen’s expression was both bewildered and suspicious.


    “What can happen? Don’t talk nonsense,” Shaoshang gasped for breath, leaning against the palace wall. “If you turn around and spread rumors, it will make Master Ling fall out of favor with His Majesty… His Majesty called us to discuss our wedding.”


    Yuan Shen reluctantly gathered up the heavy bamboo scrolls. “You don’t have to be afraid to say anything, I won’t harm you.” Very good, her temperament hadn’t changed at all. She was always prepared in case of trouble and was a thief in front of others.


    “Oh, right. Last time you asked me to inquire about Lou Yao’s situation. I asked about it, but you’ve been in the palace and I wasn’t able to send a message. What’s wrong with you? It’s been rumored outside that you and Ling Buyi have been arguing and are locked in the palace and not allowed to leave?”


    Shaoshang climbed back up against the palace wall and slowly straightened up with an exhale. “Let me ask you this. Can you think of a good reason that I can’t stay in the palace and help plan a birthday banquet because I’m valued of the Empress? How many daughters of officials in the capital want to enter the palace and serve as her aide? Their envy makes me see red! It’s just jealousy, pure jealousy!”


    “Why not say they’re jealous that you’re marrying Ling Buyi?” Yuan Shen rolled his eyes.


    “Oh, thank you for the reminder, Young Master Yuan.” Shaoshang said bitterly, bent over and gasping for breath. “A talent such as Master Ling. You’d also be hated by others if you married him!”


    Yuan Shen stumbled back and nearly dropped his bamboo scrolls. “You… you really make no sense!”


    Shaoshang took a deep breath; she didn’t want to delay this any longer. She passed by Yuan Shen and continued to run forward.


    Yuan Shen struggled to hold onto the bamboo scrolls in one hand and pulled Shaoshang’s sleeve with the other. His fair and gentle face blushed red. “Don’t you want to know about Lou Yao’s recent situation? Why don’t you ask me now?”


    Shaoshang thought about it and wished she could slap herself for being such a big mouth. Everything was caused by this. If she had known this would have developed to this point, she wouldn’t have inquired too much in the beginning. Young couples should have the doors closed when they wanted to discuss what happened to outsiders, especially if it was an ex-fiancée. It was too late to avoid suspicion.


    She really made a rookie move in this relationship. She had been living a comfortable life for too long without any sense of crisis. She deserved to be in this situation now.


    She turned around and tugged on her sleeve, frowning. “Thank you very much for fulfilling the promise of asking about the Lou family for me. However, I thought about it later and realized that our current identities should not be implicated anymore. Let’s just let this matter go. Young Master Yuan, I’m going to face His Holy Emperor, so let’s say goodbye…you might as well let me go.”


    “My family has lined up several young ladies for me,” Yuan Shen said, pursing his lips. “I… I haven’t made up my mind yet…”


    “Then continue to see them! Why are you pulling at me for?” Shaoshang couldn’t pull back her sleeve and became extremely angry. “If they aren’t to your liking, we can always see what you like. As the saying goes, everything depends on human actions, not arrogance or impatience. Where there is a will, there’s a way. The old man can move a mountain… now, let me go!”


    A sensitive, irritable, and imaginative fiancé was now forming a conditioned reflex and she was now very afraid of getting involved with unmarried men of the appropriate age.


    At that moment, four tall and robust palace maids caught up from behind, obviously looking for Shaoshang. Yuan Shen’s eyes went dark and he slowly let go of his grip.


    Shaoshang immediately pulled back her sleeve and beckoned the four palace maids from Changqiu Palace to come with her. Yuan Shen watched the girl’s galloping figure for a while, then slowly walked away, straightening his posture as he walked.


    Cen Anzhi had been anxiously waiting at the entrance to Xuangzheng Palace when Shaoshang rushed towards him. “Aiyo, Young Mistress Cheng,” he whispered. “You finally arrived. His Majesty is getting angry with Master Ling inside!”


    Shaoshang swallowed painfully, grabbing Cen Anzhi’s arm. “What’s going on?”


    Cen Anzhi didn’t dare delay and led Shaoshang towards the inner hall while quietly recounting the story.


    The matter was very simple. In a nutshell, Ling Buyi beat up the fathers and eldest brothers of the households of those eight little girls who pushed her in the water. According to his meticulous and rigorous style, each of them had a broken hand and foot.


    “…Master Ling did all of that in just an afternoon?” Shaoshang felt strange. She looked at the sky outside – Ling Buyi had left the palace in anger after breakfast. It wasn’t quite dinner yet. The efficiency of his round-trip excursion was beyond the scope of agricultural society.


    Cen Anzhi had no other option than to explain.


    This matter was originally very complicated and had to be implemented for a few people in each household. However, Ling Buyi had numbers and power on his side. As long as the dog-legged Fifth Prince said the girl’s family name, there would be someone who would clearly detail the family’s background.


    Ling Buyi didn’t care about a family’s third or sixth aunt. He only cared about severely punishing the girl’s direct father and brother. He wrote a message to invite the families. When the father and son thought they had a chance to befriend Ling Buyi, they happily arrived at the Ling Mansion, opened the door and let the dogs out to beat people. If there were a few of them that were nearby, they just called them directly. And this was how the seven families were dealt with.


    “So he didn’t kill anyone, just injured one or two. Why did His Majesty lose his temper?” Shaoshang muttered a twisted and heretical theory that was extremely inconsistent with the Five Speeches, Four Beauties, and Three Favors. In order to favor her fair-skinned, beautiful and bad-tempered fiancé, she also fought hard.
[Five Speeches, Four Beauties, Three Favors was a PRC policy introduced in 1981 that included the emphasis on manners, beauty of language and love of socialism.]


    Cen Anzhi also agreed with this. “If that was all, His Majesty wouldn’t lose his temper,” he whispered. “But it was the last family that something bad happened!”


    The father of the last family was on duty at the Imperial Censorate as a minor official. After beating up several of the girls’ brothers, the Liang Qiu brothers suggested that Ling Buyi take another day to complete his mission. Even the Fifth Prince, who didn’t mind watching the fun, thought it wouldn’t be good if the situation escalated. Ling Buyi ignored them and went straight to the Imperial Censorate’s station. In front of several other officials, he dragged him out and beat him like the others.


    Then things went bad.


    Those eight households were not worth worrying about, but the Imperial Censorate was still a government agency and Ling Buyi was like a tavern or a restaurant. He couldn’t just go in, grab someone and beat them up. That was considered disrespectful to the Imperial Censors.


    The Left Grand Tutor of the Imperial Censorate, Old Master Chu, and Ling Buyi had a been together the night before. When he saw this, he quickly began to calm down his colleagues, suppressed the situation, and then quietly went to the palace to present himself. After he kicked the ball into the Emperor’s court, he slipped away as fast as he could.


    Shaoshang didn’t even know where to begin after hearing the entire sequence of events.


    Cen Anzhi ignored the complex and conflicted emotions passing across her face and led her into the inner hall. Along the gap of the lacquer wood screen were the words ‘King Mu drives eight horses to rule the world.’
[I believe the King Mu here is King Mu of Zhou, who was the fifth king of the Zhou dynasty around 976-922 BCE.]


    Shaoshang saw the Emperor sitting upright at the top of the hall. When the Emperor heard the sound inside, he called out, “You’re here. Go fast and tell her to get out of here.”


    She immediately slipped in and knelt down.


    Shaoshang originally wanted to kneel close to the Emperor so that when she was begging for mercy, she could be more sincere and genuine. Ling Buyi was kneeling in the center of the room and, as she went by him, he dragged her down next to him. This caused her foot to slip and she fell directly onto him.


    The familiar refreshing scent on the young man’s body, the wall-to-wall hardness of his chest hit her forehead, and his strong arms pulled her up slowly. Shaoshang was extremely indignant. Even at time like this, he still behaved like that!


    She vigorously pounded on his chest. Ling Buyi’s face remained calm and he placed the girl beside him as easy as lifting a cabbage.


    The Emperor saw that and sneered at them. “Alright, tomorrow the Imperial Censor will attend court. Yet you still dare to act recklessly…”


    Shaoshang didn’t care about his personal grievances. She quickly bowed down and began begging for mercy. “Your Majesty, forgive him. Although Master Ling acted recklessly, it’s understandable why he did it!”


    “You don’t need to plead for me,” Ling Buyi said ungratefully, glancing sideways at her. “I will avenge and punish myself if I have done something wrong. There’s no need for anyone else to worry about me.”


    That had been exactly what Shaoshang said to him before. “Is that your revenge?” she retorted in a fit of anger. “It’s clearly my revenge! They pushed me into the water, not you! Who are you pretending to be?”


    The Fifth Prince, who was kneeling beside Ling Buyi, chuckled lightly, enjoying this immensely. He had been caught by Ling Buyi early that morning to testify for Cheng Shaoshang and hadn’t had breakfast or lunch yet, but he didn’t feel hungry at all. Actually, he was full of energy. It was true that people could skip meals during happy occasions.


    Shaoshang glared fiercely at the man gloating and made up her mind. If Ling Buyi couldn’t escape this, she would drag that extra cargo down into the water!


    Ling Buyi looked at the girl and said slowly, “If you weren’t engaged to me, you wouldn’t have had to enter the palace. If you were married to an ordinary husband, you wouldn’t have suffered this kind of punishment! In the end, it was me who brought you here. You secretly complain in your heart, but can’t say it out loud. You can only make things difficult for me, right?”


    “You, you…” Shaoshang became anxious. How could he say these things in front of the Royal Uncle?! Even if what he said was correct.


    She glanced at the Emperor suspiciously and lowered her voice. “You and I are already engaged. What’s the point of saying these things? Today, you intentionally committed a big mistake. What exactly do you want to do?”


    She caught a glimpse of the Emperor’s face sinking like water. She grit her teeth and decided to break through the paper window and shout loudly.


    “Do you want to withdraw the engagement?”


    “I want to withdraw from my official position and retire with you to the countryside you long for!”


    The two sentences were spoken at the same time, the last one spoken by Ling Buyi. They were both stunned when they finished talking. Ling Buyi heard Shaoshang’s words clearly and began to smile bitterly. Shaoshang heard Ling Buyi’s words clearly and stared at him, mouth open and tongue tied.


    The Emperor heard the two of them speaking and cursed loudly, “Nonsense! What resigning? What countryside? I’m not dead yet!”


    Seeing the Emperor’s anger, everyone knelt down around him. Ling Buyi kowtowed and said, “Your Majesty, the Spring and Autumn Annals are upon us. Please be cautious when speaking. If His Majesty says so, I will refuse to resign.”


    The Emperor couldn’t bear to get angry at his adopted son, so he turned his attention to Shaoshang. “Did I stop him from going to avenge you?” he shouted. “But it did cost a lot to fight so openly! You are arrogant and reckless, disregarding the law and court for nothing! Absolutely arrogant and domineering!”


    When the champion marquis killed Li Gan, no one was around. Although everyone later knew it was him who did it, as long as there was no evidence or witness, the Emperor could firmly believe that Li Gan died from being carelessly bucked off a horse, and the courtiers could only acknowledge it by suffering in silence.


    “Your Majesty, please be clear!” Shaoshang forcefully pushed Ling Buyi’s arm aside and knelt in front of the Emperor, pleading for mercy with a mournful expression. “Master Ling has always been cautious in his actions. I often hear people praise him for being humble, polite, and kind to others and that he has the aura of a dignified gentleman. Today, he did such a crazy and rebellious thing. Doesn’t Your Majesty think it’s strange? The Imperial Censorate is an important part of the country and it can’t be collided with. Who knows…”


    “Do you know?” Ling Buyi suddenly asked. His eyes were clear, as if he didn’t feel like this was a precarious situation, and began to casually tease the girl. “I don’t think you do. Tell me, where is the Imperial Censorate?”


    The corners of the Emperor’s lips curved upwards slightly. He forced them down.


    Shaoshang was furious. She was working so hard to plead for him, but he only wanted to cause trouble. She wished she could immediately give him three knives and six holes and find someone else to marry! After taking a difficult, calming breath, she ignored the man and continued to plead to the Emperor. “Although I don’t know where the Imperial Censorate is, not knowing where it is isn’t important! You Majesty, since even I know this, why did Master Ling knowingly violate the Imperial Censorate and forcefully rush into it?”


    “What is your opinion on it?” the Emperor asked, slowly sitting down.


    “It’s because Master Ling intentionally set aside his anger with me…” Shaoshang sat up straight and began to speak in a bashful way. She saw her Royal Uncle staring at her again. “Well, today I had another argument with Master Ling…”


    The Emperor slapped the table and barked in a deep voice, “I knew it! Zisheng wouldn’t do anything wrong for no reason! You little woman, you have been in the presence of the gentle and kind Empress. Why do you have to argue with Zisheng all day long?”


    “Replying to His Majesty,” Shaoshang pleaded in a small voice. “It’s actually Master Ling who argues with me every time. How dare I start it?”


    “Okay. Why do you insist on having Zisheng argue with you all day long?” the Emperor continued to question.


    Shaoshang choked on her words. Teacher, this question was beyond the scope of the outline. She couldn’t answer it.


    She assumed that her Royal Uncle would do anything to protect his calf and wouldn’t punish Ling Buyi. Unexpectedly, the Emperor turned on Ling Buyi. “If you argue with Shaoshang, you’re willing to run into the Imperial Censorate. If you end up arguing with me next time, will you run into my Ming Guang Hall?! Tell me how this matter should be handled!”


    Ling Buyi bowed low, looking as if he was willing to fight or scold. “This is up to His Majesty’s decision.”


    The Emperor nearly spat out a mouthful of blood. Make a decision? You want to make your father judge? If he could make such a simple decision, why was he so anxious and angry? He touched a pair of copper talismans that were placed on the table, picked one of them up and threw it. His mind was going in all directions and he almost hit the Fifth Prince who was still huddled to the side.


    Fifth Prince: …Father, is Ling Buyi actually your biological son?


    “To rush into the Imperial Censorate and beat officials in front of them would require at least exile, but…” the Emperor said.


    Shaoshang’s ears twitched. Exile? That didn’t sound bad.


    “Your Majesty, I am willing to follow Master Ling’s footsteps… um, into exile…” She quickly tried to express her feelings.


    “I haven’t finished speaking yet, don’t interrupt!” In a fit of anger, the Emperor grabbed the other copper talisman from the table and threw it. Once again, it almost hit the Fifth Prince.


    The Fifth Prince began to silently cry.


    “However, since Zisheng is usually calm, loyal, diligent and proper, it doesn’t have to be exile,” the Emperor said, taking a calming breath. “Let’s change it to…”


    “Your Majesty.” Ling Buyi suddenly raised his head, his eyes clear. “I have done something wrong and should be punished. I was also angry and confused at the time, causing trouble for you. Please punish me, do not show mercy.”


    “As long as you know you were wrong, this matter can be big or small,” the Emperor said, nodding. “You will have to be charged later on.”


    “Your Majesty is wise,” Shaoshang said happily, feeling her chest lighten.


    “However, simply pleading for forgiveness is not enough to stop people from talking. Let’s do it this way, and add an additional fifty strokes,” the Emperor said.


    Ling Buyi bowed respectfully and said, “I will obey this order.”


    “Wait, what?” Shaoshang began to panic. “Your Majesty, you still wish to punish him?” She had been beaten before, and the feeling of being flogged with a can was so sour she could still taste it. Although there were no scars left, her fear continued to this day.


    At that moment, the Third Prince entered the hall. The Emperor looked at his son and asked, “Has everything been arranged outside?”


    “I have done what you asked,” the Third Prince said.


    “Fine. Off you go.” The Emperor waved his hand.


    “Zisheng,” the Third Prince gestured to the door that led outside. “The cane and punisher have been arranged outside.”


    Ling Buyi didn’t need to be escorted out. He saluted the Emperor with dignity and slowly stood up, tall and beautiful as if he was Penglai emerging from the sea. He calmly followed the Third Prince out.
[Penglai is one of the three fabled islands in the Eastern sea and is a place where immortals live.]


    “Hey…” Shaoshang crawled over to Ling Buyi and tried to pull him, but it was too late.


    She watched him walk out of the hall, then turned to look at the Emperor and burst into tears. “You have such a cruel heart, Your Majesty. Master Ling has been lonely since childhood, almost without a father or a mother. In his heart, he regards you as his true father! He was angry with me today, so he trespassed on the Imperial Censorate. Although the law cannot tolerate it, the situation is understandable. Not only do you not understand, but you also want to punish him… This… how can this be your relationship with Master Ling…”


    “He is being punished because of you,” the Emperor said with a stern expression. “Remember, Zisheng’s beating today is for you!”


    Shaoshang held onto the corner of the Emperor’s robe, pleading and earnestly explaining how tough Ling Buyi had it. Her tone was sincere and profound, her dialogue skills honed by the Drama Society and polished by verbal criticism. This nearly made the young eunuchs around them blush. The Emperor had already pitied Ling Buyi and he gradually couldn’t bear it anymore. Thankfully, the Fifth Prince decided to interject at that moment.


    “Mistress Cheng, it seems like it’s about to start outside. Um… why don’t we go and take a look…?” He wanted to go and watch, but felt it was the wrong thing to do to go out alone.


    Shaoshang’s anger began to bubble over. “Your Majesty,” she complained, “look at how pitiful Master Ling is. His father is not kind and his mother is not well. He found a wife who isn’t sensible, and now the Fifth Prince is taking pleasure in all of this!”


    “Hmm, you’re right,” the Emperor nodded his head. “Old Fifth, you must have had a hard time today accompanying Zisheng all the way. Someone, take the Fifth Prince and give him five strokes.”


    The Fifth Prince’s misfortune descended from the heavens, hitting him like a bolt of lightning. “Father!” he cried out. Why was he always guilty by association?


    “Your Majesty,” Shaoshang continued, “yesterday, the Fifth Prince even flirted with me! He recited Master Sima’s ‘Phoenix Seeks Phoenix” to me and began praising me for my beauty and grace. Many people heard him!”


    “Add on five more lashes, for a total of ten lashes,” the Emperor said. “Take him out.”


    The Fifth Prince became paralyzed.


    Shaoshang saw that there was no hope in pleading anymore, so decided leave the Emperor. Crying, she followed the eunuchs that were holding the Fifth Prince hostage and chased after him all the way to the execution ground. When she arrived at the heavily guarded side hall, she stood in the courtyard and saw through the railings that Ling Buyi was pinned down to the ground. His outer robe was removed and he was left in his snow-white middle coat. The two punishers had already started the beating with one, two, three, four hits.


    The Third Prince stood with his hands behind his back, looking leisurely.


    It took a moment for Shaoshang’s heart to shatter.


    When she had been beaten, Director Xiao had used a cane that wasn’t very thick, and the punisher was also a weak old man with barely any energy or strength. This was not like the two crutches the Third Prince had brought out. They were wide and thick, almost as wide as her own waist. The punisher was even more agile and strong, with an energetic demeanor as he struck Ling Buyi. She could hear the faint swish of the board cutting through the air every time it was brought down.


    Shaoshang was unable to contain her anger any longer. She reached down and picked up a small stone, throwing it forward as hard as she could. It hit the Third Prince on his left shoulder. He immediately glowered at her. “Shameless!”


    Shaoshang rushed up the stairs without any regard and towards Ling Buyi. She whimpered as she was firmly held down by two healthy women who looked like they had been waiting for her.


    Shaoshang was pressed into the ground and could only watch as Ling Buyi was hit on the back with a heavy punishment cane. He didn’t shout or cry out. He only stubbornly bit his pale red lips, his forehead dripping with sweat, and his face pale like a white sheet of paper.


    The two punishers were fresh faced and their thick crutches were like two raging, venomous snakes, ravaging Ling Buyi’s beautiful and slender body. Shaoshang felt the same way and wept as if she had been beaten at the beginning of the year. Her skin burned and flesh split apart. The pain was as if her flesh and bones were being separated inch by inch.


    A strange anger suddenly washed over her, one that she had never experienced before. She felt that this man was hers; his head, body, and limbs were all hers and she couldn’t bear to beat or curse herself. Why should she suffer this kind of pain?!


    “Stop hitting him!” Shaoshang finally couldn’t take it anymore and burst into tears. “Hit me instead, stop hitting him! I’m sorry, I’m so sorry. I won’t argue with you again in the future. If I argue with you again, you’ll be beaten. You have a brain disease and it has to be treated!” She was full on blubbering now. “Stop hitting him. Why haven’t you finished? Your Highness, you are so ruthless. His Majesty said to punish Master Ling but didn’t say the severity of it. Yet you’re exerting a lot of effort to beat him to death! You have such a cruel heart…”


    The Third Prince rubbed his left shoulder and stood there expressionless. He felt as if he had become the villain in a play, filled with anger and nowhere to go. At this moment, his caring subordinates quickly brought the Fifth Prince to him for an outlet.


    Before the cane fell, the Fifth Prince was already crying out for his father and mother, tears streaming down his face.


    For a moment, the side hall was bustling with excitement. The sound of the cane swishing through the air, the sound of flesh being hit, and the wailing of the girl made the Fifth Prince scream and shout. The always serious Third Prince’s face turned as black as the bottom of a pot.


    …


    At that moment, on a platform opposite the side hall, the Emperor held a gilded wine goblet and stood by the windowsill, smiling as he looked down. The Empress, who had just arrived, sat to the side. Consort Yue, who had followed the Third Prince out of curiosity, sat opposite the Empress.


    “Your Majesty, as respected people, how can we behave like this?” the Empress said helplessly.


    The Emperor waved his hand backwards. “I understand it well. I can’t hear it clearly… Alright, Shaoshang is really crying this time. Hmm, she’s already cried herself hoarse. When this is over Shen Xuan will send her some throat moistening decoctions. You don’t have many strong qualities, don’t actually hurt your throat.”


    Consort Yue heard the Fifth Prince’s pained cries to the heavens and pondered, “When I was in the army, I heard that the punishment of flogging was very well-known. It seems that the skin and flesh are not harmed but, in reality, it’s the internal muscles and bones are broken and the limbs are weakened. The skin is not injured but it’s the heart that deeply hurts, and there seems to be more blood than usual. But, in fact, it’s not a big deal… What did you do this time, Your Majesty?”


    “I can’t hide anything from you, A’Yan,” the Emperor smiled, turning his head to look at her. “After listening to the report, I had this idea. I could kill two birds with one stone. Old Third’s original suggestion was to kill two birds with one stone, but I thought we still needed to see blood and deep bruises. That way it’ll stop the Imperial Censorate from talking, and also…” He broke off, giggling.


    “The children are fighting and we should do our best to comfort them,” the Empress sighed. “How can we add fuel to the fire like this?”


    “I understand, but we cannot speak on it,” the Emperor said solemnly.


    “Zisheng isn’t foolish,” Consort Yue sneered. “Even if he doesn’t understand now, once the punishment is over, he will still be able to see that his injuries are different.”


    “We cannot hide it from Zisheng,” the Emperor said. “But we can hide it from the other one. I understand clearly what you’re saying but, remember, don’t tell Shaoshang!”


    Although the Empress was softhearted, she was also very trustworthy. She said she wouldn’t tell Cheng Shaoshang that she could go home until after the birthday banquet, so she silently endured it until after.


    The Empress turned her back in frustration.


    The Emperor approached the windowsill again. “Cen Anzhi,” he said solemnly, “ask the person who is holding Shaoshang down to let her go but stop her if she gets two or three feet away from him. She can look but not touch. She’ll see Zisheng being beaten, covered in flesh and blood, sweating profusely, and she will be powerless and helpless. This will make her heart even more sad…”


    Cen Anzhi accepted this command with a forced smile and left.


    “Your Majesty!” The Empress finally couldn’t bear it anymore, her face turning sour.


    The Emperor turned around and sighed with satisfaction. “I understand deeply that when their children will gather, they will be grateful to us and other elders.”


    After speaking, he turned back and continued to watch with relish.


    The Empress was at a loss for words. She held back her anger and suddenly said to Consort Yue, “Sister.”


    “Please speak, Your Majesty,” Consort Yue trembled inexplicably.


    “I heard that you and His Majesty were childhood sweethearts. I have to ask, what exactly did you see in His Majesty back then?”


    Consort Yue glanced at the Emperor standing by the windowsill, stretching his neck to watch the scene outside. “Back then,” she said after a long pause. “His Majesty was known as the number one beauty in Feng County.”


    She would rather admit that she was young and ignorant at the time, and was obsessed with beauty.


    …
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    Chapter One Hundred and Two:
Just Then


    After the punishment was completed, Ling Buyi remained silent, the Fifth Prince howled, and Shaoshang wept and wiped away her tears. The veins in the Third Prince’s forehead bulged violently, and he waved his hand to disperse all the palace eunuchs and maids.


    Shaoshang scrambled to Ling Buyi’s side and cried hoarsely, “Are you hurt? Do you feel any pain? You still recognize me, right? Do you feel dizzy…? If you can’t speak, don’t say anything! Let’s go find a physician… don’t be afraid…”


    The Third Prince wanted to curse, ‘Who is afraid? Even if the capital city is conquered, your man will never be afraid!’


    Shaoshang looked at the shocking bloodstains on her fiancé’s shoulders. She remembered when she had been beaten, she was in excruciating pain and didn’t even bleed. Ling Buyi must be feeling even more miserable now.


    So, her heart shattered into pieces and she didn’t dare touch the bloodstained wounds. She could only hold Ling Buyi’s pale and sweaty head in her arms while the Third Prince looked at her and rolled his eyes.


    Didn’t this silly girl realize that Ling Buyi’s flogging was completely different from that of his Fifth Brother? Father also put in a lot of effort for Ling Buyi. Speaking of Mistress Cheng, this woman had neither talent nor family power. It seemed that her mind was not very clear today. Apart from her meager beauty, the Third Prince really couldn’t see why Ling Buyi was so interested in her.


    Just as he was thinking this, the Third Prince saw Ling Buyi glancing at him from Cheng Shaoshang’s arm, a hint of doubt in his eyes.


    The Third Prince raised his eyebrows. So, he did notice? Wasn’t his reaction slow?


    There were actually quite a few strange aspects to this beating, but the maidservants and guards present didn’t dare to speak up. The only prince who had the chance to reveal the truth was now only concerned about his swollen buttocks, desperately wanting to go back to his mother Concubine Xu and have her hold him. He didn’t have the strength to interfere with other matters.


    The Third Prince’s heart trembled. He wanted to say a few words to avoid Ling Buyi’s inexplicable question such as, ‘Why did you see blood after fighting for half a day without much pain?’ This would ruin his father’s painstaking arrangement.


    Unexpectedly, Ling Buyi’s head tilted and collapsed into his fiancée’s arms, as if he went unconscious. Shaoshang thought that her fiancé had fainted from pain so, naturally, she let out a mournful cry.


    The Third Prince couldn’t believe it.


    By now the sky was already dark and the cold wind was howling like a beast. The cold air was piercing. The first cold wave of winter had arrived.


    Ling Buyi was sent back to his old childhood residence in Changqiu Palace – a side hall on the east side of the palace. A fire was lit and Shaoshang lay beside Ling Buyi’s bed, crying. The Emperor sat beside him, watching the attendant clean and apply medicine on Ling Buyi.


    The Emperor was very pleased that his plan had gone the way he wanted. “Shaoshang, all the injuries on Zisheng’s body are due to you. In the future, you should think more about Zisheng. As husband and wife, every move you make will always affect him.”


    Shaoshang propped up her peach-red and swollen eyes. “Your Majesty,” she said in a mournful voice, “I have definitely learned my lesson and won’t be mischievous again.”


    The Emperor was very satisfied with her answer. “That’s right. You have to take more care of yourself in the future…” He was about to add another spark to the fire when he saw the Empress’s calm expression begin to shift. He had no choice but to shut up. “Well, the Empress and I will leave first. Take care of him.”


    “Take care of him?” the Empress said. “Zisheng has already reached adulthood and there are many inconveniences in the palace. Shaoshang, please come with me.” She glanced at her adopted son and inwardly cursed. Who raised him to be such a good little actor?


    “Your Majesty, Master Ling hasn’t had dinner yet,” Shaoshang said, her chest heaving.


    The Empress wanted to roar that she had not eaten anything, either! Instead, she took a deep breath and said with a restrained expression, “It’s getting late. Shaoshang and I will go back to have dinner. You’ve been running back and forth all day and this afternoon you weren’t able to rest because you were taking care of me. You must be very tired. Have a good night’s sleep tonight. When you wake up tomorrow morning, you can come and visit Zisheng.” She walked out the door.


    Ling Buyi glanced at his adoptive father.


    The Emperor really wanted to help him but the Empress was clearly in a rage. He could only rub his nose and obediently followed her out.


    Shaoshang didn’t want to leave him, but the Empress’s normally gentle tone was unusually firm. She didn’t dare to disobey and could only reluctantly follow them out.


    Under the watchful eyes of Old Lady Zhai, Shaoshang finished her dinner without really tasting it. After, the Empress ordered her to wash up and go to bed. With the threat of the Fifth Princess gone, she could finally sleep in her own room tonight.


    The bed curtain was made of ginger yellow velvet and thick brocade, embroidered with delicate and dense emerald birds in the treetops of a forest using gold and emerald silk threads. This had been the tribute brocade that was given at the beginning of the year. The Empress specially left it for Shaoshang before distributing it. Even ordinary officials and families would not be able to make winter coats out of this soft, thick and precious material, but it could be used to make her curtains. 


    She didn’t know what type of curtain Ling Buyi’s bed had. Was it warm? Did his room even have one?


    Although it was his old childhood residence, it had been deserted for many years. Even in a hurry, Shaoshang didn’t know if the moisture had been removed or if the bedding was soft and warm. It was surprisingly cold tonight and he still had injuries on his body. It wouldn’t be good if he gets sick while recuperating.


    Shaoshang was both troubled and worried, rolling around in bed as if she were flipping pancakes and nearly waking up the young palace maid who was sleeping outside. She had been flipped three times and still couldn’t fall asleep. In the end, she couldn’t bear it anymore and lifted the blanket off the bed. She neatly dressed herself in a thick dress, tied her soft, long hair into a ponytail, and finally rolled up her blanket. Hugging the blanket tightly to her, she creeped out the room.


    Before leaving, she hesitated for a moment by the warm stove where there was still a sweet soup for her throat that the Empress had brought. After thinking for a moment, she tried her best to reach out her fingers from the chubby blanket, wrapped her sleeves around a jar, and then tiptoed out the door.


    …


    Ling Buyi lay on his stomach on the couch, recuperating while Liang Qui Fei stood guard. He was muttering about how difficult it was for him to sneak in there and take care of his young master, only to be stabbed as a eunuch.


    “…Stop making noise. You can lean against the wall and sleep for a while,” Ling Buyi said, closing his eyes.


    Liang Qiu Fei quickly closed his mouth. He was about to fall asleep when he suddenly heard a knocking on the door.


    Ling Buyi’s eyes opened. Liang Qiu Fei laughed uncertainly. “It’s cold outside so it’s probably a small animal from the garden coming to take shelter.” He went up and opened the door slightly, taking a look.


    The door opened just a crack and a chill rushed towards Liang Qiu Fei. Then, a small figure holding a round object stumbled in, the scattered snow seemed like pink and white poplar flowers by the March River. Following the moonlight and cold wind, it fluttered into the room like flying flowers.


    The newcomer moved away from the bedding and revealed a bright red face.


    Ling Buyi suddenly propped himself up, a warm feeling rushing into his heart, like a huge current coming from the wilderness, swift and intense. “Shaoshang!” he exclaimed. “Why are you here?”


    “Close the door!” Shaoshang snapped at the foolish Liang Qiu Fei. “Do you think your young master can’t die from the cold?” At the same time, she bent down and placed the jar on the floor beside her.


    Liang Qiu Fei jumped and quickly turned around to close the door.


    Ling Buyi sat on the edge of the bed in his thin, snow-white coat, his eyes were filled with joy. Before he could get up and greet her, Shaoshang had already rushed forward. “Don’t get up! Be careful of the injury on your back…!” She shook her arms vigorously and unfolded the thick blanket, covering Ling Buyi with it.


    Ling Buyi felt like he was in a dream. He sat there dumbfounded, enveloped in the gentle and warm fragrance of a young girl.


    “I knew the bedding here was still for the autumn, so thin and cold!” The girl looked at the bed with disdain. “Who knows how cold it’ll get. Here, use my blanket. Old Lady Zhai has been drying and baking it for several days… keep warm.”


    Liang Qiu Fei opened his mouth and was about to comment but quickly closed it under the gaze of his young master.


    Out of fear of getting used to being soft and unable to withstand the hardships of the military, the young master rarely used a stove, even in winter. As long as a drop of water didn’t turn into ice, he always had a thin, cold bed.


    “…I didn’t know it was snowing outside, but when I went back to get the oilcloth, I was afraid of waking up the palace maid who was serving me, so I had to come over like this. Fortunately, it’s only fine snow and not very dense, either. I ran over to avoid the wind, and the blanket probably didn’t get much snow on it.” Shaoshang muttered to herself as her two little hands struggled to pull the blanket around him.


    Unfortunately, Ling Buyi was tall and slender and, even though this blanket was large, only covered his body. Shaoshang huffed, feeling discouraged. Ling Buyi suddenly extended his slender arm, unfolded the blanket and covered the girl in his arms, lifting her up together with the blanket.


    Liang Qiu Fei smacked his lips. Even though he didn’t have four beauties like his older brother, he knew when he wasn’t needed in the moment. He pushed open the door and cautiously snuck out.


    Shaoshang was hugged to her heart’s content. When she pushed back, her hand opened the front of Ling Buyi’s shirt and revealed a young man’s strong chest. Ling Buyi lowered his head and smiled, “Whatever you want to do, it’s up to you.”


    “It’s up to me!” Shaoshang’s face went bright red. “Let go of me! You lecher, I was kind enough to bring you a blanket and you’re trying to take liberties!”


    Ling Buyi opened his arms, showing his exposed chest, and chuckled lightly. “Why don’t we call someone in to judge? Who is taking liberties with who?”


    “Call someone!” Shaoshang pushed him away with all her might.


    Ling Buyi furrowed his brows and let out a hiss, his body falling limp. Shaoshang panicked and hugged his tall body. “Did you pull at the wound? Does it hurt? Don’t move. Should I go find a physician…?”


    Ling Buyi leaned against the girl, embracing her in his arms. He buried his face into her warm and delicate neck, gently nuzzling against it.


    Shaoshang’s face flushed. She forcefully lifted her head and, with a stern expression, said, “Are you pretending? Is this a trick of injuring yourself to gain sympathy?”


    “What trick?” Ling Buyi asked.


    “You used methods that got you hurt to make me feel sorry for you, which achieves your goals,” Shaoshang explained.


    “Why do you feel heartbroken when I’m hurt?” Ling Buyi leaned against her shoulder, a smile lighting up his eyes. “If you don’t feel heartbroken, then this strategy won’t work.”


    Shaoshang, in a fit of anger, pushed him down onto the bed and stood beside it in a huff.


    Ling Buyi leaned down and chuckled lightly, revealing a smiling face. He gently took the girl’s hand and whispered, “I have made Lady Shaoshang worry, this is my good fortune.”


    Shaoshang pouted as she was pulled to sit on the floor, her face coming close to his.


    She looked at him. Ling Buyi was lying on the bed, his face pale, and his hair as black as crow feathers glistening with tiny droplets of melting snow. His young and handsome face looked exhausted. Her heart suddenly softened into cotton wool and she melted again.


    By a stroke of fate, she leaned over and pressed a kiss on his temple, gently caressing his forehead as he looked at her in disbelief.


    Ling Buyi’s breath suddenly hitched. He grabbed the girl’s neck and pecked at her frozen, rosy little lips. He drew back and saw her bewildered and unresponsive expression. He smiled, feeling that she was more adorable than anything in this world, making him love her beyond measure. He kissed her again.


    Shaoshang felt that the fingers clasped around her neck were long and powerful, enveloping her whole body with a fragrant and refreshing sandalwood scent. He was such a wise and intelligent person, but in this regard, he was extremely clumsy. He only knew how to lick and suck, but it made her feel incredibly gentle and loved.


    After they kissed for a while, Ling Buyi pulled back, panting, and let go of her so there was a small distance between the two. His voice was husky as he spoke, “…There are some things we should be married before doing.”


    “Isn’t that something I should be saying?” Shaoshang asked, giggling.


    Ling Buyi stared at her flushed cheeks. “Then I’ll kiss you again and you can say it.”


    “You wish!”


    Shaoshang smiled and pushed him away. Ling Buyi grabbed her and easily pressed her onto the bed. For a while, the two of them laughed and frolicked like children. It was then that Shaoshang remembered how she had worked so hard to bring a jar of soup. She let the ceramic jar simmer by the stove and poured a bowl for Ling Buyi to drink.


    Ling Buyi actually didn’t like eating sweet things but he still took the bowl with a smile.


    The room was beginning to feel a little stuffy so Shaoshang walked over to the window and opened it slightly. She turned around to see Ling Buyi leaning against the head of the bed, draped in clothing and holding a bowl, looking dignified and beautiful. She smiled slightly and took out her small flute from inside her sleeve. “Drink slowly so you don’t burn yourself,” she said softly. “I’ll play the flute for you.”


    “Is it that new song composed by your uncle and aunt?”


    “Yes.”


    The flute played a gentle and lonely tone, like a solitary and delicate sigh.


    Before encountering Sang Shunhua, Cheng Zhi lived a happy and smooth life for more than twenty years, without having any worries. Before falling in love with Cheng Zhi, Sang Shunhua had already developed a cold heart towards love and was determined to live her life quietly and calmly. Fortunately, they were destined to meet and didn’t miss each other.


    The sound of the flute slowly turned around, finally crossing mountains and rivers, loving but no need to be overjoyed, like reuniting with an old friend, holding hands and never parting again.


    The sound was like a poem or a song, spreading out in a melodious manner. Even the cold wind outside the window seemed to have softened a bit. The wind traveled the sound over to the main hall, where the Emperor had pushed open the window and was listening attentively.


    At first, the Empress refused to pay attention to him. But, after a moment, she couldn’t help but stand by the bed and listen quietly to the flute playing. After a long time, she smiled and said, “This song should only be heard from the sky. Hmm, it must have been composed by Shaoshang’s third uncle and his wife.”


    “Good music,” she said after a pause. “It’s as clear as the mountains and streams, elegant as plum branches and snow. It’s both gentle and graceful, yet free and easy. Two hearts that know each other… like a pair of immortals.”


    The sound of the flute gradually stopped and the Emperor closed the window and turned around. “That girl is actually intelligent,” he said with a sigh and a smile. “Clear and pure, but she has a bit of a rebellious temper.”


    “Why don’t you praise Shaoshang to her face?” the Empress asked, smiling. “Every time you meet her, you always scold her. Now whenever she sees you, it’s like a mouse avoiding a cat.”


    “She’s not Zisheng,” the Emperor said, shaking his head. “Zisheng has an old head on young shoulders, always aware of self-reflection and a sense of propriety when he is advancing or retreating. But she has some shortcomings in her character and has to be taught well. I’ll be the strict father and you be the loving mother. Let me be the villain… Who would have thought such an upright person would fall for her. Oh well, if she learns well, Zisheng will also be loved and cherished by someone who knows the cold and the heat. In the future, even in the underworld, I have the face to meet Brother Huo Chong.”


    …


    Once she finished the song, Shaoshang put down her flute. “How was it?” she asked proudly. “It is indeed a good piece of music. I wasn’t just bragging.”


    Ling Buyi looked at her in a daze. Shaoshang felt strange and kept asking him what was wrong. He finally responded after the third time she asked, “It’s nothing. I just remembered the first time I saw you.”


    Shaoshang tilted her head, thinking about their first meeting. “Well, when we first met at Uncle Wan’s house, I had a bruised nose and swollen face. I met you at such an ugly time, I’m really unlucky.”


    “What are you talking about?” Ling Buyi asked, looking surprised. “Our first meeting wasn’t at the Wan Mansion, but during the Lantern Festival.”


    “What did you say?” Shaoshang also had a look of surprise on her face, followed by a look of confusion. “Did I see you that night?” Anyone who saw someone like Ling Buyi would likely never forget.


    The two of them stared at each other in varying states of dismay. Ling Buyi was the first one to speak. “That night at the Lantern Festival,” he said slowly, “you, along with Commander Cheng, Madam Sang, and a couple of your brothers, were watching the street performers. I was across the street and saw you.”


    “Oh!” Shaoshang suddenly remembered. “You were by those rotating lanterns, right?”


    “Rotating lanterns?” Ling Buyi had to think for a moment. “Oh, right, there were rotating lanterns hanging under the eaves next to me. You didn’t see me, but you were staring at me for a long time.” She even remembered the lanterns, but couldn’t remember him?


    “I looked at you for a long time, but I didn’t know it was you!” Shaoshang quickly defended herself.


    Ling Buyi didn’t understand.


    “I mean I saw you, but I didn’t see your face clearly,” Shaoshang said. “You’re tall, and the lantern blocked your face. I didn’t even know that person was you.”


    Ling Buyi felt embarrassed, his face turning green. “I’d been looking at you for a while but you weren’t curious who I was.” A young lady from an ordinary family had already walked over and started making friends with her.


    “So, you were looking at me…” Shaoshang trailed off as a laugh escaped her.


    “Who else could I look at besides you?”


    “Oh, that’s how I speculated. The lantern next to you depicted a family reunion and my father, aunt, and brothers looked like a happy family together. I thought you were feeling emotional watching my family…”


    “Nonsense!” Ling Buyi couldn’t help but laugh angrily. “If I wanted to be involved in that, why would I be in the marketplace? His Majesty was holding a Lantern Festival feast at the palace which I could have gone to!”


    “Since you were looking at me for so long, why didn’t you come find me?” Shaoshang asked. She found this entire conversation amusing.


    “At that time, I hadn’t figured out if I wanted to get married or not,” Ling Buyi whispered, a disappointed look in his eyes.


    “Master Ling, it’s just a conversation,” Shaoshang couldn’t stop herself from sighing. “It’s not even a matter of whether to get married or not.” First people had to get to know each other, feel each other out, and then talk about marriage.


    Ling Buyi’s gaze was crystal clear. “If not to get married, why bother to strike up a conversation? Is that what you think?”


    Seeing that her fiancé’s gaze was not kind, Shaoshang quickly began to speak with righteous indignation, “You’re right. I can’t stand those men and women messing around in the same place, not talking about marriage. Do they have so much to talk about?”


    “Oh, I realized that I was wrong at first,” Ling Buyi sighed, glancing at her sideways and slowly straightening up. “Alright, let’s take a good look at the past.”


    Shaoshang kindly went over and sat down.


    “So, the first time you saw me was at the Wan family’s mansion. When I came up to you, I helped you up onto your horse and adjusted your stirrups. Didn’t you think that was abrupt?”


    “…A little.” When he held onto her calf, Shaoshang remembered feeling numb all over.


    “Later on, in the outskirts of Hua County, we met again. I thought it was rare to meet you three times. Didn’t you think so as well?”


    “Actually… saving lives is also fate.”


    “When you were dressing my wounds, you had such sincere words and a gentle expression. I thought you had feelings for me. But it turned out that you were just being sentimental?”


    Shaoshang sat in silence. He was right.


    “What did you think about my engagement with A’Yao?” Shaoshang could think of some unpleasant things.


    “I thought you had a different mindset,” Ling Buyi said coldly. “After being seduced by Lou Yao, you left me behind.”


    Sure enough! Shaoshang’s face went dark and she pressed her lips together.


    “And you were so nice to me afterward?!” Shaoshang was somewhat indignant. She had unknowingly become a fickle woman.


    “Since I never expressed any intention of marriage to you, and Lou Yao proposed marriage to you first, you could naturally choose to marry him… I have never blamed you,” Ling Buyi said sorrowfully.


    It was only a few months ago, but now it felt as if was from a very distant past. Shaoshang sighed. “You never mentioned it, and I didn’t know…”


    “If we had known each other before, would we argue less?” Ling Buyi asked, looking at the candlelight.


    Shaoshang thought about his question. “Probably not,” she said. “We are naturally like this. You and I would argue over a meal if we could.” Without the filter of saving lives and being a hero, maybe the situation would be even worse.


    Ling Buyi shook his head helplessly, seeming to have also thought of that.


    The couple then looked at each other and smiled.


    “By the way, what did you think when you first met me?” Shaoshang was very curious.


    “That night, you were dressed in a blue dress and draped in a white fox skin cloak, with twin buns on your head and a pearl on each side. You resembled a doll,” Ling Buyi said. “You were still short at that time, probably coming up to my chest.”


    Looking back at that time, surrounded by colorful lights and bustling voices, the girl had stood at the corner of the street alone and stubborn, with a strange desolate feeling around her.


    When she looked over at him, her large eyes were pitch black and bright, innocent and inquisitive, as if they looked straight into his soul. The colorful lanterns on the street were nowhere near as beautiful as her eyes.


    He stood there just watching for a while before he left.


    He had been calm and quiet ever since childhood, and everything was well-organized. He hated unexpected events the most. So, he thought it was just a random mental fluctuation at the time and didn’t think much of it.


    Now, thinking about it, perhaps deep down he just liked that type of girl.


    (End of Volume)


    …
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    Chapter One Hundred and Three:
Born Less than One Hundred Years Old, Always Worrying about a Thousand Years Old


    After the Empress’s birthday, the people of the capital witnessed three lively events and ranked them in order of priority.


    First was the youngest daughter of the Empress.


    First, the girls who usually surrounded her were all criticized by their fathers, brothers, and ancestors, without exception. After being detained in the palace for two days, the Fifth Princess was finally able to leave. As soon as she returned home, she was immediately met with a horrifying scene. Fifteen or sixteen familiar corpses were either hung on high beams or neatly stacked in the hall. No matter how extravagant and decadent the Fifth Princess had been, she never witnessed such a huge storm before. She became so frightened that she collapsed on the ground and wet herself.


    The handsome men who once surrounded her to please and entertain her, who instigated her to hide in seclusion, were all now cold and stiff corpses. The former servants who used to be in charge had all disappeared and were replaced by a group of unfamiliar and serious wooden-faced guards.


    The Emperor issued an edict that, in the future, unless he or the Empress said so, the Fifth Princess could no longer leave her mansion at leisure. She was ordered to study and cultivate virtue at home under the supervision of a specially appointed palace maid. To put it bluntly, she was imprisoned in her own mansion.


    The Fifth Princess became frightened and begged the guards to bring a message to the Empress, asking for forgiveness. Like she had said to Shaoshang before, once the Empress was disappointed with someone, she never wanted to see that person again.


    It was the Emperor who asked Cen Anzhi to bring a message to her. First, all the revenue that originally was rewarded to the princess was taken back and she wouldn’t need any more money. Second, if she wanted to go out? The answer was simple, get married.


    Previously when the Fifth Princess was unhappy with the marriage, she cried, made a scene, and threatened to hang herself, which forced the Empress to postpone her marriage until after she was twenty-years-old. So, she would have to serve this prison sentence for several years unless the Marquis Yue and his wife personally requested an earlier marriage date. Unfortunately, she offended her future in-laws before and asking them to help her would be like asking the sun to rise in the west.


    With this reversal of heaven and earth, the Fifth Princess instantly went from being afraid of not being able to get married to having a heart full of hatred towards marriage.


    Shaoshang could imagine that in the days to come, the Fifth Princess would suffer from the regret, gnawing on her heart day and night. She couldn’t help but respect the Emperor’s methods. The founding emperor, who started from the ground up, not only had the wisdom and courage to expand his territory, but also had the scheming of calculating people’s hearts. The Emperor had never used any of his tricks or techniques on his family. It wasn’t that he didn’t know, he just didn’t want to.


    On one side, the Fifth Princess hated the idea of getting married to death. On the other side, the captain of Changshui from the Luo family advanced their daughter’s marriage up by half a month. The people of the capital watched several young masters of the Luo family see off their sister, wearing red and celebrating the wedding procession for ten miles. As she walked to the outskirts of the city, Luo Jitong got off of the carriage, dressed in a vermilion robe, and held the hand of Shaoshang as she came to see her off.


    “…The body of Chun Tiao was found in a remote forest garden in the palace.”


    Shaoshang had mentally prepared for this and lowered her head without saying a word.


    Ling Buyi, who was sitting back in the carriage, looked through the lattice window, his gaze shifting back and forth between the two girls.


    “I used to think that I could share some of the Empress’s worries,” Luo Jitong said, crying. “But now it seems that the Empress has always been kind to me. Shaoshang, in the future, you will have to worry more about the Empress. Everyone says the Empress is quiet, but I know for a fact that she’s afraid of being alone… you have to spend more time with her.”


    Ling Buyi reached his hand out of the window and realized the wind was picking up again. He pulled his fiancée, who wanted to say a few more words, into the carriage. Instead of them watching Luo Jitong leave, she was the one who watched them leave first.


    At last, the day of Shaoshang’s coming-of-age ceremony came.
[The coming-of-age ceremony is when a girl turns fifteen.]


    In the second half of October, the Empress was even more excited than her own birthday when she held a winter plum banquet. In front of a group of noblewomen, she personally inserted the coming-of-age hairpin into Shaoshang’s hair. On the side of the crowd stood Madam Xiao with a complex expression on her face. Only Cheng Shi was aware of her worries. Madam Xiao had been secretly preparing for her daughter’s coming-of-age ceremony for half a year and now wasn’t able to use any of her planning at all.


    For the first time in Madam Xiao’s life, it was difficult to view the issue from the perspective of practical interests. It was indeed a great honor for her daughter to have the Empress perform the hairpin ceremony. However, seeing how close her daughter and the Empress were, Madam Xiao felt as if something had been robbed from her.


    “Niao Niao is different from before.” Madam Xiao and her husband had discussed the issue privately. “Before, when she would come back from the palace, it was like she was an official leaving the office. She’d come back and want to relax. But this time, it seems she doesn’t care if she can return home every day. She seems generally at ease while staying in the palace now.”


    After thinking about it for a moment, Cheng Shi realized that was indeed the case. “This is understandable,” he smiled. “After all, she stayed in the palace for half a month. The Empress likes her, and she helped arrange the Empress’s birthday banquet. She’s learned proper etiquette.”


    He looked at his wife’s lost expression and tried to persuade her. “Before, Niao Niao would count the time she had to leave and exit the palace and did things so she wouldn’t be scolded by His Majesty. Now I think that even His Majesty is more satisfied with Niao Niao than before. Otherwise, he wouldn’t send rewards from the palace every few days. You and I have our daughter’s blessing. Which daughter in the entire capital has the same reputation and understanding as us? Not only does her marriage not require us to worry about it, but it also helps our family. From the Lou family to the Emperor, we have benefited from the benefits of Niao Niao. We could be like the families of those brainless girls who hung around the Fifth Princess and caused trouble at the Empress’s birthday banquet. Their fathers and brothers were all implicated.” As he spoke, he shook his head.


    Madam Xiao seemed to have understood his words and sighed. “You’re right.”


    …


    The married couple had guessed correctly that Shaoshang had indeed become more comfortable in the palace, and that the Emperor was gradually becoming more satisfied with her. Not only was there no random scolding’s, he even began to praise Shaoshang in between two or three reprimands.


    The Emperor was generally a cheerful and bold man who enjoyed lively activities. He would hold banquets every ten days or so with high-ranking officials, wining and dining them. Today the Emperor held a banquet once again and summoned the Empress to sit at the same table, with Shaoshang accompanying her.


    It was still early and many of the guests hadn’t arrived yet. The Empress spent the time advising the Emperor to pay attention to his health and not drink so much. “There are still two more military incidents that need to happen,” the Emperor sighed. “My brothers are at risk, why can’t we gather together more?”


    Ling Buyi was sitting at a seat below the Emperor’s table and continuously gestured with his eyes for Shaoshang to sit next to him. The girl, with a mischievous glint in her eyes, ignored him and knelt down beside the Empress with a smile. Ling Buyi turned around.


    The Empress frowned. “Two military incidents? Isn’t it just about recapturing Shu? How come there’s another one?” She had been in charge of the politics in the palace and had some knowledge of military and state affairs.


    “Shouchun is rich in resources and abundant in people,” the Emperor said as he nodded. “Peng Zhen has been operating in the local area for several years and I’m too lazy to take care of him. He has developed a loyal heart. Since May this year, he’s been secretly recruiting troops and purchasing horses, obviously with ulterior motives. Hmph, he’s just a petty thief, not worth mentioning.”


    Hearing that it was Shouchun, the Empress let go of her worries. “Shouchun is a good place but is unobstructed on all sides, there’s only wealth. It’s not a good place for gathering troops and uprisings. This Peng Zhen has a clever mind. I wish His Majesty a successful start and smooth end.”


    “I plan to send troops to Shouchun at the end of the month. That can also be considered as training before the attack on Shu,” the Emperor said. Behind the Empress, he saw Shaoshang roll her eyes. He said sternly, “If you have anything to say, say it.”


    “Your Majesty, you’re going to send troops to Shouchun,” Shaoshang quickly said. “My father is also going, isn’t he?”


    “Correct. It seems that many people have guessed this.” The Emperor smiled.


    Shaoshang sighed. “My father trained his troops for the whole summer and he was so tanned and burned when he came back. Summer training, autumn preparation, early winter attack… Your Majesty, don’t stare at me. It’s not that I didn’t care about Master Ling and didn’t ask, but just now you said that it could count as training. For veteran soldiers on the battlefield, going to battle may be more familiar than going home, and there are many things that can be trained and honed. Aiyo, it seems that His Majesty wants Master Ling to go to Shouchun as well.”


    The Emperor playfully glared at the girl. “You’re quite clever. But, Zisheng is also used to the battlefield… why are you sighing?”


    “Your Majesty, can you please not ask Master Ling to go?” Shaoshang sighed. “He just recovered from his arm injury last time. Besides, swords have no eyes. What if he gets injured?”


    “The battlefield is a great chance for men to make contributions and gain achievements,” the Emperor said, glaring at her. “What do you know? Forget it. If you’re feeling worried about Zisheng, I guess that’s considered progress…”


    Shaoshang inwardly cursed. Even if there was progress in caring for Ling Buyi, she wouldn’t be able to enter the Hall of Merit even if she waited upon Ling Buyi hand and foot.


    “…Don’t worry, I’m sending Cui You with him this time. Maybe Zisheng won’t even have to dismount. What’s important is that if he goes, he can have a name and earn more rewards.” As he spoke the last part, the Emperor lowered his voice.


    The Empress knew what her husband was up to and hid her gentle smile with her sleeve.


    Shaoshang bowed her head in gratitude. “Your Majesty has put a lot of effort for Master Ling,” she stammered. “And I’m extremely grateful. However, I won’t spend that much money and will live within my means.” She felt that no matter how much money she could earn, it wasn’t as important as a person’s life. If you wanted to make money, there were other ways. Why waste your life?


    “This is a matter of money? You ignorant…” The Emperor cursed. He was about to scold the girl for not understanding the importance of it all when he suddenly changed his mind and became playful. “Shaoshang, let me ask you this. If you had to choose your father or Zisheng to go to Shouchun, who would you choose?”


    Shaoshang was stunned. It was rare for her to show her love and concern for Ling Buyi and the result was being asked such a strange question. She’d like to ask him if he could choose who to save first if his mother and wife fell into the water. Royal Uncle, your belly is as black as squid ink!


    She thought for a while before she said, “Your Majesty, allow my father and Master Ling to stay in the capital and let me go to Shouchun.”


    The Emperor laughed heartily when he heard this. The Empress and Ling Buyi looked at each other and smiled.


    Amidst the Emperor’s hearty laughter, the officials who were invited to the banquet, along with the Crown Prince couple, the Second Prince couple, and the Third and Fourth Princes arrived one after another. In the past, it was common for Consort Yue to accompany the Emperor. Since the Empress was present today and it wasn’t a necessary occasion, Consort Yue refused to come.


    When the courtiers and various princes bowed in greeting to the Emperor and Empress, Shaoshang obediently slipped over to Ling Buyi’s side and sat down. She looked at the different ministers in the court with curious eyes, looking at Ling Buyi for introductions. Unexpectedly, Ling Buyi refused to say anything.


    “I was just scolded by His Majesty for you, and now you’re turning away from me?” Shaoshang lamented. “Don’t you have a conscience?”


    Ling Buyi’s answer was very straightforward. “No.”


    Shaoshang angrily hit him.


    “You’re asking me while being so aggressive?” Ling Buyi said. “Is this your way of being sincere?”


    “Just keep talking and see if I don’t stand next to Cen Anzhi! He’ll answer my questions!” Shaoshang was also a force to be reckoned with.


    “If you dare to stand over there, I will as well,” Ling Buyi threatened, grabbing her small hand.


    She could stand next to Cen Anzhi and make a gesture of service, but if Ling Buyi also stood by him, wouldn’t she be put in another bad situation? Shaoshang stared at him with big eyes and spoke in a low, aggrieved voice, “You always say you want to treat me well, but it’s always you who bullies me. I have no one in this palace and you’re the only one I can rely on. I’ve missed you very much these past few days while I was taking care of the Empress. You can’t be angry with me…”


    She had no one in the palace? The Empress treated her extremely well and everyone in Changqiu Palace regarded her as a spiritual pillar. So… look, it wasn’t difficult to be gentle and charming. The saying goes that nothing was impossible for those who were capable. Shaoshang was now full of confidence in learning this ability.


    As expected, Ling Buyi softened at her words. “You aren’t a palace maid serving as a doctor,” he said softly. “You also have to watch your own health. What should you do if you’re tired day and night?”


    “I’ll take care of you day and night if you get sick. Even if I’m tired, I’m not afraid,” Shaoshang said.


    The stubborn man had been smoothed out, the world harmonized, and Ling Buyi was no longer feeling ornery. He held Shaoshang’s hand under their food table and began to point out more than twenty ministers in the room one by one.


    Excluding the previously known Marquis Yu, Marquis Cui, and General Wu, Shaoshang finally met the three older brothers of Consort Yue: Big Marquis Yue, Middle Marquis Yue, and Little Marquis Yue. The first two looked very similar to Consort Yue with long eyebrows, phoenix eyes and a bright face. Only Little Marquis Yue, who was the future father-in-law of the Fifth Princess, had slightly pointed and delicate facial features.  
[The three Yue brothers are literally called Big, Middle, and Little.]


    Marquis Cui was about to go over to Ling Buyi and Shaoshang, but was pulled over to the Emperor’s side by General Wu. The three Yue brothers began speaking with their two nephews.


    Surprisingly, Grand Servant Lou was also present today. He smiled at Shaoshang from across the room, then walked towards the Crown Prince’s table. Along the way, he seemed to want to greet Marquis Yu but was politely refused by him. Instead, he pulled Big Marquis Yue from the Third and Fourth Princes to his seat and began to whisper to him.


    “Grand Servant Lou once enlightened His Highness the Crown Prince.” Ling Buyi looked towards Grand Servant Lou, who was chatting and laughing with the Crown Prince, and then turned to the other side. “The Yu and Yue families have been intermarrying for generations. Marquis Yu and Big Marquis Yue have studied together since childhood.”


    Shaoshang’s heart felt a bit heavy.


    This father and son soldiers in battle, fighting tigers as brothers, all of the initial capital warlords during turbulent times often came from their hometown. Her Royal Uncle was no exception. He grew up in Jingju County, within the territory of Sizhou. Therefore, the courtiers in court today could roughly be divided into two categories: those from Jingju County and those not from Jingju County.


    The Emperor’s hometown was Feng County in Jingxi County, and Consort Yue’s hometown was the neighboring Rao County. When the initial uprising occurred, those two counties had the most troops and were followed for the longest time. Those who came out of those two counties were also known as the ‘Feng Rao Heroes.’


    Shaoshang’s heart was soothed.


    People like Yu, Yue, Wu, and Cui belonged to the category of ‘Feng Rao Heroes.’ People like Yin Xu’e’s father, Yin Zhi, didn’t belong to that group. The Yuan, Lou, Wan, and Cheng families, although they may have defected sooner, made varying contributions and had degrees of influence, did not belong to the two groups.


    Yuan Shen’s father, who once helped the family during the Emperor’s crisis, was known for his outstanding achievements and deeply won the Emperor’s heart. However, his hometown was hard to part with and it was difficult to change his customs. The officials of Jingxi still felt that his fellow villagers were quite close.


    “…Isn’t it up to them to decide everything in court?” Shaoshang said in surprise.


    Ling Buyi smiled. “That’s not entirely true. His Majesty intends to balance the forces of all parties. It doesn’t necessarily require people from their hometowns to hold high positions.”


    Shaoshang understood. The courtiers were willing to form groups but the Emperor might not be happy to see that.


    Of course, if they needed to distinguish in detail, even if they both came from the Feng and Rao counties, there were those from prestigious families like Marquis Yu and the Yue brothers, as well as those from poorer backgrounds like General Wu, and even those from business families like Marquis Cui.


    Just like those who later defected, there were giant families like the Yuan and Lou families who were already dominant, local people like the Wan family, and those like Shaoshang’s father who came from a humble background.


    Shaoshang glanced at Ling Buyi from the side.


    His mother’s family, the Huo family, was the core of this meritorious group but unfortunately, they were all wiped out. Although his father’s family were strangers who moved to Feng County, they had already started as well established. Unfortunately, they weren’t favored by the Emperor and weren’t allowed to join today’s banquet.


    No wonder Marquis Yu had hoped to recruit Ling Buyi as his son-in-law. Shaoshang grumbled to herself.


    Among these twenty or so courtiers with various appearances, there was a prominent older man in scholar’s robes and greying temples. Although he looked quite old, his body was tall and straight and his facial features were bright and clear, showcasing his exceptional elegance he had when he was younger. His demeaner exuded a natural sense of nobility. In terms of elegance and regality, no one else in the hall could match his.


    “That old man must come from a good background. Just look at his aura…” Shaoshang whispered.


    The imperial aura of her Royal Uncle could be compared to that of his, but the aura of her Royal Uncle was nurtured by gold, silver, iron and horses from thousands of miles. This older man’s aura seemed to be more innate.


    “You have good taste,” Ling Buyi said. “That is the head of the Liang family in Hedong, Liang Wuji. He’s now the governor of state and has recently come to the capital to report to His Majesty.”


    “Hedong?” Shaoshang asked, confused. “Isn’t the Lou family also in Hedong? I heard from my third aunt that the Lou family is quite wealthy in Hedong.”


    Ling Buyi sneered, “The Lou family is the largest in Pengcheng, Hedong, but the Liang family was the first family in the entire Hedong region. If it were the previous dynasty, even among the aristocratic families in the world, the Liang family could be considered one of the top five.”


    He didn’t continue, but Shaoshang was very clear about the meaning behind his words. With the change of dynasties, aristocratic families had to rearrange and combine. If the Liang family wanted to continue to stand firm, they needed to put in more effort.


    Between the two of them whispering to each other, it seemed that Uncle Liang was intentionally or unintentionally looking towards them. Shaoshang was hesitant, but Ling Buyi spoke up confidently and said, “I dare ask the governor of Liangzhou, is there anything wrong with me?”


    Liang Wuji shook his head and smiled. “I’ve made a fool of myself. There’s nothing wrong with Eleventh Lang. I was just thinking that if my family’s children had half of your talent, I’d be willing to sacrifice twenty years off my life.”


    Someone nearby heard those words and called out, “Old Liang, Old Liang, you’re almost fifty years old. If you take off another twenty years, your family should prepare a coffin!”


    “I’m already old and decayed,” Liang Wuji said, shaking his head. “As long as the children of my family are talented, it doesn’t matter if I die.”


    “Don’t say such things,” Ling Buyi had a slight smile as he advised. “You’re in your prime of your life, why say that?”


    Liang Wuji shook his head and waved his hand.


    At this moment, when the Emperor saw that everyone had arrived, he ordered the banquet to begin. For a while, wine and laughter were mixed together. After three rounds of drinks, the Emperor officially announced that his adopted son Ling Buyi’s marriage to Shaoshang was scheduled for March of next year. As a result, all the courtiers all offered their congratulations to Ling Buyi.


    “Why March of next year?” General Wu grinned. “Zisheng isn’t young anymore, he should get married within the year. Once he gets married, hurry up and have a baby.”


    ‘You son of a bitch,’ Shaoshang thought.


    The Middle Marquis Yue poked his elbow and grinned. “This is His Majesty’s well-intentions. Right now, it’s bitterly cold and not suitable to get married. Of course, we have to wait for spring!”


    “This is good, this is good…” Cui You said happily.


    “… You guys.” The Emperor pointed at Marquis Yu and laughed. “When preparing for the wedding ceremony, think about Brother Huo Chong and weigh how much you should prepare!”


    “Your Majesty,” Middle Marquis Yue coaxed once again. “You are openly soliciting bribes!”


    “If I demand it, what will you do?” the Emperor pretended to sneer. The courtiers all laughed.


    Cui You continued happily, “You should, you should…”


    “I should my ass!” General Wu patted Cui You’s shoulder with his bear-like hand. “If I can’t afford the gift money, I’ll have to borrow it from you!”


    As soon as this was said, someone next to him laughed. “Old Wu, you aren’t being kind. When did you repay Cui A’Yuan? You used to love credit. Now that you’re a great general, it’s even worse.”


    “I’m talking about Wu Gangzi,” Middle Marquis Yue said. “Did you repay all the money you had on credit back then?”


    “Get out of here! What’s it to you?” General Wu waved his arm like he was swatting a fly. “A’Yuan and I are going to be in-laws in the future. There’s no distinction between what’s from my family and his!”


    “Your daughter is taller than both of A’Yuan’s sons combined. Why don’t you spare Cui A’Yuan?”


    Everyone burst into laughter, a few people even spewed alcohol all over the table.


    “Old Wu, you don’t need to pay,” Cui You chuckled. “Why not use that sword of yours that can cut iron like its mud as a gift? How about that?”


    “Alright, Master Cui, how long have you been planning to get my precious sword? You just wait!” General Wu stared at him like a bull and pretended to slap the table.


    “You use a knife and the sword doesn’t work,” Cui You quickly said. “Why don’t you give it to Zisheng?”


    General Wu glanced at the Emperor and pretended to be heartbroken. “Aiyo, since the sword was gifted to the hero, for the sake of His Majesty, I’ll reluctantly part with it!”


    Big Marquis Yue stood up and respectfully said, “Even if His Majesty doesn’t command it, I will prepare for the wedding as well. Not to mention the relationship between the Huo and Yue families, but who would dare be disrespectful and not like the character of Brother Huo Chong?”


    The Emperor was very happy about that and laughed heartily.


    Everyone in the hall laughed and watched the beautiful scene between the Feng Rao Heroes, but Shaoshang noticed that the Crown Prince and Second Prince’s wife were bowing their heads and not speaking, while the Second Prince and the Crown Princess showed displeasure on their faces. Shaoshang felt inwardly happy and thought to herself, ‘Why don’t you four change spouses? Such a clever woman with such a clumsy husband, like flowers in cow shit.’


    “Crown Princess, Old Second’s Wife,” the Emperor spoke up. “The Empress isn’t in good health. If there are any shortcomings in Zisheng’s marriage, you must do your best!”


    The Crown Princess and Second Prince’s wife bowed their heads, offering words of acknowledgement.


    At this moment, a person sitting next to the Little Marquis Yue smiled and said, “Your Majesty, have you really agreed to this marriage? I think you should take a closer look.”


    “Oi,” the Emperor said, “as long as the character of the bride is unimpeded, the rest can be taught. Besides, it’s important for Zisheng to like her.”


    Little Marquis Yue suddenly said, “Your Majesty is wise. In the matters of men and women, what’s more important than liking each other?” Several people around him responded with ‘Exactly,’ and ‘What’s the point of not liking a woman?’


    The Emperor was already a little tipsy and laughed without noticing anything. The Empress’s face turned extremely pale.


    “Your Majesty,” the Empress whispered. “I’m not good at drinking. Since I have spoken my mind today, I’ll head back to Changqiu Palace. Otherwise, you and everyone else will not be able to enjoy themselves.”


    The Emperor agreed.


    The Empress was about to leave, and the Crown Princess and the Second Prince’s wife naturally followed suit. The Second Prince’s wife was perfectly fine with leaving but the Crown Princess was reluctant to go. She had just forced the Crown Prince to talk to several important officials and now had to leave.


    Shaoshang was originally going to leave as well but was stopped by the Emperor. “Shaoshang, stay and offer a jar of wine to these uncles. They used to be worthy of Zisheng’s uncle and brothers.”


    Before the Crown Princess left, she glanced at Shaoshang with jealousy and resentment.


    Ling Buyi stood up and walked over with Shaoshang, holding a jar of wine in one arm and a wine ladle in the other, constantly adding wine to the gilded copper goblet in Shaoshang’s hand. Shaoshang was unaware of the rank, age, and size of the officials, so she rushed towards the familiar Cui You without thinking, causing everyone to chuckle.


    “This young lady is sometimes clever and sometimes foolish,” the Emperor said with a sigh. “I don’t know if Captain Cheng and his wife have disciplined her. I have no choice but to deal with her.”


    The courtiers in the hall were quick witted. Upon hearing the Emperor’s seemingly reproachful but actually heartfelt words, they all looked to see the petite and delicate young woman next to Ling Buyi, each with their own opinions.


    Going in order of age, Shaoshang first offered a toast to General Wu and saluted him as a younger generation. When it was Big Marquis Yue’s turn, he passed over her and looked at Ling Buyi for a while. He eventually took a sip of the wine and sighed. “Mistress Cheng, do you know what kind of person Zisheng’s uncle was?”


    Shaoshang took a moment to think. “I once heard from Consort Yue that His Majesty was once known as the number one beauty in Feng County, and General Huo Chong was the second most beautiful.” She glanced sideways at Ling Buyi’s tall and handsome figure, feeling that there was some weight behind that ranking.


    Big Marquis Yue was caught off guard and suddenly choked and sputtered, a smile playing at his lips. “She… okay. Mistress Cheng, you’ve seen Zisheng’s mother before, right? The siblings were very similar. Brother Huo Chong’s demeanor back then was really unmatched.”


    Shaoshang nodded repeatedly. “So,” she hesitated, “His Majesty was not the most beautiful in Feng County?”


    Big Marquis Yue sputtered again. Marquis Yu took a step forward with a stern look on his face. “You… I saw you at His Majesty’s place and four out of five times, His Majesty was instructing you. Today I realized that you like to touch on other’s sore spots. Why haven’t you given me a toast yet?”


    Shaoshang promptly did as she was told.


    After finishing the round of toasting, Shaoshang was about to take her leave. Before she did, she suddenly asked in a low voice, “Why didn’t His Majesty send you to Consort Yue to be raised back then? It’d be reasonable because of the friendship between the Huo and Yue families.”


    Ling Buyi looked at her, a hint of a smile tugging at his lips. “Did you forget? My mother and Consort Yue hated each other.”


    “Just because of this?” Shaoshang was skeptical. “Consort Yue isn’t one to vent her anger, let alone she looked up to your uncles and aunts like siblings with great admiration.”


    “What else could be the reason?” Ling Buyi lowered his long eyelashes. “It’s all His Majesty’s will.”


    …
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    Chapter One Hundred and Four:
Rosy


    Shaoshang withdrew from the banquet with a head full of worries, walking along the palace alley towards Changqiu Palace. She just rounded a row of towering cedar trees when she saw the Crown Princess and the Second Prince’s wife standing opposite of each other by Jingxin Lake in the Northern Palace. Shaoshang immediately stopped in her tracks, raising her hand to hush Lian Fang and Sang Guo, who had just entered the palace that day.


    “…You don’t need to say those words to provoke me, Crown Princess.” The Second Prince’s wife looked contemptuous. “You and I have been in-laws for many years now. You’re right, Shaoshang’s background is far inferior to yours and mine. You’re right, she is now more powerful than both of us. But what about it? She’s able to win the favor of our parents!”


    “Haven’t you always wanted to transfer your cousin back to the capital from the northwest?” the Crown Princess said in a soft voice. “You’ve been pleading with the Empress for months, but she’s refused to do anything. Cheng Shaoshang doesn’t even have to say anything and His Majesty transferred her third uncle from a remote, small county to be the prefect of a larger, wealthier county. And just watch, once we’ve taken back Shouchun, her father will return and be rewarded for meritorious efforts.”


    “A few days ago, you also begged the Empress to betroth your cousin to the eldest son of Prince Ruyang,” the Second Prince’s wife sneered. “Although Mother didn’t agree to my cousin’s matter, she didn’t completely block the way. But as for you, she refused without any hesitation! Looking at the Crown Prince’s appearance, I’m afraid both the Emperor and the Empress do not want to have another family member as you as a daughter!”


    The Crown Princess’s face immediately changed and she pointed a trembling finger at her. “You…”


    “If it’s really about one’s background, do you remember when I was young and saw one of your uncle’s visit my father at home?” the Second Prince’s wife continued, adding another log to the fire. “Before he even stepped up and took off his shoes, he had to bow respectfully to my father. But after getting married, you are both the eldest sister-in-law and the wife of the Crown Prince. Do I have to bow down to you every time I see you? I feel at peace. Why are you trying to use Shaoshang to provoke me?”


    The Crown Princess’s face turned ugly. She felt incredibly humiliated.


    Hearing this, Shaoshang felt quite satisfied. Before the Crown Princess had the chance to speak again, she quickly walked out and appeared in front of the two women. The Crown Princess and Second Prince’s wife were both stunned. It was the Second Prince’s wife who was the first to react. She smiled. “It’s Shaoshang. Have you finished toasting everyone?”


    Shaoshang bowed respectfully. “Replying to Your Highnesses, I have finished.”


    The Second Prince’s wife was immensely pleased with how pale the Crown Princess’s face was. “Shaoshang, did you hear what we were talking about just now?” she deliberately pointed out.


    Shaoshang also glanced at the Crown Princess. “I heard some of it, some… some I didn’t hear quite clearly,” she said, smiling.


    The Second Prince’s wife chuckled lightly.


    The Crown Princess finally calmed herself down and gave a stiff smile. “Shaoshang, you’ve been staying in the palace for days now. You and Zisheng have even attended two banquets at Second Brother’s mansion but still haven’t come to the Eastern Palace. It’s winter and you have more time now. You’ll come to my residence tomorrow no matter what!”


    “Tomorrow won’t work because it’s my rest day,” Shaoshang said solemnly.


    “The day after tomorrow, then!” The Crown Princess pulled a face.


    “The day after tomorrow won’t work, either. Master Ling and I are visiting Madam Huo.”


    “Then the day after that!” The Crown Princess gritted her teeth. She knew she had used the wrong attitude towards Cheng Shaoshang at first and wanted to find any opportunity she could to change that.


    Shaoshang had whetted the other’s appetite and couldn’t help but say, “Fine. The day after visiting Madam Huo.”


    The Second Prince’s wife kept smiling. “If I didn’t know any better, I’d think that the Crown Princess was collecting debts instead of inviting guests over. Alright, but with sincerity… Oh, isn’t that…” She suddenly shouted out. “Sister Ling! Sister Ling!”


    Shaoshang and the Crown Princess followed her gaze and saw a group of eunuchs and palace maids walking on the opposite side of Jingxin Lake. They surrounded a man and woman in splendid attire, and behind them were two palace maids holding children.


    The man had an ordinary face and looked to be about thirty, looking like an ordinary young master from an aristocratic family. The young lady in splendid attire, however, was not ordinary. She looked to be about twenty-six or twenty-seven, was graceful and beautiful with fair and beautiful skin. As she approached, Shaoshang felt that even her demeanor was elegant and noble, her eyes were warm, but her expression wasn’t good and her frown was deep.


    Without waiting, the Second Prince’s wife warmly stepped forward and pulled the young woman’s arm. “Sister Ling,” she said excitedly, “it’s really you! I thought I was in a dream! Why are you back in the Capital? Weren’t you in Hedong? Why did you come to the palace? How come you didn’t come and see me?”


    The young woman laughed at the series of questions, but still bowed to the Crown Princess and the Second Prince’s wife with her husband. While bowing, the young man called himself ‘Foreign Minister Liang Shang.’


    “My husband and I have always been in our Hedong,” the young woman said. “Recently, the governor of state came to the capital to report our work, so he asked us to come together. We arrived only a few days ago. Today, the Empress announced that we should enter the palace.”


    “You won’t leave this time, will you?” the Second Prince’s wife held her hand tightly. “Every time we gather, we miss you! Mother has been talking about you for years and wants to see your child!”


    As she spoke, her gaze turned to behind the young woman. The two palace maids had already placed the two children on the ground. The girl was about six or seven years old while the boy was about four or five.


    The young woman whispered to her children to greet them, but the Second Prince’s wife quickly stopped her. She bent down and grinned at them. “So, these are your children. You gave birth to a precious jade tree and a lovely jade snowflake. Are these the only children you have? I have two sons and one daughter. Let’s have the children play together…”


    Shaoshang didn’t know who this newcomer was at the beginning. Then she saw the Crown Princess’s sinister expression, ten times uglier than when she had just been ridiculed and mocked by the Second Prince’s wife. She had a vague idea who this ‘Sister Ling’ was now.


    The Second Prince’s wife began to say several things in a row, until the young woman’s husband became impatient. “Shaoshang,” she said, smiling, “come over and let me introduce you. This is my sister whom I’ve been good friends with. Her last name is Qu and her courtesy name is Ling Jun. Ling Jun, this is the future bride of Zisheng, Cheng Shaoshang. Don’t let her young age fool you, she’s very intelligent and interesting!”


    Qu Ling Jun greeted Shaoshang with a smile and then carefully examined her. “In the blink of an eye, Zisheng is all grown up. I remember when he was only ten-years-old and His Majesty planned his marriage and children.”


    The Second Prince’s wife hid her laughter in her sleeve. “What you said is true. Father has been hoping that Zisheng would get married soon. Little did he know that now Zisheng is in such a hurry!”


    “Good food isn’t afraid of being late,” Qu Ling Jun said. “Zisheng has always been mature since he was a child and has great success. It’s better for him to marry when he is willing rather than being forced to be married…”


    At this moment, the man named Liang Shang couldn’t stop himself from saying, “Why don’t you talk with the nobles? I’ll leave with the children.” As he turned around, he made an attempt to take the children. However, the two children seemed to be afraid of their father and both took a step back.


    Liang Shang’s face showed his displeasure. He coldly called for the palace maids to pick up the children.


    The Crown Princess stared at her coldly, then put on a fake smile. “Master, there’s no need to rush away. We haven’t seen your wife for many years and we all miss her very much. Madam Qu, since you’ve returned to the capital, why don’t you send a letter to the Eastern Palace? Since you’re back, you’ll have to visit.”


    When she said the words ‘Eastern Palace,’ she deliberately added a bit of emphasis to them. Shaoshang inwardly frowned as she witnessed a hint of evil energy surge on Master Liang’s face.


    “A woman should follow her husband in whatever he does,” Qu Ling Jun was neither humble nor haughty as she spoke. “The governor of state sees that my husband has achieved success in his studies in recent years. He wants to introduce him to several officials in the city and teach him about government affairs. If he wants to leave one day, I, as his wife, will definitely follow him.”


    “I haven’t seen you in years,” the Crown Princess said softly, glancing at this ‘Master Liang.’ “Looking back on the days when you were considered sister of the Empress in our palace, you spoke without hesitation. But now you’re calling yourself a wife and bend your knee. Time does change people…”


    Qu Ling Jun saw her husband’s expression and quickly said, “There are many things that change in the world, people are one of them. Although our identities have changed, our relationship will not change.”


    “Sister Ling is right!” the Second Prince’s wife immediately said. “No matter what changes, I will always treat her as my sister!”


    “Everyone is here, why don’t you visit the Eastern Palace for a few days?” the Crown Princess said lightly.


    ‘Master Liang’ snorted coldly and stood to the side with a flick of his sleeve.


    “I will not go to the Eastern Palace,” Qu Ling Jun angrily said, lifting her head. “Crown Princess, please stop saying these vapid words. It isn’t good for anyone, or yourself, to know if someone is interested.”


    Shaoshang was taken aback after hearing the merciless refusal. She thought to herself, ‘She’s gentle on the outside and tough on the inside. She has a good personality.’


    The Crown Princess’s face turned ashen. She forced a smile. “That’s good. I recently received some fine silk from Jiang Jin in the south. I’ll send it to you later. I’ll head back first so you can reminisce about the past.”


    “The Crown Princess must be joking,” Qu Ling Jun respectfully said. “This is the palace, we can’t chat casually. I’m also going to Changqiu Palace. Since Your Highness is going back, I’ll send you off first.” As she spoke, she bent her knees and gave a proper bow.


    The Crown Princess glanced at her and then left with a cold snort. As she walked away, Qu Ling Jun turned around and said to the Second Prince’s wife, “This isn’t the place to talk. We’ll meet again later.”


    The Second Prince’s wife nodded and watched as Qu Ling Jun and her group left. After a long time, she sighed. “Back then, I thought I’d get to be a sister-in-law with her… Well, Shaoshang, I see you aren’t surprised. I’m sure Zisheng told you about that past.”


    “Your Highness guessed wrong this time,” Shaoshang said, smiling helplessly. “It wasn’t Master Ling who told me.” It was the Empress who had said it. Ling Buyi was very tight-lipped.


    The Second Prince’s wife raised her eyebrows but didn’t question any further. She looked towards the direction that Qu Ling Jun and her group had gone. “Back then, Sister Ling often came to the palace to play. It’s a pity…” She sighed and turned her head to Shaoshang. “Shaoshang, if Sister Ling Jun became the Crown Princess, our lives would definitely be better than it is right now. Don’t you think?”


    “Your Highness, please be cautious of your words,” Shaoshang said, smiling gently. “Besides, I don’t dare to say whether it’s good or bad. However, I see that Madam Qu is doing well now. Her husband is probably from a good family and they’ve raised such a lovely pair of children. Let’s not mention the past.”


    Ling Buyi had once said that although the Second Prince’s wife appeared straightforward, she was actually meticulous and talented in managing the Second Prince’s household without anything leaking out.


    “An equal match marriage is an equal match marriage,” the Second Prince’s wife said with disdain. “You’ve also seen this ‘Master Liang.’ Not only is he impatient, he is also very mediocre. Aiyo, it’s a pity that Sister Ling Jun has talent and knowledge. It’s also a pity that I have to be a sister-in-law to such a mediocre woman and not be recognized for my talents…”


    Shaoshang snorted. “Again, please watch your words, Your Highness… also, how can you praise yourself so much?”


    The Second Prince’s wife turned towards the direction that the Crown Princess had gone. “I never dare to underestimate people from backgrounds that aren’t as good as mine. When I was young, I saw the chaotic world outside with my father, as well as the heroes that came from rough backgrounds. But our Crown Princess… hmm… if she really has the ability to coax the Empress and Crown Prince, I can also admire her. However, she is neither talented nor knowledgeable. She lacks tolerance for others. She even lacks the ability to argue. Apart from using social etiquette to suppress me, she has never won against me. You’ll know if you really get to know her in the future. It’s not that I don’t have virtue, I’m being truthful…”


    Shaoshang was reluctant to condemn her in both speech and writing, so she decided to change the subject. “Forgive me for my ignorance, but which family is Madam Qu married to? Have I seen any relatives of his family?”


    The Second Prince’s wife smiled and turned around. “Didn’t you see? It’s Master Liang Wuji from the banquet. The husband of Sister Ling Jun is the future head of the Liang family.”


    Shaoshang nodded. “Thank you for your guidance. Marquis Liang is very reasonable and kind. With her father-in-law being like that, I don’t think Madam Qu’s life will be difficult.”


    The Second Prince’s wife gave an exasperated laugh as she beckoned Shaoshang to walk with her along the lake. “It would be great if he was her father-in-law. No, Marquis Liang is Liang Shang’s uncle. His father is his brother and is one year older. Back then, Marquis Liang’s mother passed away soon after giving birth to a son. His brother, Liang Shang’s father, wanted to adopt his nephew and personally raise him since he had no children. It took twenty years for Liang Shang’s father and his new wife to give birth to Liang Shang and his younger brother. But then Old Master Liang fell seriously ill and his days were numbered.”


    Shaoshang’s gaze drifted over to the withered willow branches by the lake. “Well, this should have happened twenty or thirty years ago. The world wasn’t peaceful at that time. Not to mention a big family like the Liang family, even a small family would need a young and strong person to take charge.”


    The Second Prince’s wife’s eyes shined with admiration. “Precisely! Old Master Liang is a wise person, especially since he already regarded his nephew as his own. Before his death, he passed on the position of head of the family to Marquis Liang, who was only in his twenties. Old Master Liang didn’t entrust the wrong person. The previous Emperor searched and plundered everything. He was ruthless and unscrupulous. The Hedong aristocratic families, which were once on par with the Liang family, fell and became unknown. The Liang family has always been stable and reliable.”


    Shaoshang knew that if it weren’t for that, the Lou family, who originally was a second- or third-class aristocratic family, wouldn’t have been able to have the opportunity in Hedong to emerge.


    “If Old Master Liang could see it through, others might not. His widow was still young when she was widowed and refused to remarry. She couldn’t forget her old relationship. While Governor Liang was busy in the front, she went out to find people to cry to in the back. She either complained about his orphan and widowed mother’s pitiful feelings, or talked about Old Master Liang’s ‘tremendous’ kindness to Governor Liang . When I was young, I heard many people say that Liang’s mother was foolish and despicable! Well, I don’t know if that’s what happened. I don’t know if it was the secret curse of Aunt Liang. The Governor of Liangzhou seems to have followed his uncle with a shallow life. After his old wife passed away, only a few daughters born to his concubines were left. Just before Sister Ling got married, the Governor of Liangzhou appointed Liang Shang as the next head of the family in front of the elders and relatives of the Qu family.”


    “If Governor Liang were like Old Master Liang, he would have a son in his later years.” Shaoshang frowned.


    The Second Prince’s wife didn’t care about that. “It’s useless to have a son in later years. Is it a joke to make a vow in front of our ancestor’s tablets and relatives’ marriage?”


    “Just now, you said that Liang is still very mediocre. If someone says he cannot bear the position of the head of the family and wants to change it to someone else, what should Madam Qu do?” A person who could marry the Crown Prince was already at a disadvantage as the head of the family. In the end, she didn’t even get this.


    “Hmph, are the Qu family a vegetarian? Back then, the Liang and Qu families turned against each other and it’s easy for their past grievances to be resolved, leading to a friendship between Qin and Jin. Besides, with the world being peaceful as it is now, as long as Liang Shang doesn’t lose his head and cause trouble, the situation won’t get worse.”


    “Your Highness, you truly know about the world. Whether it’s the old stories of other families or the values of the world and its people, you know it all. Your words are clear and accurate, I admire it to the fullest.”


    “That’s because I married a husband with a firecracker personality. If I didn’t elongate my ears and widened my eyes, the royal family would know what my mansion is like. If I married a husband like Zisheng, I could ignore everything. Well, not only that, but he’d also make up his mind about how the daily facial wash should be.”


    The two of them stopped at the same time, glanced at each other, and then laughed.


    Everyone thought that Ling Buyi was an immortal who couldn’t be blamed. It was rare for someone to complain about him and that made Shaoshang especially happy.


    After laughing, the Second Prince’s wife turned solemn. “Sister Shaoshang, I have something to entrust you with. Yesterday, my older brother wrote a letter saying that my father is sick and has been thinking about me. Therefore, I plan to set out tomorrow to visit him. Although Pingyang County isn’t far, it will take at least a month to return home. If there’s anything wrong with the Second Prince, please ask Zisheng to take care of him. When I come back, I will compensate you heavily… Whether Zisheng agrees or not, I thank you for your kindness.”


    Shaoshang readily agreed. She inwardly sighed, although the Second Prince was reckless, he really had great luck in marrying her. His Highness the Crown Prince was so kind, but unfortunately, he was married to someone he clearly couldn’t handle.


    …


    The next day, Shaoshang slept soundly at home for the entire day. The day after that, she followed Ling Buyi to visit Huo Junhua at the Apricot Courtyard and once again met Uncle Cui You. He not only came to visit Huo Junhua but also brought his two sons with him.


    The eldest Cui son was thirteen years old this year and his younger brother was two years younger. The two were very similar to their father, both with slender hands and feet and a thin, monkey-like appearance. They were very clever and energetic. When Shaoshang arrived, the two of them were gathered around Huo Junhua, one pounding her shoulders and the other carrying in soup and medicine. Both of them called her ‘Sister Huo’ with bright smiles on their faces.


    That’s right. Considering Huo Junhua’s mind was stuck in her teenage years, Brother A’Yuan was naturally unmarried and childless. Cui Da and Cui Er pretended that their biological father was their ‘distant cousin.’


    “With your appearance and family background, that’s the Moon Empress, Wu Yue, and Xi Shi. It’s more than enough to be married to a nobleman. How can you marry so casually?” Cui Da said.
[These are various beautiful women in ancient China.]


    Cui Er said, “No, that’s not true. Sister Huo, you have to be modest and not be so amiable, otherwise any eight monsters will dare to secretly admire you!” As he said this, he very obviously looked at his own father.


    Huo Junhua drank her medicine in one gulp, not even noticing its bitterness because of the boys’ praise. “Although you two are young, you have good eyesight,” she said proudly. “I also feel that I’m easy to talk to and I have a soft heart. Because of that, any regular person has the courage to think of me that way. I need to be strong!”


    Cui Hou’s angry face turned pale. Shaoshang shifted so as to not show her hidden smile.


    The two Cui boys pushed their father aside, coaxing Huo Junhua into a dazzling smile, resembling a pair of sycophants. Unexpectedly, when they saw Ling Buyi, they immediately became obedient and docile. The respect shining in their eyes nearly blinded Shaoshang. Ling Buyi also liked them very much. He picked them both up and carried them out to the courtyard to teach them martial arts.


    After his two unfilial sons left, Marquis Cui took the opportunity to approach the goddess and flatter her by proposing to have lunch together.


    Huo Junhua put on a stern expression and a reserved tone. “This is not possible. Since we are unmarried, even if we grew up together, we still have to adhere to etiquette. Also, don’t always call me ‘Sister Junhua!’ Neighbors will start to gossip!”


    Marquis Cui nearly lost his breath he was so angry. Shaoshang had been sitting by the window about to take a drink of water when she heard this. She sprayed out a cheerful rainbow in the sunlight.


    …


    On the third day, Shaoshang finished her schoolwork in front of the Empress as usual. After lunch, she took a brief nap and woke up to tidy up her clothing in front of the mirror. She then walked confidently towards the Eastern Palace.


    “Young Mistress, why are you going?” Liang Fang asked worriedly as they walked along the path. “The Eastern Palace is their territory. What if the Crown Princess bullies you?”


    Shaoshang’s stride was confident and fearless. “Back then, I didn’t know her background, so I never went to the Eastern Palace. Now… first, I know in my heart that the Crown Princess can’t hold onto me. Second, I can’t always avoid her.”


    “Young Mistress, she is the Crown Princess,” Sang Guo whispered. “If you offend her, what will she do to set you up in the future?”


    “You’re talking like if I don’t offend her, she wouldn’t have tripped me up,” Shaoshang sneered. “She’s what the world calls an ignorant person. Whether you offend her or not, she will step on you a few times.”


    They entered the Eastern Palace just as they finished speaking. The Crown Princess had set up refreshments and fruit wine in the inner hall. At the same time, she took several girls from her mother’s family to accompany her.


    How many steps were needed to win someone over and subdue them for personal use? The Crown Princess calculated several times in her heart, only using the word ‘benefit’ to intimidate and offer the pros and cons. Then it was natural.


    She planned to first point out Cheng Shaoshang’s potential difficulties, intimidate her into an unpredictable future, and then generously promise various benefits after expressing her willingness to support her in the palace. The plan would be a success.


    After eating some refreshments, the Crown Princess saw that the first two were polite when they exchanged greetings. She let out a long, drawn out sigh, waiting for Shaoshang to ask, ‘Why is Your Highness sighing?’ Unexpectedly, the young girl only lowered her head and continued to eat and drink, occasionally commenting on the glossy shape of the lacquerware.


    The Crown Princess held her breath and glared to her side. Her younger cousin understood and said, “Crown Princess, why are you sighing?”


    Finally, the Crown Princess could speak. She let out a fake sigh. “I sigh because Sister Shaoshang is in trouble. She’s right in front of me, yet she’s ignorant.”


    According to the original plan, Shaoshang should have been very nervous and ask, ‘Why am I in trouble?’ However, the Crown Princess was afraid that she wouldn’t understand the charm, so the task was taken on by her younger cousin.


    “Mistress Cheng is about to marry a noble husband and is loved by the Empress. How difficult can that be?” her cousin asked.


    Shaoshang’s interest seemed to be piqued and she looked up from the food table.


    “Sister Shaoshang,” the Crown Princess lamented. “You are young and sometimes your concerns are not comprehensive enough. The last time you offended the Fifth Princess, you caused her to be detained and now her estates have all been taken back. Now that you’ve become enemies, if she’s allowed out in the future, will she not retaliate against you? As for the Empress, she was angry at the time and could say nothing. But, in the future, if she starts to feel sorry for her daughter and begins to blame you, what should you do?”


    Shaoshang thought for a moment and asked, “What clever plan does Your Highness have to help me out of trouble?”


    “I’m thinking for your sake,” the Crown Princess said. “As the saying goes, if you’re distant, the Empress and Princess are actually mother and daughter. For the sake of the future, you may as well plead with the Empress to have her release the Fifth Princess from her mansion and return her estates. This way, she’ll remember your feelings and the resentment between you two will be resolved. Maybe you can still be close as sisters in the future.”


    Shaoshang smiled. “There are two things that the Crown Princess should understand. First, when the Fifth Princess accused me of murder, I didn’t do anything to offend her. The reason why she was angry with me is clear to you. Therefore, unless I terminate my engagement with Master Ling, the princess will not be as close as a sister to me.”


    “That’s why if you can repay your kindness with resentment and rescue the princess from her mansion, she’ll surely be grateful to you,” the Crown Princess urgently exclaimed.


    Shaoshang’s smile grew as she continued. “Secondly, five days ago, Master Ling told me that the Fifth Princess bribed a guard a few days prior and asked her maid to secretly leave the mansion with gold, silver and jade to go to the Eastern Palace to persuade the Crown Princess to speak for her. “


    Caught off guard, the Crown Princess’s face turned purple, feeling like she had just been manipulated. It took a while for her to force a smile and said, “Fifth Sister is also eager to come up with a solution. As a noblewoman, I always have to deal with her. I’m in charge of those gold, silver and jade temporarily…”


    Seeing Shaoshang’s smiling eyes, the Crown Princess couldn’t continue.


    “However, your words are also reasonable,” Shaoshang said. “So, since the Fifth Princess was punished, I have been pleading for her in front of His Majesty and the Empress every now and again. As for whether to let her go or not, the two elders have their own opinions.” Who wouldn’t be a good person and wait for the Crown Princess to persuade them.


    The first plan had failed and the Crown Princess’s face went dark. She still remained strong, however, and continued to fight.


    “Alright, let’s put this matter aside for Fifth Sister. Since we’re speaking about your marriage to Zisheng, I am older than you and have to persuade you. Over the years, why did His Majesty persuade Zisheng to get married earlier? Wasn’t it just to spread the branches and leaves and produce offspring? But you’re still young, and having children at an early age is not good for your health. When His Majesty sees that raising a son isn’t fruitful, he will secretly blame you. What should you do? In my opinion, it’s better to plan early. Look for a few trustworthy sisters to become concubines in the future, who can serve as confidants and also share the burden of childbirth with you. Isn’t that wonderful?”


    “I have told the Emperor and Empress before that I am a jealous person and won’t allow Master Ling to take concubines,” Shaoshang said, tilting her head. “If he dares, I’ll kill one of them and cripple the others.”


    The girls next to the Crown Princess had originally been shy and bashful. Hearing those words, their faces all turned deathly pale.


    “Don’t worry, Your Highness,” Shaoshang smiled, stopping the Crown Princess from speaking again. “Your words are also reasonable. After all, it’s not easy to have children.”


    The Crown Princess wiped her sweat from her forehead and smiled. “As long as you listen, it’s all for your own good. Look at these sisters of mine Each one has a gentle temperament and is knowledgeable and rational…”


    “However,” Shaoshang interrupted, “if I wanted to find a concubine, why not find one in my own family? Not to mention that there are many daughters under my father’s command, even the Cheng family in the country have many daughters. Wouldn’t that be more reliable and trustworthy?”


    “How can those clumsy women be worthy of Zisheng?” the Crown Princess exclaimed in anger.


    “Why can’t they be worthy?” Shaoshang’s eyes flashed with mockery. “It’s just for producing offspring. It’s better to be thicker. What can those water-spirited and enchanting women do? Are they going to try to alienate me from Master Ling in the future?”


    The Crown Princess, once again, was left speechless because what the other girl had said was truly reasonable. Like herself, since she couldn’t bear children, the concubines recommended to the Crown Prince were all strong and unattractive.


    “The days ahead will be very long.” Since this little slut couldn’t listen to good advice, the Crown Princess’s face turned cold. “Now that Sister Shaoshang has the favor of the Emperor and Empress, she naturally doesn’t take me seriously. But the days ahead are long. Why aren’t you willing to befriend me and form a sisterly alliance? If you accept me, I will treat you like a sister in the future.”


    Oh, she was threatening, now. Shaoshang happily said, “I thought that having Master Ling and His Highness the Crown Prince as good friends and a brotherly relationship was enough. Your Highness the Crown Princess, forgive me for not daring to climb high.”


    The implication was that your old glory and wealth still hung on the Crown Prince, so it was better to please him directly than to please you… Besides, a thought had already formed in her heart.


    The Crown Princess was indeed, as the Second Prince’s wife had said, greedy, hypocritical, and foolish.


    In fact, she didn’t know that the existence of the Emperor and Empress was the greatest protection for her. The Emperor made a solemn promise and the Empress was kind. If those two pillars were gone, she would have no favor, no children and no family background. There was no need for Ling Buyi to come forward and for Shaoshang herself to pull her down. Shaoshang didn’t even have to do it herself. Were those meritorious officials and nobles who coveted the Empress’s throne and the benefits of their relatives eating dry rice? The ridiculous Crown Princess was still looking forward to a better life after the passing of the Empress in the future.


    The Crown Princess no longer wanted to pretend to be kind. “Okay. Since you are so bad and won’t listen, I will discuss etiquette, law, and filial piety with you! Since you’ve been engaged, you have never been to Marquis Ling’s mansion and you even ignored his wife! No matter what, she is the stepmother of Zisheng and you shouldn’t ignore all the formalities. Let’s see if the court officials don’t care…”


    At least she was the wife of the Crown Prince. She could even command a few small Imperial Censors. It’s just a matter of balancing inside and out, whether she could deal with Cheng Shaoshang or not!


    Unexpectedly, her words not only didn’t scare her, but the rebellious girl slapped the food table with a heavy hand, her eyes hardened and she slowly stood up.


    “It seems the Crown Princess has nothing to do in her free time. I suggest you should read more books or take some lessons if you don’t understand things. Madam Chunyu is not the biological mother of Master Ling, nor has she ever raised him, even for a day. She has no kindness in raising him, but she has a deep hatred towards Madam Huo. How dare she put on the airs of a stepmother!


    “Although Madam Huo has a bad temper, she not only has the kindness of nurturing Master Ling, but also worked so hard to protect him during the chaos of war. At that moment, where was Madam Chunyu? She was seducing Marquis Ling!


    “They are all old enchantresses who have been around for years, pretending to be kind and compassionate. My legitimate mother-in-law wishes that Madam Chunyu would die, and everyone knows this! If it were up to me, and my mother had a life-or-death grudge against someone, I’d be unfilial if I didn’t splash her with golden juice on the street! The fact that Master Ling is still polite to Madam Chunyu is just for the face of his father, Marquis Ling. Find me someone else who is lacking enough to provoke this mess!
[Golden juice is another term for the poop water that Shaoshang used on the Fifth Princess’s friends.]


    The Crown Princess’s face was choked with anger as she was stripped up and down and almost turned away. However, as the Second Prince’s wife said, she lacked even the ability to argue and could only shake a finger at her, murmuring, “You, you… how dare you…”


    Shaoshang achieved a landslide victory and didn’t intend to pursue this. She smiled with satisfaction and was planning to withdraw her troops to return home victorious. At this moment, an old woman stumbled in from outside the palace door, shouting at the Crown Princess. “Madam! Your Highness… something’s wrong. Just now, A’Hei rushed to the palace door to report…”


    Shaoshang didn’t know who it was, but the Crown Princess knew that A’Hei was sent by her to watch over the Liang Mansion (to be more precise, Qu Ling Jun). As soon as she heard that it was her rival in love’s family, she didn’t care about Shaoshang’s presence anymore and asked anxiously, “What’s going on? Tell me quickly!”


    The old woman kowtowed and shouted loudly, “A member of the Liang family has died! It’s said that Madam Qu murdered her husband!”


    Shaoshang and the Crown Princess looked at each other in dismay.


    …


    I hated most of this chapter. The reason? The Crown Princess. I hate her with a fiery passion. Every single time I see that she has lines in the chapter I have to brace myself for the stupidity that’s about to spew out of her petty, jealous mouth. The only time I’m okay with her presence is when she’s getting smacked down by Shaoshang. Bah!


    EDIT: So going back and reading the chapter without my hate-colored glasses on, it’s a good chapter. My point about the Crown Princess still stands. 


    Thanks again as always for reading, liking, commenting, and donating! 2024 has started with a bang and I hope we can keep the momentum going!


    Also, look out for The Story of Kunning Palace to start next week…


    Next Chapter: Set the Stage


    


    


    


    Enjoyed the chapter? Support me on Patreon to get early access to new chapters, exclusive content, and more! Your support helps me keep bringing you these translations. Thank you!


    Disclaimer: Your support on Patreon goes directly towards my work as a translator and helps me produce more content. It does not constitute support for the original novel or its author.


    
  

  
    Chapter One Hundred and Five:
Set the Stage


    Although the Crown Princess prayed day and night for her love rival’s misfortune, she did not expect something like this to happen. As for Shaoshang, it didn’t matter. She had only met Qu Ling Jun once and hesitated on whether or not she should send a letter to the Second Prince’s wife.


    The Crown Princess’s face was flushed with excitement, as if she was a widow experiencing a second spring. She completely forgot about her disheveled face that had just been criticized by Shaoshang. She didn’t even bother to settle accounts with her and was eager to discuss this new situation.


    Shaoshang noticed it was getting late after she left the Eastern Palace and went to Changqiu Palace to take a stroll home. Before leaving, the Empress began to tease her. “It seems that the Crown Princess didn’t eat you. Hmm, your hands and feet are still there.”


    “The Crown Princess should watch what she puts in her mouth,” Shaoshang said proudly. “She’d crack a tooth with me.”


    On the way home, Ling Buyi talked and laughed with her but never mentioned the Liang family’s murder case. She didn’t know if he hadn’t heard about it yet, or if he didn’t take it seriously like Shaoshang did.


    Even if he didn’t take it seriously, other people did.


    The next morning, Ling Buyi saw that it was sunny and cold out, so he advised Shaoshang to take a day off with lectures with the Empress. He wanted the two of them to go out and have some fun but Shaoshang refused, saying that she was feeling sleepy because of the winter weather and wanted to nap in the warm Changqiu Palace.


    Ling Buyi looked at the lazy, kitten-like girl. He pursed his lips and stared at her, trying to persuade her again. As soon as he entered the inner palace, he saw the Second Prince and the Crown Princess eagerly informing the Empress of Liang Shang’s death.


    The Crown Prince sat off to the side in silence, looking dazed.


    The Second Prince was like a child whose parents were occasionally absent, excited and unsure of what to do when something big happened.


    “…Mother, please listen. Yesterday, the Liang family was in a huge uproar and I’ve found out all about it. At first, when Liang Shang’s body was discovered, Liang Wuji wanted to cover it up and keep his family’s shame to himself. But Old Madam Liang is a shrew, how can she be quiet and obedient? She secretly asked her attendants to inform all the relatives and friends in the capital, then cried and begged them to do something about it! This immediately alarmed the government. The city administrator pretended to be deaf and dumb and refused to come forward, but Old Man Ji from Tingwei Prison refused to give up. He sent people to arrest Qu Ling Jun but Liang Wuji led his army to stop him at his doorstep, saying that if Marquis Yang Ji Zun insisted on taking people, the Liang family would only be able to splatter blood in Tingwei Prison! The two of them argued endlessly, one claiming it was family matters and the other demanding to uphold national laws. Yesterday, the two of them rushed to the Southern Palace to file a complaint with Father!”


    After such a long monologue, the Second Prince spoke fluently and smoothly without even taking a breath. Shaoshang couldn’t help but admire, “Your Highness, you spoke so clearly. It was organized and articulate. You are very talented, Your Highness.”


    Ling Buyi glanced at the perky and energized girl who was not at all tired anymore.


    The Second Emperor was like an old crow filled with old wine, croaking proudly and unable to conceal his pride. As he was about to continue to speak, Ling Buyi leisurely interrupted him. “Your Highness, of course, is aware that yesterday that when the Governor of Liangzhou and Master Ji argued, you were present.”
[Shaoshang actually calls the Second Prince, Second Emperor here.]


    “How do you know this?” Shaoshang asked.


    “Because I was also there.”


    “But you didn’t say anything last night!”


    “You didn’t ask.”


    Shaoshang pounded hard on his shoulder.


    The Empress nervously straightened her upper body and pointed at the Second Prince. “What have you done wrong again?” she asked. “Your bride has only been gone for a day and you’re causing trouble again?”


    The Second Prince was both embarrassed and indignant. “What are you saying, Mother? This time it’s not… it was the Emperor who heard my uncle was sick and asked me specifically, he even gave me medicine… Oh, Mother, I’m telling the truth!”


    Shaoshang looked at the fuming Second Prince still glaring at the Empress. The Crown Prince had a face that said he wanted to say something but didn’t dare to. She turned to Ling Buyi and asked, “How did His Majesty make a decision later?”


    “By compromise,” Ling Buyi succinctly said. “Madam Qu will stay in the Liang mansion but will be under the supervision of Tingwei Prison.”


    “This…” the Empress frowned. “This is a case involving a murder at the feet of the Emperor. Is this appropriate?”


    Ling Buyi turned sideways towards the Empress. “The Governor of Liangzhou said that the murder of the Liang family’s son by the Liang family’s wife is a big scandal for the family. Many people outside are waiting to mock the family in Hedong. If Madam Qu really did murder her husband, the Liang family would not have sheltered her. But now, after half a day, the situation is unclear, and his widow will be locked up at Tingwei Prison for a few days or subject to some punishment. In the future, the Liang family will have no face to see anyone. Besides, the Qu family is on their way here, and earnestly requested His Majesty to at least postpone the incident.”


    The Empress nodded slowly. “What the Governor of Liangzhou said is also reasonable. This matter isn’t only a national law, but also a family matter.”


    In fact, when people encountered this kind of internal infidelity within the family, it was mostly the two in-laws who jointly discussed and decided to handle it on their own. The auxiliary tools that people liked to use were pig cages and hemp ropes and other such things. Only a very small number of people who could not reach an agreement would go and file a complaint to the government. However, in this era, few people liked the government offices. Sometimes, even if there was a fight between two families, they would try to avoid making things well-known.


    The Second Prince glared at Ling Buyi with dissatisfaction, feeling that he had worked hard to complete the introduction but Ling Buyi had finished the most exciting part. It was simply greed for credit, it was snatching credit!


    “Mother! Mother!” He quickly drew everyone’s attention back to himself. “There are so many tricks involved in this murder case! I know Qu Ling Jun. She’s not a ruthless person and she isn’t muddleheaded. So, why did she murder her husband? It seems that her marriage was an unfortunate one and a single day was like a year. I plan to have someone investigate this carefully…”


    “What nonsense are you talking about?” The Empress slapped the table as she scolded him. “What are you talking about? Don’t meddle in this!”


    “How can I not meddle with this? This matter is complicated and confusing. When I investigate it thoroughly, it will reveal your son’s abilities!” He began to laugh.


    Shaoshang, seeing the Empress’s expression becoming increasingly ugly, suddenly spoke out. “Your Highness, did you become an adulterer with Madam Qu Ling Jun?”


    The Crown Prince almost fell over.


    The Second Prince’s knee slipped. “You, you, you, how dare you have the nerve to slander me….”


    “Just now, I saw Your Highness knew that Shang had just been killed and are extremely happy about it and even began to laugh. I couldn’t help but think that Madam Qu would go to Your Highness in the future.”


    The Second Prince nearly choked on his saliva as his eyes bulged. “You’re talking nonsense! I’ll kill you!” As he spoke, he was about to pounce and attack Shaoshang but she hid behind Ling Buyi.


    Ling Buyi stood upright and motionless. “I’d advise Your Highness to calm down.”


    The Second Prince touched his shoulder blade, which two months ago had been broken, and angrily sat back down.


    Shaoshang leaned against Ling Buyi’s shoulder, sticking her head around him. “When the Governor of Liangzhou and Master Ji got into an argument with His Majesty, Your Highness was also present. If His Majesty was interested, he would personally order you to handle this case. Has he asked you to? If there’s no official business, then there must be a personal relationship. But what’s the relationship between Madam Qu of the Liang family and the Second Prince? Whether Qu Ling Jun murdered her husband or the red apricot tree leaned over the garden wall, there are officials who should be in charge. If you’re not in that position, you don’t have to know! Your Highness, you have nothing to do with this but you want to get involved for fear that people will not remember the connection between Qu Ling Jun and the Eastern Palace. I have to ask, Your Highness, what are your intentions?”
[The phrase a red apricot tree leaning over the garden wall is a term for a wife having an affair.]


    In terms of eloquence, a string of one hundred and twenty Second Princes was no match for a single Cheng Shaoshang. He immediately stopped talking and anxiously looked at his mother and his full brother.


    “Before she left the palace, the Second Prince’s wife said that Your Highness is now older and calm. Even if she isn’t at home, you can act properly. Now it seems…tsk, tsk, tsk.” Shaoshang shook her head with regret. “I will definitely write a letter to her to tell her about your affairs today.”


    “Once your letter is written, I will use a fast horse to deliver it to Pingyang County for you,” Ling Buyi said, smiling.


    “Don’t tell her!” the Second Prince roared.


    “I’m telling her!”


    “You dare?!”


    “You think I don’t dare? Someone! Bring me a brush and ink. I need a high-quality brush and first-class ink!”


    “You…”


    The Second Prince rushed forward to pinch that little rascal but was stopped by Ling Buyi’s palm. He fell to the ground like a dog chewing mud. Shaoshang patted Ling Buyi’s shoulder to show her admiration. Ling Buyi glanced at her and smiled.


    “Alright!” The Empress slapped the table, ending the farce that children under the age of ten would do.


    Pressing her fingers against her temples, she gazed at her second son and spoke slowly, “You will go back and stay in your mansion. You are not allowed to interfere with this case. If you do… just think of your Fifth Sister.”


    The one advantage of severely punishing one child was that the other children would no longer turn a deaf ear to your warnings.


    The Second Prince felt a chill run down his neck as he saw the Empress’s solemn expression. He didn’t want to wait for his wife to return and find out that all their rations and estates were gone, so he reluctantly had to leave.


    As he stepped out of the palace door, he saw Cheng Shaoshang strutting out from behind Ling Buyi. He gritted his teeth. “Mother, don’t you plan to punish this little Cheng…”


    “Get out of here!” the Empress shouted loudly. The Second Prince was gone in an instant.


    The Crown Princess had a reserved smile as she watched the Second Prince leave. She let out a soft sigh and began to act like a bitch.
[Yes, Shaoshang really said that.]


    “Mother, don’t worry. I’m aware of the troubles in your heart. Oh, even though my younger sister from the Qu family was once beautiful, unparalleled in both calligraphy and painting, all the sisters in the capital admired her. I didn’t expect that with the passage of time, she would do such a shocking thing and disappoint us all. It seems that she harbored resentment in her heart for a long time and it’s now led to a tragic event for her family. She could be killed. I pity her two children and, in the future, will continue to do so. How could there be such a person…”


    “The Crown Princess has such a great voice,” Shaoshang interrupted coldly. “The Nuo Opera in October cannot compare to your singing.”
[Nuo Opera is a form of opera where performers wear masks and dance to ward off evil spirits.]


    The Crown Princess’s emotional display was interrupted. “You’re too ignorant of the seniority and inferiority of children,” she angrily said. “With the favor of Mother, you do not respect me at all. My reasoning is purely compassion for the Qu family’s little sister…”


    “A straightforward person doesn’t have to resort to insinuations. No one is stupid. Do you really think everyone believes that you’re sympathizing with Madam Qu? There are only four words that can describe how you sang just now, reveling in other’s misfortune! Another set of four words – adding insult to injury!” Cheng Shaoshang ruled over the Crown Princess with all kinds of objections. The Crown Princess was a nail while she was the hammer.


    Although the Crown Princess harbored resentment in her heart, her expression was a pitiful one. She whimpered and rushed towards the Crown Prince, sobbing. “Your Highness, are you just watching this little girl bully me?”


    The Crown Prince pushed her away. He stood up straight and said coldly, “Are you so happy that something happened to Ling Jun? I thought you were weak and pure, so I married you. You should have looked at yourself in the mirror. Just now, your face was so ugly!”


    The Crown Princess was surprised, tears in her eyes.


    “I’d advise the Crown Princess to not get too happy too early. Now that Madam Qu’s husband has died, what if she isn’t the murderer?” Shaoshang turned back and asked, “Master Ling, can a woman of such a noble family like the Liang family remarry?”


    “Of course,” Ling Buyi said. “If she wasn’t a concubine, it isn’t difficult to find another good marriage.”


    The Crown Princess tightly grasped the front of her dress, filled with fear. If Qu Ling Jun really entered the Eastern Palace, she would never have another good day.


    “Why haven’t you gone back to the Eastern Palace yet?” the Crown Prince reprimanded softly. “You’re not allowed to interfere with this matter anymore!”


    The Crown Princess knew that her husband was very angry and the Empress didn’t like her very much. She didn’t dare disobey and knelt down before her mother-in-law and husband, then walked out on trembling legs.


    “Crown Princess,” Ling Buyi suddenly called out.


    The Crown Princess paused, turning around to look at everyone.


    “His Majesty is already aware of Qu Ling Jun’s husband’s murder. I would advise you to not act smart and obstruct the investigation,” Ling Buyi said. “You might hope that Qu Ling Jun will never recover, but if you really intervene, I assure you that you will be the one who will never recover. You know my skills.”


    The Crown Princess was swept away by Ling Buyi’s icy gaze, full of demons and monsters with nowhere to hide. Thinking of all these years, Ling Buyi almost grasped all of her shortcomings. She left in a hurry.


    After she disappeared completely, Shaoshang took a deep breath and turned her head. “Your Highness,” she said. “Why did you marry her in the first place?” Marrying the wrong wife had ruined three generations.


    “First,” the Crown Prince slowly sat down and gave a bitter smile, “my father had spoken before me and I couldn’t bear to disappoint him. Second… I had been engaged to her since childhood and it’s well known that if I ended the engagement, it would be difficult for her to marry in the future. Wouldn’t that be harmful to her life? She’s unlike Ling Jun, who is tall and beautiful and can marry a good husband of an equal family. We respect each other as husband and wife and live in harmony, but who knew…”


    Shaoshang couldn’t bear to see this old man moan and groan in pain. “Don’t worry, Your Highness,” she exclaimed. “It’s decided. Master Ling and I will go to the Liang mansion and inquire about the situation so you don’t have to worry about it.”


    The Crown Prince was about to say something when Ling Buyi interjected, “If you want to go, I won’t be going with you.”


    “What are you doing?” Shaoshang asked angrily.


    The Crown Prince smiled bitterly and said, “Zisheng’s complaining because I didn’t listen to his advice before I got married.”


    “Don’t pay attention to him,” Shaoshang said, comforting the Crown Prince. “How old was he when you got married? If you regret your marriage after listening to a ten-year-old child’s words, that would be a joke!”


    “Eleven,” Ling Buyi said. “I was eleven-years-old at the time.”


    “Because that’s a huge difference,” Shaoshang snorted coldly.


    After speaking, she knelt down respectfully to the Empress and arched her arms out. “Your Majesty, please give me a decree so that I can go to the Liang mansion. I will not interfere with the investigation of Tingwei Prison and will only serve as the eyes and ears of the Empress and Crown Prince. When I return, I will tell you of what I have seen and heard, in order to relieve the worries of you two.”


    “Is… is this appropriate?” The Empress was tempted but still had some concerns.


    “The Empress is the mother of the world,” Shaoshang said with a smile. “You can inquire about the women of any family if you want to. Besides, Madam Qu once served in front of you when she was young. Two days ago, she also paid a visit to you with her husband and children. Now that something has happened, you have doubts in your heart, which is human nature.”


    The Empress felt that those words were very appropriate and her concerns were soothed. Smiling, she playfully glared at her adopted son playing possum off to the side, and summoned a palace maid to prepare a brush and some ink. She wrote the decree on a silk scroll, stamped it with a seal, and handed it to Shaoshang.


    Shaoshang took the edict with both hands and then retired from the palace. She deliberately didn’t want palace maids to accompany her while she traveled, and waited quietly outside of the palace gate.


    In no time at all, Ling Buyi walked out of Changqiu Palace with one hand behind his back. As he stepped out, he glanced sideways, withdrew his gaze and continued to walk forward.


    Shaoshang burst out from the side with a smile and hugged his arm. “Don’t walk so fast,” she said. “Wait for me.”


    Ling Buyi ignored her, walking straight forward and casually shaking off her arm.


    Shaoshang lowered her head and began to mutter to herself behind him. “Aiyo, I was planning to tell him that I asked for a three-day leave from the Empress yesterday and wanted to go to Mount Tu with him next month for a trip. But he’s so angry that he definitely doesn’t want to talk to me. It’s better not to say anything…”


    “What did you say?” Ling Buyi took a step back like a gust of wind and grabbed the girl. He laughed angrily. “What did you say just now?”


    “What did I say?” Shaoshang asked, acting naïve. “I don’t remember anything…”


    Ling Buyi lifted the girl’s head, left leg, and right side along his shoulder, gritting his teeth as he threatened, “If you don’t say it, I’ll throw you down!”


    Ling Buyi had a tall and slender figure. Shaoshang curled up on his shoulder, looking down at the dark slate below. She was shocked but her mouth stiffened and said, “Throw me down! If you throw me, I’ll remarry!”


    Ling Buyi laughed heartily, his clear and handsome eyebrows stretching like the warm sun. He turned her in his arms and wrapped her around his chest before standing her on the ground. Leaning in, his warm breath brushed against her ear as he said, “But I can’t bear to part with you.”


    Shaoshang’s cheeks were flushed and she smiled brightly. However, she covered Ling Buyi’s mouth and whispered, “Don’t laugh so loudly. The Crown Prince and Her Majesty are in a state of sorrow. It’s not good for us to be so happy!”


    Ling Buyi held on to her soft hand and lightly pressed a kiss to her palm. Shaoshang shook him off, pointed a finger at him, playfully calling him a skirt-chaser. She then turned around and ran away.


    The two of them chased after each other and went to the Western Gate. Shaoshang was about to bid farewell when she saw the Liang Qiu brothers had prepared a tall carriage wrapped in warm velvet outside the palace gate, with a team of agile guards adorned with swords and crossbows waiting quietly behind.


    “Are you leaving the palace today?” Shaoshang asked, feeling confused. “Is everything okay with His Majesty?”


    “I’m going to the Liang family,” Ling Buyi said.


    “But you said back in Changqiu Palace that you weren’t going to go!” Shaoshang said, scowling at him.


    “I said that I wasn’t going with you, because I have to go myself. Yesterday, His Majesty instructed me to keep an eye on it.”


    “It didn’t go as planned for you this morning,” Shaoshang said, sighing weakly. “Are you looking for an opportunity to bully me?”


    Ling Buyi lifted her onto the carriage by her waist and then followed her in.


    When they were alone in the carriage, he whispered, “It’s my fault, I shouldn’t have bullied you again. How about… you hit me twice? I won’t fight back.” He picked up Shaoshang’s two small hands and pounded on his chest twice.


    “This sort of game really hurts you!” Shaoshang said, laughing.


    Ling Buyi tried his best, but his body softened and he buried his head against the girl’s delicate and warm neck. “It hurts so much,” he chuckled softly. “You can give me a massage.”


    He was pretending she was so skilled! Shaoshang smiled through gritted teeth and went to tickle him. She didn’t expect her left hand to go into his collar and directly touch the soft middle garment. Under her fingertips, she could feel the tough and strong muscles of the young man.


    “What are you doing?!” Shaoshang was shocked and her ears turned red.


    Ling Buyi held down her small hand as she tried to escape. He smiled unsteadily. “You’re touching me and asking what I’m doing. Is there anyone so unreasonable like you in the world?”


    Liang Qiu Fei, who was riding outside the carriage, heard the laughter coming from inside and turned his head to sigh. “Brother, Young Master has never been this happy before.”


    “I hope the young master can be this happy in the future,” Liang Qiu Qi whispered. “He’s suffered too much.”


    …


    After pushing and shoving for a while, Shaoshang realized that she couldn’t beat or scold him. She didn’t even have the grace to act like a hooligan, so she had to admit that she’d ‘hurt’ Ling Buyi and gently rubbed the ‘injury’ on his chest.


    “Hey, do you think the Crown Princess actually looks a bit like the Empress? Especially when she isn’t talking, her chin and mouth are very similar.”


    Ling Buyi closed his eyes and leaned against the girl. “It’s just copies of a shape, inside it’s shallow.”


    “I know it’s just a resemblance, but… I seem to have some idea why the Crown Prince abandoned Madam Qu and married the Crown Princess in the first place?” Shaoshang tilted her head to look at the carriage roof.


    “Why?” Ling Buyi asked, opening his eyes with interest.


    “Among the princes and princesses, the Crown Prince and Second Prince are the oldest and most deeply influenced by the Empress. The Empress has always been very aggrieved, and it’s an indescribable injustice – because in the eyes of the world, she’s already very lucky. When the two princes were young, His Majesty was off fighting, so they must have seen how lonely she was.


    “His Highness the Crown Prince agrees with Her Majesty’s conduct in society and has learned the same magnanimity and propriety in acting according to etiquette. Therefore, when he saw the weak and pitiful appearance of the Crown Princess during marriage, he thought of his mother. There was also a marriage protocol in place, so he couldn’t do anything even if he liked Madam Qu. His Second Highness, on the other hand, is exactly the opposite. He doesn’t agree with the Empress just tolerating things in order to consider the overall situation. It’s because of that that he likes shrewd women who have a ‘way.’ Although he has taken in concubines, his official wife is his backbone…”


    “What are you saying?” Ling Buyi’s eyebrows furrowed slightly.


    “What I’m saying is that, in fact, many men choose their wives under the influence of their mothers,” Shaoshang patiently explained.


    “Well, in that case, it’s precisely because I am loyal, brave, stable, honest and reliable as Commander Cheng that you ultimately fell in love with me.” Ling Buyi drew his own conclusion based on the principle.


    “First, it’s you who liked me, not me who liked you first,” Shaoshang said helplessly.


    Ling Buyi turned his head and pretended not to hear her.


    “Second, if you had a father like mine who is easy to serve, I’d burn incense every day! As long as my mother groans, my father will obey. But as for you, don’t just groan at me!”


    Ling Buyi stared at the girl’s pink earlobes and whispered, “Hmm, I’ll definitely listen to you.”


    “Hey, I haven’t finished speaking yet.”


    Shaoshang pushed Ling Buyi aside and continued. “I have seen Madam Huo a few times. Well, actually, I don’t agree with her temperament. She’s too decisive, too extreme, and leaves no room for others or herself… Ling Zisheng, you don’t agree, either.”


    Ling Buyi was silent for a moment and then slowly nodded.


    In fact, Huo Junhua held a good hand since birth.


    Before the age of twenty-six, she was protected by a strong and warm elder brother and no one dared to treat her badly. After the age of twenty-six, an Emperor protecting her above, a Marquis Cui protecting her from below, and a son like Ling Buyi. If she hadn’t become crazy, if she was willing to compromise with life, she would definitely be happy in the second half of her life.


    But she had gone insane – she was such a person that if she could not maintain the beautiful garden in her heart, she would rather let it be barren than switch to planting vegetables and grains.


    Ling Buyi sighed, leaning wearily against Shaoshang. “I received some news a few years ago that not all of my uncles died in battle back then. Some were buried in a pile of dead bodies when they were unconscious and left on their own after they woke up.”


    “Why don’t they come and find you?”


    “How would they?” Ling Buyi sneered. “I was only five or six-years-old at the time. The Huo family was completely wiped out, and even my mother was lost. Even if those people escaped, they were still disabled and weak, so they had to rest first. Later on, things changed and people changed…”


    He sighed again. “I just hope to find a few come back. Maybe my mother will wake up when she sees them.”


    Shaoshang nodded silently.


    “By the way, you were talking for a while and even my mother was assigned. What exactly are you trying to say?” Ling Buyi asked.


    Shaoshang thought back to earlier and quickly said, “Oh, it’s precisely because Madam Huo is like this that you like me. I am completely opposite to her. I am intelligent, kind, I can see the big picture and consider the overall situation, gentle and amiable… Don’t laugh. What are you laughing at? Don’t laugh…”


    Ling Buyi leaned back against the carriage with a smile, his back against the wall. His left arm blocked his tear-filled eyes and his chest trembling uncontrollably.


    “I asked what you wanted to say. After a long detour, it turns out that you just wanted to brag about yourself! You understand the big picture and consider the overall situation… You’re not at fault for saying that…” He couldn’t help but laugh, as if he had decided to make up for all the laughter he’d lost in the past decade.


    Shaoshang was shamed into anger. “You’re still laughing!” she shouted. “I’m angry! Hmm! I’m groaning. I’m already groaning, do you hear me? You said that if I groaned, you’d listen to me, right?!” She groaned and huffed heavily again.


    Ling Buyi suppressed his smile with great difficulty and sat up. “You’re right,” he said. “You’re intelligent, kind, you see the big picture, considerate, gentle and approachable. You are the best woman I have ever met in my life!”


    Shaoshang’s face turned red, completely red, inside and outside, without exception.


    She had just wanted to brag a bit but ended up blowing it into a super typhoon and nearly caused a major wind disaster.


    Her face was still flushed until she got off the carriage. Ling Buyi instructed his entourage to knock on the door and notify Liang Wuji of their arrival, then turned back to tie the knot on Shaoshang’s bag on her belt.


    “Do you think Qu Ling Jun was close enough to murder her husband?”


    “I don’t think those words are appropriate.”


    “Huh?” This line of thinking changed.


    “A husband is a husband. it doesn’t matter how close they are or not.”


    “This is because… there’s also an adulterer? Oh, please don’t pinch me! Okay, okay, I was wrong. Can’t I be wrong?”


    This scene was caught by Liang Wuji and Yuan Shen who had just come out to welcome them.


    Liang Wuji, “…”


    Yuan Shen: Son of a bitch. Is it okay for you to have such a heartfelt relationship right at the entrance of someone else’s house where a tragic family event just happened?!


    Seeing the door open, the Ling Cheng couple immediately straightened up and restrained their expressions. Shaoshang saw Yuan Shen and greeted him with a smile. “Young Master Yuan, why are you here, too? What a coincidence.”


    “My mother’s family name is Liang,” Shen Yuan said with a stern face.


    “Your mother’s surname is Liang? That’s even more coincidental,” Shaoshang didn’t think clearly as she spoke. “The governor of Liangzhou also has the last name of Liang.”


    The cold wind swept withered leaves past Yuan Shen.


    Ling Buyi smiled, clasped his hands together and made a very upright and happy bow to Liang and Yuan. Even in front of the Emperor, he had never greeted him so happily before.


    Liang Wuji responded with a bow in return and sighed. “Shanjian’s mother is my cousin, who is also Liang Shang’s biological eldest sister.”


    …


    The Second Prince really is just like a kid who needs to have all the attention on him all the time. His poor wife…


    The flirting between Shaoshang and Ling Buyi this chapter was so cute! Thanks again for all the comments, likes, and donations! I’d also like to assure you all that even though Kunning Palace has started, I won’t be slowing down with this series!


    Next Chapter: Impossible to Unravel
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    Chapter One Hundred and Six:
Impossible to Unravel


    With the cousin and future successor of the Liang family dead, Liang Wuji had no intention of socializing. He walked directly in front of the Ling Cheng couple to lead the way. Yuan Shen accompanied him, surrounded by guards and servants. Shaoshang looked around as they walked.


    As a century-old family, the Liang mansion was similar to the Wan family in terms of area, layout and grandeur but it presented a completely different atmosphere. The Liang mansion was like a wise and beautiful woman with a poetic and scholarly aura. Each hill, stone, grass and tree exuded a subtle and lingering charm and a lingering aftertaste. It was very similar to the Governor of Liangzhou. Although he had lost his youthful vigor and was in his prime, decades of honing made him appear even more resolute and majestic.


    Although Uncle Wan was good to Shaoshang, she had to admit that his aesthetic was too rich for her blood. It was clear that the mansion had been well-established when it was first acquired, but a few months after Wan Songbai moved in, all the pavilions and gardens were painted with brand-new paint. Wherever the carved beams and pavilions were faded they had been painted with a bright gold.


    Sometimes becoming dated was also a type of beauty. The gloss of the lacquerware that was patiently polished and wiped off was far more charming than simple and rough refreshed paint, with a sweet aftertaste that had been accumulated over time. With everything that Uncle Wan experienced during his childhood, it was clear that he was also a descendent of a noble family. However, Old Madam Wan was from a poorer background and had way more taste than him.


    Shaoshang looked around and exclaimed, “A good place, without any extravagance, is like being in a land of good food.”


    “We can decorate our mansion according to your preferences in the future,” Ling Buyi smiled.


    To the left of them, Yuan Shen suddenly snorted.


    “Why is Young Master Yuan unhappy?” Shaoshang asked in a low voice, glancing at him.


    “His uncle passed away,” Ling Buyi said. “Do you expect him to have a happy smile?”


    Shaoshang felt that what he said was reasonable. “Young Master Shanjian,” she spoke up, “I haven’t offered my condolences yet.”


    Yuan Shen walked beside Shaoshang, taking a deep breath. “My mother was born to my grandfather’s first wife. When Mother left to get married, my uncle had not yet been born. Even later, my mother and my uncle only met a few times.”


    “Young Master Yuan,” Shaoshang whispered, glancing at Yuan Shen. “It doesn’t matter if you don’t have much of a familial affection with Master Liang Shang. I won’t tell the Governor of Liangzhou.”


    Yuan Shen slipped and he nearly shouted, “You!” Upon closer reflection, he realized that the girl was right. He felt uncomfortable with this so he flicked his long sleeves and angrily walked over to Liang Wuji’s side.


    “Did I say the wrong thing?” Shaoshang asked Ling Buyi softly, feeling confused. “It seems Young Master Yuan is even angrier.”


    Ling Buyi’s face was full of spring devotion, his smile lighting up his eyes. “Who said that? You’re the most talkative woman in the world.”


    Shaoshang gave her fiancé an exasperated glance. So annoying!


    As it was already noon, Liang Wuji invited the Ling Cheng couple to have a meal first. As they stepped into the hall, Shaoshang saw an old man buried in his meal with gray hair and a thin figure. Looking at the other two food tables, Shaoshang realized that when she and Ling Buyi arrived, the three other men had been having lunch.


    Ling Buyi immediately declined Liang Wuji’s invitation, his words polite and generous. The old man inside raised his head impatiently. “Zisheng, come over and eat quickly. You’ll be busy after you finish.”


    “I’ve said everything I needed to say,” Liang Wuji frowned. “Why bother asking anything else, Master Ji?”


    The old man ignored him and continued to eat with his head down. “Don’t take the Governor of Liangzhou to heart,” Ling Buyi said as he smiled. “Marquis Yang has an upright temperament. Please don’t take it personally.”


    “Don’t take it personally?” Ji Zun, the Marquis of Yang, looked up with a sneer. “That’s just nonsense to fool yourself and others. When the case is judged and investigated, a person is tried and punished. Everyone involved is human, and if we temper justice with mercy, how can we not take things as personal?! Ling Zisheng, you said those words when you were sixteen-years-old. Now that you’re older, you’ve become smooth and evasive.”


    “That’s a very insightful thing to say!” Shaoshang beamed with delight.


    Yuan Shen’s face turned the color of ash at the bottom of a pot. He again wanted to angrily flick out his sleeves.


    “When I was sixteen-years-old, I thought Marquis Yang was nearing his sixties and wasn’t far from retirement,” Ling Buyi said, glancing at the girl. “But to my surprise, Master Ji is still strong and energetic. It can be seen that most of what he said when he was young isn’t very reliable.”


    A translation for the common person was this: How can it be that this old and terrible man was still alive? Shaoshang couldn’t help but feel the power of time when she thought of Ling Buyi, sixteen-years-old and full of youthful vigor, compared to his current deep understanding of the city.


    “Why don’t you go over the investigation with me later?” Old Man Ji didn’t get angry.


    “No need,” Ling Buyi said with a smile. “I was just ordered by His Majesty to come and see the situation. The case should be handled under Master Ji’s supervision.”


    Liang Wuji glanced at him and frowned.


    “Don’t feign ignorance. His Majesty wouldn’t let you get your hands on this thankless and difficult situation!” Although Old Man Ji was old, his gaze was sharp. “You’re coming forward voluntarily, isn’t that because another noble person is asking for help?”


    Liang Wuji and Yuan Shen both stared at Ling Buyi with heavy expressions.


    “Master Ji, it isn’t that I insisted on Master Ling accompanying me,” Shaoshang quickly said. “It’s him who said that His Majesty asked him to intervene on this case. Don’t think too much of it, I’m not a noble person, either…”


    Yuan Shen turned his head as he tried to suppress his laughter. Liang Wuji smiled and shook his head helplessly. Old Man Ji smacked his mouth and saw the beautiful girl being foolish, so he lowered his head and continued to eat. Ling Buyi pulled her down to sit at a food table with him, a gentle smile in his eyes.


    Liang Wuji was preoccupied with his troubles and Ji Zun was thinking of the case. The two of them hastily finished their meals and took their leave. Before leaving, Liang Wuji said to Yuan Shen that he would have to inconvenience him to attend to ‘Zisheng and Young Mistress Cheng.’


    Even if no one pointed it out, Shaoshang knew that the Liang mansion should be very lively during this time. In the distance there could be faint cries, arguments, falls, and beatings. The large group of relatives and friends invited by the old woman of the Liang family could have been gathered on the other side of the Liang mansion.


    Seeing that it was only the three of them left in the hall except for the servants, Yuan Shen put down his food bowls and let out a long sigh. “Lady Shaoshang, I only found out after that day that you fell into the water the day before the Empress’s birthday. Are you feeling unwell?”


    Why did everyone feel like she had been bullied? She really didn’t suffer any losses. Shaoshang put her soup bowl down in a helpless way and politely said, “I’m fine. I can swim and those who pushed me into the water will have a disastrous outcome.”


    “Oh, that’s good…” Yuan Shen whispered.


    “Master Yuan, how is your marriage coming along?” Ling Buyi asked.


    “That doesn’t seem to have anything to do with you, Master Ling,” Yuan Shen said coldly.


    “Then let’s talk about the murder case in the Liang mansion. It’s definitely related,” Ling Buyi said.


    “Yes, that’s right,” Shaoshang said, nodding her head. “Young Master Yuan, I’m a bit confused about some things and I’m hoping that you can clarify them.”


    “As long as I know, I’ll answer,” Yuan Shen said, forcing himself to take a breath.


    “Why did Madam Qu marry your uncle in the first place? Um… Young Master Yuan, we’ve known each other for a long time. It’s not that I’m going to speak ill of the dead, but looking at the overall situation, I feel like they weren’t a perfect match…” From appearance to talent to personality, it was all a waste!


    “Many years ago, the Liang and Qu families had a falling out. There was constant fighting and both sides suffered losses,” Yuan Shen sighed. “Later, when the Emperor was cruel and caused harm to the world, both the Liang and Qu families suffered. They abandoned their past grievances, overcame difficulties together, and made an alliance to reconcile.”


    “The rebellion caused by the Emperor had been going on for decades. How did it get to Madam Qu?” Shaoshang asked, confused.


    “First, the Liang and Qu families both experienced great turmoil and were left with only a small number of main branches and even fewer suitable for marriage. Second…” Yuan Shen sighed. “My uncle is the governor of the state. If it weren’t for him marrying the daughter of the Qu family first, my mother would have married into the Qu family. Unfortunately, he passed away early and didn’t leave a son and half-daughter.”


    “So, later on, Madam Qu had to marry Young Master Liang?” Qu Ling Jun was too unlucky.


    Yuan Shen glanced at Ling Buyi subtly. “My aunt has been outstanding in talent and appearance since she was young, famous all over the world and not without many admirers. However, my uncle… actually, the Qu family wasn’t willing to marry her back then. Later, it was my aunt who agreed to the marriage.”


    “So, understanding and considering the overall situation, what are the benefits?” Shaoshang looked like she disapproved. Although she had just praised herself for being able to see the broader picture, she quickly forgot about it.


    Yuan Shen smiled at her. “You must be thinking in your heart that it’s better to be as aggressive and domineering as you are. Life would be easier.”


    “A dead friend is not a dead poor friend,” Shaoshang found it funny. “First, live your life well and then make up for it when you have spare time. Don’t just fill yourself in a bottomless pit.”


    Yuan Shen seemed to have thought of something else and sighed. “To be honest, I have always highly appreciated Lady Shaoshang’s outlook. People must first consider themselves before slowly planning for the future.”


    There was a loud bang. Ling Buyi had placed his bowl down heavily on the dining table. “Have you finished speaking?” he asked coldly. “Can we go see the place where the incident occurred?”


    …


    Ling Buyi, Yuan Shen, and Shaoshang walked all the way to the crime scene, passing by the east side of the Liang mansion. From a distance, they could see a spacious hall filled with people. Sitting in a circle against the walls, they were probably all relatives and friends of the Liang family. In the center of the hall, they shouted and cried.


    In the middle was the governor of Liangzhou and a weeping old woman, who was crying incessantly and pulling on the governor’s sleeve. Her cries were faintly audible, piercing and hoarse.


    “…Everyone is blaming my mother for stirring up trouble and letting things get out of hand. Even though we can discuss it privately, the reputation of the Liang family has now been disgraced. The governor of state said he wants to slowly take care of this but Mother wants to repay blood with blood.” A young man walked up to them, wearing a proud expression.


    From Shaoshang’s perspective, this young man looked a lot like Liang Shang. His body was taller and stronger.


    “Second Uncle.” Yuan Shen bowed and then introduced the man to the Ling Cheng couple. This was Liang Xia, the younger brother of Liang Shang.


    When Liang Xia learned that the person in front of him was Ling Buyi, the Emperor’s adopted son and confidant, his proud demeanor momentarily became respectful, offering polite compliments and a friendly smile. He turned to Yuan Shen. “I’ve been annoyed by their conversations. I’ll accompany Master Ling with you to take a look. Master Ling, please come with me, it’s this way…”


    “Lead the way.” Ling Buyi’s lips politely curved upward.


    The place where Liang Shang died was his own study, a brick and wood hut built by a lake. The house was rectangular, with long sides connecting north and south, one side facing the lake while the other one having doors and windows. A few tall bamboo plants were planted in front of the door. She didn’t know how old the bamboo was, but it hadn’t withered in the winter and was still a deep and lush green, straight and upright. Across the bamboo trees was the Liang family’s school, a spacious two-story wooden building.


    As they passed by the main hall of the family school, they saw Old Man Ji sitting high in the teacher’s seat with a stern expression on his face, asking the students in front of him questions. Yuan Shen reached out and beckoned a teenager, Liang Dong, to recount the situation of that day.


    Liang Dong was lively and eloquent. When he saw Ling Buyi, he was extremely excited and nearly chased after him to ask about the war in the northwest and the southern suppression of bandits. He became hesitant to say anything once he saw Shaoshang, who was delicate and beautiful, and his face went pink.


    “Why are you so afraid of Young Master Yuan?” Shaoshang joked as she stared at the boy’s pink ears.


    “Young Master Yuan often comes to our school to explain the six classics to us,” Liang Dong said after hesitating.


    Shaoshang nodded. He turned out to be a specially hired guest teacher. No wonder.


    “Okay!” Yuan Shen’s expression was not good. “Tell us in detail about yesterday’s situation.”


    Liang Dong quickly began to lay out the facts methodically.


    The governor of Liangzhou placed great importance to the cultivation of his children, so he specially established the family school to allow children of the Liang family and their relatives to study. They also invited talented Confucian scholars to teach, and all books, brushes, ink pots, and meals were free of charge.


    “Did Young Master Shang come to study?” Shaoshang actually had no intention of bringing Liang Xia with her, but he still snorted softly.


    “Uncle Shang loves stone carving while Uncle Xia… he’s skilled in archery and horseback riding,” Liang Dong said awkwardly.


    So, one was an artist and one was a warrior, both of whom achieved much success. No wonder the Governor of Liangzhou was extremely worried. Just now, he saw Ling Buyi and Yuan Shen’s eyes were both loving and envious – why does the big cabbage in other people’s homes grow to be so big and plump? Those two plants didn’t have much of a mother or father to weed and fertilize them, and there he was, exhausted and there were still not many children in his family who were successful! Damn it, he really wanted to dig one of them up and plant it in his backyard!


    “We all arrived one by one about three quarters into chen shi and the doors to his study were all closed. We didn’t know if anyone was inside,” Liang Dong continued. “Uncle Shang wasn’t very social, especially when he was doing his carvings. He didn’t allow anyone to approach him so we didn’t dare disturb him. It wasn’t until noon when Aunt Qu went to deliver his lunch that we learned Uncle Shang had been there since the morning. Later, we all went to have lunch in the back room and not long after there was a loud noise coming from his study. Something fell to the ground so we all ran out to see my aunt running out of the office with her head down. She was running along the path in front of the door.”
[Chen Shi is the time frame of 7-9 am. Three quarters into it would be 8:30 am.]


    “After lunch, we continued our studies. It was about halfway through shen shi when Aunt came again. Behind her were two servants carrying a large chest of painted wood with bamboo scrolls. As she passed by the school, my aunt spoke with our teacher for a while. She said the chest was full of ancient books she had collected for my Uncle… not long after we heard my aunt’s cries from the study. We rushed over and saw that my uncle was already dead. He was leaning against the wall, covered in blood, with a dagger in his stomach! The plum vase on the side that was several meters high was knocked over and water spilled all over his face.”
[Shen shi is 3-5 pm, so around 4 o’clock.]


    During the conversation, everyone arrived at the study. Since it had happened, Old Man Ji sent someone to take care of this place and made sure no one could enter or exit. As they stepped into the interior, a cold and unpleasant odor met them, giving off the hint of the underworld.


    The study was very spacious, with one corner divided into a clean room and the other part separated into a bedroom. There was bedding and simple household items. There was also a large empty wooden chest on the ground. The most noticeable thing in the room were two bookshelves that reached up to the roof. They were bookshelves but were really just storage to hold gold, wood, raw stones, carved products and half-finished projects. One of the bookshelves had been tipped over and everything it was holding smashed into a mess.


    On the south side there was a large window and a desk that was as big as two tables put together. On top of it were several large and small carving knives, as well as several carving cones, grindstones, files, ink buckets, fine pens, and many objects of gold, stone, bamboo, and wood. This was Liang Shang’s workbench.


    “Right there!” Liang Dong pointed to the west wall, where patches of black and red bloodstains remained on the floor and velvet covered wall. “When we rushed in, Uncle Shang leaned against the wall with his head down, knees bent, and a short knife inserted straight into his body… well, it could have also been a dagger. Aunt Qu sat on the ground and she was trembling and unable to speak.”


    “…It’s pretty straightforward.” After listening, Shaoshang couldn’t figure it out. “Did Madam Qu have a fight with Young Master Liang when she was delivering the ancient books?”


    Liang Dong smiled bitterly. “It’s not like that. Yesterday when everything started, Old Madam nearly ate Aunt Qu raw…”


    Liang Xia snorted coldly. “A mother and son are connected. Seeing my brother die tragically, of course my mother’s spirit is about to be destroyed. It’s natural for us to want to seek revenge.”


    Liang Dong quickly apologized for his inappropriate words and continued, “But, when Master touched Uncle Shang’s body, it was already cold. He advised Old Madam that if my aunt had just killed my uncle, how could the body have become so cold?”


    “I see,” Shaoshang said in surprise. “It’s fortunate your master is intelligent and quick on his feet.”


    “Here’s the worst part!” Liang Dong said with a sad expression. “From the time we entered the family school, Uncle’s office was opened twice and both times it was Aunt Qu who went in!”


    Shaoshang’s mouth opened. “Did you see it wrong? Maybe you were studying too hard and didn’t pay attention?” She never lifted her head when she was focused on studying.


    “That day, our teacher fell ill and didn’t come,” Liang Dong said. “We originally didn’t need to attend classes. But the governor sent some of his staff to sit at the table and only allowed us to read and write by ourselves the entire time.”


    So it was a self-study class! The governor of Liangzhou was a true fan of the education industry.


    “Besides, even if I didn’t see it myself, did all twenty or so of my classmates miss it, too? Especially since the position where the substitutes were sitting was facing the door and windows of the study. He also said that he didn’t see anyone enter other than my aunt.”


    Shaoshang was speechless. There was no need for such ironclad evidence!


    Liang Xia snorted coldly. “When it comes to this matter, even a fool can guess what happened. It must have been Madam who killed my brother while she delivered his food at noon. Then she pretended to be fine and came back later that afternoon and discovered the body. But man cannot predict the fate of the heavens. She didn’t know that no one else had entered the study other than her so she has no one to frame it on! This is truly conclusive evidence!”


    “…What you said is also true,” Shaoshang continued to realize her wisdom. “It’s just that it isn’t ‘Madam Qu had a dispute with Young Master Liang while delivering ancient books and accidentally killed her husband,’ but rather ‘Madam Qu had a dispute with Young Master Liang while delivering lunch and accidentally killed him!’” This murder case couldn’t be escaped, it seemed. She wondered if it could be regarded as passionate manslaughter to gain sympathy points.


    Liang Xia’s face turned pale while Yuan Shen remained silent. Ling Buyi looked around a small food table next to Liang Shang’s workbench. It still had half of its food on it.


    “If it was just an accidental killing, Marquis Ji wouldn’t still be questioning others.” He slowly bent down and looked at the cups on the food table. “There’s a cup but no jug, food but no wine… Little Friend Liang Dong, where’s the jug of wine?”


    “Master Ling is really insightful!” Liang Dong said, looking up at him with admiration. “You’re right, there was a wine jug on this table that nobody noticed before. Master Ji later discovered there was a drug in the wine! He then sealed this place off and took the wine jug…”


    “You hear that?” Liang Xia said angrily as he frowned. “That bitch even used drugs which is clearly a premeditated act! Qu’s murder of her husband is unforgivable, and she should be cut to little pieces!”


    Liang Dong was frightened and took a step back. He couldn’t hold a soft sob back as he said, “Aunt is a very kind person. She’s never looked down upon us as children of the branch families. She’s always given us clothes and medicine and cared if we were warm or cool enough. Since she got married, the lives of us poorer families have been much better. One year, my mother fell seriously ill and it was Aunt Qu who hired a good doctor to save her life! She’s also very smart. Our old teacher often said that if Aunt Qu were a man, she would definitely be famous all over the world. But… how could…”


    Shaoshang couldn’t laugh anymore.


    She looked at Ling Buyi, who gave her a subtle nod. She finally understood why the governor of Liangzhou was finding this so difficult. If it was just about a dispute and an accidental killing, there could still be some reasons behind it. Adding drugs meant intentional homicide!


    Shaoshang was unrelenting, though. She turned to Liang Dong. “What was the expression on Madam Qu’s face when she left with lunch? Was it panicked or heartbroken?”


    “Well,” Liang Dong hesitated. “I didn’t see my aunt’s face.”


    “…How do you mean?”


    “At the time, my aunt wore a velvet cloak and a hood was covering her face.”


    Shaoshang’s eyebrows rose. “What about maids next to her? Did they see what was happening inside?”


    “Uncle Shang hated being disturbed while he was working. Aunt Qu was alone when she carried in a food basket at noon. In the afternoon, she wasn’t wearing a cloak and there were servants carrying the chest into the study. However, the was such a large screen blocking the entrance…”


    He pointed to the four-fold lacquered wooden screen painted with the teachings of the disciples of the Mohist school by the door. “So, the servants said they didn’t see anything, either. After entering they carried the chest inside the door and closed it.”


    Shaoshang was greatly shocked.


    She looked around and saw that the room had its doors and windows facing south towards the family school. There were only three small circular windows facing the lake to the north, each with a diameter of less than a foot, making it impossible for anyone over the age of five or six to enter.


    “Could it be that someone with exceptional skills swam across the lake and threw a knife through the window to kill Uncle?” Liang Dong’s imagination was running wild with scenarios.


    “But when your uncle passed away, he was against the west wall. As you said, how could you do that unless that expert’s flying knife can turn?”


    Ling Buyi was originally staring out at the lake through the small circular windows with his hands behind his back. He caught a glimpse of Shaoshang’s increasingly pale face and walked over to her, taking her hand. “Don’t stay here. Let’s go see Madam Qu.”


    Shaoshang nodded her head sluggishly.


    Thanks to the governor of Liangzhou’s honor, Qu Ling Jun could still stay in her own house. Although she looked haggard, her spirits were still good. When Shaoshang entered, Qu Ling Jun was tightly hugging her two children.


    Ling Buyi sat off to the side in the outer room and spoke through the partition screen. “Madam Qu, I have been instructed on behalf of His Majesty to investigate this case. I will only ask you two things. First, did you kill Liang Shang?”


    For a moment, it was as if the room had frozen. “I didn’t kill him!” Qu Ling Jun firmly said, breathing a sigh of relief. “My late husband was not killed by me.”


    “Okay.” Ling Buyi looked straight ahead, his hands resting on his knees. “Let me ask the second question. Was it you who brought lunch to Liang Shang yesterday?”


    Qu Ling Jun remained silent once again for a long time. “…It was me,” she finally said. “But I came out after delivering the meal, and my husband was still alive at the time.”


    Ling Buyi’s beautiful lips curved into a sarcastic smirk and he didn’t reply. He stood up and signed to Shaoshang it was time to leave.


    At this moment, a maid who had been accompanying Qu Ling Jun suddenly pounced and grabbed Shaoshang. “Mistress Cheng, please save our young madam!” she wailed. “Liang Shang was not a human, he was an animal, a beast. Please tell Her Majesty the Empress that he had been beating Young Madam for many years…”


    Liang Xia had been sitting beside Ling Buyi and flew into a rage when he heard this. He rushed in like a hurricane, kicked the maid to the ground and even stomped on her head repeatedly. “You lowly slave! How dare you insult my late brother… ouch!”


    Shaoshang couldn’t stand to see this bastard bullying women. She landed a heavy kick on the bend of Liang Xia’s knee and he went down with a painful cry. Shaoshang stood in front of the maid. “Get out of here!” she said sternly. “You dare to break into your sister-in-law’s inner residence? Is this the teaching of the great Liang family? I’ll have to ask the governor of Liangzhou!”


    Liang Xia clenched his fist. Fearing Ling Buyi’s cold gaze from outside, he could only angrily say, “This lowly maid is talking nonsense. I must kill her!”


    “Is It nonsense? Does Second Uncle know this for sure?” Yuan Shen, who was sitting on Ling Buyi’s other side, suddenly shouted.


    Liang Xia clenched his teeth and glared angrily outside. “Yuan Shanjian, are you eating inside out?”
[Eating inside out means to live off of one person while secretly helping another.]


    “When will the Yuan family be eating your Liang family’s food?” Yuan Shen sneered. “Although my eldest uncle didn’t have much talent, he did have a good habit of not speaking when he shouldn’t so as to not provoke ridicule!”


    Liang Xia was speechless, his face extremely angry, like he was about to commit murder.


    “Lady Shaoshang,” Yuan Shen continued. “Yesterday, Master Ji sent a woman to check on my aunt. Of course, Master Ji’s intention was to see if there were any traces of a struggle left by my uncle on her body. However, he found that she had many new and old wounds, some of which were even seven or eight years old. Lady Shaoshang, see for yourself.”


    Shaoshang was taken aback. She turned around and walked toward Qu Ling Jun, reaching out to pluck at her collar and cuffs. Qu Ling Jun couldn’t help but shrink back, but her skin was still clearly visible.


    There were several crisscrossing whip marks on the back of her neck and chest, and bruises on her arms. Based on Shaoshang’s rich fighting experience, this was the type of injury Qu Ling Jun sustained when she used her arms to protect herself.


    How could this be said? Compared to someone like Father Cheng who fought in many battles, these injuries would naturally be nothing. But for a pampered and soft noblewoman, these were quite shocking.


    The two children began to cry when they saw the scars, throwing themselves into their mother’s arms and wailing like young beasts.


    Liang Xia cursed ominously and walked out with a groan and a limp.


    The maid struggled to get up from the ground and knelt in front of Shaoshang. “Mistress Cheng, I beg of you to speak good words for my young madam,” she pleaded. “She did not kill Liang Shang. In fact…”


    “Youtong!” Qu Ling Jun snapped. “If you dare to say one more word, I will never live. You have served me for so many years and you know I’ll do what I promise.”


    Youtong tightly closed her mouth and didn’t dare to speak anymore. She silently began to cry and threw herself on the ground.


    “That’s enough.” Ling Buyi stood up slowly. “Shaoshang, it’s time for us to go back to the palace and report our findings. Madam Qu, Master Liang Xia, we will report everything about the case to the Empress so please rest assured. Young Master Yuan, please bid farewell to the governor for me. If you’ll excuse us.” After speaking, he ignored Liang Xia’s attempts for him to stay and Yuan Shen’s desire to speak. He pulled Shaoshang out of the room.


    Ling Buyi wrapped the girl’s cold little hands in his to warm them as they got onto the carriage.


    “No, this isn’t right,” Shaoshang murmured. “There’s something wrong with what happened, but I can’t put my finger on it…”


    Ling Buyi looked at her confused and pale face, feeling a great pity in his heart. He touched her head and then hugged her to him. “It’s okay,” he said. “If you can’t find the words, I’ll speak for you. Based on what we’ve seen and heard today, there are six issues in this case.”


    “Six? So many!” Shaoshang crawled out of his arms, her eyes bright just like that little ferret from years ago.


    “Listen carefully and don’t interrupt,” Ling Buyi said, pulling her back.


    “First, it wasn’t cold yesterday. I even saw you running around without a cloak on. Even if Qu Ling Jun was weak and afraid of the cold, why would she be wearing a cloak at noon when the sun was the highest but not wearing it when the sun was setting? Most likely, the person who brought Liang Shang lunch at noon was not Qu Ling Jun. Since there’s another perpetrator, why would Qu Ling Jun threaten death and refuse to speak? Who is she protecting?”


    “Right. I think that, too.” Shaoshang leaned against his chest and nodded like she was pecking at rice.


    “Second, although the person who delivered lunch at noon wasn’t Qu Ling Jun, they must be someone Liang Shang knew. Otherwise, why didn’t he call out? So, who could this person be?


    “Third, since there was a drug in the wine, Liang Shang must have fallen asleep after drinking and was later stabbed to death by a sharp blade. So, who was the one who knocked the bookshelf over? Was it the murderer? Why would he do that?”


    “To confuse everyone and make it seem like Liang Shang was still alive?” Shaoshang speculated.


    “Yes, I think that’s the reason.” Ling Buyi smiled and stroked her hair. “That’s the fourth issue.”


    “The school is transparent on all sides and everyone can see what’s going on. Except for having lunch in the back, all the students stay in the school room directly facing the study. If someone intended to commit murder, why not sneak into the study while everyone is in the back room and then quietly sneak out after committing the attack? The rules of the school are that you cannot leave until the teacher finishes his meal. However, this person actually went into the study in front of everyone before lunch. He knocks over the bookshelf to guide the students. They ran out and witnessed her leave with their own eyes.


    “Fifth, if we’re being honest, Qu Ling Jun is not an ignorant and weak woman. If she wanted to kill Liang Shang she could poison him, drown him, get him drunk… there are plenty of ways. Why bother with such a plan? It’s nearly impossible to get away with it!


    “The last issue is also the most interesting one…” Ling Buyi looked into Shaoshang’s eyes as he slowly spoke. “You and I both know someone is framing Qu Ling Jun. She knows herself that someone is out to get her but she refuses to defend herself. Why?”


    “Right! That’s what I’m the most confused about. This is Qu Ling Jun’s life.” Shaoshang lay on Ling Buyi’s chest, her mind overworking itself and stuttering. “So… what should we do now?”


    Ling Buyi hugged her and leaned against the wall of the carriage, stretching out. He closed his eyes. “It’s not a big deal. Let’s go back to the palace and report the details. The Marquis of Yang Ji Zun is investigating the case. His Majesty will resolve the matter. The Liang and Qu families are worried… well, we can add half of the Yuan family as well. This case has nothing to do with you and me.”


    Shaoshang was stunned for a moment. “Is this okay?” she asked, shaking Ling Buyi’s collar. “Madam Qu is innocent!”


    Ling Buyi opened his eyes, his dark brown eyes shining like glass. His expression was gentle, but his words were like the rustling north wind blowing on the ice.


    “Why should we help Qu Ling Jun if she’s seeking death? She thinks that there are some things that are more important than her own children losing both their parents, so it’s as she wishes. Silly girl, you’ll know in the future. Sometimes, insider information or details is better to not know.”


    “Remember my words. Sometimes the more you know, the deeper the sorrow.”


    …


    These two are so freaking cute. Cuddling up while discussing a murder.


    I want to clear up something that might have been confusing last chapter. The one who was defending Qu Ling Jun was the Second Prince until he was grounded by the Empress. The Crown Prince is actually pretty silent about this whole situation, and it’s explained why in later chapters.


    Thanks again for all of the comments, likes, and donations! I can’t stop expressing how much it all means to me! 


    Next Chapter: Inexcusable
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    Chapter One Hundred and Seven:
Inexcusable


    Shaoshang returned to the palace with a heavy heart filled with desperation. As expected, the Crown Prince was waiting by the Empress’s side. Seeing the mother and son looking so hopeful, she couldn’t bear it. Ling Buyi remained calm and quietly recounted what had happened at the Liang mansion. His tone was plain, as if he was talking about the neighbor’s cat who had given birth to kittens.


    “…Except for Ling Jun, no one else entered or exited the study, and she’s denied killing her husband. Who actually killed Liang Shang?” the Empress said, looking confused.


    The Crown Prince, however, was both shocked and bewildered. His expression changed several times before he finally found the words. “Zisheng… you’re saying that Liang Sheng should have been killed earlier than shen shi?”
[Shen shi is the time block from 3-5 pm.]


    Ling Buyi didn’t answer and just gave him a deep look.


    The Crown Prince turned around and asked again, “Shaoshang, tell me.”


    Shaoshang glanced at her fiancée strangely. “I’ve asked everyone, Your Highness,” she quickly said. “The heater in the study wasn’t working properly. Whether or not it was the person who delivered lunch that killed Liang Shang, he could not have been killed during that time. Well, according to the coroner, Liang Shang had to have been dead for at least an hour.”


    The Crown Prince closed his eyes. It looked like he had made some big decision. “Mother, I have something that I want to inform you of,” he said, solemnly bowing his head to the Empress.


    “Your Highness, I don’t agree,” Ling Buyi suddenly said.


    Shaoshang looked at him in surprise. The Crown Prince didn’t say anything.


    The Empress looked at Ling Buyi, then back to the Crown Prince. “Tell me,” she said.


    “I want to avenge Ling Jun…”


    As Shaoshang was still processing this, Ling Buyi spoke up in a calm voice, “I still do not agree.”


    The Crown Prince ignored him. “Mother, it’s impossible that Liang Shang was killed by Ling Jun because…” He went red. “Because yesterday, I met with her at Purple Osmanthus Garden outside the city!”


    The Empress let out an involuntary cry. Shaoshang turned around to look at Ling Buyi and exclaimed, “Did you know about this already?”


    “Since Madam Qu arrived in the capital, I have been on guard day and night, worried about him meeting her in the palace,” Ling Buyi said, tone flat. “The morning before yesterday, I heard that the Crown Prince had prepared a carriage to go to the mountain and I knew that Your Highness was going to do something improper. Therefore, I arranged for someone to mess with your carriage, hoping that the axle would break halfway and stop you…”


    Shaoshang had an incredulous look on her face. “How did you come up with such a bad idea?”


    “Unfortunately, His Highness was extremely anxious and decided to leave on horseback just before he set off. I arranged for some people to dress as bandits to scare you on the way so you would go back to the city…”


    “Zisheng, those people were arranged by you?” The Crown Prince couldn’t believe this.


    “Unfortunately, General Han’s troops were patrolling back to the city at that time. If it weren’t for my men being able to run fast, they’d have been captured alive by General Han and then I would have to go and protect them.”


    “Zisheng, why are you…” The Crown Prince felt exasperated and sighed. “Forget it, you can’t fight against the heavens.”


    “Your Highness is right,” Ling Buyi said. He decided to make an off-color remark. “In the future, I will perceive the will of the heavens and, if I oppose your actions, will never make any attempts to deter them. If I were to compete with you the day before yesterday and seized the opportunity to break your arm, perhaps this would never have happened.”


    The Empress shook her head. Shaoshang was left speechless.


    The Crown Prince touched his intact arm and made sure he was sitting a little farther away from Ling Buyi. He turned his head and continued to speak to his mother. “The garden and Liang mansion are not close. It takes more than an hour to travel. Ling Jun left early in the morning, we spoke quickly and it was early afternoon when we parted ways. Mother, think about it. Ling Jun didn’t return home until it was later, how could she have killed Liang Shang?!” He spared no effort in explaining this and finished speaking in one breath.


    “You…” The Empress stroked her chest as she softly gasped. “You shouldn’t see her again, and you must not meet privately! Are you having an affair on your wife?!”


    The Crown Prince began to kowtow and weep. “Mother, forgive me! I never dared to do such a rebellious thing. Since parting with Ling Jun ten years ago, I had decided to forget our past. But… I accidentally found out that Ling Jun’s life is really hard! That Liang Shang is nothing but an animal, he’s been beating her for years…”


    “This is true!” Shaoshang quickly jumped in for the Crown Prince. “I saw with my own eyes that Madam Qu has been pinched, beaten, and whipped! I heard that some of her injuries have been there for years!”


    The Empress sat back down in a daze, her face gradually showing a disturbed expression.


    “Still, it’s better not to say anything,” Shaoshang muttered to herself. “This makes it seem even more obvious that Madam Qu had a reason to kill her husband.”


    “My son,” the Empress weakly said, “don’t you know that if this gets out, you’ll not be able to escape the gossip? Your reputation and virtue are beyond words…”


    “The Qing Dynasty is righteous,” the Crown Prince cried. “Father will forgive his son. If Ling Jun refuses to defend herself simply because she doesn’t want to implicate me and I just watch as she suffers injustice, what kind of person am I?”


    Shaoshang was somewhat moved. No matter where or when, people with good intentions always made others feel warm.


    “Even so, I still disagree.” Ling Buyi continued to remain indifferent.


    His interruption caused Shaoshang to lose that bit of warmth she felt. “Can you say anything else besides ‘I disagree?’” she asked, displeased.


    The Crown Prince turned around and gave a miserable smile to Shaoshang. “The Crown Princess and Ling Jun are vastly different people, and now their circumstances are completely opposite. Abandoning precious jewels and jade while leaving the rubble alone. You’re probably cursing me as a confused worm in your heart.”


    Shaoshang thought that it was a good thing he knew, at least.


    “Ten years ago, I didn’t know about the engagement between the Qu and Liang families,” the Crown Prince whispered. “I thought that Ling Jun could get married and live in harmony with her husband, so I endured the pain of us parting. It turns out she met someone like Liang Shang and lived a life that was more difficult than death… Thinking about it, it’s all because of me she was harmed. Even if I’m alone, I have to make up for this.”


    Shaoshang sighed softly.


    The Crown Prince turned to Ling Buyi. “Although you’re younger than me, you have been wise and decisive since childhood. You can hear one thing and know ten. When you advised me to break my engagement and marry Ling Jun, you said it was ‘better to get the pain over with, rather than prolong the agony.’ I didn’t listen to you and it’s too late for regrets now. I’ll not listen to your advice again.”


    Shaoshang was incredibly moved, but Ling Buyi remained a numb machine on repeat. “Your Highness spoke very well, but I still disagree.”


    Shaoshang glared at him.


    The Crown Prince smiled bitterly and shook his head, no longer arguing. The Empress also turned her head and remained silent, which could also be considered an acquiescence.


    Leaving Changqiu Palace, Shaoshang gave a heartfelt sigh. “I’m actually quite good at figuring people out. When I first saw the Crown Princess, I knew she was not a kind person. Now it seems that is indeed the case. When I first saw the Crown Prince, I thought he was a kind and noble person. That is also correct.”


    Ling Buyi remained silent.


    “Why aren’t you talking?” Shaoshang asked.


    Ling Buyi’s frozen face remained solid. “I just want to know how the Crown Prince ‘accidentally learned’ that Qu Ling Jun had been beaten by Liang Shang for several years.”


    Shaoshang smiled heartlessly. “I know there are many twists and turns behind this, but what should we do about them? As long as Madam Qu wasn’t in the study at the time, then it wasn’t her who murdered him. Isn’t that enough?”


    Ling Buyi didn’t know what was on her mind. He stopped by a plum tree and gently touched her head. Her soft hair was twisted into a lovely chignon bun that hung down by her cheeks. He smiled and said, “Actually, you’re so slow sometimes but it’s part of your charm.”


    Shaoshang immediately turned, her hands snapping open as she stared at him with big, round eyes. “You just called me stupid!” she angrily said. In all the years of being scolded, both openly and secretly, this was a new one.


    “Why don’t you go home and ask your parents what they think?” Ling Buyi stood under a colorful white plum tree with a clear and bright smile.


    “I will!” Shaoshang shouted.


    When she returned home, Shaoshang made a beeline straight to her parents’ bedroom only to see Father Cheng resting on Madam Xiao’s lap. His wife was cleaning his ears for him – cleaning the ears, flirting and light caresses… it really was disgusting. Shaoshang quietly returned to behind the partition screen, coughed twice before slowly stepping into the room.


    After briefly explaining the situation, Shaoshang asked, “Mother, Father, do you think the Crown Prince should testify for Madam Qu?”


    “What did Zisheng say?” Father Cheng answered her question with his own after a moment’s thought.


    “Why are you asking him for?!” Shaoshang asked, feeling dissatisfied. “…He disagrees.”


    “Then the Crown Prince shouldn’t testify!” Father Cheng replied simply and rudely.


    “How can you be like that? You’re agreeing with whatever Ling Zisheng wants? You won’t even have dinner with him!”


    “Is this related to whether I’m willing to have dinner with Zisheng or not, or whether I believe in his abilities?” Cheng Shi stated confidently, knowing that he had justice on his side. “I come back to have dinner with you, my little enemy. Do I really trust you?!”


    “Father, you actually don’t believe in your daughter?” Shaoshang was actually hurt by this. “Go out and ask how many capable and intelligent people like your daughter are in the city, and they can also eat well in the palace…”


    “It depends on who you’re compared with,” Cheng Shi said, shaking his head. “Compared to Ling Buyi, as a father, I must believe him.”


    “Father!”


    “Alright! Are you two really father and daughter?” Madam Xiao scolded in a low voice. After glaring at her husband, she said solemnly to her daughter, “We actually come from a humble background. We don’t understand the twists and turns of the aristocratic families. The Crown Prince’s current situation might not be as clear as you think. You should listen to Zisheng more when encountering such things. He’s older than you and has experienced more. If he disagrees, it’s natural that he has his reasons.”


    “Your mother is right,” Cheng Shi said. “It’s always good to be cautious.”


    Shaoshang lowered her head and thought for a moment. “Your daughter will remember what her parents taught her,” she said. “But it’s too late now. While we’re talking, the Crown Prince has already gone to His Majesty. In the future, His Majesty might think the Crown Prince is sincere and honest. I’ll retire for now. Please don’t wake me up tomorrow morning. The Empress said that I must be tired from being at the Liang mansion today and allowed me to enter the palace tomorrow afternoon. I’ll sleep in.”


    Cheng Shi smiled as he watched his daughter leave. “See? Niao Niao has grown up and is much more generous than before. If it was when we first returned, she wouldn’t have been stingy and meddled in the Crown Prince’s affairs.”


    Madam Xiao stared in the direction her daughter had went for a long time. “…It isn’t that she’s grown up,” she said. “It’s the Empress who treats her well. She is gentle and kind, accommodates her arrogance and admires her intelligence. Over time, the resentment in Niao Niao naturally would subside. When others treat her with tolerance, she will also be tolerant of others.”


    Cheng Shi knew his wife’s worries and sighed. “Don’t think too much about it. It’s Niao Niao’s good fortune that she can be by the Empress.”


    Madam Xiao’s heart was like a clear mirror. When some things were gone, they were gone.


    …


    The next day, Shaoshang did indeed sleep until the sun was shining on her butt. She contentedly crawled out of the warm bedding and began to get ready for the day. A’Zhu couldn’t stop herself from saying, “It’s already so late, why don’t you have lunch at home before entering the palace?”


    “I’ll bring food back for everyone,” Shaoshang smiled as she walked outside.


    Unexpectedly, Little A’Mei off to the side exposed her. “Sister Sang Guo told me about it. Today, Changqiu Palace is serving salt-roasted roe deer meat and Young Mistress has been craving it for a long time. She even asked the chef to leave a few pieces for her to bring them back for everyone tonight.”


    Shaoshang made a funny face at A’Mei. “You report on what I’ve been doing and dare to reveal them. Be careful that your share of the meat doesn’t disappear!”


    Amidst the laughter of the maids in the courtyard, Shaoshang walked out and scolded Sang Guo. “I thought you were honest and strict with your words. If you told A’Mei, it’s equivalent to telling A’Zhu. If you told A’Zhu, that would mean Mother knows. If Mother knows that means Father will know and he’ll be quick to call me greedy!”


    “It’s all my fault,” Sang Guo said as she blushed. “Last night, I told the cook in the front yard that you were going to bring back fresh roe deer meat today. When I asked if she knew how to cook it, A’Mei overheard me.”


    “Actually, it’s about the same,” Lian Fang said. “Once the chef knows, Madam Qing will know, so naturally Madam will also know about it.” This also meant that Shaoshang couldn’t escape no matter what.


    They were talking as they passed by the market and Shaoshang noticed that outside was particularly noisy today. She didn’t have a good feeling about it, so she asked her maids to go out and inquire. When they reported what they heard, she was shocked.


    “People are privately talking about the Crown Prince and how he killed the young master of the Governor of Liangzhou!”


    Shaoshang became terrified and dared not to delay any longer. She instructed they go as quickly as they could to the palace. She got off the carriage at Shangxi Gate and rushed all the way from the Zhonghuang Gate. From the guards guarding the palace gate to the palace maids sweeping the alleys, everyone was looking anxious, as if they were afraid to cause a scene or get in trouble.


    Old Lady Zhai approached and whispered to Shaoshang that the Crown Prince was being scolded by the Emperor inside and she didn’t know exactly what happened. Shaoshang nodded and cautiously stepped into the palace, walking along the inside of the corridor. When she saw Cen Anzhi guarding the entrance, she quickly gestured for him to not announce her arrival. Cen Anzhi gave a forced smile as he nodded.


    The Emperor’s angry curses came from the inner hall. Shaoshang could faintly hear the words ‘ignorant and foolish,’ ‘self-assertive,’ ‘impossibly stupid’ and so on. Shaoshang always respected the Crown Prince and believed that he was a very simple and upright character. He was kind and compassionate and had a willingness to lend a helping hand when someone faced injustice. Then, she quietly retreated.


    “Why not go in and say a few good words for His Highness?” A voice from behind Shaoshang almost made her scream.


    She turned around and smacked Ling Buyi hard. “Are you crazy?” she whispered. “His Majesty finds something to scold me with on a regular day. If I go in now, I’ll never make it out alive!”


    Seeing the girl’s frightened face, Ling Buyi picked her up and carried her all the way to the side hall for lunch. He placed the fattest bowl of roe deer meat in front of her and looked at her with a loving gaze, like he was encouraging a kitten to lick milk.


    Shaoshang asked what was going on. Ling Buyi told her to listen while she ate and then went into detail.


    Yesterday afternoon, the Crown Prince went to confess to the Emperor about his private meeting with Qu Ling Jun, hoping that would wash away her grievances. He was scolded by the Emperor, and then told to not act recklessly. It was obvious his royal father had his own opinion. No one expected that the Crown Prince was worried that the longer things dragged on, the more Qu Ling Jun would suffer. What if it all became too much to bear and she committed suicide? So, he went to Tingwei Prison on his own and confessed to Ji Zun. It was said that Old Ji’s face turned pale with anger, and he gave the Crown Prince a few rude gestures. At the Crown Prince’s repeated requests, he personally went to go notify the Liang mansion.


    Madam Liang naturally became furious and cursed Qu Ling Jun fiercely for not following the proper etiquette for women, wishing she could tear her skin off. The governor of Liangzhou ignored her and directly announced to the main elders of the family that no matter who the culprit was, it was not Qu Ling Jun. The matter should stop there and not be pursued further. At this point, everyone breathed a sigh of relief. If Qu Ling Jun really did kill her husband because she couldn’t bear the abuse, the Liang family would never be able to explain it to the Qu family. Not to mention that everyone trusted Qu Ling Jun’s character and didn’t believe that the Crown Prince was having an affair with her. Even if there was an affair, there were many things that couldn’t be explained by the wealthy.


    At this point, Liang Shang’s body could finally be retained, washed, and prepared for his funeral. Because of the area where Liang Shang had been killed was too obvious, Ji Zun didn’t believe there was a reason for an autopsy. And then things got worse.


    “There was a jade cicada in Liang Shang’s mouth, engraved with the words ‘Zikun,’” Ling Buyi said.


    Shaoshang knew that Zikun was the Crown Prince’s courtesy name. “Are you mistaken? Perhaps someone forged it… engraving it wouldn’t be difficult.”


    “Master Ji was still in the Liang mansion when it was found having dinner with the governor. He often went to the palace and recognized it as one of the items the Crown Prince usually wore,” Ling Buyi said casually. “In fact, Master Ji saw the Crown Prince hang the jade cicada around his belt a few days ago.”


    “Also, they found several small osmanthus flowers in his hair when they took down his bun… keep eating, don’t stop. That’s right, the osmanthus flowers are purple,” Ling Buyi continued.


    The Crown Prince’s Purple Osmanthus Garden was the only place in the capital that had the unique purple osmanthus!


    “Is there anything else?” Shaoshang asked.


    “There is,” Ling Buyi said. “Although Master Ji is old, his mind is not slow. When he saw the situation, he immediately wanted to go check the chest that delivered those ancient books.”


    “What’s wrong with the chest?” Shaoshang asked suspiciously. “I remember it was empty. Oh, wait, there were a few rolls of bamboo slips inside, and a few rolls were scattered next to it.”


    “Old Ji took out all the bamboo slips from the chest, lifted the oilcloth at the bottom and not only found bloodstains but several purple osmanthus flowers on the bottom.”


    “…That’s a convenient clue.” Shaoshang sneered and tapped her chopsticks. She could guess what had been thought of from the people of the Liang family last night. Qu Ling Jun wanted to meet the Crown Prince privately but was caught by Liang Shang. He followed her all the way to the Osmanthus Garden where he fought with his wife and the Crown Prince. They argued and he was killed. Afterwards, in order to cover up the matter, the Crown Prince transported Liang Shang’s body back to his study in the chest. Qu Ling Jun pretended to have discovered the body again and, in the end, the Crown Prince’s scene proved his innocence.


    “So how can there be such a big commotion? Everyone on the streets is discussing it!” Shaoshang angrily said. “Is it because the Liang family is that ignorant? They should know that the situation is still unclear. Even if it really was the Crown Prince’s doing, they can’t just shout it out!”


    “Smart people wouldn’t do such things. Isn’t there still a fool in the Liang family?” Ling Buyi sneered. “The old woman in the Liang family harbors a grudge and believes that the governor of Liangzhou and Master Ji intend to protect the Qu family and the Crown Prince. She pretended to faint last night. Early this morning, she had her confidant sneak out of the mansion and then reported the case to capital officials.”


    Shaoshang felt like her chest was beginning to tighten. She looked at Ling Buyi. “Why are you still acting as if nothing big has happened in this?”


    “I finally know what move my opponent is going to make, isn’t that a good thing?” Ling Buyi said, smiling coldly. “Otherwise, I’d have to be on guard all the time knowing that someone will turn on us at some point.”


    He stood up, his elegant slender body walking slowly. “This clue may seem convenient, but it isn’t flawless. Whether it’s a jade cicada or a purple osmanthus flower, it can all be used to frame someone. The Crown Prince has always been easy-going and free. He even accidentally lost the seal of the Eastern Palace once, let alone his accessories.”


    “Unfortunately, our upright and virtuous Crown Prince admitted to meeting Qu Ling Jun at the Purple Osmanthus Garden on his own, so it’s somewhat complicated. However, even if Liang Shang broke through the Crown Prince and Qu Ling Jun, it would be easy to dispose of a corpse. Why bother so much? Covering it up only makes it much more obvious!”


    “There are still many loopholes in this matter. As long as the truth is unknown, even if His Majesty forcibly suppresses it, His Highness the Crown Prince will never escape the scrutiny of rumors. It seems like this person has no intention of nailing the crime of murder and adultery to His Highness’s head, but wants to fish in troubled waters, defame the Crown Prince’s reputation and hope for the future…”


    Until now, this seemingly ordinary murder case slowly tore off its carefully hidden veil and revealed its ferocious true face in front of Shaoshang. The mechanisms were intertwined, and every turning point was a weakness in people’s hearts. The thought of someone constantly peeping at the Changqiu Palace at night, with a chilling aura like dripping fangs, made Shaoshang shudder.


    Ling Buyi had waited long enough for the Emperor to scold the Crown Prince. He went back to the inner hall to clean up the battlefield and take in prisoners.


    The Empress fell ill again. Whether she was angry or sad, she didn’t mention it to Shaoshang. She smiled and asked her to take the roe deer meat home and to leave earlier. If the chef from the Cheng family didn’t know how to properly cook the meat, she can ask the chef from Changqiu Palace to go to the Cheng mansion.


    Shaoshang silently walked out of the inner room and saw the Crown Prince sitting in the corridor outside the hall, lost in thought. Under the sunset, his face seemed to have aged five years in a single day and appeared particularly helpless. He noticed she was passing by and asked in a low voice, “Is Mother okay?”


    “Her Majesty drank her medicine and has fallen asleep.”


    “They say outside that I have no virtue or conduct. This is true, but it’s better to add ‘no eyesight.’ I misjudged the Crown Princess and caused Ling Jun to marry an inhumane man. Now I want to help her, but I can’t. She’s been put into an even worse situation now. Ha, what this prince did really was useless.” He laughed at himself.


    “Do you really believe Madam Qu didn’t kill Liang Shang?” Shaoshang didn’t comfort the Crown Prince and instead asked him with a sharp tone. “Did you misread Madam Qu? She actually planned to kill her husband and hid his body in the chest. After meeting you, she transported the body back to his study.”


    The Crown Prince was taken aback before he smiled. “What’s her reason for doing that? What benefit did it bring her to involve me in this matter? And what benefits does it bring to the Liang and Qu families?”


    “I don’t understand the affairs of the court. Do the Liang and Qu families really have no intention of framing you?” Shaoshang asked.


    “Although I am blind and foolish, I’m not that ignorant,” the Crown Prince chuckled. “Even if noble families like Liang and Qu were to frame me, they would never personally take action.”


    “I think that as well,” Shaoshang murmured. “Now the Liang family is a mess and has lost its reputation. How could anyone be so desperate to frame someone? Besides, it might not be possible to kill the enemy with a single blow. Why hurt eight hundred enemies but lose a thousand? My father is reluctant to take risks because my family has risen in twenty or thirty years. If he’s like that, wouldn’t the Qu and Liang families be even more so?”


    “What exactly do you want to ask, Shaoshang?” the Crown Prince asked.


    Shaoshang regained her senses. “Previously, Master Ling told me that Madam Qu has always been clever,” she smiled. “If she really wanted to kill Liang Shang, there was a way to do so and she’d never fall into such a predicament. Also, His Highness’s words make me think that Madam Qu must not have killed Liang Shang.”


    “Naturally.”


    “And Liang Shang wouldn’t have committed suicide, either?”


    “How can that be?” the Crown Prince laughed.


    “That’s good.”


    Shaoshang sat next to the Crown Prince. Her eyes were as clear and flawless as a child’s. “Your Highness,” she said sternly, “you might have done something wrong ten years ago, but you haven’t done anything wrong ten years later. You know that Madam Qu was beaten and abused. If you ignored her for the sake of reputation, it’d make you seen as a cold person. Since then, only those who have been thieves for a thousand years had been there, and there’s also no one who has been guarding against thieves for a thousand years. Someone is plotting against you. If you dare not do anything to worry about these things, life would be boring.”


    “However, take this incident as a warning. Your Highness, you must first discuss with Master Ling before you take action. Liang Shang was a coward, horrible, and despicable person. You cannot intervene with Madam Qu yourself. Ask Master Ling for help. He has at least one hundred and eighty ways to deal with this, don’t you think?”


    The Crown Prince couldn’t stop himself from smiling. The young girl’s eager tone was infectious. “I’ll remember that. I will definitely discuss it with Zisheng in the future. However, what you said seems to be that the matter has been settled now.”


    Shaoshang stood up and straightened her shoulders. “Don’t worry, Your Highness. Since Madam Qu is innocent, there must be someone else behind all of this. There’s no opaque forest in the world, no rivers on the ground that don’t leak. It’s not like a vast sea of people that disappeared without a trace. There can always be a loophole!”


    “You and Madam Qu are both good people. It’s unreasonable for a good person to compromise while a lowly person stands proud. Don’t worry about your reputation falling now. As long as the real culprit is caught and the situation exposed, we can always give you a clean slate.”


    The Crown Prince thought that she was full of vitality, completely different from the weak and pale creatures growing in the deep palace. She was like a resilient and strong wild vine, able to stand upright in bundles even without branches to coil around, growing upwards to welcome the sunlight.


    He was genuinely happy Ling Buyi had her in his life.


    …


    Thanks again for all the comments, donations, and just regular being awesome! Detective Shaoshang is on the case!
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    Chapter One Hundred and Eight:
Qu Ling Jun’s Case Closed (Part One)


    Shaoshang didn’t go home that day. She sent Sang Guo back to the Cheng mansion to report that she was staying overnight at the Changqiu Palace and to not worry about her. She had all the bedding and nightclothes as well as a nagging Old Lady Zhai to accompany her. At night, while holding a candle and writing on a writing desk, she wrote down her doubts on smooth wooden slips. The next morning, as soon as Shaoshang had breakfast, the Crown Prince’s attendant came to see her and asked her to visit the Eastern Palace.


    The Crown Prince was whispering with Ling Buyi in the courtyard when she arrived at the Eastern Palace. Liang Qiu Qi instructed the maids to lead Shaoshang to the side hall while he whispered to her. “Young Master said that the steward of the Purple Osmanthus Garden has arrived and he wants to see you. If you have things to ask, just ask them. Later, Young Master will take you out of the palace to investigate the case.”


    Shaoshang nodded and followed the palace maid into the side hall only to see the Crown Princess crying to a thirty-something-year-old official in a brocade robe.


    “…Qu Ling Jun, that damn little slut. Even if she wants to die, she has to drag down His Highness the Crown Prince. Now that there’s so much talk outside, I don’t even have the face to go out and meet people! It really is not enough to vent my hatred with a thousand cuts!”


    Shaoshang couldn’t bear to listen and stepped in, speaking loudly, “I haven’t seen you for two days. Is the Crown Princess safe and sound?”


    The Crown Princess was now somewhat afraid of Shaoshang and, when she heard her voice, she couldn’t help but shrink her body. The man in the brocade robe pompously began to shout, “Where are you from? You don’t bow and salute even when you see the Crown Princess?!”


    Shaoshang loosely bowed to the Crown Princess and then glanced up and down at the man. “Are you Sun Sheng, cousin of the Crown Princess and steward of the Purple Osmanthus Garden?” she asked.


    Sun Sheng looked at Shaoshang with a hazy expression in his eyes. “Exactly!” he stated proudly. “Young Mistress is well-bred…”


    “Cousin!” the Crown Princess said nervously. “Don’t be impolite!” He had never experienced the suffering from Cheng Shaoshang before.


    “What’s impolite? The Crown Princess is an ordinary and kind person that’s easily deceived, causing our Sun family to be aggrieved! The Crown Princess’s family has not caught anything except for two virtual nobles so far, it’s really shameless!” Sun Sheng said angrily.


    “Fortunately, you haven’t been granted any official titles to your Sun family,” Shaoshang sneered lightly. “You can’t even manage a small courtyard well. If you were to be granted an official title, it would cause a big disaster and harm the locals, which would hurt the reputation of the Crown Prince!”


    “What did you say, you lowly girl?” Sun Sheng’s face changed greatly.


    “I said you wouldn’t know what to do with yourself if you acted recklessly!”


    The Crown Princess hurriedly said, “Although the Purple Osmanthus Garden is managed by my cousin, there are so many servants and maids inside and out, and there are hundreds of secrets. They scatter a lot of osmanthus flowers on the ground every day. Maybe a servant stole them or picked them up. That’s impossible to prevent.”


    “The other courtyard isn’t filled with purple osmanthus trees,” Shaoshang sneered. “As Old Lady Zhai once said, the place was originally called Purple Osmanthus Garden. Later, seven or eight extremely rare purple osmanthus trees grew by the lake on the east side before it changed its name. In fact, there is only one place in the entire Capital that has purple osmanthus, and a dedicated person is sent to take care of it every day. Even if Master Sun has one hundred secrets, now that the incident has happened, I have to ask how you will find out if someone stole them?”
[The big deal is the purple osmanthus was usually for the royal family because of its rarity.]


    “Things have been hectic and it hasn’t been found, yet,” Sun Sheng said through gritted teeth.


    “Are there any maids in the courtyards who suddenly have become wealthy lately?”


    “…There are many servants in the other courtyards. We haven’t had a chance to investigate them one by one yet.”


    “The Purple Osmanthus Garden belongs to the imperial estate, and the maids and eunuchs inside are generally restricted and cannot leave easily. Who has left the garden these days?” If someone picked up the purple osmanthus, they must have delivered it.


    “…We still haven’t figured that out.”


    “You don’t have to inquire one by one for this. Just look through the registration log for who came and went from the other courtyards. Why don’t you know?!”


    Sun Sheng became shamed into anger at the question and howled, “You need to stop being so domineering! I’m in charge of the Purple Osmanthus Garden and I have my own sense of propriety. How can you, so young and inexperienced that I can still smell your mother’s milk on you, know anything? This matter needs to be investigated slowly…”


    “I’m afraid it’s too late.” Ling Buyi’s voice came, and then he and the Crown Prince stepped into the side hall one after the other.


    Everyone quickly bowed to the Crown Prince. Sun Sheng’s face showed his guilty expression. “This… Your Highness the Crown Prince, what do you think about this…”


    The Crown Prince remained calm and refused to pay attention to him. Sun Sheng looked to his cousin for help, but the Crown Princess just looked embarrassed.


    Ling Buyi turned his head and asked Shaoshang, “Have you finished with your questions?”


    “Master Sun’s reply to every question I ask is ‘I don’t know,’” Shaoshang said, looking disgruntled. “His official authority is quite impressive.”


    Ling Buyi nodded. “Someone,” he called to someone outside, “detain Sun Sheng. Liang Qiu Qi, personally escort him.”


    The Sun cousins were shocked. Sun Sheng was frightened and confused. The Crown Princess trembled and said, “What are you doing? Even if my cousin neglected to control the servants in the courtyards, he wouldn’t have committed such a crime…”


    Ling Buyi was too lazy to speak nonsense and approached Sun Sheng, grabbing the back of his collar. “It’s good that the Crown Princess knows that the purple osmanthus is still a small matter,” he said calmly. “But where’s the Crown Prince’s jade cicada? He has not seen Qu Ling Jun for a long time and adjusted his appearance before meeting her. At that time, His Highness clearly remembers that the jade cicada was still hanging from his belt.”


    “It might have been lost on the way back. It’s easy to lose accessories while riding a horse!” The Crown Princess was struggling with this.


    Ling Buyi glanced at Sun Sheng, who was looking guilty, and sneered. “After meeting Qu Ling Jun, the Crown Prince’s mood was unstable. He sat in the other garden for a long time, and then abandoned his horse and rode back to the Eastern Palace. The other garden, carriage, palace road, and Eastern Palace are the only places the jade cicada could have been dropped… Crown Princess, where do you think it was dropped?”


    “If someone deliberately framed the Crown Prince, they naturally planned ahead. The carriage and palace path could encounter accidents and it cannot be predicted. As for the Eastern Palace, after the seal the last time, it’s not easy to take action… That must be another courtyard!” Shaoshang tilted her head.


    “Your Highness, it’s not me, it’s really not me!” Sun Sheng’s face turned pale and he loudly begged for mercy. “Someone must have snuck into the other garden! Princess, please help me plead with His Highness…”


    “If you want to know what’s going on, just ask and you’ll find out.” Ling Buyi had enough of this conversation and threw Sun Sheng out into the corridor.


    Liang Qiu Qi had already led the guards outside and skillfully captured. He was tightly tied up and a piece of cloth was stuffed into his mouth.


    The Crown Princess watched this scene as she trembled in fear. She knelt down in front of the Crown Prince and began to kowtow repeatedly, her forehead hitting the floor and turning bloody as she sobbed. “I pray for your wisdom! I am ignorant, shallow, and jealous, but my heart towards the Crown Prince can only be expressed by the heavens. Why did my cousin have ulterior motives to frame you?! There must be a secret, and I earnestly request the Crown Prince to investigate!”


    “If it really doesn’t concern Sun Sheng, he’ll definitely be able to come back in good condition,” the Crown Prince said in a firm voice, even though he seemed to be impatient. “Zisheng won’t intentionally harm him.”


    Shaoshang noticed there was a hint of mockery in Ling Buyi’s eyes as he looked at the Crown Prince. It was as if he was helpless as to why the Crown Prince was so easily softened. It was just a few kowtows and a smattering of tears.


    “Due to my negligence, I have created a big disaster,” the Crown Prince said. He gently pushed the Crown Princess away and turned his head. “I’ll have to inconvenience you.”


    “Rest assured, Your Highness, I will do my upmost to prove your innocence!” Shaoshang promised solemnly. She suddenly felt a huge responsibility on her shoulders.


    The Crown Prince was taken aback and laughed. “Okay, I believe you.”


    Shaoshang noticed the Crown Prince’s expression was different. She turned to look back at Ling Buyi behind her and suddenly said, “Your Highness, what you said just now was meant for Master Ling!” She had acted presumptuously, how embarrassing.


    The Crown Prince couldn’t bear to speak frankly. He just turned his back, his shoulders shaking lightly with laughter.


    Ling Buyi’s head was lowered and he was suppressing a smile. He raised his head and it was as if the mountains and rivers were blooming and beautiful. He pulled the sulking girl away and they bid farewell to the Crown Prince together. As they walked along the palace path, he asked, “Where are we going to first?”


    “What are you asking me for?” Shaoshang pouted. “You’re the one His Highness trusts, I’m just an addition.”


    Although Ling Buyi’s eyes held a smile, his expression was stern. “No matter whether others believe you or whether anyone sees you, you should take everything seriously to achieve the right path in the world.”


    Shaoshang slowly nodded. “Okay. Even though I know you’re just trying to coax me, you’re right,” she said, smiling brightly. “That is indeed how things should be done for people.”


    “Have you calmed down? Where should we go first?”


    “There’s no particular order, I just want to go to the Liang mansion. No matter how something changes, it will always stay true to its roots. The answer is there!”


    “Great. I think so as well.”


    …


    The atmosphere in the Liang mansion was completely different from the previous day.


    If yesterday’s Liang mansion was a mixture of gossip and confusion, today’s Liang mansion was much gloomier and had a faint sense of desolation in the air. After entering the mansion, the soldiers split up into two groups. Ling Buyi went to find the governor of Liangzhou while Shaoshang went to see Qu Ling Jun first. She didn’t expect to be able to watch a good scene.


    Qu Ling Jun’s courtyard was originally planted with various cloud trees and misty grass, but it had now been completely uprooted, leaving a wide, flat area paved with stone slabs. A group of sturdy-looking servants, either holding sticks or carrying ropes, stood solemnly, with seven or eight people pressed to the ground and being beaten with boards with a loud crack. Shaoshang noticed that none of them had been silenced. It was as if they were deliberately making them scream so people could hear them.


    Yuan Shen stood in the corridor, his precious blue brocade cloak fluttering in the wind. He looked tall and elegant, with a graceful demeanor.


    “Why are you here?” Shaoshang asked, feeling surprised. This was an inner residence.


    Yuan Shen smiled slightly when he saw Shaoshang. “My mother is here today.”


    Liang Qiu Fei, who had been sent by Ling Buyi to follow Shaoshang, had a cold face as he arched his hand. “Greetings to Master Yuan.” Before Shaoshang and Yuan Shen could continue speaking, he urged Shaoshang. “Young Miss, we shouldn’t delay. You should go in and talk to Madam Qu quickly.”


    Shaoshang knew he was right when she thought about it. She nodded at Yuan Shen and quickly took off her shoes, stepping up into the inner room.


    The situation inside was also very interesting. It was just like watching a live drama.


    A lady clad in plain clothing sat high in the middle of the room. She was in her forties and had a beautiful appearance. Her expression was desolate and a sense of suffering, as if she didn’t much care about anything in this world. A transparent white-jade hairpin was inserted into her hair, two white-jade pendants hung from her ears, and a white jade bracelet with a zigzag pattern was on her left wrist. A protruding vermilion colored glass bead pendant was tied around her waist. This must be the mother of Yuan Shen, Madam Liang. When she heard the servant announce Shaoshang’s name, she glanced at the girl.


    Qu Ling Jun knelt beside Madam Liang, appearing even thinner than yesterday, with a haggard appearance and a slender body that seemed to just be a skeleton. Her trusted maid, Youtong, was by her side.


    At the bottom of the room was a middle-aged woman with a fierce face, staring at Madam Liang and Madam Qu with gritted teeth. If it weren’t for the two robust women firmly holding her down, she would have jumped up to beat Qu Ling Jun long ago.


    Old Lady Liang was so pressed that she couldn’t move. “I am your legitimate mother!” she hissed through her teeth. “How dare you be rude to me!”


    “I didn’t approve of my father marrying you back then,” Madam Liang said. “A humble family background is just a small matter. You are narrow-minded, shallow and selfish. You never understood what it meant to consider the overall situation. You just know your own interests. Now that everything is fine, you’ll drag down the Crown Prince and you don’t care about the future of your family. Which elder in the family will still come to support you? It’s a pipe dream.”


    “How can you watch my son die so tragically but this slut can escape without punishment?!” Old Lady Liang said in a resentful voice. Her gaze towards Qu Ling Jun was like she wanted to skin her alive.


    “The case hasn’t been solved yet, we cannot act rashly.”


    “Damn it! You all believe in your noble background and have always looked down on us mother and son. A’Shang was the future head of the family and I am your father’s widow…”


    “And I said my father shouldn’t marry you. In this world, there will be the Liang family first, and then there will be Liang Shang. With his abilities, how much money would he be worth without the Liang family? Also, I’ll tell you the whole story. No matter what the outcome is this time, you, the widow, are done for. You’ll be put under guard and ‘treated well.’”


    Madam Liang’s expression was indifferent, as if Old Lady Liang had just plucked a cricket into a clay jar. After saying those words, she asked the maid to stuff her mouth. She didn’t want to see her frightened and fearful expression and turned her head to Qu Ling Jun.


    “I originally thought you were an intelligent person, but a good marriage ended up like this. Liang Shang beat you, couldn’t you speak or move? Your father and brother are not people who would ignore your pain and suffering. If you had caused trouble earlier, it wouldn’t have been like this.”


    “I was going to break off the marriage at first,” Qu Ling Jun said, her pale face full of dejection. “Liang Shang threatened to say that I had an affair with the Crown Prince and blackmailed me. I was young at the time and scared. After having a child, I saw that Liang Shang was just bluffing, so I wanted to break off the marriage again. He was malicious and said, ‘Even if you leave, the child will always stay. The child doesn’t know how many days he’ll live.’ I hesitated again, then.


    “Besides, the Liang and Qu families were like fire and water back then and it wasn’t easy to reconcile. How could I ruin the overall situation just because I was alone? But what could I do? Life has to go on, so I secretly found a few skilled martial maids to accompany me and Liang Shang didn’t dare to attack me again. In fact, I only had a few years of true suffering. Later, when Liang Shang hit me, I let the martial maids fight back. Please have someone take a look, Liang Shang also has injuries on his body.”


    “Liang Shang had calmed down a lot in recent years. Unexpectedly, after coming to the Capital, he returned to his old ways. But I wouldn’t tolerate him anymore. A few days ago, I confessed this to the governor. Although my cousin was difficult, he promised me that if I broke off the marriage, he would take the children away and have them raised by a kind-hearted aunt from his clan. So, why would I kill Liang Shang? I already had a plan to escape!”


    Qu Ling Jun became slightly excited as she spoke the last sentence.


    Shaoshang inwardly sighed. No wonder there was a saying that even an honest and upright official had trouble resolving family disputes. When she had learned that Qu Ling Jun had been subjected to years of domestic violence, she actually felt a bit of disdain in her heart. She thought that only weak and incompetent women could endure such a mess. Qu Ling Jun was just like that. Looking back now, it was true that every family had a difficult book to read.


    Madam Liang remained silent for a long time. She turned to Shaoshang. “Since you’ve received an order from Changqiu Palace, please ask what you need to.”


    Shaoshang nodded, sat upright, and began to ask questions.


    “Who was the one who went to the study to deliver food at noon?”


    “It was Youtong. She went wearing my cloak because I didn’t want the people in the mansion to know that I went out.”


    “Didn’t Young Master Liang recognize Youtong after seeing her?”


    “Of course, he knew. Anyway, I had already ripped the mask off and we had a tacit understanding.”


    “So the bookshelf was pushed by Young Master Liang?”


    “When he saw Youtong, he knew immediately that I had gone out. He got angry and pushed the bookshelf down. However, he was focused on his carving at the time and didn’t want to be interrupted. He just threatened to settle accounts when I came back.”


    Shaoshang shook her head and sighed quietly. This case really was convoluted and bizarre. The suspicious points calculated yesterday were actually all true.


    “Can Madam confirm what was in the chest?”


    “I know what Young Mistress Cheng means. Liang Shang was a person with no talent or virtue and was obsessed with his carvings. Those books were prepared by me and I kept them without tossing them out, just to withstand Liang Shang’s anger when it exploded. But the book chest that had been carried into the study before yesterday had all of the books inside of it. There was no body.”


    “How can you be so certain?” Shaoshang asked.


    There was a look of shame on Qu Ling Jun’s face. “That day, when I returned from the Purple Osmanthus Garden, I met an older man who was selling ancient books and bought one. After I returned home, I had someone bring the chest from my courtyard over. On the way there, I personally opened the chest and put the last scroll in. Since then, the servants had been carrying it by my side and it never left my sight. I really don’t know why there’s blood at the bottom…”


    Shaoshang frowned as she thought about it. Since the chest had been in Qu Ling Jun’s courtyard for a long time, it was possible that someone could take the opportunity to tamper with it, and Qu Ling Jun and her maids wouldn’t notice.


    She suddenly remembered something. “That day in the study, I saw that there were only a few books in there,” she said.


    “Although Liang Shang and I were husband and wife, we were not even close friends. That day, when I entered the study, I didn’t want to deal with him,” Qu Ling Jun’s face showed a hint of pain as she quietly spoke. “I said a few words to him but he didn’t pay any attention to me. I thought he was angry and was ignoring me, so I opened the chest and placed some of the scrolls in tubes on the outermost shelf. Halfway through, there was still no response from him which was strange. I went passed the partition screen and saw Liang Shang was leaning against the west wall, his knees up, and a knife inserted into his body. I was scared and fell to the ground and called everyone.”


    Shaoshang was speechless. What a coincidence that was.


    “Your explanation is certainly acceptable, but according to Master Ji, well, not just him… Others say that it was you who dragged the body of Young Master Liang out of the book chest, placed it against the wall, and then moved a few scrolls around into the chest.” Although there weren’t many books on his bookshelf, there was still enough bamboo slips to fill a shelf.


    “When Madam opened the chest by the lake, several servants all saw it. There was really no one inside,” Youtong suddenly said.


    “Those servants were brought over by Madam from her mother’s house,” Shaoshang sighed. “They would all help her carry a body and keep it a secret. If you asked them, they wouldn’t tell you.”


    Youtong stood there for a moment, then threw herself on the ground and began to cry bitterly. “That day, I said that I would confess to the crime of murder, but Madam refused!”


    Qu Ling Jun stroked the top of her trusted maid’s head and sighed. “Silly girl. You’ve been with me since childhood. What’s the difference between you killing someone and me? I’d also be charged with inciting my maid to kill my husband so I decided to save you.”


    Youtong cried bitterly.


    “Can I please take a look at the cloak that Youtong wore that day?” Shaoshang asked. “It’s best if I actually see the clothes she wore that day.”


    Qu Ling Jun agreed, and let Youtong take Shaoshang to the back.


    Youtong’s room was not with the other maids, and she slept directly in the compartment behind her mistress’s bedroom so she could take care of her nearby.


    As Shaoshang was waiting in Qu Ling Jun’s bedroom, she looked around and saw something very familiar, which moved her heart.


    Youtong came out holding the clothing she had worn that day as well as Qu Ling Jun’s velvet cloak. Shaoshang carefully inspected them inside and out. There was no bloodstains on any of the items, so she gave up.


    Shaoshang planned to go back to the study where the crime had occurred. To her surprise, Yuan Shen, who had been standing in the corridor, followed her with a smile.


    “Why are you smiling so much when your mother is so strict?” she asked.


    “As a family, we should learn from each other’s strengths and make up for our weaknesses,” Yuan Shen said, still smiling. “If my mother doesn’t like to talk or laugh, I’ll just smile and talk more.”


    “Why are you following me?”


    “We still have some connection. I’ll accompany you so you won’t be afraid.”


    “Afraid? I’ve seen more than a hundred corpses outside of Hua County before! Ha, scared. I wouldn’t even write that word down!”


    Yuan Shen paused and casually broke off a branch from a tree. He held it out to Shaoshang. “Can you write it? Use the font from the Book of Rites, not the font commonly used by officials and merchants.”


    Shaoshang stared at him before she finally laughed. “I really can’t write that!”


    The Empress had never put an emphasis on writing and memorization. Reasoning was her top priority.


    The girl’s smile was like a flower, free and agile. Although it was winter, Yuan Shen’s chest seemed to warm up like it had a small stove inside.


    Liang Qiu Fei, who was following behind them, rolled his eyes. He was angrier than if he was the one wearing a green hat. Yuan Shen had a noble status and was quick witted. He couldn’t think of what to say to force him to retreat.
[Wearing a green hat means for a man to be cheated on or cuckolded.]


    “I see you’re still as annoying as ever, preferring to poke at people’s shortcomings!” Shaoshang stood with her hands on her hips. She couldn’t help but want to laugh.


    Yuan Shen seemed to have been scolded and felt satisfied. He laughed loudly.


    “Don’t laugh! The Liang mansion is currently facing the loss of a life! If you keep laughing like that, you’ll be beaten. Don’t laugh, even if you’re Madam Liang’s son, you’ll be beaten!” Shaoshang looked nervous as she glanced around.


    Yuan Shen slowly restrained his laughter and gave a deep bow. “Lady Shaoshang, I apologize.” He straightened up and looked at her with a slight smile. “I know that you’re brave and resolute. I just spoke rudely.”


    Shaoshang saw his sincerity and smiled. “It’s a small matter, I won’t take it to heart. I actually understand your thoughts. You want to share the worries of the governor of Liangzhou and your mother. Let’s go together.”


    Liang Qiu Fei witnessed everything and felt a surge of righteous blood and energy. He couldn’t bear to watch anymore, so he whispered to the guards behind him. The guard glanced at the pair of jade figures with beautiful appearances walking ahead of them. He instantly understood, and quickly ordered another guard to leave.


    At this moment, Ling Buyi was having a secret conversation with Liang Wuji in a quiet inner room.


    “Please think carefully, Governor. I’m not in a hurry.”


    “Since you aren’t in a hurry, why are you pressing me?” Liang Wuji asked coldly.


    “Master Liang, do you think the Crown Prince is in urgent need now? No. The most anxious person right now should be you, who is the position of the entire Liang family in His Majesty’s heart.”


    Liang Wuji lowered his head and leaned on his palm, sitting quietly.


    Ling Buyi sat in front of a table. “This homicide case seems to be complicated and mysterious,” he said with a clear voice. “It’s all about the secret of the study, the velvet cloak and the book chest, the jade cicada and the purple osmanthus… All of these things come together and only one conclusion can be drawn: Madam Qu had an affair with the Crown Prince, killed Liang Shang, and attempted to escape punishment. This is the result that people in the dark want.”


    Liang Wuji had a headache. “How could this be? Madam Qu has been in Hedong since they were married and she’s never set foot back in the Capital…”


    “Correct. You know that Madam Qu couldn’t kill Liang Shang because she already had a way out. I also know that the Crown Prince couldn’t kill Liang Shang because he hadn’t seen her for ten years. Outsiders don’t know this, however.”


    Liang Wuji slumped in his seat in despair.


    “Gossip is a terrifying thing,” Ling Buyi said. “As the rumors spread more and more widely, the Crown Prince’s reputation will be ruined, and the purpose of the true culprit will be achieved.”


    “I thought it was Madam Qu that implicated the Crown Prince in this matter, but now I realize it was the Crown Prince who implicated the Liang family,” Liang Wuji sneered. “The people behind the scenes spent a lot of time planning, how could they only target a weak woman? It turned out to be a sword pointing at the Eastern Palace! The Liang family has suffered from this tragic incident of affairs and now, Zisheng, you’re still pressuring me?”


    “The Liang family isn’t entirely innocent, right?” Ling Buyi asked lightly. “Isn’t Liang Shang still surnamed Liang?”


    Liang Wuji didn’t understand what he meant.


    “If Liang Shang had been an upright person and treated Madam Qu well, with love and respect, this plan wouldn’t have been successful,” Ling Buyi said. “However, he wanted to be an animal! Many people knew about their marital discord before, but now that it has been exposed, they know even more about Madam Qu’s suffering and Liang Shang’s despicable actions. So, this framing is even more firmly established.”


    “So, it’s all the fault of the Liang family!” Liang Wuji angrily said in a deep voice. “Master Ling is very eloquent.”


    “The bride of the Liang family, the children of the Liang family, the Liang family’s mansion, the Liang family’s study and school… If that’s not the business of the Liang family, can it be my business?”


    Liang Wuji was so angry he collapsed in his seat.


    Ling Buyi continued. “Governor, don’t be angry with me. Just know, I missed a sentence. Not only do I know that the Crown Prince didn’t kill Liang Shang, but His Majesty also knows the Crown Prince couldn’t have. Although he wasn’t careful in his actions, if it’s because the Liang family that the Crown Prince was caught up in this garbage, what do you think His Majesty will think?”


    Liang Wuji shuddered, fear replacing his anger. “Zisheng,” he sincerely said, “how should the Liang family deal with this?”


    Ling Buyi was about to answer when one of his guards suddenly called for an audience. After agreeing, the guard came in and whispered a few words into Ling Buyi’s ear, causing his face to change slightly.


    Liang Wuji was curious. The handsome and noble young master in front of him had just been calm and composed when dealing with him, mature and tactful without showing any fear. He didn’t know what had happened to make him look like that.


    Ling Buyi frowned and then suddenly smiled at Liang Wuji. “Governor Liangzhou, it’s okay for us to talk freely here, but the Liang family is still arguing and making noise outside. In my opinion, it’s better to control it otherwise if it spreads, wouldn’t that be adding fuel to the fire?”


    Liang Wuji was taken aback for a moment, not fully understanding the connection between the noise of his relatives and the Crown Prince. However, he didn’t want to cause any more trouble and spoke from a benevolent perspective. “Zisheng is right. I’ll send someone to calm them down…”


    “You don’t have to worry,” Ling Buyi said. “The people of the Liang family are now both worried about the family’s reputation being ruined and also about involving the Crown Prince. How could they be easily persuaded by an ordinary person? It’s better if you send Young Master Yuan Shen. He’s half of the Liang family, knowledgeable, renowned, eloquent and can definitely appease the relatives.”


    “Thank you, Zisheng, for showing such concern for my Liang family.” Although Liang Wuji had experienced many worldly affairs, he was still somewhat confused about this moment.


    “No need to be so polite,” Ling Buyi said gently.


    …


    Petty, jealous Ling Buyi is hilarious.


    Next Chapter: Qu Ling Jun’s Case Closed (Part Two)
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    Chapter One Hundred and Nine:
Qu Ling Jun’s Case Closed (Part Two)


    Shaoshang and Yuan Shen were inspecting the scene of the crime. She looked at where Liang Shang had died leaning against the wall. “Since it’s a stab wound, why aren’t there more bloodstains on the wall? I heard a lot of blood came out of the body.” Shaoshang said. Why didn’t the wall have any splattered bloodstains?


    “I went to see the body. The murderer used a short dagger that only pierced the chest and the abdomen, not his back,” Yuan Shen said.


    Shaoshang snorted. “Sounds like a powerful man did this.”


    “It could also be a woman who used force and cleverness,” Yuan Sheng sang back.


    Shaoshang glanced at him. “Besides the fatal knife wound, are there any other scars on the body?”


    “Let’s not talk about the old injuries,” Yuan Shen frowned. “There were several new scratches on each of my uncle’s wrists. On the morning of the murder, my uncle had just gotten into a fight with my aunt. When he wanted to use force on her, two martial maids grabbed his hands… the coroner couldn’t say if it was the maids or the murderer who scratched my uncle’s wrists.”


    “So…” Shaoshang cautiously began. “Did the coroner cut open your uncle’s stomach to see…”


    Yuan Sheng was displeased and shook out his sleeve. “Shaoshang, why would you say such a thing?” he asked. “Since the deceased was a noble person, an autopsy has to be a last resort by the coroner. He also needed to open his chest and his belly. Uncle was the eldest son of Grandfather. If his body is incomplete, the Liang family would be shamed!”


    “Okay, okay, okay!” Shaoshang quickly raised her hand to beg for mercy. “I said the wrong thing. I just wanted to know what your uncle ate that day.” She just wanted to see the time of death.


    Yuan Shen calmed down and said thoughtfully, “It seems that since the beginning, you thought there was someone else who killed my uncle, and my aunt and Youtong are innocent.”


    “You’re right.” Shaoshang nodded. “That’s what I thought when I came here yesterday.”


    “Why is that?” Yuan Shen asked, confused.


    “First of all, if your uncle was stabbed in the front, even if there was no blood from behind, how could the person who stabbed him not have any bloodstains on them? But the velvet cloak and clothes worn by Youtong that day aren’t stained at all. I had someone interrogate the other servants and found that Youtong hadn’t concealed or destroyed anything.”


    “Lady Shaoshang is quite insightful. Okay, what’s the other point?” Yuan Shen smiled.


    “Second, it’s because Master Ling told me that he knew Madam Qu and her family, and that this murder couldn’t have been committed by her. He’s smarter than me, so I believe he’s always right.”


    Yuan Shen turned around in a huff and stood by the window. He then turned around to mock her. “Since he’s right about everything, what are you doing here? Just wait patiently at home for him to close the case!”


    Shaoshang didn’t get angry. She smiled. “Because my thoughts are different from his. I think we should trace the clues, capture the real culprit, and clear the names of the Crown Prince and Madam Qu.”


    “But Ling Buyi didn’t think so,” Yuan Shen’s eyes gleamed.


    “Not only does he not think so, but I’m afraid you don’t either. What you’re thinking is how to completely calm things down,” Shaoshang said calmly. “Otherwise, with your intelligence, Young Master Yuan, you wouldn’t have been sitting idly by until now.”


    Yuan Shen’s eyes flickered and, after a moment, he smiled. “Lady Shaoshang, this matter is unpredictable. It might be too complicated to investigate it point by point, but taking one step less may lead to failure. You know, Ling Buyi might be right.”


    “Master Ling is right,” Shaoshang said nonchalantly. “You’re right. I’m also right. I just want to know how Liang Shang died… everyone has their own methods.”


    “That’s right, however… Lady Shaoshang’s temper has improved a lot lately. If this were in the past, you would have started to argue with me before I said three words.”


    Shaoshang thought about what he said. “Hmm, that’s probably because I met someone who is very kind to me.”


    Yuan Shen’s face suddenly turned cold.


    “Before, I never thought about marrying someone like Master Ling. We argue more than we get along.” Shaoshang looked out at the north wall, the three small circular windows in the shape of a pinyin (品) and the cold lake water rippling faintly. “But now that I think about it, it seems like if I had come to this world and hadn’t met him, it would feel as if something was missing.”


    “So, Young Master Yuan, Master Ling and I will continue to argue. Not because of you, but because of something else. It won’t break us up… you’re better off going on a blind date.”


    Yuan Shen’s mouth was bitter. “So why did you still let me accompany you here?”


    “Because I didn’t see your uncle’s body? I had to ask someone. Besides, you won’t be here for long.”


    “What do you mean?” Yuan Shen asked.


    Shaoshang turned around with a bright smile. “Just wait a minute. It should almost be time… oh, he’s coming…”


    An older servant who looked to be the steward of the Liang mansion quickly entered the room and bowed to Yuan Shen and the others. “Young Master Yuan, several of the elders are arguing fiercely. The Governor has asked for you to please go and comfort them.”


    Yuan Shen looked at Shaoshang, who smiled innocently back at him. His eyes widened, thought about it and then shook his head. He shook out his long sleeves and followed the old servant out.


    Liang Qiu Fei, who had followed the steward in, looked overjoyed. “Young Mistress,” he said attentively, “if you need any help, just give me your orders! That Yuan is really unreliable. You shouldn’t have invited him to investigate!”


    “Forget it! This isn’t at all the fault of your young master!” Shaoshang bit back sarcastically. “I wanted to go see Liang Shang’s body yesterday, but your young master said that if he still had breath, I couldn’t go! It’s ridiculous, I’ve seen many corpses!”


    “That’s not exactly what he said,” Liang Qiu Fei immediately jumped to his defense. “Seeing a corpse on the battlefield and then carefully looking at one are two very different things!”


    “I wasn’t going to touch the body with my own hands. I wanted to watch the coroner examine it!”


    “During an autopsy, the clothes have to be taken off. Liang Shang was a middle-aged man, how can you see that? I’d rather be a lowly servant than have to see that!”


    “Oh, stop it! If I had examined the body yesterday, the jade cicada would have been discovered in Liang Shang’s mouth earlier. Now, because of you men and your traditions it was delayed! Now get out of here, I want to be alone!”


    Yuan Shen stopped and turned back to look at the study. There was the faint sound of an argument coming from within. He could hear the girl’s delicate voice.


    The steward turned around and smiled. “Mistress Cheng is quite beautiful and intelligent.”


    Yuan Shen hummed in agreement before he continued following the older man.


    Ever since childhood, he had been carefully considering the selection of his future wife. Family background, social status, reputation, the official ranks of her father and brothers, the politics of the two families involved, as well as character, talent, and appearance… he thought of it all. Marrying the wrong woman could cause trouble for three generations, so he had to be extremely cautious.


    Now that he was twenty-one-years old, it was difficult for him to delay his marriage any longer. Therefore, he selected a suitable wife according to his own needs, just like he was planning a political move, step-by-step.


    Gentle and cheerful, dignified and rational, possessing both talent and appearance… He picked and looked but was never satisfied. At first, he didn’t know why but now that he really thought about it, perhaps it was because they were not like Cheng Shaoshang.


    But so what? If he was slow, the whole game was lost. Qu Ling Jun was right when she said that the day still has to go on. The river was clear and shallow, so how many times did he have to go back and forth?


    The days did have to go on, after all.


    …


    Shaoshang carefully search the inside of the building, pushed the bookshelves, stroked the desk, and even tried to climb out of the small windows facing the lake. Everything was normal. Then she walked outside of the room, stood a good distance away, and looked at it.


    The study wasn’t actually just one room. There were two rooms on each side of the room where Liang Shang had been killed, and the three rooms connected in a straight ‘one line’ structure. The largest and brightest one was in the center, with two small stoves built on the east side for the owner to cook and boil wine when needed. On the west side, there was a medium-sized miscellaneous room, piled with a bunch of old items like ropes, ladders, and tables, covered with thick, coarse cloth.


    The small kitchen was wiped clean, and there was residual firewood in the stove, which had been used recently. The miscellaneous room was covered in varying thicknesses of dust. Some utensils seemed to be frequently used. The coarse cloth had frequent lift marks, and there were footprints along the ground.


    Shaoshang didn’t give up and returned to the haunted house, moving almost everything to see if any hidden secrets would suddenly appear. She found nothing. She took the small gemstone dagger she always carried and struck the walls one by one with the handle, listening for any hollow sounds. She still found nothing. The four walls were all solid brick and wood walls, which might have differed in thickness from each other, but the overall sound of one wall was the same.


    Shaoshang began to feel a bit frustrated. She firmly believed that Liang Shang couldn’t have died for nothing. But if there was no third person who had entered the room, how could he have died?


    Liang Qiu Fei looked at her exhaustion and proudly approached her. “If you’re tired, why don’t you go and rest for a while? This humble servant thinks you should go back to the palace and wait for the good news from the young master. It’s better than walking back and forth here. Young Mistress, haven’t you touched enough of this small place, yet?”


    Shaoshang was already physically and mentally exhausted. When she heard his words, she became angry and embarrassed and began to push people out. She ordered Liang Qiu Fei and the remaining guards to stand outside and do not disturb her.


    After angrily driving them away, Shaoshang’s heart suddenly moved. This was a small space?


    She suddenly had an idea.


    Shaoshang first walked along the outside and measured the total length of the three rooms in steps from east to west. Then, she measured the indoor length of each room separately. She measured everything three times for fear of error and then took the average. Sure enough –


    The total external length of the three rooms was an average of ninety-five steps, with a small kitchen of thirteen steps, a miscellaneous room of twenty-two steps, and a study of forty-four steps, with a difference of sixteen steps. Even if the thickness of the walls in the middle had been removed, there was at least five or six steps that were still missing.


    Where could the space have gone?


    The kitchen was small and often filled with people coming and going and had a mix of fire and water, so… Shaoshang turned her gaze to the dark miscellaneous room. When she entered it, Shaoshang found that it was indeed really dark. The outside was bright and sunny, but there was only a small window hanging high on the south wall that could only let in a few rays of light.


    Shaoshang walked towards the east wall, which was the wall that separated the study. She lit a small candle and carefully observed the wall. Like the room where Liang Shang was murdered, the walls in this room were divided into squares with wooden strips, each side measuring about one meter in length. There were about a dozen or so squares on each wall, which was a popular architectural style of the past that could support the walls without deformation.


    Shaoshang lowered her head and held up her light to observe the ground by the wall. In order to lift Liang Shang’s body out after the murder, the servants rushed here and there to retrieve items such as bamboo poles and stretchers, and the footprints on the ground were messy. Shaoshang noticed two footprints that were quite unique. They were only half of the foot, with the toes facing the wall and only a step away from it.


    Why were there such footprints? If someone was running at a fast speed, those types of footprints wouldn’t be surprising. But facing a wall? Shaoshang thought for a moment and then smiled. This was the position of someone pushing the wall with their palms and exerting heavy force.


    She placed the light to the side and tried to give a push. If it didn’t work, she could go and call the always talkative Liang Qiu Fei. Using all of her strength, Shaoshang was already preparing to call out for help but, unexpectedly, the wall pushed in and created a hole that happened to be two squares.


    She was shocked for a moment and took a small step inside, grabbing her light. Looking around, she understood everything.


    No wonder she couldn’t find anything unusual in the study. The secret room was sandwiched between two rooms, like cutting a square cake at an edge. Its width was the same as the three rooms, but the length was only about three or four steps.


    The light and shadow of the candle swayed and twisted, and there was no continuous direction. It seemed that there were several openings in this secret room. The sound outside was clear, but the sound inside seemed to be inaudible from the outside. Shaoshang had kicked something down and no one outside noticed.


    Shaoshang could hear Liang Qiu Fei instructing maids to prepare lunch, and to add a pot of fruit dew, preferably with a pomegranate flavor. Shaoshang smiled, thinking that he really was thoughtful, even if he talked too much. He knew she loved to eat pomegranates but it was difficult to get them during winter.


    Shaoshang turned around and saw where she had just entered. The small door facing inside was equipped with two handles made of refined iron. She guessed that when the people wanted to go out, they could use the handles.


    Shaoshang held up her light and looked at the wall opposite the secret room, easily spotting another pair of iron handles. She originally intended to pull them but, after some thought, she switched to pushing them sideways with her shoulders and back. With a burst of force, the wall opened up and bright light shone straight into the secret room.


    Hard work paid off. She was now in the study where Liang Shang had been killed!


    Shaoshang felt like she had eaten a full course meal, no longer tired but comfortable and overjoyed! No wonder it was useless for her to find the secret room in Liang Shang’s study. The secret door could only be opened from the inside of the room!


    Shaoshang took a moment feeling quite proud of herself before she decided to call out for Liang Qiu Fei. Suddenly, there was a sound from behind her. Before she could turn around, a cold and powerful hand lifted her into the secret room with a handful of growls. Both the hidden doors were closed.


    …


    “I was never actually curious about how Liang Shang died,” Ling Buyi said. “Because, at the end of the day, it’s not possible for anyone other than the Liang family to set up such a trap that included Qu Ling Jun’s whereabouts.”


    Liang Wuji remained silent, his face dark.


    “The situation has not yet escalated, and Tingwei Prison can still give some face to your family. When the Emperor gets angry, he’ll arrest the servants of the Liang mansion and interrogate them thoroughly. Will it be impossible to find anything?”


    “I know it’s better for me to ask myself instead of letting the people from Tingwei Prison to come,” Liang Wuji sighed. “However, once we initiate a public inquiry, the reputation of the Liang family…”


    “Oh, is the reputation of the Liang family suddenly good?” Ling Buyi sneered. “Your own family is better than the prison established at Tingwei. Governor, that’s all for now. If you cannot give me an answer today, tomorrow morning Master Ji’s guards will come to pick people up.”


    “Within the day?” Liang Wuji angrily said. “You’re too anxious…”


    “The longer this matter drags on, the more the Crown Prince will suffer! Just wait for ten days or half a month and everyone will believe the Crown Prince’s rumors. At that time, it’ll be useless for you to investigate and uncover the truth!”


    Liang Wuji was at the end of his wits, slamming his hands on the table several times before he loudly said, “Okay, I will detain the suspicious people and interrogate them. I’ll give you an answer before sunset!”


    “Governor, you’re too polite,” Ling Buyi said with a smile. “I will wait for the good news. After everything is done, I’ll hold a banquet to compensate for today’s misdeeds.”


    Liang Wuji repeatedly waved his hands. “There’s no need…”


    All of a sudden, a handsome young guard suddenly broke into the room without announcing and knelt down in front of Ling Buyi. “Young Master, something’s happened,” he shouted. “Young Mistress… she’s… she’s gone…!”


    Ling Buyi’s face changed dramatically. He grabbed the guard and sternly asked, “What’s going on? Didn’t I tell you to keep an eye on her?”


    Liang Qiu Fei looked up, his face full of shame and sweat. “Young Mistress had been going back and forth in the three rooms of the study and we were guarding outside. One moment, we saw her go in and out of the room and, the next, she disappeared! There was also a lot of people outside besides us, there were servants and maids. How…how could…?!”


    Ling Buyi turned around and looked at Liang Wuji. His expression was calm but his eyes were ablaze with flames. “Governor, I’m afraid I will have to greatly offend your esteemed mansion today.”


    …


    There was only a small candle in the cold, dark, and quiet room. A man dressed as a servant stood in the firelight, his face slightly protruding and becoming even more terrifying. He slowly approached Shaoshang and let out a low chuckle, as if he were playing with a small bug in his palm.


    Shaoshang was forced to the end of the long and narrow secret room, with her back against the wall. She tried to stand straight. “Young Master Liang, do you think that by killing me, you’ll be safe and sound?”


    Liang Xia chuckled briefly; voice low like a night owl. “No one knows about this room. I’ll kill you and deal with your body after everything blows over. Who will know?”


    “Why aren’t you asking where Master Ling has gone? I’ve been searching here, but he’s been secretly talking to your cousin. What do you think they’re talking about?” Shaoshang’s forehead began to sweat and she tried to calm herself.


    Liang Xia was taken aback for a moment. “Don’t try to deceive me!” he sneered.


    “I’m not!” Shaoshang tried hard to not let her voice shake.


    “Everyone was so focused on the matter between Madam Qu and the Crown Prince, including Master Ji. Since the Crown Prince has noble status and is deeply involved, those officials always like to think big. The harder the case, the better, and the more noble and successful the people involved! But when you really think about it again, perhaps things weren’t so chaotic after all? Maybe someone just wanted to use Madam Qu and the Crown Prince to cover up?”


    “Did Ling Buyi also guess?” Liang Xia asked, his face gradually turning blue.


    Shaoshang refused to wipe away the sweat on her forehead and forced a smile. “When I thought about your brother’s death, I wondered who would benefit the most. It isn’t actually Madam Qu, but you. Your brother’s son is only a few years old, and the Governor of Liangzhou is nearing fifty-years-old and still childless. Now that your brother has passed away, the governor of Liangzhou has no choice but to appoint you as the future head of the family.”


    “Since you knew this, why haven’t you come to arrest me yet?” Liang Xia suddenly calmed down before he smiled fiercely.


    “Because we don’t know how you actually killed him!” Shaoshang sighed, pretending to be helpless. “You’re ultimately the young master of the Liang family. If you can’t be punished by an official, can you be arrested and tortured in Tingwei Prison? We need evidence to convict you! Everyone keeps praising Master Ling for being stunning, but we still cannot figure out how you actually did it!”


    Liang Xia laughed heartily and arrogantly. “Of course! The method is…” He paused for a moment and then laughed again. “This was my painstaking plan! If it hadn’t been for you, a little girl, touching everything, no one would have thought any more of it!”


    “This little girl doesn’t understand your meaning. Please don’t hesitate to give me advice.” Shaoshang continued to act pitiful. She hoped that the law of ‘villains die from monologues’ would come into effect. Although Liang Qiu Fei was sarcastic and talkative, he was still careful and had to make sure he knew what she was doing every fifteen minutes.


    “That day, I snuck into this room early in the morning and then waited until noon. I heard my older brother scolding that little slut, Youtong and knock the bookshelf down. When she walked away, I pushed the wall out and took my brother by surprise. He never knew about this hidden room. I only discovered it by accident. I pretended to joke with him and then stabbed him to death while we spoke. I pushed him against the wall and sat him down, bent his legs and made it look like his body had been put into a chest. Then I added poison to the wine and hid in this room. I took off my outer robe, changed into the clothes of a servant and waited. When Qu Ling Jun discovered the body, it was chaos outside and I was able to sneak away.”


    “Great strategy!” Shaoshang tried to be as enthusiastic as she could. “It seems that the people outside have misjudged you. You’re not only skilled in martial arts, but also resourceful and master of both the sword and the brush…”


    Liang Xia giggled arrogantly. Then his face darkened and he slowly approached her. “I know you’re stalling for time. But, since you’re as pretty as a flower, why not make me happy before you die…”


    Shaoshang had originally been very afraid but, hearing those words, she became determined. She had to be strong and find an opportunity. Her fingers silently touched the small gemstone dagger at her waist.


    The hidden room was already dark, and the small dagger had been intricately crafted by Uncle Wan. It was full of gold and jade beads, and its two ends were raised like a crescent moon. Most people thought it was just a young girl’s accessory in the shape of a pendant.


    Just as Liang Xia was about to pounce, there was a commotion outside. Guards were shouting out one after another.


    “Where is Mistress Cheng? She’s missing!”


    “I haven’t seen her. What about you?”


    “Not here, either!”


    “Quick, seal off these three rooms. No one is allowed to enter or exit. A’Fei, go report to the Young Master!”


    Liang Xia’s face turned pale. Shaoshang straightened up and sneered. “Even if you kill me, you won’t be able to get out!”


    Liang Xia angrily jumped at her, shouting, “You lowly wretch!”


    Shaoshang ducked under his arm. “You and I had no grudges,” she said coldly. “Why do you insist on doing this? Why not let me go? I promise I won’t say anything. After the guards withdraw, you can come out and slip away. Isn’t that good?”


    Liang Xia paused for a moment. He then became angry. “You think I’ll believe you?! Cunning little bitch, I’ll take your life!”


    Shaoshang could clearly see her position and rushed towards the candle that had been inserted into the wall. She stamped it out and then hid it in her sleeve.


    The room was pitch black and, unfortunately, Liang Xia didn’t bring any light with him. He could only curse and grope, trying to catch Shaoshang in the darkness. Shaoshang was a tiny person. She listened to Liang Xia’s heavy breathing and silently bobbed and weaved, making him unable to catch her at first. He quickly figured out her pattern, went to one end of the narrow chamber and swept his arms and feet out as he slowly approached. Shaoshang finally couldn’t escape and was caught by him. 


    Liang Xia’s ferocious heart rose. He placed his hand on Shaoshang’s neck to strangle her. Shaoshang held her small dagger in the palm of her hand, ready to make a cut on his carotid artery.


    Then, a clear yet urgent voice of a young man came from outside. A voice that no one could ignore even if he were among thousands of people.


    “Where is she?”


    “Young Master, I’ve searched all three rooms. Mistress Cheng really isn’t here!”


    “Zisheng, could Mistress Cheng have wandered somewhere else without telling the guards?” That was the voice of the Governor of Liangzhou.


    “No. Although she’s young, she’s smart. Even if she’s walking in the palace, she rarely goes anywhere without maids. In such a place, she would never leave without saying a word!”


    Liang Xia and Shaoshang both froze at the same time.


    “You better not kill me,” Shaoshang said, rolling her eyes. “Take me as a hostage.”


    “They can’t find this place,” Liang Xia said with a nasty smile. “I’ll kill you and, when it gets dark, I’ll escape!”


    Shaoshang was about to reply that if she could find this room, Ling Buyi would definitely be able to. Suddenly there was a clanging from outside, as if something extremely heavy that was iron and stone had been placed.


    Ling Buyi’s voice may have sounded calm but its volume was much louder. “I apologize Governor Liangzhou, I’ll have to greatly offend you. Someone, demolish these three rooms!”


    Liang Xia was completely stunned.


    Shaoshang was also dumbfounded. “Why didn’t I think of that?” she murmured. “What kind of secret room should I have looked for? It’s like a headless fly. It’d be clear after it was demolished, right?”


    At this moment, more people gathered outside and there were sharp female voices mixed within. A sharp elderly voice was particularly loud, “Master Ling, please think twice! The Liang mansion is a century old, how could you…?”


    “Is this the ancestral hall of the Liang family? Does this house serve your ancestors? Is it my wife’s life that matters or a study? Uncle Liang, Ling Zisheng will write about you in his diary today and will ask for your advice tomorrow! Not to mention these three rooms, if this really was the ancestral hall of your family, I would have also demolished it today!”


    The old and loud voice fell silent immediately.


    Ling Buyi seemed to sneer and kept urging for the demolition of the rooms. Liang Xia and Shaoshang could both hear the dense sound of hammer above their heads and on both sides. She didn’t know how Ling Buyi had managed to find such heavy tools so quickly.


    “I think you should go out,” Shaoshang kindly reminded him. “Going out now can still be considered as you surrendering yourself. Otherwise, it’ll be impolite to wait until the roof is lifted to leave.”


    Liang Xia’s face was tense as he heard the clanging from all around him getting closer and closer. He firmly held onto Shaoshang with both hands, pushed the hidden door in the study with his shoulder while he loudly shouted out, “I’m here. Stop!”


    Shaoshang felt that image was very important. Amidst the chaos, she looked down and saw that besides being covered in dust, her clothes were still neat and tidy.


    The demolition temporarily stopped as Liang Xia carried Shaoshang out of the house.


    After being in the dark room for so long, Shaoshang was almost brought to tears when she suddenly saw the light again. There was suddenly a huge uproar.


    The house was surrounded by people both inside and outside the three rooms. The innermost circle was guarded by Ling Buyi’s guards, each full of bows and arrows pointing directly at Liang Xia. The middle circle was Liang Wuji’s private soldiers, with their swords unsheathed and ready for battle. The outer circle was composed of the servants of the household.


    Outside of those circles were the various relatives, friends, and servants of the Liang family.


    Ling Buyi had originally been standing on the second floor the family’s school opposite of the study, leading the entire situation. When he saw Liang Xia and Shaoshang coming out, he didn’t bother to turn and run down the stairs. Instead, he directly jumped from the second floor.


    Like Moses parting the Red Sea, the three layers of guards, private soldiers, and servants stepped aside as Ling Buyi ran over with great strides. Yuan Shen also went to hurriedly follow but was caught by Liang Wuji. He was worried that he, as a scholar, would find it difficult to avoid a fight.


    “Don’t come over here! If you do, I’ll crush her!” Liang Xia took a step back, face full of fear.


    Ling Buyi was pale and his eyes held some anxiety. “Let her go first, then we can talk!”


    “Do I still have a way out if I let her go? Don’t underestimate me, Ling Buyi!”


    Ling Buyi pursed his lips, reaching out and lifting his hand. Two guards escorted an older woman over. Shaoshang saw that it was Old Lady Liang. “If you let her go,” Ling Buyi said, “I won’t have to make things difficult for your mother!”


    At this moment, an older man standing in the family’s school spoke out. “Master Ling, why are you bothering with this woman? She’s an actual member of the Liang family, and we’ve been around for a hundred years…”
[The way the man says woman is said in a derogatory way.]


    “Third Uncle, please stop talking!” Yuan Shen said anxiously. “If the young lady sent by the Empress to investigate suddenly has an accident, isn’t that being in contempt for imperial favor? Then the Liang family will have only lasted for a hundred years!”


    The old man had no choice but to stop talking.


    The cloth ball was pulled out of Old Lady Liang’s mouth and she cried out to her son. “Xia’er, what’s wrong with you?! Why are you doing this? Are they wrongly accusing you? How could you kill your brother…?”


    Before she could finish speaking, Liang Qiu Qi had emerged from the hidden room, holding a bloody garment in his hand and raising it high up for everyone to see. “Young Master,” he loudly shouted, “not only is this bloody garment from Liang Xia’s murder in the secret room, but also food and water, and replacement clothing!”


    The situation was very clear. Liang Wuji and all the older members of the family had pale faces, humbled and ashamed.


    “What are you going to do with all of the evidence?” Ling Buyi asked. “It’s better to surrender now to avoid humiliating your clan and your mother!”


    Liang Xia knew that blame would be impossible to escape now. “I’ll find someone to support me even if I have to die! If you want to kill the old woman, just kill her. I won’t mind!”


    There had been a few extremely vicious bandits who had disregarded their parents. When Liang Xia called out, the family members were all ashamed and cursed how such a calamity and evil could be born!


    Ling Buyi’s expression was cold and indifferent. “Break the arm of the old woman and see if Young Master Liang really cares!”


    Everyone was shocked as soon as this statement was made. It was one thing to threaten an old woman, but it was another thing to actually take action. The more than two hundred people present all collectively thought to themselves, ‘Ling Buyi is truly cruel and ruthless.’


    Even though Liang Xia had just spoken wildly, he couldn’t help but be shaken up when he saw his own mother’s arm being twisted by a guard, poised to break it. His palm twitched away from Shaoshang’s neck.


    Now!


    Shaoshang felt her throat free and immediately pulled her dagger out from her sleeve, stabbing it towards his waist behind her. In an instant, blood covered the knife and Liang Xia let out a painful cry. Shaoshang took the opportunity to roll to the ground.


    Without waiting for Liang Xia to pounce on Shaoshang again, Ling Buyi at some point had grabbed a few thin, flying knives as thin as willow leaves between his fingers, and shot them out like flying rainbows. Two pieces were about to hit the palm on Shaoshang’s right shoulder while the other two pierced into his left palm and wrist, respectively.


    In Shaoshang’s ear was Liang Xia’s pained cry like a porcupine, rolling up on the ground. Then, Ling Buyi, who rushed towards her, hugged her into his arms. When she looked up again, she saw Ling Buyi’s clear and pale face.


    A group of guards immediately stepped forward, forming an airtight human wall in front of the both of them.


    Ling Buyi’s jaw was tense and his eyes were fierce. He held the girl tightly, ignoring the tense bows and strings around him. “You never listen to my words, do you?” he cursed. “I told you not to come, but you insisted. I told you to be careful, but you had to act on your own. What would you do if you died?”


    The sentence was full of linguistic errors. Shaoshang was reluctant to nitpick because the man’s strong arm muscles were tense, causing her to feel achy all over. She stood still for a while and then burst into tears, whimpering and sobbing uncontrollably.


    “I thought I was going to die inside just now, and I was only thinking of you and how I wished I could see you before I died! Knowing that you came to save me, I’m so happy! You’re the closest and most reliable person in my heart. Now that I’m tired and scared, you only know how to scold me. If I had known that, I would have just waited to die inside…”


    Ling Buyi looked at her face covered in dust, her forehead was swollen, and her big, watery eyes filled with tears. Half of his heart had already softened just looking at her, but when he heard her words, the other part of his heart melted into a warm puddle. He sighed deeply, took off his cloak and wrapped it around her, gently comforting her in his arms.


    Unfortunately, although Ling Buyi was omnipotent, he didn’t have enough cultivation in this area. He could only gently coax the girl with, ‘Alright, stop crying, stop crying. I promise I won’t scold you anymore.’ His good looks, physique, and charming voice was making it very difficult for Shaoshang to stay angry.


    Liang Qiu Qi, who had the company of four beautiful women, looked at his young master with pity.


    Liang Qiu Fei, who didn’t have the company of four beautiful women, looked bewildered. He vaguely felt like Young Mistress Cheng wasn’t so weak and easily afraid. She had just stabbed Liang Xia fiercely and accurately and rolled on the ground so neatly. However… maybe he was… well, he had no idea.


    Yuan Sheng originally wanted to go over to Shaoshang when he saw she had gotten out of trouble to ask a few questions. When he saw Ling Buyi and Shaoshang cuddling together, he stopped and immediately went back.


    Over the years, young noble ladies around the Capital had shown Ling Buyi their weakness no less than ten times, either by falling into water, hanging from tree branches, or even hanging from cliffs… They all hoped that Ling Buyi would come to their rescue. Ling Buyi, however, had also demonstrated through his actions no less than ten times that he really wasn’t affected by this softness.


    ‘It just wasn’t the right person,’ Yuan Shen thought. As long as it was the right person, whether she was weak or sharp, cunning or dull, worldly or naïve, and Ling Buyi was willing to eat it, it was as sweet as a feast.


    The young couple’s moment was over in seconds as the guards gathered around them. The crowd didn’t pay them much attention because Old Lady Liang and her son were busy putting on another show.


    Old Lady Liang screamed wildly and took advantage of the chaos as Shaoshang managed to escape. She broke free from the guards and rushed towards her son. “My son, why are you muddleheaded?” she cried, touching Liang Xia’s wound.


    Liang Xia was angry and pushed her away. “This is all your fault!” he shouted. “You’ve never seen me in your eyes. In your heart, you only have one son. It’s because you gave birth to Liang Shang that you were able to be supported by Father. Otherwise, you’d just be another concubine! You treated Liang Shang as your own flesh and blood, holding and loving him all day!”


    Everyone was in an uproar once they heard the words.


    In order to make his son’s identity concrete, the previous Master Liang deliberately concealed Old Lady Liang’s background and pretended that she had remarried and wasn’t a concubine. This was something that no one in the family knew, except for a few people such as Liang Wuji and Madam Liang.


    “Who am I? What am I?! You gave birth to me just to supplement me for my brother! That year when he was seriously ill, you suddenly became nicer to me but once he recovered, you left me again! Liang Shang was clearly an incompetent waste with mediocre qualifications! But you, older cousin, and everyone in the family treat him as a treasure! The best school, the most prestigious and talented daughter from the prestigious Qu family! I had to beg for the daughter of an ordinary officer! Why was I born to this mother?”


    Standing off in the distance, Qu Ling Jun’s face was like golden paper, and the maids and servants surrounded her all glared angrily at the Liang family. It wasn’t that concubines couldn’t become legitimate wives. Zhao Xiangzi, famous for her youth, was a concubine. Who dared to look down on her? But the Liang family could not deceive others!
[To have a face like golden paper means that someone is extremely angry. Liang Shang was born to Old Lady Liang who was originally a concubine and then married when the legitimate wife died (from what I can tell). They hid Liang Shang’s identity which is why it’s such a slap to the face for a noble family like the Qu family.]


    Old Lady Liang knelt on the ground, holding onto Liang Xia’s thighs and crying bitterly. “How can I not take you seriously? But your older brother has always been weak since he was a child, and I … even so, you shouldn’t have harmed him. You are brothers…”


    Liang Xia furiously kicked his mother away with his foot. “It’s all your fault that I became like this today! I had already framed the Qu family.  If I quietly let it out on my own within the family, what else could happen?! Those old men don’t dare to offend the royal family. Just give Madam Qu a piece of white silk and the matter will be settled! But, it’s you! You went out to announce this time and time again, for the sake of your beloved eldest son, and made things much worse!”


    Ling Buyi sneered softly.


    “What’s wrong?” Shaoshang asked in a low voice, noticing it.


    Ling Buyi leaned down to her ear and said, “No matter whether this old woman makes a scene or not, someone will always make it worse.”


    Shaoshang didn’t understand.


    Ling Buyi tenderly touched the head of the girl in his arms. When he looked up, his expression was solemn. He loudly announced, “I want him alive.”


    Liang Qiu Qi let out a shout and all the guards put away their bows and arrows. They took ropes and iron chains from their waists with the intent to capture Liang Xia alive.


    At this moment, a lightning-fast arrow flew past everyone, and a gray feathered long arrow hit Liang Xia’s throat with a powerful force. The arrow cluster pierced through the flesh and imbedded itself into the pillar behind Liang Xia. The feathers on the arrow buzzed and trembled.


    Everyone was startled. Following the sound, they turned and saw Liang Wuji standing on a tall dirt slope surrounded by his private soldiers, a bow in his right arm. The bow strings were still trembling slightly.


    For a moment, it was so quiet you could hear a pin drop.


    Old Lady Liang stared at her son’s angry and wide-eyed corpse. It took a moment for her to react. Just as she was about to curse at Liang Wuji with malice, Liang Wuji slung two arrows towards the stone wall behind the old woman.


    Because Ling Buyi had just ordered the rooms to be demolished, half of the stone wall had already been smashed. Liang Wuji’s two arrows happened to pry out a shaky round stone. It fell and hit Old Lady Liang’s head. She was immediately knocked unconscious without making a sound.


    Liang Wuji’s face remained expressionless. His presence commanded authority.


    It was only then that everyone remembered this calm and reserved head of the family had also been an unparalleled hero when he was young. Because he had entered the officialdom, he became cautious and careful as the years went by.


    Liang Wuji lowered his bow and looked at Ling Buyi. “I will go to the palace with you to face His Holy Emperor and personally apologize.”


    “…Okay,” Ling Buyi said.


    …


    Yup. Ling Buyi was right. It always gets worse.


    Next Chapter: Unspeakable Secrets
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    Chapter One Hundred and Ten:
Unspeakable Secrets


    On the way back to the palace, Ling Buyi rode on a horse beside the carriage. He finally couldn’t endure it any longer and jumped into the carriage to check Shaoshang for injuries.


    He ignored the girl’s protests and held her small face, turning it this way and that as he looked at it. Her forehead was swollen, her chin was scuffed with some oil, but it wasn’t as heavy as the bruises on her neck. He rolled her sleeves up and looked at the bruising on her elbows. Her palms had many cuts, and he wasn’t sure about her legs…


    “Whoa, hey, stop!” Shaoshang covered her collar with one hand and pressed down on her skirt and underpants with the other. “I’ll get Old Lady Zhai to help when we get back. We’re still on the road!” If she didn’t stop him, he’d strip her clothes off.


    Ling Buyi stared at her for a while. “… Are you really not going home first?”


    Shaoshang’s childish face went through a flurry of emotions. “At the end of the day, only the Empress will be the one who most likely will not scold me. If I go home like this, my parents and three brothers will nag me for half a month! I’ll go to Changqiu Palace to hide first.”


    Ling Buyi snorted. “You know to be afraid. I usually say you’re too young, and that’s why you’re so reckless!” After speaking, he exited the carriage, mounted his horse, and rode to Liang Wuji’s side.


    After dismounting and entering the palace, Liang Wuji and Ling Buyi headed straight to Shangshu Terrace. Hearing that his adopted son and Liang Wuji sought an audience, the Emperor immediately sent the palace staff away. After listening to his adopted son briefly recount the recent changes in the Liang family, he looked at Liang Wuji kneeling with his head down and said coldly, “You’re so brave! Zisheng said he wanted to capture Liang Xia alive. How dare you shoot him with an arrow!”


    Liang Wuji kowtowed and didn’t dare to argue with him.


    “Are you afraid that Zisheng will ask something after he captured Liang Xia?!” the Emperor shouted. He was becoming increasingly angrier. “Such a decisive decision. I’ve never seen my dear Official Liang act so ruthlessly before…”


    “Your Majesty!” Liang Wuji cried out in a mournful voice.


    “Your Majesty.” He lowered his tone and spoke again in a quiet voice. “The Liang family in Hedong used to have lush branches and leaves. Not to mention my uncle and relatives, there were eight sons and six daughters under my grandfather’s knees alone. Although my father passed away early, my uncle still had many siblings. However, if the heavens want to bring death, they must first be proud and give a light blessing. Since Emperor Li had entered the court and took power, the Liang family gradually declined in population…”


    “First, we fought with the Qu family for more than ten years, and that resulted in countless deaths and injuries. Later, my uncle was implicated in the case of Emperor Li, constantly harassed and looked down on by the court. Then, the war broke out worldwide, and the Liang family could not live independently. When I held the position of head of the family, there were few available bodies around him. Three uncles died before they could get married and have children. Two uncles and their sons died when they went off to battle, and my other cousins either suffered physical disabilities while in prison or died young due to being physically weak.”


    The Liang family in Hedong had been shining for nearly a hundred years, and for a while, they were magnificent. Upon hearing that they were now on troubled land, the Emperor couldn’t help but feel some sympathy.


    “That year, I reported to Your Majesty that I had a slight decline in performance. Your Majesty even joked with me, asking why I didn’t request a reward for my siblings and nephews. I have no place to express my suffering. I’m not indifferent and have no request, really…”


    Liang Wuji wept and trembled as he fell on the steps. “There really are useless and weak children in my family!”


    The Emperor let out a long sigh and sat down on his knees. “Get up first. Sit down and speak well.”


    Liang Wuji followed the Emperor’s order, sitting down and wiping his tears away. “Your Majesty,” he said solemnly. “Don’t you know that Liang Shang and Liang Xia were both mediocre and incompetent? In the past, such things were not even worth managing manors and fields! What method did I have? I’m almost fifty-years-old and can only endure like this. I hope the next generation can produce some talented children…”


    The Emperor let out another faint sigh. Why did you often love having many children and grandchildren? The more grandchildren they had, the higher the likelihood of one becoming outstanding. For example, the Liang family, who had thousands of miles of land and several rice seedlings, couldn’t even pick them. Thinking of this, the Emperor gave his adopted son a wondrous look.


    When he first learned that his adopted son liked the youngest daughter of the Cheng family, the Emperor sent someone to inquire into it. The Cheng family’s prestige and status didn’t satisfy him, but when he heard that the girl’s mother, Madam Xiao, was prolific, he hesitated.


    Madam Xiao gave birth to four sons while serving in the military for many years, each strong and agile. It was also said that Madam Xiao’s mother had seven or eight sons, and the rumor was that the girl followed after her grandmother… Well, that was quite good.


    Ling Buyi felt his adoptive father’s gaze on him was somewhat eerie, and he began to feel uncomfortable.


    “I am aware of the suffering of the Liang family,” the Emperor said calmly. “But what does it have to do with the current case? The Crown Prince has been implicated for no reason, and his reputation is tarnished. Should we capture Liang Xia and interrogate him carefully?! Did you think the matter would be settled once you shot him with that arrow? Did you secretly conspire on this matter?!”


    “Your Majesty, the brilliance of your intelligence and excellent judgment are too great. What benefit would I have to try and conspire against you?” Liang Wuji smiled bitterly. “There’s no successor to the Liang family, and there’s not enough time to hide from right and wrong. How could they step into the storm on their own? Your Majesty…” he suddenly lowered his voice, “if this matter is truly investigated, the Liang family will certainly be the first to bear the brunt of it. Considering the overall situation, it might not be a good thing…”


    The Emperor closed his eyes and waved his hand. “I understand. You should go first.”


    Liang Wuji knew that the Emperor was a wise and just person. With just a few words, he thanked the Emperor for this favor and left immediately.


    When no one else was in the hall, the Emperor angrily looked at his adopted son. “Is that how you handle things? Stare blankly as Liang Wuji extinguishes Liang Xia’s voice. You were only concerned about Shaoshang at that time; otherwise, you would have noticed Liang Wuji with a bow in his hand!”


    Although his adoptive father was speaking the truth, Ling Buyi wasn’t about to obediently admit to it. He turned around and said, “Your Majesty, isn’t the current situation more appropriate than interrogating Liang Xia?”


    The Emperor stared at his adopted son.


    “Your Majesty’s original intention was just to clean up the reputation of His Royal Highness the Crown Prince,” Ling Buyi said. “Today, it’s been done crookedly, which everyone knows. It’s even better than trying to find something out from Liang Xia’s mouth.”


    “If you have something to say, there’s no need to speak in riddles,” the Emperor said.


    “Although Qu Ling Jun is the wife of the Liang family, she has not set foot in the Capital City for ten years since she got married and has only been in the city for ten days. She doesn’t know about the intricacies of the Liang family and is not familiar with the personnel here in the city. How could she have come up with such a comprehensive plan in such a short amount of time? Liang Xia lived in the Capital City for several years when he was young, but judging from his character, he didn’t seem to be such a dishonest person. So, who is behind the scenes coordinating all of this? Who revealed that the Liang Shang had beaten Madam Qu? Who told the Crown Prince? Who had learned that the Crown Prince and Madam Qu would meet at the Purple Osmanthus Garden, and who bribed Sun Sheng…


    “Your Majesty, when the incident occurred a few days ago, three servants inexplicably died in the Liang mansion. One drowned, one fell to his death while drunk, and another accidentally ate poisonous mushrooms. Four or five servants were also missing from the Purple Osmanthus Garden. Sun Sheng is now in my hands, but I would bet he won’t survive more than a few days if released. However, if Your Majesty really wants to investigate the heart of the matter, you wouldn’t be able to uncover the people behind the scenes. Do you want to investigate?”


    The Emperor sat motionless for a long time as if the falling leaves outside the palace were frozen mid-air. “Go visit the Empress and Crown Prince,” he said.


    Ling Buyi looked at the Emperor and then bowed and took his leave.


    …


    Slap!


    A heavy slap hit Little Marquis Yue’s face, a bright red palm print quickly appearing on his well-maintained cheeks.


    Big Marquis Yue pointed his finger at his younger brother and cursed softly, “You’ve eaten the guts of an ambitious leopard. How dare you secretly do such a thing?”


    “Please be gentle, Eldest Brother.” Middle Marquis Yue walked over to the window and looked out anxiously.


    Little Marquis Yue didn’t bother to cover his face and smirked. “Don’t worry, Brother. I haven’t left any trace behind.”


    “You might not have left anything behind, but you still kill so many people!” Big Marquis Yue said.


    “That was a cover-up,” Little Marquis Yue said. “If I wanted to kill all the people involved, it would have been more than just those few. I purposely killed them and kept a few just for some self-protection.”


    Big Marquis Yue looked coldly at his younger brother.


    “Do you really think I was the one who did this?” Little Marquis Yue smiled. “The idea was mine, yes, but other people were involved. Besides, can Sun Sheng be bribed in the moment? He’s actually from the Sun family. To seize his leverage for murder and wealth, some people waited patiently for five or six years just to be useful for a day.”


    “What are you doing this for? His Highness the Crown Prince is a kind and honest gentleman…”


    “Why?! Of course, it’s for our sake!”


    Little Marquis Yue shouted, and the tide of anger surged.


    “Keep your voice down!” Middle Marquis Yue hissed. “Do you want to bring attention to our mansion?”


    Little Marquis Yue ignored his brother and looked straight at Big Marquis Yue. “Thirty years ago, our Yue family sacrificed our lives for the Emperor, paid people hand handed over the lives of our entire family to him. Was it because we had no way out in the beginning?”


    “Seven brothers, now there are only three of us left! As for the rest of the clan, there were countless deaths and injuries! Eldest Brother, go back to the family in Rao County to see how many orphans and widows there are. This is who all of this is for! It’s to take good care of the Yue family in Rao County. They were originally happy and wealthy and had to follow the Wen family to rebel when they were content!”


    “The Emperor claimed to be a hero and descendant of Emperor Gaozu. He insisted on competing for the world, but the result wasn’t successful. The government wanted the implicated family members’ hands and feet. Our Yue family saved the women and children of their Wen family who couldn’t escape!”


    “And the Huo family,” Middle Marquis Yue interjected. “If it weren’t for Huo Chong’s desperate protection, His Majesty would have…”


    Little Marquis Yue sneered. “I admire Brother Huo Chong. He was indeed a sincere hero, unparalleled and unrivaled. But his death allowed me to see the Emperor and the world clearly.”


    “What about the loyalty and martyrdom of the Huo family? It’s a pity that their descendants have been cut off, and now only a nephew with the surname of Ling is left! If His Majesty were truly a martyr, he would have exiled the Ling family from the Capital to vent his anger on Huo Junhua. But, when he saw the Ling family had many in-laws, he was cautious and honest and kept his head down. He didn’t make any mistakes and softened his heart. He allowed the Ling family’s three brothers to have children, spread their branches and leaves, and form powerful marriages. It’s yet to be determined if Ling Buyi will return to the Ling family after the Emperor’s reign!


    “The Emperor is this type of person! He has been able to endure since childhood and has always hoped for everyone to be happy, as close as a family, and step back to the vast sky and sea. Nothing in this world can be exactly how the Emperor wants!


    “If blood flows out, it cannot flow back into the body. How can we easily reconcile if we have a grudge?” Little Marquis Yue’s face was gloomy, and he gritted his teeth. “More than one or two families have blood feuds between the officials of Jingzhou and King Qian’an’s lineage!”


    “During the beginning of the alliance, the bandit of Qian’an suppressed his troops and horses, allowing us to charge ahead and fight. No one was afraid of not achieving it! He deliberately delayed the war to exhaust the two brothers of the Li family. Li’s uncle spat out a mouthful of blood and was extremely angry at the time. Later, the old bandit of Qian’an saw that we were gradually gaining momentum and became wary of us. He deliberately asked us to the Green Forest Fortress, which had heavy troops stationed there. He did something sneaky there. Not knowing the two brothers… but the Wang family, Yan family, and Taishi family… how many children have died? But the situation is stronger than humans when facing a great enemy. His Majesty asked us to endure, and we could only endure it!”


    “Just say it plainly. Say that you hate that the old prince Qian’an killed your sworn brother,” Big Marquis Yue said.


    Little Marquis Yue remained silent for a while. “In short, blood feuds are difficult to resolve.”


    “When His Majesty ascended the throne, the old bandit of Qian’an couldn’t hold back any longer and began to plan a rebellion by pulling flags. Fortunately, His Majesty wasn’t a confused person. He was already prepared and captured him in one fell swoop. The old bandit committed suicide, and the rest scattered like birds and beasts, but…”


    Little Marquis Yue smiled coldly. “But he left the Empress and Crown Prince behind! What was the reason? Can’t you guess who the fool is? Wasn’t it just because he feared others were playing some balance trick?”


    “Our Yue clan is now extremely prestigious,” Big Marquis Yue sighed, closing his eyes.


    “Younger sister married well. Even though it was a legitimate marriage, she became a mistress in the blink of an eye! At the time, there was nothing he could do. But he wronged our sister for twenty years. Did he plan to live in harmony with his wife and his concubines for the rest of his life? Bull! I would rather he had another concubine and children than let the grandson of that Qian’an bandit sit on the throne! Not to mention us, those with life debts related to the Qian’an’s lineage can rest assured to see the Crown Prince inherit the throne?”


    “The Crown Prince might look kind and honest now, but we might never know a man’s true nature,” the Little Marquis Yue smirked. “Who knows if he’ll change when he gains power? Back then, people were used as swordsmen, and others were treated as fish and meat. I can’t help but feel embarrassed.”


    Big Marquis Yue leaned back and sighed while Middle Marquis Yue sat among his brothers. “You can’t say that,” he said in a low voice. “Take a look at the murder case. The Crown Prince is risking his reputation to protect Madam Qu. I don’t think he is a harsh and unknown person. After he ascends the throne, our Yue family might not be well-rounded. On the other hand, the Third Prince isn’t like His Majesty at all. He is fierce and fearless, with a cold face and cold heart. Although we are his uncles… Eldest Brother even gave him his niece, but he never treated us with false pretenses.”


    “Actually, in my opinion, the Third Prince isn’t the best candidate for an heir,” Little Marquis Yue said with a frown. “The little princes born to our little sister are young and friendly and close to us.”


    “How dare you! You can’t pick and choose when establishing a Crown Prince! If you keep being so reckless, our Yue family will eventually be destroyed by your hands!” Big Marquis Yue was furious. He grabbed a bronze wine bottle and smashed it on his younger brother’s forehead. Blood began to flow out of Little Marquis Yue’s temple like a torrent.


    Middle Marquis Yue let out a sigh. He quickly took out a handkerchief to cover his brother’s wound.


    “Don’t worry about it, Brother. We can’t be ruined. Can the Emperor determine that we did it? No, he can’t. That’s why I didn’t do it myself. Instead, I had to pull the wire and make connections to prevent this day.” Little Marquis Yue was very tough. He held the handkerchief and let the blood flow down his face. He didn’t flinch or cry out in pain, still talking and smiling without care.


    “If something really happens to the Crown Prince, it isn’t us who will immediately benefit, but the Second Prince. The Empress watches everything without saying much. She clearly ordered the Second Prince not to leave his mansion early on. What does that matter? Can His Majesty rest assured that the followers of the Second Prince weren’t involved in this at all? He can’t.”


    “If both the Yue and Xuan lines are implicated, wouldn’t it be Concubine Xu and the Fifth Prince that got what they wanted? Can His Majesty doubt they are the masterminds behind the scenes and trying to profit from the situation? He can’t.”


    “The Second Prince has married daughters of the powerful and influential. Prince Ruyang loves to collect weapons and armor secretly. Concubine Xu secretly bribed the concubines and servants of the Eastern Palace… after investigation, no one is clean.”


    “The Crown Prince and his relatives also implicate many families opposed to the Xuan family. His Majesty might poke around for a while but won’t investigate further.”


    Big Marquis Yue sighed after a long pause in the room. “His Majesty is unparalleled in intelligence and tolerance. He won’t be willing to investigate fully, which is our blessing. But now, you’re taking advantage of this. I feel for His Majesty.”


    “Even without regard for the righteousness of monarchs and officials, I still have a brotherhood with His Majesty. This time, I feel sorry for His Majesty. I cannot hand you over for the sake of the Yue family, our sister, and the princes. But I cannot let you continue to be so muddleheaded…”


    “Tomorrow, you’ll return to Rao County and repair our ancestors’ tombs. In a few years, The Fifth Princess will be sent to marry into your family.”


    “I will comply with Eldest Brother’s orders,” Little Marquis Yue said without changing his expression. “However…”


    “We are all getting old, and the princes are gradually growing. The trees want to be quiet, but the wind will not stop. This matter is not over yet.”


    …


    Hello, exposition.


    Next Chapter: The Ending No One Expected
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    Chapter One Hundred and Eleven:
The Ending No One Expected


    Shaoshang didn’t receive a scolding when she returned to Changqiu Palace. But, when she looked into the Empress’s guilt-ridden eyes, she thought it would have been better to be scolded.


    The Empress didn’t say anything to her face, but her eyes were red and swollen when she saw her the next morning. The Empress thought that Shaoshang was still as lively as she had been when she had left that morning. How could she have returned like that? If it weren’t for Ling Buyi saving her in time, wouldn’t it have been another loss of life?


    Shaoshang felt she had been wronged. This job was initially supposed to be very safe. The Liang mansion was not a den of vipers, and Ling Buyi added a group of highly skilled guards outside the study. With such high levels of security, heaven only knew that idiot Liang Xia would lash out like a cornered dog. To divert the Empress’s attention, Shaoshang quickly sent someone to the Eastern Palace to invite the Crown Prince and Princess.


    Since being slapped in the face by the Crown Prince that day, the Crown Princess had become much more docile and honest. Even if her cousin had an accident, she didn’t dare to step forward and was hiding in the Eastern Palace like a quail. At this moment, she sat next to Shaoshang, silently praising her intelligence and ability. In just three days, she had thoroughly investigated a murder case.


    “…Yes, it’s only been three days.” Shaoshang also felt a little rueful. She hadn’t yet realized she had a talent in this area.


    Before the Crown Princess could compliment her, Ling Buyi rushed to Shaoshang. “What do you want to do again?”


    The starting gong hadn’t even been struck when people from the Censorship Office arrived. Shaoshang angrily said, “It’s none of your business!”


    “None of my business?” Ling Buyi snorted. “If it weren’t for me, would you still be sitting here?”


    “Initially, when you saved my life, you told me not to worry about it. You were chivalrous and didn’t worry about gains and losses. Why mention it now?” Shaoshang felt weak.


    The Empress and Crown Prince chuckled lightly. The Crown Princess looked like she swallowed something sour.


    “I used to think you had something in mind, so you naturally spoke well,” Ling Buyi smiled. “Now I realize that you are someone who needs guidance.” During the Lou family banquet, he met Shaoshang in that secluded flower tree grove. He had helped her several times by then, but she still heard the threat before agreeing to meet.
[He threatened to marry her if she didn’t show up.]


    “No matter how good anyone is to you, it’s better to play dumb when you want,” he said through clenched teeth. “Or you’ll want to give them personal advice.”


    Shaoshang thought of this as well. Her soft little face blushed lightly. “How can that be?” she said in a sweet voice. “You’ve saved me so many times, and I can’t forget it even if I wanted to.”


    The girl’s gleaming eyes warmed Ling Buyi’s heart. He coughed softly. “It’s okay. Just… speak slowly in the future.”


    The Crown Prince couldn’t take it anymore. They still put on this scene even though they knew his marriage wasn’t harmonious. Were these two doing it intentionally?! “Shaoshang,” he said sternly. “what exactly were you looking for me for?”


    “What?” Shaoshang hesitated for a moment before she quickly regained her senses. “Oh, actually, I have a gift to give the Crown Princess today.”


    The Crown Princess stared blankly at her. “Me?”


    Shaoshang took an object from her sleeve and respectfully handed it over with both hands. Everyone looked to see a small piece of snow-white silk. The Crown Princess immediately turned white. The Crown Prince and Ling Buyi glanced at each other.


    “What does this mean?” The Empress was confused.


    “Your Highness the Crown Prince,” Shaoshang smiled at him. “Do you know that the Crown Princess often gifts things to Madam Qu?”


    The Crown Prince nodded. “I know.” He glanced at the Crown Princess. “But I thought she was virtuous.”


    Shaoshang glanced again at Ling Buyi, “You also knew.”


    Ling Buyi’s face remained calm. “I also knew. It happened about once a year. But I thought the Crown Princess was trying to show goodwill to the Crown Prince.” He had already somewhat guessed where this was going.


    Shaoshang chuckled. “Everyone knows the Crown Princess gave it. Unfortunately, Madam Qu and the people in the Liang mansion didn’t know. They all thought they were rewards the Crown Prince gave – for the sake of an unforgettable love!”


    “What did you say?” The Crown Prince knocked over a wine goblet with a loud bang, his voice breaking. “It’s been ten years since I last heard from Ling Jun!”


    “I saw this silk in the room of Madam Qu’s maid,” Shaoshang said coldly. “She said that Madam Qu’s most recent beating by Liang Shang was because of this silk given by the Crown Prince! I just thought it was strange. This was a New Year’s gift from Jingzhou a few days ago. The Crown Princess was given some of it; the rest is still with me. I asked around, and now I know what the Crown Princess has done!”


    “What did she do?” The Crown Prince was having a difficult time speaking.


    Shaoshang let out a puff of angry air. “What else could she do? She used her cunning tricks to harm others! You act kind and virtuous in front of the Crown Prince and the Empress. When the eunuch arrived at the Liang mansion in Hedong, he pretended to be sent by the Crown Prince and spoke nonsense in front of the couple. ‘His Highness has been feeling sick lately and is missing Madam so much during this time,’ or ‘His Highness often sighs that he can’t talk to anyone’… and then presents some personal gifts. Last year, it was a golden silk mat. The year before, it was a jade pillow. Oh, this year, His Highness gave her this silk used for making undergarments!” She pointed to the small piece of snow-white silk.


    “There’s no such thing! It’s Qu Ling Jun who framed me! Now that she’s a widow, she’s starting to scheme how to become the consort of the Eastern Palace! She has ulterior motives and is delusional!” the Crown Princess’s voice was shrill as she screamed.


    “It isn’t difficult to figure out the truth,” Ling Buyi said calmly. “Catch the servant who delivered things to Madam Qu, and we can find out after questioning him.”


    The Crown Princess was sweating profusely and was unable to speak.


    The Crown Prince’s face was pale, and his hands were trembling. His gaze towards his wife was full of icy disappointment. “No wonder… when we spoke that day, Ling Jun told me not to think about her again. I didn’t know what she meant at the time…”


    The Crown Princess burst into tears and lay on the ground, repeatedly pleading and begging for mercy. The Empress also understood the cause and effect of this. Her body swayed with anger.


    Shaoshang slapped the table in anger. “Why do I find it strange? Madam Qu is not someone who swallows her anger. How could she endure this for years? The maid also said that Madam Qu once entrusted a letter to the Crown Prince from the person who delivered the gift. I think this letter warned the Crown Prince not to deliver anything again. Hmph, I guess these letters must have fallen into the hands of the Crown Princess!”


    “I have already asked inquired about it. Madam Qu’s gift arrived in Hedong shortly after she got married. The gift giver’s words were unclear, and the gift was thought-provoking. Madam Qu was probably apologizing to her new husband then, so she endured it. After a few years, she finally understood that Liang Shang was just a beast and couldn’t sit idly by, so she hired a couple of martial servants to defend herself. In fact, Liang Shang had already calmed down in recent years. She didn’t expect the Crown Princess to send something to her a few days ago. It caught her off guard, and Liang Shang beat her again.”


    “Why do you hold such animosity with me?” the Crown Princess shouted at Shaoshang. She had a deep resentment in her heart. “Why are you saying these things?! I have been married to the Crown Prince for ten years, and you insist on harming me! What good does it do for you to make the Crown Prince and Empress sad?”


    “Oh! Wasn’t it a few days ago that you threatened me, saying everything you would do to me after you became Empress? Now, you’re asking what animosity is between us. It’s ridiculous!”


    Shaoshang sneered and turned to the Crown Prince. “Your Highness, Madam Qu’s case has just been resolved. It’s not appropriate for the Eastern Palace to take action now. However, Madam Qu is too pitiful for the Crown Princess to act like this. Why not beat the Crown Princess a few times first? I have a whip here… Hey, where are you dragging me to? I haven’t finished speaking yet…”


    Ling Buyi couldn’t bear to listen anymore. He picked up his fiancée and dragged her outside of the hall, walking to the courtyard on the other end of the side hall before finally letting her go.


    “Why did you drag me out? The Crown Princess is despicable. We should take this opportunity to deal with her!” Shaoshang pulled on his sleeve angrily.


    “This is the Crown Prince’s family matter. No matter how close we are, we shouldn’t get too involved.”


    “Can we just let that Sun woman continue to be the Crown Princess?!” Shaoshang couldn’t agree with that. “This woman has no talent or virtue and is despicable and narrow-minded. If she can still be safe and sound after this, it’s too unreasonable!”


    “She really can’t stay in the Eastern Palace, but she can’t be touched at this time,” Ling Buyi said in a deep voice. “Let her ‘recuperate’ first, and then she’ll be taken care of in about half a year.”


    Shaoshang was about to bare her teeth and claws when she heard her fiancé’s chilling words. She shuddered. “I think it’s good to depose her. Do you plan to…” …let her ‘die of an illness?’


    “Silly girl.” Ling Buyi gently rubbed her soft hair. “A person like Madam Sun, who values fame and fortune like life, would rather die than be deposed.”


    Shaoshang remained silent for a long time before she said, “After all these years, you didn’t notice the things she was sending to Hedong were inappropriate?”


    Ling Buyi gave a bitter smile. “I was still young ten years ago. After, I became accustomed to it. I never expected the Crown Princess to have such a narrow mind that her resentment towards Qu Ling Jun could last for ten years.”


    Shaoshang patted his arm. “You can’t be blamed for that. Most people wouldn’t expect this sort of thing, after all. Madam Qu married far away in Hedong, and the Crown Princess was victorious. Why bother? Although I eventually noticed what you overlooked, you don’t have to take it to heart. Truly, this cannot be blamed on you…”


    Ling Buyi smiled, reaching out to pinch her cheek. “Go look in a mirror,” he said. “You’ll see a villain staring back.”


    Shaoshang glared at him, “If I’m a villain, what does that make you?”


    “A person who’s attracted to villains.”


    Shaoshang’s anger turned to joy, and she smiled sweetly.


    Ling Buyi held her hand and suggested they visit the nearby garden to view the plum trees. As they walked, he said, “The Crown Princess is shallow and ignorant, while Qu Ling Jun is intelligent and courageous. Her knowledge in her current situation is no less than that of a man. However, the Crown Princess has caused her harm for ten years. If it weren’t for you exposing her, I’m afraid the Qu family would still be in the dark. It shows that no one in this world can underestimate her.”


    “Is the Crown Princess so persistent because the Crown Prince has always liked Madam Qu?” Shaoshang frowned.


    Ling Buyi shook his head. “Although His Highness the Crown Prince is gentle and kind, he doesn’t believe that when a lotus breaks, the fiber remains attached. He sincerely wanted to live a good life with the Crown Princess. He didn’t expect that what he encountered wasn’t human…”
[When a lotus breaks, the fiber remains attached, is an idiom that means you still love/think of a previous person you no longer are in a relationship with.]


    “The Crown Prince is very kind,” Shaoshang said. She had a great respect for the Crown Prince. “I heard from Old Lady Zhai that when you were a child, there was a winter when you accidentally fell into a mountain spring while hunting with the Emperor on Tugao Mountain. Wasn’t it the Crown Prince who jumped in and rescued you?”


    “Yes, I still remember how the water was cold and piercing. However,” Ling Buyi tilted his head and smiled at her, “If it were you, what would you do?”


    Shaoshang rolled her eyes. “If I have to marry into the Liang family, I’d marry the Governor of Liangzhou! A loser who loves to beat up women and an old man, I’d pick the latter. Those arrows he shot yesterday were so impressive!”


    “I’m afraid that’d be impossible. The governor’s wife was still alive ten years ago,” Ling Buyi said coldly. “And what I was asking about is what if you were the Crown Prince, not if you were Madam Qu!”


    “If I were the Crown Prince…” Shaoshang chuckled. “Can’t I just say there wouldn’t be a situation because the Crown Princess’s tricks can’t deceive me? Hey, wait. How come I heard that the wife of Governor Liangzhou passed away a long, long time ago?”


    “That was the original Madam Qu, who passed away a few years ago.”


    Shaoshang clicked her tongue. “He really is unlucky when it comes to marriage. His wives died one after another. He should live his life honestly and alone.”


    A rare expression came across Ling Buyi’s face: puzzlement. “Shaoshang, now that Liang Shang is dead and the Crown Princess’s time is coming to an end… Do you think Qu Ling Jun and the Crown Prince will…?”


    “Repair the shattered mirror and reunite? Of course, they will!” Shaoshang was resolute.
[Repairing a shattered mirror is another idiom that means a previously broken-up couple gets back together again.]


    Ling Buyi raised his eyebrows, showing his confusion.


    Shaoshang had a determined expression on her face. “When I return, I’ll write a letter to tell Madam Qu the truth about the harmful tactics of the Crown Princess! After ten years of being framed, even if it’s just for the sake of venting her anger, Madam Qu must be dying to get into the Eastern Palace! The Crown Princess will have her former enemy towering over her. I’m sure that’ll make her feel relieved!”


    Ling Buyi looked skeptical.


    Qu Ling Jun’s father and brother finally arrived in the Capital a few days later with their men and horses. They had been extremely worried when the bad news reached them. However, when they got to the Capital, they heard the rumors circulating on the streets that ‘Madam Qu was so pitiful. The Liang brothers were vying for the position of head of the family, and she’s been falsely implicated.’ Or, ‘the Liang family is a century-old aristocratic family, but their descendants are unworthy.’


    At least two hundred people were gathered when Liang Xia was punished that day. In addition to the Liang family, half of the people there were in-laws and old friends. Those old pancakes were transparent. They were deliberately unconstrained and let their servants spread what they had seen that day. This news replaced the old, and no one questioned Madam Qu or the Crown Prince’s character.


    Two days later, Shaoshang received a letter from Qu Ling Jun. After reading it, she was so surprised that she couldn’t speak.


    Ling Buyi took the letter and gave her a funny look. “You didn’t get a thing right. The governor of Liangzhou won’t die alone, and Qu Ling Jun isn’t dying to get into the Eastern Palace.”


    Shaoshang gave a hollow laugh.


    The contents of the letter were simple. It included three things. First, Madam Qu thanked Shaoshang for her hard work in washing away her grievances the past few days, and she also said she didn’t care about her embarrassment anymore. She’d remember this kindness in her heart forever. Second, the Governor of Liangzhou received His Majesty’s favor and will soon return to his post to continue his duties as governor. Reading that, Shaoshang felt a bit weird. A few days ago, she had wanted to escape from the Liang family. What was the relationship between whether Uncle Liang would return to his post and the young widow? Lastly, the explosive hammer was used.


    Qu Ling Jun said that after a joint discussion between the Ling and Qu families, she would marry Governor Liangzhou. At the time, there was a lot of controversy, and it wasn’t advisable to make a fuss about it. They would wait until he took office again before proceeding with the wedding ceremony.


    That’s right, like He Zhaojun, she would also marry for filial piety.


    Shaoshang’s expression was dull, and her heart was filled with confusion. “What… where did this come from…?”


    Ling Buyi slowly put the letter back into the exquisite letter holder with a silk rope.


    “I thought marrying a brother’s widow only happened in the countryside,” Shaoshang said. It was common among the people to do that to raise children and avoid property division. But among the aristocratic families…


    Ling Buyi remained silent.


    “Governor Liangzhou is forty-seven years old,” Shaoshang continued. “Madam Qu is only twenty-six.”


    Ling Buyi’s eyelashes drooped. He remained silent.


    Shaoshang tapped his cheek with a thin finger. Ling Buyi pinched her soft neck with his other hand, rolling back and forth like a kitten. Shaoshang wriggled and struggled to break free from his big hand.


    “The Liang and Qu families don’t want to announce this, but the Crown Prince should still know,” Ling Buyi said, smiling. “Now, who will say it, and how will they?”


    Shaoshang stared at Ling Buyi. She then moved away and used her body language to indicate that she definitely would not accept this hot potato.


    Ling Buyi smirked.


    Shaoshang didn’t know how Ling Buyi told the Crown Prince. She only heard that the Crown Prince accidentally fell while riding his horse and had to be on bed rest to recuperate. Because the Crown Princess had already been confined to another secluded residence, the Empress could only personally inquire about the Crown Prince’s injuries.


    After she returned from the Eastern Palace, the Empress was in a low mood. Shaoshang asked her why she was unhappy. “The Crown Prince made a mistake,” she replied. “It wasn’t that he went through with his engagement but because he never saw the malicious behavior of the Crown Princess.”


    “It isn’t always easy to see the person next to you,” Shaoshang comforted.


    “But he’s the Crown Prince,” the Empress said, smiling helplessly. “The future Emperor. How can he not judge people?”


    “You can’t say that,” Shaoshang said. “The First Emperor didn’t even see Zhao Gao’s character in the past. He thought he was a loyal and kind old servant. But, when the First Emperor breathed a sigh of anger, Zhao Gao began to act recklessly! And the First Emperor’s abilities were so impressive. Don’t underestimate them, Your Majesty. Don’t scold the Crown Prince too harshly.”


    “Yes,” the Empress said with a hint of sadness. “So the founder of the First Emperor died.”


    Shaoshang thought for a moment and felt that the reasons for the downfall of Qin were very complex and couldn’t solely be attributed to a few people. She continued to console the Empress. “Your Majesty, once you take a fall, you gain wisdom. After this incident, the Crown Prince will know how to look at people in the future.”


    “I hope it’s as you want it to be,” the Empress said. She looked at the girl’s persistent expression and gently touched her hair.


    …


    Two days later, Shaoshang deliberately left Ling Buyi to bid farewell to Qu Ling Jun.


    Besides the Ten Mile Pavilion outside of the city, the convoy of the Liang and Qu families was vast and long, with many people coming to see them off. Among the crowd, an older man with a face somewhat similar to that of Qu Ling Jun stood by the pavilion and spoke to General Han, while a middle-aged man with a similar appearance accompanied him. The three of them occasionally laughed.


    Qu Ling Jun looked at them and then turned to Shaoshang. “My father and brothers will come with us to the position of the governor and also prepare my wedding ceremony.”


    “Why on earth are you getting married…” Shaoshang stopped herself; she couldn’t help it. She paused and asked in a different way. “His Highness the Crown Prince…” She paused again, unsure of how to continue.


    Qu Ling Jun smiled slightly. Although dressed in heavy filial piety, her face glowed as bright as the morning sun.


    “I thought His Highness had been thinking about me for ten years, and although he often worried, he had some hidden joy. I didn’t know he had decided to forget me ten years ago, which made my years of scheming seem ridiculous. Since His Highness had no intention, I’ll rest. There is nothing more to say between me and the Crown Prince.”


    Shaoshang knew she was right, so she could only let out a long sigh. “There’s no need to marry the Governor of Liangzhou. After all, he’s already much older.”


    “You’re a smart person,” Qu Ling Jun smiled softly. “Upon careful consideration, whether for the Liang and Qu families or my children, it’s actually the most appropriate for me to marry him.”


    Shaoshang didn’t know what to say to that.


    Off to the side, Qu Ling Jun’s children were dressed in small mourning clothes, running around with their nanny and maidservants as if they were happier now than when their father had been alive. They ran to Liang Wuji, who was talking to Marquis Yu. One hugged his leg while the other pulled at his sleeves, laughing and not having a care in the world. Although Liang Wuji wasn’t young, he was still strong. He picked up the two children and made them bow to Marquis Yu with their tiny hands. This made Marquis Yu burst out into laughter.


    Qu Ling Jun and Shaoshang watched them for a while. “Poor Governor,” Qu Ling Jun said. “He’s a lifelong hero. It’s amazing he is nearly half a century old but still has no children under his knees. My children are also pitiful. It’s better to have a father than not. I will serve him well in the future, and he will take care of my children. In this way, everyone wins.”


    It was as if Shaoshang had gained some enlightenment. Everyone had different values. Some lived for themselves, while others lived for their children and family. In this regard, Qu Ling Jun and Liang Wuji had the same values in life.


    Before she left, Shaoshang turned around and saw Liang Wuji kneeling on one knee. He had taken some dry grass and was weaving it into grasshoppers and birds. The two young children were affectionally beside him, watching his movements intently.


    She suddenly felt this wasn’t so bad, either.


    …


    I’m getting amused with how Ling Buyi picks Shaoshang up and leaves whenever he wants her to stop talking. Also, the last bit of the chapter was so cute. I’m a sucker for found families and father-child interactions.
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    Chapter One Hundred and Twelve:
To Battle


    Two days after Qu Ling Jun left, the Second Prince’s wife returned from visiting her ill father. At the same time, the campaign against the Shouchun rebels was officially put on the agenda. Supplies, food, provisions, weapons, and even the army were prepped several months ago. With the Emperor’s command, the prepared war machine was launched in an orderly manner, as if it had a life of its own.


    The Second Prince was envious. He racked his brains to find a way into the military camp. However, he was caught by the Emperor when he made a small mistake and was severely punished. The next day, the Second Prince’s wife took a leave of absence from the Empress, stating that the couple wanted to leave the Capital for a while and attend the wedding of their good friend Qu Ling Jun. The Empress agreed. Hearing this, Ling Buyi said that the Second Prince married well.


    “Are you saying that the Second Prince’s wife knew about Madam Qu, was waiting outside the Capital, and didn’t want to return?” Shaoshang guessed.


    “She says she’s a friend of Qu Ling Jun. If her friend commits the serious crime of murdering her husband, would she come back? It might seem cold and indifferent, but she could have been unsure if Qu Ling Jun committed the murder. She stayed out of the matter to avoid unnecessary suspicion.”


    Shaoshang looked disappointed. “There is no one simple in the palace. I thought the Second Prince’s wife was straightforward. I didn’t expect her to be so scheming.”


    “In terms of scheming, the Crown Princess isn’t worthy of lifting the shoes of the Second Prince’s wife. Over the years, if it weren’t for the Empress and myself repeatedly defending her, I don’t know how many shortcomings the Crown Princess would have been caught by.”


    “Why doesn’t the Empress scold the Second Prince’s wife?”


    “What’s there to criticize? She didn’t frame a false accusation. It was indeed the Crown Princess’s subordinates’ improper behavior. The Second Prince’s wife was secretly investigating it and exposed it.”


    Shaoshang sighed. She suddenly thought of something and nervously pulled on Ling Buyi’s sleeve. “A few days ago, you snuck out of the military camp and went to play with me on Tu Mountain. The officials at the hot spring must have told His Majesty! Now that everyone in court is busy preparing for the expedition to Shouchun, and you’re a general of the army… what should we do?!”


    “You just thought of it?” Ling Buyi smiled brightly, rubbing the girl’s cheek. She slapped his hand away. “I was already reprimanded by His Majesty this morning.”


    Shaoshang breathed a sigh of relief and patted her chest. “Since His Majesty reprimanded you, it isn’t a big deal.”


    “This war is not a big deal,” Ling Buyi said calmly.


    That’s right. The Battle of Shouchun was just a small battle, using the power of a country to conquer a rebellion in one place, like crushing pastries with a thousand pounds of heavy hammers. All the courtiers knew the rebel Peng Zhen would surely become dust. Therefore, a plan was set.


    The veteran generals and high-ranking officials who once dominated with the Emperor graciously stepped back. They had no intention of competing for merit or power and instead expressed that this opportunity should be given to the young people to shine.


    Who were these young people? The courtiers were all smiles, and their hearts were clear. They were the descendants of their families, of course!


    Even the famous and tough General Wu, known for his straightforwardness, confined himself to his home and refused to come out to lead the army. He understood the trouble this time was not the war but how to control this group of noble children who behaved like buffalo calves! Not only should they manage it well and firmly, but they also needed to ensure the smooth progress of the war so that this group of children could show their faces and make contributions. At the same time, they should pay more attention to the scale of things. Bumps, scrapes, and bruises were okay. Broken arms and legs and heads were not.


    The Emperor was well aware of the situation. It was difficult to criticize because he was the first to do this.


    There was no other way. His adopted son fought bravely and arrogantly without caring for his own body. He always dared to charge into any dangerous place he needed to. The Emperor had been scared many times before, and Ling Buyi was the cause of many of the wrinkles on his dragon face. He couldn’t bear to throw him into a genuinely bloody battle, and a small fight like Shouchun would be the best.


    His old brothers had the same idea. The Emperor couldn’t say, “I’m the real dragon, so I can do this, but you little shrimps cannot.” He couldn’t help but miss the rogue and single temperament of his ancestor, Emperor Gao. How could such excellent qualities not be passed down to his descendants?


    No matter how reasonable, the Emperor was still a founding monarch who fought with his bare hands. He knew the principle that war should not be neglected, and the preparations that needed to be made were still necessary. Children of noble families could join the army, but the proportion could not exceed thirty percent and must be strictly controlled. After careful consideration, Cui You, who had initially intended to suppress Ling Buyi, was promoted to Commander in Chief of the army.


    After this edict was issued, the courtiers (especially those with children in the army) immediately called out to the Emperor for his bravery and martial skills, singing various praises of merit and virtue. Cui You stood beside him, his face turning pale. Since the Emperor could confidently hand over his fifteen-year-old adopted son to him back then, naturally, the courtiers could also trust him with their sons and nephews.


    Cui You had one of the best relationships among important officials.


    The courtiers liked him because he neither loved competing for power nor titles and often resolved disputes with a smile.


    The Emperor liked him. Whenever he smiled and asked what rewards he wanted for his achievements, Cui You would always look back with a bright and meaningful gaze. The Emperor looked straight at him and felt goosebumps ­­– the Emperor knew what Cui You wanted. They just had to wait for Huo Junhua to recover before he would marry them.


    Although Cui You might not be outstanding in appearance, his old brothers, who have known each other for decades, knew him as resourceful and cautious in his actions. If it weren’t for the decades of constantly hanging onto Huo Junhua, anyone who wanted to marry him would have broken down the Cui family gate. So, the initially hesitant Ban family brought out a single seedling from Marquis Ban, and the morally upright Marquis Yu shyly sent his three sons over… and so on.


    The tighter the itinerary, the busier everyone became. Shaoshang was no exception.


    These days, she worked overnight to make inner clothing and a pair of thick plush socks for Ling Buyi. She even asked the maids in Changqiu Palace to help with the last few stitches. She kept her mouth shut in front of the Emperor. He watched Shaoshang poking her fingers into a sky full of stars; the finished project was not very good. Still, the Emperor snorted twice from his nose, indicating he was pretty satisfied.


    Ling Buyi pulled Shaoshang over with a calm face and repeatedly flipped her small hands over. “It’s better not to do this,” he said, displeased.


    Shaoshang smiled and patted his cheek. “Hello, do you have a conscience? Why did I do this to my fingers?”


    “Naturally, it’s to avoid being scolded by His Majesty.” Ling Buyi neatly exposed her.


    “You’re right…” Shaoshang blushed slightly. “However, my nanny said that needlework still needs to be learned so that we can make intimate belongings for our husband and children in the future.”


    “The last time you ripped your sleeve, I patched it for you. When did I expect your needlework?”


    “Can you not mention that?” Shaoshang said helplessly. “That day, when I returned, Nanny Zhi asked me who sewed the sleeves, and I said it was you. Then she scolded me for two hours. Two hours! She said that if this sort of thing spreads, it will be rare news. Women from the Cheng family wouldn’t have to go out anymore!”


    Ling Buyi smiled. He watched the little girl’s slightly upturned nose turn red from the cold. He couldn’t help himself and leaned down to bite it gently.


    Shaoshang covered her nose and blushed. She took a few giant steps back and pointed at the man with trembling fingers. “You, you…!”


    Ling Buyi took a few steps forward, leaning his slender body against her like a jade mountain. “Don’t be angry,” he whispered in her ear. “I’ll let you bite back.”


    Shaoshang stared at his slightly bobbing Adam’s apple and towering nose bridge. For some reason, her face went even redder.


    On the day before departure, Ling Yi quietly went to Ling Buyi’s mansion. At that time, Shaoshang happened to be there. He smiled gently when he saw Shaoshang. “His Majesty doesn’t like me coming to find Zisheng. Don’t say anything about this.”


    Shaoshang bowed respectfully without answering.


    Ling Yi sent his son a precious pair of soft golden armor and repeatedly reminded him, “You must return with your whole body. A well-rounded body is more important than anything else. Don’t take risks when your heart is hot. Don’t… don’t be like your uncle. Life is the most important thing. Only by living can you do what you want to do!”


    Ling Buyi lowered his head as he listened as if weighing his words one by one. The father and son were silent for a while. Ling Buyi said, “When I return, I’ll go to the Marquis’s mansion in Chengyang. Maybe we can celebrate the Lantern Festival…”


    Ling Yi’s eyes lit up with joy. He turned his head and said, “Shaoshang, you will also come!” He paused for a moment. “Chunyu will not be there. You can say whatever you want if anyone else is rude to you. Don’t be afraid!”


    When Ling Yi was about to leave, Scholar Ouyang suddenly came to deliver an urgent report. Shaoshang stood up to escort Ling Yi out on behalf of Ling Buyi. As they walked to the front courtyard, Ling Yi suddenly sighed. “Zisheng has a stubborn personality. Please advise him not to listen to others praising heroes and ignore them. You never saw Zisheng’s uncle. He was truly a divine figure. It’s not yet dust returns to dust, soil returns to the soil, and the smoke disappears.”


    “Everyone will return to dust, soil to soil, and everyone will disappear into thin air!” Shaoshang said, suddenly standing still. “But what has been done will not disappear into thin air, and the achievements left behind will still be here!”


    Ling Yi was somewhat surprised. He smiled again. “So, do you want Zisheng to do the same?”


    Shaoshang remained silent.


    Watching Ling Yi leave, she slowly walked to the back courtyard and stood dumbfounded under an old plum tree. Ling Buyi came out after a while, smiling at her and asking what was wrong. She looked at his handsome face for a long time before she sighed. “Why don’t you resign, and I’ll take care of you?”


    Ling Buyi was momentarily taken aback. He then chuckled. “Don’t listen to my father. Life and death are predetermined, and I haven’t lived enough.”


    Shaoshang nodded, sighing sincerely. “Yes, life and death are predetermined, so I will definitely remarry.”


    Ling Buyi’s face instantly turned dark. “Don’t worry, I will come back alive.”


    The day the army was deployed, Father Cheng looked displeased with being unable to repay his debts. This time, he was appointed by the Emperor to be stationed south of the central part of Yangzhou, along with General Han. They would patrol several of the necessary routes south of Shouchun to prevent rebels from fleeing after they were defeated.


    A few days previous, he saw his daughter working on some needlework. Even though A’Zhu kept an eye on her, she still nearly caused a bloodbath. At first, Father Cheng thought it was for himself, but after his wife kindly pointed out that his daughter was engaged, he consciously thought that even if the clothes were for Ling Buyi, those plush socks would be his. Who would have thought he didn’t even get those?


    Even as he was about to leave, his daughter, standing next to the Empress, kept secretly watching under the watchtower. She didn’t even give a single glance to her father. Cheng Shi couldn’t help but weep bitter tears.


    The army moved slowly, passing under the General Platform and through the city gate. In the middle of the day, Ling Buyi held the reins on his galloping horse, riding at the forefront. The warm, golden-winter sun shone on his black armor, and his agile figure exuded a hint of battle on the battlefield. 


    Shaoshang kept watching him, and he seemed to be aware of it. Ling Buyi suddenly turned his horse’s head and road back. In an instant, he was in front of the high platform where the Empress’s Honor Guard was on the side of the General’s Platform. Shaoshang didn’t know what he was doing as his arm stretched out. In front of everyone, his left hand gently swung upwards, and a small object flew in a gentle arc. It landed accurately in Shaoshang’s arms.


    The Emperor, who was leaving the Command Post, also saw him. He wanted to curse and laugh but kept his face stern. Beside him, Yuan Shen tried hard not to roll his eyes, but others didn’t have such reserved manners. There was already a bit of a commotion around them, with officials and soldiers who rode by in the latter half laughing.


    “So General Ling is also like this. You really cannot judge a tree by its bark!”


    “Don’t be impatient. March is closer than you think!”


    “Such a beautiful family, I’m so envious.”


    Shaoshang went bright red. The Empress shook her head and smiled. Even the maids and eunuchs around her began to chuckle. Shaoshang held the small velvet bag, disregarding shyness as she tried to look up. Under the black iron helmet, only the young man’s fair lower face was visible. He smiled slightly at himself and then galloped away.


    Before the laughter around her subsided, Shaoshang lowered her head and pretended to be shy. She quickly untied the velvet pouch in her hand and saw a small golden pendant the size of her palm inside. A small, solemn golden tiger crouched on a small square seat with a red silk rope tied around it.


    “…What’s this?” she asked in confusion.


    “That is Zisheng’s private seal,” the Empress smiled. “He’s entrusting it to his family.”


    Shaoshang’s neck was now thoroughly red. Facing the teasing gazes of the crowd, she looked out. It was as if the magnificent city gate where Ling Buyi had left was shining brightly, emitting a touching light.


    …


    After the army left, the Capital city regained its tranquility. Time was idle, and there was nothing to do. The next day, Shaoshang visited Madam Huo at the Apricot Courtyard, only to meet the Cui brothers again.


    Marquis was not good at words, but it seemed his sons had a genetic mutation. They could coax Huo Junhua’s mood with all sorts of tricks. At one point, they depicted the image of rural women beating their husbands in various shapes and colors. Another time, they climbed onto a low tree to perform their family’s unique skill of ‘Swallow Swinging.’ Shaoshang cheered loudly as she watched Cui Da deftly jump and swing on the different branches of the tree.


    Auntie was both surprised and amused. “Marquis Cui is quite courageous,” she said casually. “If that happened here, Madam would have turned the sky upside down. When Young Master was young, not to mention climbing trees, he wasn’t even allowed to high places.”


    Remembering that Ling Buyi had a beautiful childhood, Shaoshang felt a bit sad.


    Cui Da finished his performance, and Cui Er quickly praised his brother Huo Junhua. “Isn’t he impressive? He’s impressive! That’s what my father learned from a ranger for two thousand yuan!”


    Shaoshang inwardly shook her head, remaining silent.


    After Huo Junhua left to rest in the afternoon, Cui Da wiped off his sweat and gave Shaoshang a lousy idea. “Sister Shaoshang, I have a good idea for you to listen to…” He broke off coughing at his younger brother’s prodding. “Yes, yes, the idea was the both of us. Don’t bother me, go away…”


    He pushed Cui Er away forcefully and continued. “Sister Shaoshang, us brothers have an idea for you to listen to. You see, my father and Madam Huo are quite old, and it’s a pity for them to waste so much time. We’ve already discussed it. If Madam Huo can get better, that’s the best. But if not, there’s no harm in it. Let’s just pretend that Madam Huo is Young Mistress Huo and ask my father to be attentive. We’ll help out. Maybe if we’re sincere enough, ‘Young Mistress Huo’ will agree to marry the neighboring family’s ‘A’Yuan!’”


    Hearing this, Shaoshang thought it was a reasonable idea. “I never thought about it,” she said. “It seems… not impossible, either. What will you do then? Where did this neighboring A’Yuan get his sons?”


    “It’s fine!” Cui Da blurted out. “My younger brother and I can continue to play the role of nephews!”


    Shaoshang: Um…


    Cui Er was pleased. “If Father isn’t Father anymore, maybe we won’t be forced to study!”


    Cui Da glanced at his younger brother. “Stop dreaming. An uncle can still discipline his nephew!”


    Looking at the clever and likable brothers, Shaoshang laughed until her stomach began to hurt. After a moment, she couldn’t help but ask them why they didn’t mind their father being so attentive to another woman. Were they really not afraid of having a stepmother?


    Cui Da was taken aback for a moment. He then burst into a completely unaffected smile, looking like an adult.


    “When I fell and injured my arm, Father would rather give the credit to someone else than take me to see the Divine Physician to have my bones set. My brother was sick when he was younger, and he once got a fever that made him delusional. My father isn’t without a nanny and servants, but he was afraid and always takes care of us personally. It would be great if a few more fathers of ordinary high-ranking families could remember their children’s birthdays by spending more time with them.”


    “When Mother was alive, Father never mistreated her. Since she passed away, we brothers should prioritize our father’s wishes.”


    Shaoshang lowered her head, her clothes becoming moist. Warmth poured into her heart like sunshine.


    “And there’s more…” Cui Er was a small person. He approached her with an excited expression. “If Father and Sister Junhua… ah, no, we’d become family with Madam Huo. Wouldn’t that mean we would also be brothers with Brother Zisheng?!”


    Cui Da slapped his thigh. “You’re right! Brother Zisheng will become our Eldest Brother… Hmph, I don’t think those bastards will die of greed! From now on, everyone would have to accept me as their boss and bow and toast me!”


    Shaoshang snorted, smiling with tears in her eyes.


    After returning to the palace, Shaoshang recounted the words of the Cui brothers to the Emperor and Empress. The Empress also expressed a lot of emotion. “Marquis Cui and his sons are all sincere people. Having such a family is truly a priceless blessing.”


    The Emperor looked out the window in a daze for a long time before he murmured, “…That year, A’Yuan fell down the cliff and couldn’t escape. We had to hang a rope down to save him. On the way back, A’Yuan lay on the back of Brother Huo Chong, crying and whimpering… that seemed to have happened yesterday. In the blink of an eye, for decades, things have changed. A’Yuan, as a father, has done very well.”


    After the Emperor left, the Empress sat in disappointed silence for a long time. “I have seen General Huo Chong many times,” she said to Shaoshang. “He and Madam Huo looked a lot alike. He was handsome, brave, warm, and gentle. That day, he came to bid farewell to His Majesty… I remember every word he said.”


    “He said, ‘These days, heaven and earth are like a sea of blood, and the people suffer. Please, Your Majesty, just charge forward. One day, the jade palace will be clear, and the four seas will be peaceful.’ He said that he would defend the city for His Majesty, and as long as he was alive, His Majesty would never be attacked from both sides.”


    “…And then, he never came back.”


    …


    My heart just breaks for the Cui family. Cui You and his boys must be protected at all cost.


    Next Chapter: Traveling
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    Chapter One Hundred and Thirteen:
Traveling


    Shaoshang continued to pass the time in Changqiu Palace for the next couple of days. Whenever the Empress asked about the war ahead, Royal Uncle looked calm and composed, like he had a wise pearl in his hand. Unexpectedly, on the seventh day since the army was deployed, a memorial was sent back by the frontlines, which infuriated the Emperor. He had been cursing for half an hour at Shangshu Terrace, and neither Changqiu Palace nor Consort Yue went there.


    Shaoshang had been ordered to deliver congee and refreshments to the Emperor and was trembling. She stopped Yuan Shen at the end of the palace alley and asked what happened.


    “The magistrate of Tongniu County has defected to the enemy,” Yuan Shen said, frowning.


    Shaoshang needed clarification, not aware of the geography. “Is that a military stronghold?” she asked.


    “Although it isn’t far from Shouchun, it isn’t a military stronghold,” Yuan Shen said. “However, he came from a humble family and was personally promoted by His Majesty.”


    Shaoshang finally understood. Royal Uncle was slapped in the face.


    “That person must be sick! Even those who are blind can see that the court will win this expedition against Shouchun. The difference lies in whether the army can return before they fight,” Shaoshang said. “Defecting to the enemy now is not a smart move.”


    Yuan Shen clasped his hands and looked to the sky. “Perhaps Magistrate Yan was also a bit resentful. It’s said that several years ago, His Majesty once asked him to lead a county magistrate, but he was too meticulous to rectify the laws and regulations. His Majesty was still fighting in the front, and the aristocratic families were almost forced to rebel. To appease them and preserve him, His Majesty could only demote him to Tongniu County.”


    Shaoshang flattened her mouth. “Now, the army is heading towards Shouchun in a grand and mighty manner. This method to vent their grievances is no different from seeking death.”


    “Not necessarily. Magistrate Yan still has some talent. Otherwise, His Majesty wouldn’t have promoted him back then,” Yuan Shen said. “There is a rich copper mine in Tongniu County and a huge copper smelting plant. In preparation for the Battle of Shouchun, the court hasn’t requisitioned copper from Tongniu County the whole year and plans to retrieve it on the spot. At least two thousand pounds of refined copper seems to have been accumulated in the county.”


    “Are you saying that Magistrate Yan is greedy for the copper?” Shaoshang asked. “Why would he want that? If he wants to be greedy, wouldn’t he be greedy for gold…?”


    “Stupid! Holding gold is what catches the eye. Those refined copper products are already prepared. With just one pouring of melted copper, they can produce countless coins!” Yuan Shen said. “The memorial said that he fled with the two thousand pounds of refined copper and his wife and children a few days ago. Before leaving, he pretended to surrender and casually gave the easy-to-defend, difficult-to-attack Tongniu County to Peng Zhen. He’s now nowhere to be found. Now Peng Zhen is showing off.”


    “Where did he go? All of this land is His Majesty’s…” Before she could finish, Yuan Shen interrupted her.


    “Shu is not under imperial land these days. I heard that Magistrate Yan was heading to Shu. Even if His Majesty wants to conquer Shu, preparing will take at least several years. By then, he’ll have anywhere to hide!”


    Yuan Shen’s expression was solemn. “He comes from a cold ethnic group and isn’t afraid of being implicated. If he were to join the Shu tyrant, it’d be fine. When His Majesty’s army breaks through the Shu territory, it will be his time to surrender. But, if he were to change his name, go to the countryside, and become a wealthy man, he’d be lost in a vast sea of people and difficult to find.”


    In addition to being surprised, Shaoshang was moved by a strange feeling. “What a cunning move. It’s full of twists and turns! I didn’t expect that being a traitor was so particular these days.” After being moved, she turned to Yuan Shen. “Since it isn’t that important in Tongniu County, please advise His Majesty not to be so angry and harm his body.”


    Yuan Shen remained quiet momentarily before he whispered, “His Majesty isn’t angry about that.”


    Shaoshang was stunned and reacted immediately. Royal Uncle wasn’t angry because of the gain or loss of a city, nor was he angry about being slapped in the face, but because important officials would easily oppose him if he promoted a scholar from a humble background in the future! She let out a small sigh, feeling that her Royal Uncle did not have it easy. “Why don’t you say that Magistrate Yan is Magistrate Yan? Many loyal and humble children are loyal to the country. How can we generalize?”


    “You understood it quickly,” Yuan Shen said, a playful smile on his lips as he stared at her expression. “But how can I persuade His Majesty? What’s my background?”


    Shaoshang blinked. “Isn’t it stated in the classics that people should want to serve the country and not care about kinship, friendship, or enmity?”


    “Where does it say that? I haven’t read as many books as Lady Shaoshang has,” Yuan Shen retorted. “I dare to ask, ‘For the sake of the country, don’t care about kinship, friendship, or enmity,’ which book does that come from? I might be uneducated and inexperienced, please don’t hesitate to teach me.”


    Shaoshang wasn’t happy anymore. She hated it the most when someone tested her with humanities questions. “You’re such an annoying person. Even if you know I’m unfamiliar with it, you still insist on getting to the bottom.” Ling Buyi never showed off such details!


    Yuan Shen seemed to have also thought that and remained silent.


    Shaoshang saw the topic had been skipped, and her expression gradually faded. “Master Shanjian, last time I heard, you finally found five young women with excellent looks and status. How are you doing now?”


    “Thank you very much for your concern, Lady Shaoshang,” Yuan Shen said, his face darkening. “It’s already five in three!”


    With a flick of his broad sleeves, he turned around and left like a scattered wind and clouds. Halfway down the alley, he turned back and whispered, “I’m grateful you have already read ‘Chancellor Lu’s Spring and Autumn.’ I’m afraid I cannot be Qi Huang Yang.”
[Chancellor Lu’s Spring and Autumn (Annals) is a compendium of the Hundred Schools of Thought philosophies. It was compiled around 239 BCE under Chancellor Lü Buwei.


    Qi Huang Yang was a scholar during the spring and autumn periods. He was selfless and impartial, putting the country’s welfare first, and once recommended his enemy for a high-ranking position. Yuan Shen is saying he is not selfless and will continue to fight for love.]


    Then, before the girl could react, his figure disappeared around the corner.


    Shaoshang didn’t take it to heart. She and Yuan Shen had known each other for such a long time, and it wasn’t that they parted ways when there were a few differences. She was more concerned about the Crown Prince now. After all, she also had half a foot in the Crown Prince’s boat.


    After Qu Ling Jun left, the Crown Prince became very depressed. Of course, he publicly claimed he was still recovering from his injuries. Ling Buyi’s persuasion was simple and rough, and he directly asked the Emperor to give more work to the Crown Prince. When people were busy, they had no time to feel heartbroken. In Ling Buyi’s view, most of those who moan about the spring flowers and autumn moon have too much time on their hands.


    Coincidentally, Cui You also thought that way. To control the joyful and noble children in the army, he would constantly send them on tasks. For this reason, Cui You spared no expense in crossing mountains and rivers to explore and worked tirelessly to find several small-scale bandit hideouts for the young people to practice on.


    At first, those ambitious young men couldn’t even recognize the obstacles and traps they had fallen into. Some were captured alive in the first few battles, and Cui You had to pay a ransom. When the accompanying scouts were sent out to explore further away, they encountered a pitiful young woman seeking help, and, in a fit of stupidity, they nearly got caught. The most exciting cases were the few young masters who casually would go to the taverns under the influence of bandits to inquire about information. When they left, they had a free-spirited and unrestrained demeanor. They were drugged, stripped, and tied up cutely to be hung in the forest.


    However, Cui You was very kind. When he rescued those people, he deliberately dispersed them and only sent a few strict companions. After the victims returned, they were full of gratitude towards Instructor Cui. After a few times, those noble children either withered or became cautious. In short, they were all honest; only one-third were packaged and sent back to the Capital. Cui You was delighted with the performance and the bandits and recruited them all.


    The good news of defeating Shouchun had not yet arrived, but many memorials were piling up for Cui You’s meritorious service, leaving the Emperor amused.


    Just as Shaoshang worried that Uncle Cui’s expeditions would delay things, the Crown Prince came to Changqiu Palace enthusiastically to report good news.


    “Marquis Cui had a cunning plan. It turned out that he deliberately spread the news of General Zhongxun’s children disobeying orders and going to suppress bandits with great fanfare. This made Peng Zhou’s followers think the army was far away and nothing to worry about. Marquis Cui had secretly instructed Zisheng to lead a light cavalry to attack! A few days ago, Zisheng captured the city and even killed a senior general of Ping Zhou!”


    “Isn’t this just chasing a red herring?” the Empress smiled. “Everyone thought that Marquis Cui’s army would overwhelm the territory under the great disparity among the few. To their surprise, Marquis Cui launched a surprise attack.”


    “Those officials entrusted their sons and nephews to Marquis Cui. If Zisheng takes all the credit, wouldn’t it cause the people to complain?” Shaoshang asked, becoming worried.


    “Don’t worry,” the Crown Prince smiled at her. “Marquis Cui is very wise. There are plenty of tasks like chasing down the remaining soldiers and tidying up messes for those young men.”


    “That’s good.” Shaoshang nodded. “I hope others can make more contributions. I don’t want Zisheng to be too conspicuous.”


    The Crown Prince thought his father wanted Ling Buyi to show off even more this time. How could he do as she wanted? However, he had a gentle temperament and followed the girl’s words. “Don’t worry. Not all of those noble children are playboys. Although the war isn’t over, several young heroes have already emerged. In the future, everyone will be happy.”


    He turned his head to the Empress. “Mother, the Grand Tutor has been pleased these days. Guess what? His nephew, Lou Ben, has made a great contribution recently.”


    “Lou Ben? Did he also go to Shouchun with the army? Why didn’t I hear about it?” the Empress said.


    “He didn’t go with the army. He’s a carefree traveler, wandering the world and doing what he wants!” the Crown Prince smiled. “Does Mother still remember the Copper Ox County? Because there was a copper smelting field in the county, the city was poured high and solid by the previous county magistrates. If we wanted to attack, the casualties would probably be considerable. However, Young Master Lou could speak eloquently and understood the complexities, and even convinced General Peng Ning, who was guarding the city, to abandon the dark and turn to the light! In this way, without spending a single soldier, the Tongniu County was regained!”


    Shaoshang’s heart skipped. Lou Ben? Wasn’t that the elder brother of Lou Yao? With this credit, Lou Yao could find a nearby place to become an official now, and He Zhaojun couldn’t object.


    With the frequent reports of good luck, although the Battle of Shouchun wasn’t over yet, a grand victory had been achieved.


    Shaoshang let go of her stress and, coupled with the Empress’s pity for her separation from Ling Buyi, relaxed her academic requirements. Shaoshang then began to live a carefree life without any burden, probably because the heavens saw her as too idle and having nothing to do.


    It was a typical day when the Emperor came to the Empress for dinner. After finishing his meal with wine, he seemed to accidentally say, “Shaoshang, I heard that your father and Wan Songbai are sworn brothers?”


    Shaoshang added a steaming bowl of ginger bone soup for the Empress. “Replying to Your Majesty,” she said respectfully, “that’s exactly what happened. Not only are my father and Uncle Wan brothers, but our two families are also very close.”


    The Emperor looked at the bowl of soup and felt a bit sour in his heart. It was already winter; naturally grown fresh ginger was long gone, and all that was left was old ginger. The girl easily grew these tender gingers using a charcoal fire to heat the greenhouse.


    The Empress was weak, with a weak spleen and stomach. It was best to have ginger in the winter. However, the girl always used her ginger expressly for the Empress, and others could only watch.


    His face remained expressionless. “Today, Imperial Censor Huang submitted a report accusing Wan Songbai of violating laws and regulations.”


    Shaoshang’s hand shook, and she exclaimed in surprise, “What? What should we do about this…?”


    The Emperor felt a sense of joy in his heart. “Why don’t you shout your grievances first?” Many imperial relatives and nobles have caused trouble. Usually, they shout out their grievances and deny them, and there were many excuses to deny them.


    Shaoshang quickly presented the bowl of soup to the Empress and moved it to the Emperor herself. “Mother often says Uncle Wan is fond of the bottle,” she nervously said. “He drinks too much and is irritable. One day, he’ll be impeached! I didn’t expect… so soon…”


    Because her reaction was so fresh and unconventional, the Emperor was stunned and momentarily speechless.


    Shaoshang had a heart to plead, but she had been through two tough lifetimes and wasn’t proficient.


    “Your Majesty…” she pleaded with a worried expression. “Uncle Wan is pitiful.”


    The Emperor glanced at her, “What a pity! Those who violate the laws should not be pardoned for their natural sins!”


    “No, no, no! I’m not saying Uncle Wan shouldn’t be properly punished if he committed the crime,” Shaoshang said anxiously. “I heard a man named Ouyang a few years ago embezzled more than ten thousand yuan. It’s said the evidence was conclusive, but because he came from a prestigious family and wrote books, and his disciples are all over the world, more than ten people might be pleading for him. Some were even willing to die for him. But Uncle Wan’s family is small, and there are few in-laws. Now that he’s been impeached, His Majesty will immediately bring him to justice without even a colleague to plead for him…”


    The Empress lowered her head to conceal her smile. The girl was quite clever.


    “Nonsense!” the Emperor rebuked. “Someone still speaks for Wan Songbai today.”


    Although only two people talked, their words were superficial, like ‘This will be investigated clearly.’ However, the girl hit the nail on the head. When he was about to deal with important officials of an aristocratic family, there was a constant stream of people lobbying and pleading for mercy. Even the Old Prince of Ruyang, hiding in the Taoist temple, could be called out. In this way, people like Wan Songbai should be more tolerant.
[Review this paragraph.]


    Old Lady Zhai came in, holding a warm basket. Shaoshang quickly removed a small pottery bowl from inside and respectfully presented it to the Emperor. “Your Majesty, please take this. These kidney beans were harvested and dried in the sun, which took a long time. That’s why they were only stewed now.”


    The Emperor lifted the spoon and saw that it was ginger and kidney bean soup. He felt relieved, thinking that Cheng Shaoshang wasn’t completely muddleheaded. Knowing that he loved to have wine and meat daily, she offered a light and greasy soup. The kidney beans melted in his mouth, and the ginger was delicious. The Emperor was delighted with it. He thought that Shaoshang was looking more pleasing to the eye.


    The Empress couldn’t help but chuckle lightly.


    The Emperor calmly drank his soup. “Huang Wen said in his memorial that Wan Songbai occupied the people’s fields and forcibly took several young girls as concubines… What’s wrong with you?” The girl’s eyes were as wide as copper bells.


    “Your Majesty, this isn’t right!” Shaoshang said. “I’m sure he is being framed!”


    The Empress was puzzled. “How do you know?”


    “Your Majesty, Empress, if you have seen Uncle Wan’s concubines, you’ll understand!” Shaoshang quickly said. “My Uncle Wan, he… his taste has been like this for decades. He only likes…”


    She was unable to express her words. She wanted to use her hands to gesture, but she knew it was inappropriate. “Uncle Wan only likes plump women with graceful appearances. When they entered his mansion, none of his concubines were younger than twenty years old. It would be better if they had married and had children…” To put it bluntly, Old Comrade Wan’s biological instinct was to pursue fertile soil, and Madam Xiao continuously roasted him.


    The girl’s words were vague, but the Emperor and Empress understood.


    “It would be more reliable if someone said Uncle Wan abducted women and wives from the people. Young girls…” Shaoshang winced, feeling helpless. “Uncle Wan… my father has always said that even if Uncle Wan were drunk and unconscious, he would never touch what he doesn’t like…”


    The words Shaoshang had unintentionally overheard Father Cheng say were, ‘He won’t look at anyone with a slim waist or slender figure. He likes big breasts and wide hips and doesn’t want anyone he can’t grab a handful of!’


    The Emperor hesitated. “Huang Wen is just being cautious. Most of the people involved are indeed guilty…”


    “If there are eight or nine guilty out of ten, what about the other one or two? Maybe there was a mistake,” Shaoshang said. Seeing the Empress’s disapproving look, she quickly went to her knees. “I apologize for my rudeness. Please forgive me, Your Majesty.”


    The Emperor didn’t take her words to heart. He caressed his beard. “Let’s have Wan Songbai come to the Capital and have Ji Zun question him. He can continue to be a county magistrate if there’s nothing else.”


    The Emperor sighed, watching the girl’s pitiful appearance and thinking about his adopted son. “Well, once the people from Tingwei Prison come out, they’ll spread rumors. I should send someone to announce Wan Songbai will return to the Capital to report on his work. After all, he has been in office for half a year. I will also talk about the situation with him when he arrives.”


    “His Majesty is wise!” Shaoshang kotowed happily in appreciation.


    “I also thank His Majesty on behalf of Shaoshang,” the Empress respectfully raised her arm and saluted. A smile twinkled in her eyes.


    The Emperor looked sideways at his wife and tried to keep a straight face.


    Shaoshang had initially planned to stay in Changqiu Palace that night. After learning such news, she obtained leave from the Empress and left overnight. When she arrived back home, everyone else had gone to bed. Shaoshang quickly asked Qing Cong to wake Madam Xiao up so she could tell her of this matter.


    Madam Xiao’s expression was stiff once she heard the news. She then asked about the details of her daughter and the Emperor’s question-and-answer period. “Fortunately, His Majesty probably doesn’t want to punish your Uncle Wan immediately,” she said, her eyebrows relaxing. “Otherwise, he wouldn’t have intentionally said that before you.”


    “What you said is reasonable,” Shaoshang said after thinking for a moment.


    “However, we cannot underestimate him, either.” Madam Xiao pulled the cloak draped over her shoulder. “I have some knowledge of Huang Wen. He is not someone who speaks without reason, nor is he someone who chases after fame. Since he dared to make a complaint, he must have confidence.”


    “Don’t tell me Uncle Wan did kidnap the daughters of those people?!” Shaoshang only just realized the difficulties the Second Prince’s wife faced in the case of Qu Ling Jun’s murder accusation. “Mother, did I cause trouble for the family? If Uncle Wan really did commit a serious crime and I pled for his mercy…”


    “Cause trouble? You haven’t done anything wrong this time!” Madam Xiao said in a deep voice. “We have a close relationship with the Wan family. Whether your uncle has done it or not is one matter. Whether or not we should lend a helping hand is another. If your Uncle Wan made such a mistake, we must also calculate our love for each other!”


    Thinking that her daughter was able to defend Wan Songbai without hesitation in front of the Emperor and Empress and that she had the enthusiasm and loyalty of her husband, it wasn’t in vain that Wan Qiqi would declare all day long that her daughter was someone she would trust her life to.


    It was rare to be praised by Madam Xiao. Shaoshang wasn’t accustomed to it.


    The following day, the Emperor’s messenger and his group galloped away on horseback. Two days later, Cheng Song and Wan Qiqi proposed to Madam Xiao that they would go and pick up Wan Songbai along the way.


    “Mother,” Cheng Song said. “Qiqi can’t stay at home for another moment. She needs to find Uncle Wan to find out what’s going on. Old Madam has already agreed, I… I want to accompany her otherwise I won’t be at ease…”


    Shaoshang scowled and let out a teasing noise.


    Wan Qiqi’s face flushed with embarrassment and pride. “Aunt Xiao, it’s because I am stubborn. Please advise A’Song that I know martial arts and horseback archery. I will take my family’s soldiers on the road. Nothing will happen.”


    “Why are you being so polite to me?” Madam Xiao asked. “What kind of relationship do our families have? Can I watch you go alone?” She thought about it. “Have Zifu go with you. However, you won’t miss your father on the road, will you?”
[Zifu is the courtesy name of Cheng Song.]


    “No way. There’s only one official road to Xujun. Besides, I already sent my servants ahead to report yesterday. Father won’t randomly take another path.”


    “Good.” Madam Xiao nodded. She looked at the children in front of her, and she hesitated. “However, although you two are engaged and have been eating and staying together for several days… you ultimately have to consider etiquette.”


    Cheng Song blushed and lowered his head. Wan Qiqi’s eyes lit up. “Aunt, why not let Shaoshang come with us?”


    Shaoshang was momentarily taken aback. Then she became very moved. The last time she went out with Uncle Pig’s Foot, although she encountered tragic events, the rest of the journey was still beneficial and enjoyable.


    “Shaoshang!” Wan Qiqi held her close friend’s hand, looking enthusiastic and excited. “Come with us! It’ll get warmer the further south we go. You should consider this a scenic tour with the mountains and rivers…”


    “The mountains are covered in snow, and the water will be frozen,” Cheng Shaogong ridiculed. “What type of rivers and mountains can you visit?”


    “Shut up, you dare to tear me down? Be careful, or I’ll tell everyone how much you cried and cried when your teeth were growing in!” After Wan Qiqi threatened him, she turned to Shaoshang. “Your Master Ling is like a tiger all day long. Look how tightly he keeps an eye on you. Once you get married, you won’t be able to leave your mansion at will!”


    “Qiqi,” Cheng Song rebuked softly, chuckling. “Don’t talk nonsense. Be careful that Ling Zisheng doesn’t find out you said that.”


    “It’s not a big deal,” Shaoshang said, waving her hand calmly. “Sister Qiqi isn’t wrong. Compared to him, none of the guards in Tingwei Prison have any face. So, Mother…?” She looked at Madam Xiao.


    Madam Xiao thought for a moment. “It’s fine,” she said. “Since Shaoshang is going, Shaogong, you go as well.”


    Cheng Shaogong was dumbfounded and began to wail, “Mother! I don’t like going out! I want to stay home!”


    “Stop talking nonsense. It wouldn’t even be your turn if it weren’t for your older brother being bedridden with his cold!” Madam Xiao said.


    “Third Brother, you can absorb the spiritual energy of the heavens along the way. Then your divination will be more accurate.” Shaoshang smiled brightly and tugged at her twin brother’s sleeve.


    “This is under the feet of the Emperor. Where else in the world would there be spiritual energy?” Despite his saying so, under the strong suppression of Madam Xiao, Cheng Shaogong agreed obediently.


    Madam Xiao gave the usual orders before the four of them set off.


    There was nothing to say about her two sons. Years of reprimands were not for nothing. The two girls, however, were a bit tricky. One was passionate about good things and liked to join in on fun, while the other was stubborn and unwilling to be bullied. When the two girls came together, they would pierce through the sky.


    Madam Xiao solemnly told Wan Qiqi, “Be honest along the way. Don’t see any injustice along the way, and don’t let any unexpected incidents arise. Don’t let the bustling urban and rural areas along the way distract you.”


    Wan Qiqi readily agreed. Cheng Song said beside her, “You promised so quickly, I’m afraid you won’t be able to see anything!”


    “That’s fine. Qiqi, listen carefully,” Madam Xiao said. “If you don’t want to follow the official path, I will punish Zifu. If you are injured or sick, I will punish Zifu. If you cause trouble, I will still punish Zifu… got it?”


    Cheng Song and Wan Qiqi were both speechless.


    Madam Xiao turned to her daughter. Shaoshang smiled simply and asked, “Does Mother also want to threaten Master Ling?”


    “Of course not,” Madam Xiao said. “But if you don’t walk honestly or cause trouble, I will tell Zisheng everything and let him take care of you. If you dare to act recklessly, I will see that you won’t be able to leave for the rest of your life.”


    Shaoshang was also speechless.


    …


    I have missed the Cheng family! Time for a road trip! I’d be more worried if I were Madam Xiao. These four are the most troublesome of the entire group. And we must remember that Shaogong is known as professional traitor Shaogong.


    Next Chapter: By the Wayside
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    Chapter One Hundred and Fourteen:
By the Wayside


    Since waking up in that rustic, earthen house, Shaoshang had always been under strict control, with the only difference being the strict control of ordinary people and the control of The Cave of the Silken Web. The Empress and her third aunt only had normal control over her as long as nothing significant happened. Madam Xiao strictly restrained her; she couldn’t just speak out and take action. As for Ling Buyi… there was no need to say more.


    It was rare not to have an elder by her side. Shaoshang abandoned her carriage and rode a horse, braving the refreshing cold of early morning, and enthusiastically played the flute. The melody was lively and upbeat, satisfying and enjoyable. Playing the flute required a steady and robust stream of breath, but when riding on the back of a horse, the sound of the flute shoots up into the sky, making it uncomfortable for those around to listen to. However, the player herself was extremely happy, playing into the wind and full of joy.


    Cheng Shaogong huddled lazily in the carriage. His face turned blue from the sound of the flute.


    Even Wan Qiqi couldn’t bear to hear it anymore. She rode up to Shaoshang and said, “Isn’t this just a trip? Why are you so happy?”


    Shaoshang put down the flute. Her cute and playful nose had turned slightly red from the cold. “It’s so rare not to have someone watching over me while I’m out!”


    “What’s so rare about it? I can go wherever I like as long as I have enough guards and servants. Father always says that married women are the most pitiful. Just look at my mother, telling me to be happier while I’m at home.” Wan Qiqi had no empathy.


    “Sister Qiqi is also getting married.”


    But Father has also said that women who cannot get married are even more pitiful.”


    Shaoshang was speechless for a moment and sighed. “Uncle Wan is really a good person. Sister Qiqi, it would have been great if I was reincarnated and became your fourteenth sister. Look at me. There used to be no need to say that Mother would send me out on a trip out of the goodness of her heart…”


    Cheng Shaogong leaned out of the carriage window. “You really think that letting you go out this time is a great mercy from Mother?” he asked casually.


    “Isn’t it?” Shaoshang asked, puzzled.


    “I’ll tell you if you promise to ride a horse and not play your flute.”


    Shaoshang was not someone who would allow herself to be threatened. She lifted her foot and kicked against the carriage wall twice, making the carriage shake. Cheng Shaogong screamed like a delicate little flower. Shaoshang then turned to ask her second brother, Cheng Song.


    Cheng Song had been talking to the guards’ leader at the front of the convoy when a flying whistle from Wan Qiqi called him back. When he learned why he was brought over, he answered it quickly, and then the three of them retreated into an empty carriage at the end of the convoy.  


    “To avoid trouble,” Cheng Song said.


    Shaoshang looked bewildered.


    Cheng Song didn’t know where to begin. “Have you ever heard of the allusion ‘a rare commodity is worth hoarding?’”


    “Second Brother has also come to test my knowledge!” Shaoshang felt sad and angry. “I know this allusion, but don’t ask which book it came from. Will lightning strike me if I don’t reach much?”


    “No, no, that’s not what I mean!” Cheng Song quickly waved his hand. “Mother’s meaning is that because of you, our family now has some rare goods to store.”


    “How so?” Wan Qiqi asked. She was also confused.


    “Little Sister, how often do you see His Majesty now?”


    “About every other day.”


    “How long can you speak with His Majesty?”


    “As long as he stays.”


    Shaoshang felt these questions had no rhyme or reason. “What’s this about? His Majesty is close friends with Cen Anzhi, and Sister Luo used to accompany the Empress. They often see His Majesty.”


    Cheng Song scratched his head. “Attendant Cen won’t say anything. Even Marquis Yu dares not underestimate him. But as for Madam Luo, Mother has checked and found out she doesn’t actually often see His Holy Emperor. Even if she sees His Majesty, she’s like an ordinary palace maid. She can’t speak without His Majesty asking a question.”


    That was a rule of the court. No one could speak before the upper level spoke. “I have never spoken casually!” Shaoshang quickly said. Except for in her defense when her Royal Uncle was lecturing her.


    “But as soon as you speak, you shine!” Cheng Song said.


    Wan Qiqi slapped her palms together. “Is this about my father’s matter?”


    Cheng Song nodded. “Mother said that in the past, Shaoshang could face the saints, and everyone was waiting to see if she would be another Madam Luo. But after Uncle Wan’s incident… Sister, do you know that there have been three times more visitors at home these days? Many gifts have also been sent as well. Mother said she was worried requests would start coming in in the next couple of days. If you refused and avoided people, it would inevitably end with you offending someone. That’s why she allowed you to come out with us. When Master Ling comes back, he can handle the problem.” Ling Buyi is a close retainer of the Emperor and is even more eloquent. How no one dare ask him for help? He just picked a weak point and squeezed.


    “I didn’t say anything, did I? Mother said His Majesty didn’t want to punish Uncle Wan immediately.” Shaoshang’s head began to spin.


    “Later, Mother also said that a rigorous and imperial censor like Huang Wen wouldn’t impeach him randomly,” Cheng Song said. “According to the rules, His Majesty will first escort Uncle Wan back to the Capital for a trial…For a trial to happen, Uncle must go to Tingwei Prison. But you begged and, not to mention being escorted back to the Capital, His Majesty didn’t even send the case to Tingwei Prison and just asked Uncle Wan to come back and ‘report his work.’ Little Sister, you don’t understand officialdom. There is a big difference here.”


    Hearing this, Wan Qiqi became even more grateful to Shaoshang. She hugged her beloved and kissed him several times, expressing her gratitude.


    Shaoshang opened her mouth wide and remained speechless. So, her Royal Uncle was actually really good to her? Or perhaps it was because she was in the light of Ling Buyi? Or a combination of both?


    “Perhaps His Majesty thinks this is a small matter and isn’t taking it seriously,” she hesitated.


    “It’s a small matter. His Majesty’s order to escort him is a small matter, and letting this go is also small. Cheng Song continued. “There’s a saying that someone might be recommended and put into an important position if they have a family member with high status or power. In such a critical moment, there is someone who can speak up to His Majesty, which is priceless. How many people in the world can do this? Last time, His Majesty pardoned Captain Dou for his disrespectful behavior. The Eldest Princess’s husband made that request to His Majesty.”


    “The Eldest Princess’s husband is understanding and eloquent,” Shaoshang said. “His Majesty does dote on him.”


    “Nowadays, many people want to make friends with our family. If it’s just to make friends, we don’t have to be afraid of anything. It’s just a matter of not being willing to compromise. Mother isn’t afraid, but what if someone asks you to speak in front of His Majesty?”


    Shaoshang’s forehead began to sweat. She nodded like she was pounding garlic. “Mother is right. Master Ling isn’t in the Capital, so it’s better for me to come out. We won’t be afraid of anything when we have enough confidence in the future.”


    Wan Qiqi was about to hug Shaoshang and express her gratitude when the carriage door was suddenly pulled open.


    “What are you three hiding here for?!” Cheng Shaogong, dressed in white fox fur, stood angrily outside the carriage. “The steward can’t find you, so he came to me!”


    “What’s the matter?” Cheng Song asked.


    “A guest has arrived looking for our sister.”


    Hearing those words, the three in the carriage all shrank inwards.”


    “Did someone chase us?” Shaoshang was very panicked. If someone who held power came to ask for a favor, what should she do?


    “Don’t worry, I’ll go take a look first,” Cheng Song said sincerely.


    “Let me go. My surname is Wan, so they won’t trouble me.” Wan Qiqi made like she was about to get out of the carriage.


    “What are you going back and forth for?” Cheng Shaogong was impatient as he gathered his fur cloak around him. “It’s Lou Yao and Madam He. They’re going to the Capital and happened to meet us.”


    The faces of the three of them changed again. Cheng Song and Wan Qiqi smiled at each other. Shaoshang felt a little uneasy. Cheng Song said, “Since it’s A’Yao, go see him.”


    During the engagement to the Lou family, he really liked this future brother-in-law very much.


    Shaoshang thought for a moment and got off the carriage to meet them.


    “Why can’t Second Brother and Sister Qiqi go too?” Cheng Shaogong looked back into the carriage.


    “There’s an old entanglement between the three of them,” Wan Qiqi said, squinting. “Why should we go over there if they have things to say? Shaogong, you have to grow up. Don’t always have the temper of a three-year-old.”


    “Qiqi, you’re overthinking,” Cheng Song smirked. “He isn’t three years old; he’s just two years old and still wearing diapers…”


    Wan Qiqi laughed along with him.


    Cheng Shaogong sneered at them. “Think carefully. Although Ling Buyi has left, he has left a team of guards for our younger sister to escort her in and out of the palace. They have also joined our convoy. We’re just letting our younger sister go to meet Lou Yao. Do you think Ling Buyi will find out? What will happen when he knows?”


    Wan Qiqi let out a sigh. Cheng Song went pale. “Why didn’t you say so?” he said.


    The two of them jumped down from the carriage and chased after Shaoshang.


    “Brains are a good thing! You two will at least have one once you get married!” Cheng Shaogong spat at the back of them.


    When Cheng Song and Wan Qiqi caught up with them, Shaoshang was saying, “…don’t worry. I’m fine. Those who pushed me in the water have all been punished.”


    Lou Yao stood three steps in front of Shaoshang and whispered, “Everyone told me that if we were engaged, it would be better for us to meet less…”


    Shaoshang felt a little uncomfortable. The two of them used to be able to talk for days. Now, it seemed like everything they said to each other was awkward.


    Cheng Song strode forward and eagerly patted Lou Yao’s shoulder. “A’Yao! It’s been a long time since we last met. You’ve changed a lot!”


    Lou Yao was now thin and tall. The once vibrant, heroic spirit he had seemed to be covered with a thin veil, and his smile was somewhat gloomy. He understood Cheng Song’s intentions and was relieved. “Brother Zifu. I heard that you’re to be married to Young Mistress Wan. Let me congratulate you first.”


    Wan Qiqi also took a few steps and looked around. “Young Master Lou, where is your wife? I haven’t seen her for a while and would like to meet her. Why don’t we see her?” Damn, Cheng Shaogong said that the couple had come together.


    At that moment, the parked carriage suddenly lifted the side curtain, revealing a proud and beautiful face. “I’m here,” He Zhaojun said. “Do you have anything to say to me?”


    Wan Qiqi became momentarily tongue-tied. Shaoshang took a step forward. “It’s nothing, we were just wondering,” she said calmly. “It’s freezing cold right now, and you’re returning from outside the city. Did you argue again?” It was already December. Even if they were outside the city, if He Zhaojun was angry, Lou Yao must bring her back.


    A bitter cold wind blew by, and everyone fell silent. Lou Yao awkwardly said, “No, it’s not…”


    “It seems that you and Lou Yao cannot talk anymore,” He Zhaojun interrupted her husband and turned to Shaoshang. “Why don’t we let your brother talk to A’Yao?”


    “Of course.” Shaoshang neatly lifted her skirt and got into the carriage.


    “Let me speak first.” He Zhaojun remained calm and spoke quickly, but there was a hint of iciness. “I didn’t argue with A’Yao. We’re going out of the city to visit my stepmother. She’s sick.”


    “It’s great not to argue,” Shaoshang said, nodding. “But even if you didn’t argue this time, you must still argue a lot.”


    “Don’t meddle in the affairs of a married couple!”


    “I really don’t care. I think you aren’t happy when I see you don’t like me. If you aren’t happy, that makes me happy, so I’ll say whatever you don’t like to hear.” Shaoshang was not someone who followed the rules of the game.


    There was a moment of silence within the carriage.


    “It seems we have nothing to say to each other,” He Zhaojun said.


    “You’re right.”


    Shaoshang stood up and wanted to get out of the carriage. She pressed her hand on the wall of the carriage and paused. “Human hearts are made of flesh,” she whispered. “It isn’t that easy to forget someone. It’s been less than a year, and I’ve already forgotten about it. A’Yao will also forget. You need to put in more effort.”


    He Zhaojun remained silent and withdrew a golden armband adorned with rubies from her hand. She handed it to Shaoshang. “This was the last birthday gift left by my late father. Thank you very much for your tolerance,” she said.


    Shaoshang looked at the equally glamorous armband on her other hand. “Don’t you think gifts should be given as a pair?”


    He Zhaojun was silent.


    As they left Si County, the four talked, laughed, and roasted each other. Unfortunately, due to Madam Xiao’s strict restrictions, they missed many opportunities to have fun along the way. They were near Xu County when they met Old Comrade Wan, who had just departed two days previous, on the official road.


    …


    Shaoshang is ice cold.
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    Chapter One Hundred and Fifteen:
Rescued


    The two groups of people met at the post station north of Xu County. Wan Songbai still had a strong demeanor, his belly was not small and his beard was still smooth. He had many guests, servants, maidservants, and chefs with him, as well as two masters who handled hunting dogs. For the first time, Shaoshang realized that Uncle Wan had the aura of a wealthy gentleman.


    Looking at her own father’s calm and leisurely appearance, Wan Qiqi’s angry eyes slashed like small knives. Let’s see if she couldn’t make her lovely father shiver in fear!


    “Father! You’re acting so calm! Do you know that I…”


     “Enough,” Wan Songbai interrupted his daughter. “I have something to say inside the house.”


    Shaoshang secretly pinched Wan Qiqi, who had no choice but to endure her anger and followed the Cheng brothers into the best room in the post station. As soon as she stepped into the room, Wan Qiqi couldn’t wait and said, “Father, do you know…”


    “I already know!” Wan Songbai said. He turned to the brothers and sister of the Cheng family. “The imperial edict was urgently sent to me by a fast messenger four days ago, but your mother’s secret report was delivered five days ago. I know everything. I have no grudges or grievances with Huang Wen, but he seems to hate me enough to frame me! When I return to the Capital to face His Holy Emperor, I must harshly accuse him!”


    Hearing those words, Shaoshang’s heart relaxed. “So, Imperial Censor Huang’s report had no truth to it at all? Uncle, you haven’t messed with laws and caused trouble to the people?”


    Wan Songbai slapped the table and shouted with great momentum, “Is that the kind of person you think your uncle is?!”


    “Father, don’t scare my sister!” Wan Qiqi nervously stepped in front of Shaoshang.


    Cheng Shaogong leaned weakly against the fireplace, trying his best to extend his palms to keep warm. “As if she can be scared,” he muttered.


    “Why did I only set off two days ago? Because I couldn’t face His Holy Emperor empty-handed! That dog Huang said I forcibly abducted daughters of the people… Hmph, I now hold the joint guarantee letters of several major families under my jurisdiction. They stated that there was absolutely no such thing. I saw those orphaned daughters and children without fathers and mothers as pitiful, so I asked some respected elders and their wives to take care of them. How can I be attracted to those poor girls? Each and every one of them were emaciated and sickly looking. Am I blind or crazy?!”


    “Do they still say that I occupied their fields? What kind of fertile and prosperous land is Xu County? Seventy percent is mountainous, seventy! Even if I don’t have time to reclaim it, I still have to surround it? What’s the point of enclosing the mountains? Just dig out some rocks and sand to throw on Huang Wen’s grave!” Wan Songbai’s mouth was also quite poisonous.


    “Is it because Uncle hasn’t occupied any land?” Cheng Shaogong frowned.


    “Occupying land is only done for two reasons. One is beneficial for farming or mining, and the other is to build a manor. Can I, as the prefect of Xu County, be able to do this for a lifetime? Why would I occupy the land of Xu County?”


    Shaoshang noticed something unusual and glanced at her twin brother. “…Why did Huang Wen impeach Uncle for something that’s so easily defendable? Could… could it be Uncle offended him…?”


    Wan Songbai became hoarse for a moment. He hesitated, “I’m not quite sure about this…” He turned his head and asked a middle-aged servant beside him. “A’Fu, have I ever offended that Huang?”


    Wan Fu was a servant of the Wan family. He had followed Wan Songbai since childhood and now was his steward. He also hesitated. “…I don’t think so. Our family has no dealings with Master Huang.”


    “It’s hard to say,” Wan Qiqi rolled her eyes. “Father has a temper and doesn’t keep his mouth shut. He might not know when he offends someone.”


    “Maybe you offended someone and implicated your father!” Wan Songbai cursed, pointed a finger at his daughter.


    “Since we can’t figure it out, let’s not think about it for now,” Cheng Song said. “Let’s hurry back to the Capital as soon as possible. After Uncle meets with His Holy Emperor, he’ll explain the matter clearly, and then discuss it with Old Madam Wan and Mother in detail.”


    Wan Songbai vigorously patted his knee. “That’s right. Even if Qiqi’s mother can’t figure it out, your mother’s brains will definitely be able to. Let’s take a break today and set off tomorrow morning.”


    The younger generation called out in unison.


    Shaoshang had been worried about any illegal acts Uncle Wan had committed as they traveled to pick him up. Now that she heard this explanation, her heart settled and she was able to sleep soundly that night. The next morning, the convoy set off. Wan Songbai was eager to face the Emperor and shout for justice, so he suggested taking a shortcut. The two groups had already met up, so he wasn’t afraid to miss them.


    Except for Cheng Shaogong, who continued to huddle in the carriage, the rest of the group rode on horses and laughed and chatted for the day. They set up camp at the foot of a mountain at night and continued their journey early the next morning.


    “Shouchun isn’t far from here, Niao Niao,” Wan Songbai teased, his stomach jutting out. “Aren’t you going to take a look for Ling Buyi?”


    “No!” Shaoshang retorted. “There’s finally no one around to control m – ah, what I mean is that there is a tall tower in the Northwest with its top-level floating in the cloud. Master Ling is currently working hard for our country. How can I disturb him…?”
[Shaoshang says the first two lines of a poem called A Tall Tower in the Northwest as a cover.]


    Wan Qiqi had no idea what was going on with her sworn sister, so she smiled and went over to Cheng Song. Cheng Song made a funny face at her. Cheng Shaogong poked his head out of the carriage window and said, “What are you pretending in front of us for? Even if you do pretend, Master Ling will believe in you.”


    Shaoshang turned around. “Didn’t you initially dislike A’Yao for being naïve and indecisive? Now that I have brought you Ling Buyi as a brother-in-law, aren’t you overjoyed? If he comes back home to have dinner in the future, you can accompany us!”


    Cheng Shaogong was about to retaliate when a cold arrow shot through the air, nearly brushing past the carriage. There were immediately whistles from all around and the guards in the front shouted, “Bandits!”


    Unlike the attacks in Hui County, Shaoshang had Comrade Wan Songbai and two older brothers on both sides. Wan Qiqi had been proficient in horseback archery since childhood. She wasn’t too worried.


    A swarm of about fifty or sixty bandits were ahead, dressed in a variety of clothing. There were those dressed as hunters, street vendors, and some wearing old armor. Each person’s face was covered with a black cloth.


    At first, everyone wasn’t too nervous. After all there were about one hundred people on their side compared to their sixty or so. To their surprise, these bandits were unexpectedly good. When the guards shot arrows in unison, they knew how to use wicker woven shield to block. When the guards rode towards them, they knew how to raise spears to resist the horses. When it came to close combat, the bandits were surprisingly adept at cutting, killing, and moving. Each one of them had strong martial arts skills.  


    The two sides fought fiercely for half an hour when the enemy leader whistled, the bandits retreated cleanly.


    Wan Songbai led Cheng Song to inspect the casualties while Cheng Shaogong held a sword to guard Shaoshang’s side. “Are robbers so arrogant these days?” he wondered. “They dare to rob officials and soldiers in broad daylight!”


    “The bandits were quite strange,” Shaoshang said. “They didn’t even shout a few words or say something like ‘this mountain is mine!’”


    Wan Qiqi leaned over. “Perhaps they wanted to kill us all first and then take our belongings? When Father and I were outside before, we also encountered fierce mountain bandits. They would run away if we could fight and kill if we couldn’t, to avoid leaving a trace and having someone report them to the government.”


    Shaoshang thought that made a lot of sense.


    At that moment, the leader of the team of guards Ling Buyi had left for her suddenly approached. “Reporting to Young Mistress,” he said with a bow. “This situation isn’t good. I humbly request that we go and seek help.”


    “The situation isn’t good? Wasn’t this a victory?” Shaoshang was confused.


    “Young Mistress, take a look at where we are now,” the lead guard said.


    Shaoshang and the others looked around. There was a narrow path in the middle of the mountain forest, with dense trees on both sides. Shaoshang was still unclear about it but Cheng Shaogong spoke up in a deep voice, “The forest is dense, the mountains are deep, and the winding paths are long and narrow. My father once said that this type of terrain is the easiest to set up ambushes.”


    “Young Master is wise,” the head guard arched his hand towards him. “Although the bandits were repelled, they only left behind about one or two dozen corpses. We suffered thirty to forty casualties. We don’t have to worry about the dead, we can bury them on the spot. But what about the wounded? Do we leave them here? If we have to divide our men to take care of them, we’ll be losing some of our strength again. If there are any more ambushes before we leave this mountain, it will be difficult for us to resist.”


    “Will those bandits come again?” Shaoshang asked. “Weren’t they all driven away?”


    “It would be best if they didn’t come again,” the head guard said. “But we always have to prepare for the worst. If anything happens to Young Mistress, we will die without mercy.”


    Shaoshang grasped the seriousness of the situation. “So, who should we ask for help from?” she asked solemnly. “There weren’t that many people at the post station we left yesterday.”


    “Xu County is located in the northwest of Shouchun,” the head guard explained. “Marquis Cui’s army is in the north and south. We can send a light cavalry to the north. No matter where we meet people, as long as we show the name of Young Master, they will send people to save us.”


    Shaoshang under stood in her heart and immediately asked someone to bring ink, a brush, and paper from the carriage. She wrote her four letters of distress, stamped the signature with the private seal Ling Buyi left her, sealed it with wax and handed it over to the four agile cavalrymen.


    Wan Qiqi smiled as they watched the four riders gallop away. “Maybe we’ll be wasting some of your husband’s kindness.”


    Once things were cleaned up, Wan Songbai felt it was not suitable to stay there for a long time and urged the convoy to move forward. They briskly walked for half of the day and the sky was gradually darkening. They were about to leave this gloomy mountain forest when masked men dressed as bandits rushed out of the dense forest on both sides. They came from the front and back, trapping them.


    There was another deafening sound of killing. This time, Shaoshang couldn’t say she wasn’t worried. She was as her own casualties worsened as the enemy slowly approached them in an orderly manner. Wan Songbai and Cheng Song both had faces covered in blood and sweat.


    At this point, the psychological qualities of Ling Buyi’s troops were on full display. Even when they reached this critical situation, they remained calm and composed. The leader of the guards also commanded the servants to slowly gather in circles, retreat while they were fighting, and hide in the forest and mountain.


    It was pitch black when this wave of bandits was repelled again. After checking the casualties, even if she included the Cheng children, there was less than thirty people left who could fight.


    The leader of the guards commanded everyone to hide in a giant rock cave in the mountain. He ordered people to pull up the intact carriages to surround them as a fence to prevent horses from escaping and they put out the torches and lanterns. “The exit is just ahead, why don’t we just rush out?” Shaoshang asked.


    Without waiting for the leader of the guards to speak, Cheng Song, face bloodstained and exhausted, said, “We have so few people now and don’t know how many more bandits there are. When we reach open terrain, we’ll have a dead end. It’s better to have some shelter here. With the darkness and dense trees, they won’t dare to come for the time being, until dawn…”


    Shaoshang understood. A chill ran through her heart.


    “Don’t be afraid, Young Mistress,” the leader of the guard said, comforting her. “Perhaps reinforcements will come at dawn.”


    Before Shaoshang could catch her breath, she suddenly heard Wan Qiqi crying out from the cowhide tent, “Father! Father!”


    Shaoshang and the Cheng brothers immediately ran to the cowhide tent. They saw Wan Songbai lying on a stretcher, covered in blood and groaning faintly under a dim light. Wan Qiqi was crying. “Just now, the steward brought my father back. He said he got a knife to the chest and a heavy blow to his back.”


    Shaoshang was okay, but the Cheng brothers had grown up under the supervision of Wan Songbai since childhood. The relationship between the two families was deep, stronger than even some blood ties. The two brothers crouched in front of the stretcher and called out to him.


    Wan Songbai struggled to open his eyes and grabbed Cheng Song’s arm. “It was my carelessness. I should have been willing to take the long way… how could I… how could I take this path…?”


    Tears streamed down Cheng Song’s face. Cheng Shaogong’s white lips trembled. Both of them were unable to speak.


    “This can’t be blamed on Uncle,” Shaoshang sighed. “There is a large army of Marquis Cui to the north. Even if Peng Ni wanted to escape, he will still flee to the south. There will be a chance for my father to make contributions. Who would have thought that bandits would emerge here!”


    “You… have to leave…” Wan Songbai firmly grasped Cheng Song’s wrist, his crimson eyes filled with guilt and regret. “My wise brother has four sons and a daughter in total. Now most of them in my hands. I… I can’t let you fall here… even if I die. I won’t have the face to see my brother… go down the mountain in the dark and get fast horses…”


    The leader of the guards was outside the tent. He lowered his head and exchanged a glance with the subordinates behind him. They understood that if they were only protecting their young mistress and left, they would stand a better chance. However, judging from the fierce style of those bandits, leaving the group full of injures, they only had a dead end. However, if they really reached the final stage, they wouldn’t have to worry about this much anymore…


    Before Wan Songbai could finish speaking, Cheng Song shouted loudly, “What are you saying? If we only focus on our own lives and escape, even if we survive, we won’t have the face to see anyone!” He grabbed Wan Qiqi with his back hand. “Qiqi, if we want to die, we’ll die together!”


    Wan Qiqi burst into tears and threw herself on Cheng Song, so choked up that she couldn’t speak.


    Cheng Shaogong was stunned for a while and looked at Wan Songbai in a daze. “Uncle, when father took us hunting in the mountains when we were young, I would always be lazy and unwilling to hike. You were afraid of Father scolding me so you would quietly carry me on your back…”


    Thinking of the past, Wan Songbai began to cry.


    Shaoshang’s eyes began to burn.


    Uncle Wan was a man who loved children very much and he didn’t value sons over daughters. He loved his daughters so much and all twelve of them had husbands who were carefully selected. They had generous dowries as well. If it weren’t for the sake of continuing on his family line, he wouldn’t be so greedy for a son.


    Wan Songbai was deeply moved in his heart but he still insisted they leave first. In the end, due to a dispute between the two sides, it was decided to wait another night. If reinforcements were not yet there by dawn, the younger generation would leave first.


    Stepping out of the tent, Cheng Song whispered to Shaoshang, “Sister, we’ll split into two groups later. Master Ling’s guards will protect you and Qiqi, Shaogong will also go with you. I’ll tie Uncle to my back and walk from the other side.”


    Shaoshang became distressed but she forced a smile. “Can we think of the good? Maybe the reinforcements will come.”


    “I can’t leave Uncle behind, but we cannot all die together, either. If…avenge me in the future!” Cheng Song said coolly. After saying this, this tall and burly young man spun around and left. In an instant, Shaoshang seemed to be watching the reliable back of Father Cheng.


    In the cold and silent mountain forest, where even the stars and moon were dim, everyone silently waited.


    In the middle of the night, just as everyone was drowsy, a soft howl came from ahead. Shaoshang suddenly woke up. Many bamboo skewers and pegs had been set up on the ground in front of her. Perhaps… before she could figure it out, the sound of fighting came from outside.
[These bamboo slips can be used for in divination so I’m guessing it was Shaogong that left the mess.]


    That group of bandits actually attacked the mountain before dawn!


    Shaoshang had no choice but to draw her sword and be protected by the two guards who were in the back. As she watched the front gradually begin to lose ground, the leader of the guards rushed back. He was covered in blood. “Young Mistress, I can’t stop the front. I’ll protect you first.”


    Shaoshang forced herself to stay calm. “Okay, but we have to find Sister Qiqi and Third Brother.”


    He nodded and turned away. Not long after, he returned with Wan Qiqi, who had fainted, on his shoulder and Cheng Shaogong, who was dizzy and disoriented, in his hand. From the other side, Shaoshang saw Cheng Song had tied Wan Songbai onto his back and was about to mount his horse.


    Under the shadows of the flickering firelight, the siblings looked at each other from a distance, unsure if they would ever see each other again in the future. Shaoshang couldn’t hold back her tears and let out a low, strangled and guttural noise, “Second Brother…”


    Brilliant fireworks burst into the sky not far away just then. The gold, purple, orange, and red lights formed a strange shape in the sky. The leader of the guards shouted, looking overjoyed. “It’s Young Master! The Young Master is here! Brothers, hold on a little longer, Young Master has brought reinforcements!”


    As he spoke, he also took out a dark and slender cylindrical iron object from his arm. He lifted the fuse high in the sky. A huge and splendid burst of fireworks instantly shot into the air – this time Shaoshang could clearly see that it was a fierce beast’s head in the sky.


    With renewed confidence, the courage of everyone on their side suddenly increased. Cheng Song quickly put Wan Songbai down and threw himself back into the battle. For a moment, the sound of battle in the mountain and forest was thunderous. Before long, the rumbling sound of horse hooves could be heard from afar. The gentle yet dense mountain forest seemed like vegetables being sifted on a dustpan and the dewdrops that could condense on the leaves rolled down, wetting everyone’s cheeks and clothes.


    As soon as the cavalry came into view, Shaoshang immediately saw a familiar figure and the mortal weapon in his hand.


    She finally saw the rumored beast-patterned, cloud breaking battle axe. It was said that it was a reward from the Emperor, who spent thousands of gold for it. He had asked the weaponsmith from the previous dynasty to personally craft it with black iron. Both sides of the axe’s body were carved with bloodthirsty beasts waiting for food. The handle was relatively long and, when separated, it could be used as a short halberd. When it was connected, it could be used as a long weapon.


    If the red phoenix gilded halberd in Ling Buyi’s hand was like a gorgeous and beautiful golden crow which no one could stop under its dazzling light, then this pair of pitch-black battle-axes were iron-blooded ghosts, silent and bloodthirsty.


    Ling Buyi never did anything fancy. He simply swung and chopped and then a sea of blood rolled around him. He harvested life like a reaper wielding a sickle. Thick bloodstains splashed onto his fair face but he appeared indifferent to it.


    The first time Shaoshang saw him killing someone so close, she felt fear and confusion in her heart.


    The front was cleared and the guards who were originally standing next to Shaoshang immediately took a few steps forward and knelt on one knee in front of the horse’s hoof of their young master. Only the leader of the guards didn’t leave her side, but knelt beside her.


    Ling Buyi handed over his right battle axe to his left, then slowly dismounted. He stood more than ten steps away from Shaoshang, looking at her coldly.


    Cheng Shaogong didn’t faint and he swallowed a mouthful of saliva. He envied Wan Qiqi, who had passed out. Then, with a strong desire for survival, he took a couple of huge steps back and gave the stage to the male and female protagonists.


    Shaoshang was at a loss. She knew the man was very angry, but she didn’t know how to make him stop being so angry. He was currently a person with military affairs and she didn’t know if he had set aside any important tasks to come and save her.


    When Ling Buyi had left the Capital, she had promised to ‘wait for him obediently,’ but in the end…


    She secretly made up her mind that if he wanted to scold her, she would let him scold her. If he still didn’t calm down, she’d allow him to hit her a few times.


    “…Come here,” Ling Buyi said.


    Shaoshang stared blankly at him.


    Ling Buyi lifted his bloodstained right hand and gestured towards her.


    Shaoshang suddenly felt full of grievances and her skirt and robe fluttered gracefully into his broad embrace.


    Ling Buyi’s left hand, holding a pair of battle axes, hung down by his side. His right hand caressed the girl’s hair and neck. He sighed, “It’s okay.”


    …


    Let’s let the gravity of the situation sink in. Shaoshang had a convoy of around one hundred people. The soldiers and guards were all very well trained (Ling Buyi’s was a no brainer, but it’s been mentioned that Cheng Shi’s army is very well trained). These bandits had maybe sixty people. At the end of everything, Shaoshang’s group had less than thirty people left.


    That’s scary.


    Next Chapter: Classical Assassination
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    Chapter One Hundred and Sixteen:
Classical Assassination


    The battle in the forest had come to an end and a cold, light blue color was cast through the gaps in the leaves. The gentle breeze dispersed the bloody aura around them. Shaoshang took a deep breath, awakening her mind with this cold and pungent scent. As soon as she turned her head, she saw Ling Buyi’s black armor looking like it was rusty and blood clotted, dark red and heavy.


    Ling Buyi paid no attention to the bloodstains on his body and skillfully ordered the aftermath, placed the injured and weak, gathered the carriages, horses, and weapons… Of course, the most important thing was to decide where to go to next. Since Old Comrade Wan was unconscious, Cheng Song and the others regarded Ling Buyi as their leader and followed his instructions to return to the post station for a temporary rest. 


    While everyone was cleaning up, Ling Buyi took the time to write a letter on the back of one of his guards. He sealed it with wax and asked Liang Qiu Fei to deliver it.


    “What did you write?” Shaoshang asked.


    “Reminding His Majesty to send someone to protect Huang Wen and not let him have any accidents,” Ling Buyi said.


    “Oh.” Shaoshang’s brain was sluggish from staying up all night.


    Ling Buyi didn’t want to be too far away from Shaoshang and always held her hand as they walked between convoys. According to Wan Qiqi, it was as if he was tied to her wrist. As he was about to get onto his horse, Ling Buyi looked at the girl’s pale circles under her eyes and his heart softened. “You stayed up all night and were frightened again. Let’s take a rest in the carriage.” He spoke in a soft but firm tone, and then waved to his men to drive a carriage over.


    Cheng Shaogong was off to the side, full of unspoken criticism. First, everyone stayed up all night. Second, his younger sister was never frightened.
[Shaogong is such a little shit.]


    “…Zifu, what do you think?” Ling Buyi looked at Cheng Song.


    Cheng Song naturally didn’t agree and easily put Wan Qiqi into the carriage as well. As a result, his good third brother Cheng Shaogong could no longer stay in the carriage and was forced to mount his horse with an ashen face, turning the delicate flowers into plastic ones. 


    Fearing retaliation, everyone ate a full meal and quickly walked for most of the day. In the evening, when they finally left the mountain forest path, Shaoshang rubbed her eyes and found another group of thirty to forty people camping at the exit of the pathway, burying pots and making rice.


    This group of people were mostly injured. There were low and mournful curses constantly, but it seemed that the injuries weren’t very serious. They either hobbled to chop firewood and fetch water, or using their arms to cut meat and roast fish.


    They all began to cheer when they saw Ling Buyi and the others. They were led by a handsome young man dressed as a Confucian scholar. Shaoshang felt his face was very familiar and beside her, Wan Qiqi called out, “Young Marquis Ban? Why are you here?”


    Young Marquis Ban looked to have a somewhat fragile temperament. Seeing Ling Buyi as if he was his backbone, he wept and wiped away his tears. “Master Ling… Brother Zisheng, how did you come back? What would we do if those villains came again? It’s scared me to death! My uncle… he hasn’t woken up yet! What should we do…?”


    Ling Buyi patiently answered his questions one by one. “Those people didn’t want your lives back then so they won’t come looking for you. If your Uncle took his medicine, he should be asleep for a day and night. In my opinion, your Uncle should wake up in a while.”


    “Oh, that’s good, that’s very good…” Young Marquis Ban wiped his tears away.


    A person next to him who looked like a steward whispered, “Young Master, Master Ling and everyone seems to be very tired. We have prepared the tent, wine, and food. Why not…”


    Young Marquis Ban snapped out of his daze and repeatedly invited everyone to enter the test for a meal and some rest.


    Entering the spacious circular tent, Liang Qiu Qi was originally going to remove Ling Buyi’s armor. Ling Buyi slightly sidestepped him and glanced at Shaoshang. Liang Qiu Qi understood immediately and quietly stood to the side. Shaoshang was about to pull Wan Qiqi to find a place to change clothes when she caught Ling Buyi’s gaze. She immediately approached and began to loosen his armor. A heavy iron belt, shoulder guards cast with the roar of a fierce tiger, a chest piece inlaid with exquisite obsidian, abdominal leather, shoulder guards, knee guards… Liang Qiu Qi stood to the side and took them one by one.


    Wan Qiqi was left feeling inexplicably displeased with this scene, with a feeling of being bullied by school bullies. Cheng Song’s thick eyebrows twisted into a knot. Cheng Shaogong yawned and pounded his poor waist, acting as if he didn’t see it.


    When she released Ling Buyi’s wrist guard, Shaoshang noticed there were several thin, hard wires wrapped around his left wrist. She couldn’t distinguish the material with just a glance and thought it might be a hidden weapon. Just as she was about to touch it, Ling Buyi suddenly withdrew his hand and lowered his head to hers. He spoke gently, “I just asked someone to bring a cart full of mountain spring water. I think it’s already boiled and warm now. Go wash up. Don’t worry, take your time.”


    Cheng Shaogong internally groaned. He also wanted to clean up but was drained and tired. Cheng Song didn’t much worry about those things. He easily pushed Wan Qiqi to Shaoshang’s side and asked her to follow and clean up.


    After taking a hot bath, the two girls were refreshed and felt like they had been reborn. Wan Qiqi even felt that she had misunderstood this school bully. When the two women stepped into the round tent again, Ling Buyi and the Cheng brothers had also changed their clothing, cleaned their hands and faces. Young Marquis Ban, Yin Qian, greeted everyone and asked them to take their seats.


    Cheng Song raised his glass. “Master Ling, I would like to thank you for saving our lives.” With that, he tossed back the wine and drank it all in one gulp.


    Cheng Shaogong and Wan Qiqi did the same. When it was Shaoshang’s turn to finish it all in one go, Ling Buyi casually took the wine cup from her hand and only left one mouthful before returning it to her. Facing the different looks of the crowd, Shaoshang chuckled, tilted her neck and drank the wine, “Thank you Master Ling.”


    Everyone hid their contempt in their hearts.


    As everyone ate and talked, Ling Buyi smiled and said, “Speaking of which, you should also thank Young Marquis Ban. If it weren’t for the attack on his party, I wouldn’t have arrived so quickly.”


    Young Marquis Ban’s wooden chopsticks trembled and the grilled fish fell onto the table. His eyes turned red and nearly began crying again.


    The Emperor often sighed pitifully at Ling Buyi’s situation, as he was the only remaining bloodline of the Huo family. Among the Capital, there was also this Young Marquis Ban who could compete with Ling Buyi. His father was also an old and sturdy hero. His family had been destroyed by the previous Emperor Li and his children were all young. He left behind five grandsons, each brave and skilled in battle, fearless and fierce.


    A gifted person’s bad luck was really unstoppable. After several years of war, the Ban family’s five tigers died and one was disabled, with arrows, wind and cold, wounds and sores… In short, his family encountered all types of unlucky things that ordinary people never encountered. The deadliest thing was that, except for Young Marquis Ban’s father, all of the other grandchildren who passed away early didn’t leave any offspring and the one who survived seemed to have been seriously injured with no wife or children.


    Therefore, everyone in the Ban family regarded Young Marquis Ban, who was the remaining seedling, as a treasure. It was said that he didn’t even leave his home before the age of ten and was turning fifteen years old this year. He couldn’t even recognize the roads in the city.


    Cui You was a kind-hearted man who sympathized with the remnants of the young and old members of the Ban family. He always kept Young Marquis Ban by his side. Although he could not be allowed to go to battle against the enemy, he was able to stay in the big tent and do paperwork, such as counting injuries, organizing logistics, and distributing food and supplies… Young Marquis Ban was surprisingly efficient with it.


    Unexpectedly, a few days ago, Marquis Ban had a nightmare and suspected that his great-grandson had an accident. He drove Uncle Ban to visit the young marquis. There was nothing wrong, however. Since the military camp was important and it wasn’t easy for people to be left idle, Young Marquis Ban personally sent his uncle back the day before yesterday. On the way to see them off, they encountered a strange group of bandits.


    They didn’t say a word at first and immediately rushed forward to kill. The Ban family’s guards were not just for decoration. They were all experienced veterans and their fighting was no less impressive. As the battle raged, Uncle Ban saw that his nephew scared out of his wits. In a fit of anger, he leaned down on his crutches to get out off of the carriage and kill the enemy. Unexpectedly, two leaders of the group of bandits saw Uncle Ban and then quickly retreated. They left behind a mess of corpses and injured on the ground. In addition, Uncle Ban, who was seriously injured and unconscious, and Young Marquis Ban, who was sitting on the ground sobbing, were among the two.


    After crying for a while, Young Marquis Ban quickly called for someone to find the nearest army. The Ban mansion’s personal guards rushed away, and the first person they came across was Ling Buyi who was leading the troops to patrol the fields. Just as the casualties were settled, Ling Buyi escorted the Ban family slowly back when he collided with his own guards who were seeking help.


    This was also the luck of Shaoshang and her group. If flying through the forest and riding to Ling Buyi’s base took at least a day, who knew how long it would take to get back to them. 


    “The Ban family also encountered bandits?” Wan Qiqi asked. “How many are there?”


    The Cheng siblings remained silent, looking at each other with solemn expressions.


    “The road that Young Marquis Ban took is the exact official road you were originally going to follow,” Ling Buyi said indifferently.


    The Cheng brothers let out a faint sigh, as if there were some clarity.


    Everyone was quiet. After a while, Shaoshang softly asked, “Don’t you need to serve Marquis Cui’s army?”


    “A few days ago, the main force of the rebels was defeated and the vassals of Peng Nian came out to surrender one after another,” Ling Buyi said as he smiled. “Uncle Cui now needs to see a few people crying and pleading with him every day. Apart from a Shouchun city wall, Peng Nian has nothing left.”


    “Why doesn’t Uncle Cui break through Shouchun and return to court?” Shaoshang asked.


    Cheng Shaogong shook his head. “I heard from Father that the walls of Shouchun City are strong. A strong attack might not be appropriate.”


    “Now Peng is swaying in the wind and the rain, like a ripe fruit on a branch,” Cheng Song said. “As soon as it falls to the ground, why use our shortcomings to attack the enemy’s strengths? It’ll be in vain and cause many casualties.”


    Young Marquis Ban clapped his hands together. “Brother Cheng has a good understanding. Marquis Cui also said the same. Now he is planning a ‘non-war and subduing the enemy’ plan. It’s a bit difficult to restrain a few of the more passionate brothers who are waiting for battle.”


    “Don’t tell me they’re unwilling to be honest because they haven’t made contributions yet,” Wan Qiqi interjected.


    “Qiqi, don’t speculate on others’ intentions like that,” Cheng Song whispered to stop his fiancée. He also thought the same thing in his heart, but he wasn’t at home and couldn’t voice it.


    “What about ‘defeating the enemy without fighting?’” Shaoshang asked. “Do you want the people in Shouchun City to take Peng Nian’s head and offer it themselves? I heard there were several rebel leaders in the previous dynasty who died not in the hands of their enemy, but by the hands of their own people.”


    Ling Buyi gave her a slight smile. She considered that a tacit agreement.


    Having had enough to drink and eat, Ling Buyi suggested that everyone visit Uncle Ban who was still unconscious. “You’ll understand when you see it.”


    Uncle Ban was still unconscious on a soft cot in the neighboring tent, covered in bandages stained in blood. When everyone glanced at him, their hearts trembled. Only Wan Qiqi let out a gentle sigh. Uncle Ban’s appearance was very similar to Wan Songbai’s. They both were of medium height and had a round military belly. Uncle Ban’s face was white and unnecessary, completely different from Wan Songbai’s face.


    On the starry night, everyone silently went back to the big round tent and sat down. Cheng Shaogong broke the silence first. “This was aimed at Uncle Wan.”


    Cheng Song nodded. “I asked A’Fu yesterday. He said that Uncle was attacked twice by assassins in the past month, both of whom claimed to be remnants of the previous dynasty who wanted to avenge Emperor Li. They came to assassinate His Majesty’s high-ranking officials. Since these things happened elsewhere, Uncle didn’t take them to heart. Now…”


    “Now it seems that they’re here for my father!” Wan Qiqi said.


    Shaoshang suddenly cried out and everyone turned to look at her. She looked at Ling Buyi. “So the letter you wrote this morning to His Majesty was to protect Imperial Censor Huang?”


    Ling Buyi smiled as everyone looked confused. “This morning, I ordered someone to inspect the bodies of the bandits and they found that they weren’t ordinary bandits,” he said patiently. “They were well-trained soldiers.”


    Seeing that the siblings of the Cheng family and Wan Qiqi didn’t understand, Young Marquis Ban timidly said, “I heard my great-grandfather say that in recent years, there have been numerous military disasters and not everyone was willing to surrender and return to the fields. They’re like bandits but, in the end, they will inevitably be annihilated by the imperial army in Zhao’an. Many of them, who are highly skilled in martial arts but unwilling to be ordinary. They wandered into the world and became hired swords.”


    “This can also be called a hired sword?” Sheng Song was young and still had some longing for the mercenary life of a hired sword.


    “They are hired swords,” Ling Buyi said. “Han Fei Zi said that Confucianism goes against the law with its writing, while chivalry goes against prohibition with its martial arts. Although this statement might seem biased, it isn’t entirely without merit. The people live and work in peace and contentment, and the younger generation is full of passion and energy. They roam the rivers and lakes, broaden their knowledge and make friends and experience. Such ‘chivalrous men’ don’t harm great elegance. However, some ‘chivalrous men’ seek wealth and prosperity and naturally engage in illegal activities in secret.”
[Han Fei Zi (c. 280-233 BCE) was a legalist philosopher during the Warring States Period (475-220 BCE).]


    “So, someone paid to hire these people to intercept my father?” Wan Qiqi finally understood.


    “What’s the situation with Imperial Censor Huang?” Cheng Shaogong asked.


    “Stupid! Isn’t it clear to you?” Shaoshang said resentfully. “Someone offered money to take Uncle’s life. In the first two rounds, Uncle was on the verge of success because he had a large number of people in Xu County. So, this person secretly asked Imperial Censor Huang to


    “Isn’t it Huang Wen that’s secretly harming my father?!” Wan Qiqi angrily said. “I won’t let this traitor go!”


    “Regardless of whether Imperial Censor Huang was deceived into colluding or secretly plotted to frame him, we cannot let him die! Only by living can we slowly interrogate him!” Shaoshang comforted her close friend.


    The Cheng brothers and Ban Yin suddenly realized and secretly admired Ling Buyi’s quick thinking. They had just saved Wan Songbai and his group this morning and he immediately thought of keeping Huang Wen to ask questions.


    “Why don’t you start from those bandits? You can’t even ask the people behind the scenes,” Cheng Shaogong said.


    Shaoshang frowned. “This type of business needs to be done for a long time. Naturally, one cannot make a living like a vegetable vendor. Except for the leader of the bandits, I’m afraid the rest of the people won’t know the details.” She hadn’t read so many martial arts books for nothing.


    “Then catch the bandit leader!” Wan Qiqi was furious.


    Ling Buyi’s mouth curved into a sneer. “Where are we going to catch them? They gather for profit, disperse according to the situation. Sneak into the mountains and wilderness, hide in the market… If we really want to catch them, it won’t be a day’s work. It’s better to ask Imperial Censor Huang to speed things up.”


    At this point, everyone praised him one after another.


    Before leaving the circular tent, Shaoshang suddenly said, “If they could hire such a powerful bandit, then the people behind the scenes must be extraordinary. But why on earth target Uncle Wan?”


    Ling Buyi took her little hand and smiled. “This is also a solution. When Prefect Wan wakes up, you can ask him who he offended.”


    Shaoshang finally realized that everyone, including Wan Qiqi, were all focused on going back to the Capital to coerce Huang Wen into confessing. Those guys were without a criminal investigation spirit! Ridiculing them in her heart, she heavily shook Ling Buyi’s hand. Ling Buyi hissed and stroked his shoulder with his right hand, frowning in pain.


    “Are you injured?” Ling Buyi nervously asked.


    Ling Buyi lowered his thick eyelashes and let out a soft hum.


    “You’ve been going all day and night. The wound must have opened again. Let’s go back to your tent, I’ll dress it for you.” Shaoshang felt heartbroken.


    Ling Buyi had a clear smile and took the girl’s hand as they left.


    Not even a few steps later, Shaoshang stopped and turned around. “Third Brother, why are you following me?”


    Cheng Shaogong, who silently followed behind them, looked up and sighed. “Actually, I’m also very concerned about Master Ling’s injury. Let’s go and take a look together.”


    “Third Brother, are you feeling confused,” Shaoshang stared at him, puzzled. “It’s better to go drink and get drunk. Hurry up and go back to bed!”


    Ling Buyi looked at Cheng Shaogong, his eyebrows slightly raised. His breath was tinged with displeasure.


    Cheng Shaogong wailed ten thousand times in his heart. He didn’t want to do this.


    If Cheng Song’s job during this trip was to escort Wan Qiqi in search of her father, then his mother drove him out of the Capital to watch over his little sister. Now that the night was like water, the mountains were quiet, and a lonely man and a young lady are together… if he didn’t do anything, Madam Xiao would definitely skin him when they returned!


    Shaoshang’s mind turned as she looked at Cheng Shaogong’s expression. She seemed to somewhat understand. “Third Brother,” she said, displeased, “you should trust Master Ling’s character! Over the years, have you ever heard of rumors spreading about him and other women?”


    Cheng Shaogong sighed again. “Do you think I trust you?”


    “You!” Shaoshang was furious. Facing such a beautiful, strong, wide-backed and long-legged fiancé, she was so conservative that someone even slandered her!


    Ling Buyi couldn’t help but laugh. These really were a pair of living treasures. “Lift up the tent curtain.” He turned his head and instructed to Liang Qiu Qi, then pulled his angry little fiancée back to the tent.


    Cheng Shaogong breathed a sigh of relief and sat at the entrance of Cheng Song’s tent. He wrapped himself in a white fox fur cloak and looked over.


    Ling Buyi sat on a stool while Shaoshang stood behind him, slowly releasing his collar. Sure enough, she saw the bloody bandage on his shoulder. After carefully unraveling it, she found an open arrow wound. It was dark red around the wound, forming a ghastly sight on the young man’s perfectly fair and robust body.


    “Didn’t you say this war wasn’t a big deal?” Shaoshang said with heartache. “Why are you fighting so hard?”


    “When it comes to the matter of swords and weapons, there are no big or small matters,” Ling Buyi comforted her. “Negligence will inevitably lead to great calamity.”


    Shaoshang was speechless. She could only ask Liang Qiu Qi to bring hot water and medicine and slowly dissolved the blood clots, and then rebandaged the wound after applying medicine. Every time she touched the wound, she felt a tightness in her heart, like a pair of tweezers pinching her flesh.


    Ling Buyi, however, loved to see her gentle and compassionate expression the most, even after being scolded by the Emperor’s staff. He sometimes even wanted to hurt himself, to the extent she looked anxious and heartbroken. He reflected on this and knew it wasn’t normal for him to be like that.


    “I’ve been feeling upset these past few days, so I left Uncle Cui’s side and led the troops to patrol around outside,” Ling Buyi suddenly said. “Now that I’ve seen you, I feel much better.”


    Shaoshang asked why.


    “Before, I said that the remaining old members of the Huo family had some connections. I sent two groups of people to find them. One group already returned. It turned out to be a scam. This person was pretending to be a loyal member of the Huo family and deceiving people to eat and drink in the countryside.”


    Shaoshang felt saddened in her heart. “What about the other group?”


    “No news yet.”


    Ling Buyi pressed her small hand on his shoulder. “You say, all the subordinates who fought with my uncle back then have really died,” he said sorrowfully. “I’ve been looking for them for so many years and only last year did I have some hope. Now half of it’s been extinguished.”


    “Even if our bodies have all perished, we should consider heroic spirits to have no regrets and their grandeur will last forever,” Shaoshang whispered.


    “I really don’t want to be the only survivor of the Huo family in this world,” Ling Buyi murmured.


    “That’s not difficult,” Shaoshang said. “When I give birth to many children, you won’t be the only member of the Huo family left in the world.”


    Ling Buyi laughed in spite of himself and turned to look at her. “Having children is not an easy task, I’m afraid…”


    “Who will be giving birth? It’ll be me! What’s wrong with you? You’re still hesitating.” Shaoshang patted her chest without any hint of shyness. “It’s just a small matter, leave it to me!”


    Ling Buyi’s momentarily pleased expression relaxed and he sighed again. “I want to take care of everything for you. If I could, I would also go through childbirth for you.”


    With those words, Shaoshang was filled with sweetness. She bandaged his wounds and then volunteered to clean Ling Buyi’s armor. She knew that armor and horses were crucial things for soldiers. She had been with Ling Buyi for a long time and knew that he took care of his armor, weapons, and horses all by himself. Now that he was injured, she was not willing for him to take action.


    Letting Ling Buyi sit to the side, she held the heavy black armor and carefully washed off the bloodstains with warm water, repeatedly wiping and rubbing it down with a dry cloth. She then applied a thin layer of oil and rubbed it until it was smooth.


    At the opposite tent’s entrance, Cheng Song and Wan Qiqi stood behind Cheng Shaogong.


    “Does this make you feel a bit uncomfortable?” Wan Qiqi asked.


    Cheng Song nodded. “Look at my little sister. She’s like an obedient little kitten in front of Ling Buyi. Back then, Mother was worried that my sister would bully her husband. Father and us brothers would have to go and apologize a lot in the future. Now, looking at this… what is this all about?”


    “For the first time, I feel like your mother’s words make sense. It’s better to find an honest and gentle husband. Only Shaoshang can bully people, no one can bully her. That’s great! Now, look at her. She’s tightly held in the palm of the hand by that Ling person.”


    “At home, Niao Niao wouldn’t even wash a handkerchief herself. Now she wants to wash Ling Buyi’s armor!”


    “…However, you can’t say that he is all that bad. Those steeds he sent us are really rare!”


    “Ah, yes. Mother fell ill when she gave birth to Little Zhu and still relapses. He specially invited an Imperial Physician to come home and treat her. There are also injuries on Father’s back, and he gave the tiger bone ointment given to him by the Emperor. These days have never stopped.”


    “It’s just that someone is a bit more powerful, they can’t be refuted by anyone else.”


    “He’s not very considerate, either. It’s so late, he should let Niao Niao rest. She must be tired and we still have to rush tomorrow morning!”


    “You two are too much!”


    Cheng Shaogong reached his breaking point and turned around. “Today, she slept the entire day in the carriage, the entire day! Sister Qiqi got off to ride a horse at noon, but she slept all day! If she’s tired, you can’t let her sleep now. And she’ll probably sleep in the carriage tomorrow! Ling Buyi is the one who should be tired, and he’ll be riding a horse!”


    Cheng Song smacked his lips. Wan Qiqi twisted her fingers. An awkward atmosphere followed.


    “…Third Brother, why are you so harsh?”


    “Can’t you be more lenient? No wonder no young lady has taken a liking to you so far!”


    “I see you are destined to be a bachelor!”


    “You’re absolutely right!”


    The young couple went back to their respective tents to rest. Cheng Shaogong was cold and tired and suffered another personal attack. Seeing that the man and woman across from him didn’t seem to plan on separating for a while, he couldn’t help but want to hear what they were saying. He walked around the two tents from behind, took a side road, and slowly approached. Cheng Shaogong stood beside the tent, perking his ears to listen.


    “Why are you not speaking and just looking at me?” Shaoshang asked. “Did I put too much oil on?”


    “Not that much. As soon as you learn, you can do it well.”


    “So what are you thinking?”


    “…I’m thinking of you.”


    The girl laughed softly. “But I’m right next to you.”


    “I still miss you.”


    Cheng Shaogong couldn’t listen anymore.


    He walked away a couple of steps, took out three divination coins and a small, ancient turtle shell from his sleeve. Skillfully stuffing the coins into the shell, he prayed three times to the heaven and intended to divine a successful marriage. He shook the turtle shell and tilted it downward, the shiny golden hexagram coins fell to the ground in an arc. Cheng Shaogong quickly crouched down to look and then… was dumbfounded.


    All three hexagram coins were inserted into the soil, forming a vertical pin shape.


    What did this mean? Cheng Shaogong suddenly realized he was lacking in talent and education and he didn’t know how to solve this problem.


    …


    Next Chapter: A Mystery to Unravel
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    Chapter One Hundred and Seventeen:
A Mystery to Unravel


    The following day, the convoy continued their journey, and halfway through, Uncle Ban finally woke up. He wasn’t too seriously injured. He just had a heart attack in the past and took the medicine he carried with him before falling asleep until today. Wan Songbai, on the other hand, was seriously injured and only managed to wake up for a while when they arrived at the post station.


    After settling down properly, Ling Buyi immediately called for a doctor to treat Wan Songbai. They found that several wounds on his chest and back were severe. If he were to go on the road again, the wounds would inevitably open, and he would become injured again. So, Ling Buyi wrote a memorial to his adoptive father, explaining the situation and requesting permission for Wan Songbai to recuperate for a few days before they set off back to the Capital.


    At this point, the Shouchun War had reached its final stage. Ling Buyi had killed four or five of Peng Nian’s family generals, defeated two of the enemy’s armies, and even took over half of Guo County. He had made the necessary contributions, and the remaining military achievements were left to the other children so that everyone could continue to line up and reap the benefits. After he sent someone to deliver a message to Marquis Cui, he stayed at the post station. Young Marquis Ban wanted to watch over his uncle’s recovery, so he naturally stayed behind.


    A large group of people almost occupied the entire poststation. Fortunately, war was ahead, and local officials had to be on guard. The post station was in the off-season of business. Apart from receiving a few messengers’ military information, they didn’t bother with anything else.


    Wan Songbai lost a lot of blood and lay on the sickbed for two days. He occasionally woke up in a daze. Wan Qiqi felt extremely sad when she saw her father’s weakness. However, she was not a person who cried. She just gritted her teeth and sharpened her knife, secretly swearing to find the person behind this and will get revenge. As she was about to grind her thick-backed machete into a fruit, Wan Songbai finally woke up.


    After drinking three bowls of meat and white rice porridge and half of a stewed chicken in one breath, Old Wan regained sixty to seventy percent of his vitality and resolutely refused the new medicine provided by the doctor. Half of the station heard the roar. Ling Buyi said that since the patient was in such good spirits, it was better to visit quickly. Shaoshang and the others agreed. Ling Buyi casually carried Young Marquis Ban over to find an outsider as a witness.


    In the ward, Wan Songbai touched half of his stomach that he had been holding back, feeling heartbroken. “Who was behind this?” He had already heard Wan Fu’s inference before.


    “You have to ask yourself, Father!” Wan Qiqi said with a stern expression. “Tell me. Do you have any grudges with others in the past few months? Did you bully officials and be cruel to the local families?”


    “Nonsense! Is there still a kind, gentle, and easy to talk to prefect like me in this world?” Wan Songbai and his daughter shared the same decibel. “My younger brother Cheng can barely compare with me!”


    Old Comrade Wan roared like thunder, and Ban Yin was shaken to the side. Cheng Song looked awkwardly at Ling Buyi, hoping his future brother-in-law wouldn’t be scared away by the Cheng family’s in-laws. Cheng Shaogong dug his ears and remained calm while Shaoshang enjoyed watching the play and wished she could find some melon seeds to talk about.


    Wan Qiqi stormed up. “Isn’t it embarrassing for Father to say these things? I’ve never heard such shameless words before!”


    “Why bother? I’m telling the truth!”


    “A’Fu, can you tell me if Father has a violent and harsh temperament?”


    “Um… I thought…” Wan Fu had just said a couple of words when Wan Songbai’s gaze swept over him.


    Wan Fu immediately demonstrated his excellent qualities as a domestic servant and spoke incessantly. “I thought that what Master said was right and that Master only looked fierce on the outside but is actually the best in the world! This statement is true, as evidenced by the sun and moon, and can be learned from heaven and earth!”


    “A’Fu, your conscience has been eaten by a dog!” Wan Qiqi screamed.


    “If you dare to bully A’Fu again, I’ll deduct half of your dowry and give it to Zifu for private use!”


    “Go ahead and deduct it!”


    As father and daughter were about to start up again, Ling Buyi hit the table and said in a deep voice, “Master Wan, please calm down and don’t be impatient!”


    Both father and daughter jumped and went quiet.


    “Master Wan, please think carefully. Have you offended anyone in these past few months?” Ling Buyi asked.


    Wan Songbai lowered his flag and stopped beating his drums. After a moment of hard thinking, he said, “I didn’t offend anyone. When I was appointed as the prefect of Xu County this time, my mother hired an elder to serve as my staff. The old man reminded me of a peaceful era not submerged in war. It reminded me that I had to be humble and magnanimous and govern the county benevolently. Honestly, I have been more peaceful in these few months than I have in decades, and I’ve not fought with anyone! If you don’t believe me, I will have someone invite Master Lu over… He’s old, his legs aren’t good, and his body is weak, so I didn’t bring him with me when I left for the Capital to face His Holy Emperor.”


    “Don’t worry. Three days ago, I had someone report back to the residence of Master Wan in Xu County. As the county magistrate has to stay, only the chief clerk and Master’s staff Lu Fuzi will be invited. They’ll probably be arriving today,” Ling Buyi said.


    Wan Songbai sat back on the bed. He thought Ling Buyi was impolite, calling his subordinate and staff out like that. No wonder Brother Cheng always looked like red rain when he mentioned his only daughter and son-in-law.


    Ling Buyi placed his hand on the table, and his slender fingers lightly tapped on it. “So, Master Wan has never offended anyone, so…”


    “So, it’s Uncle who is in the way!” Shaoshang said casually. “Uncle was planning to make great achievements and clean up the disadvantages in Xu County, so he touched the interests of prominent families, became a thorn in the side of others, and they decided he had to be eliminated before he could succeed.”


    “What are you talking about?” Wan Qiqi muttered. “Shaoshang, you’re flattering Father too much. He iambitious person.”


    “Shut up! You’re getting more and more unruly!” Wan Songbai glared at his daughter and then turned to Ling Buyi. “Master Ling, it isn’t that I’m a vegetarian, but… Do you know who the last prefect of Xu County was? It was Gong Sunbo, a renowned scholar in the country. I have never been able to impress anyone in my life, but he is truly skilled and capable. Over the years, he managed such a barren area in Xu County in an orderly manner.”


    Ling Buyi nodded. “Not bad. Gong Sunbo is indeed a capable official in governing the county. His Majesty has heard of him for a long time, and he has now been promoted to defend Liaodong.”


    “In such a remote place, with so many outsiders, it’s said that there is also a custom of eating birds and animals raw,” Cheng Shaogong said in a low voice. “It seems being highly valued by the emperor is not necessarily a good thing.”


    Cheng Song quickly twisted his younger brother’s skin under his sleeve. Fortunately, not many people heard him, except for Ban Yin, who had just slunk over.


    Young Marquis Ban smiled kindly and said softly, “I would like to walk around and see the distant sunset desert and the vast sea of Yao Tai. It’s fascinating here.”


    Cheng Shaogong chuckled as he rubbed his arm. “You even get lost in the Capital city. Do you still want to see the vast desert sea?”


    Ban Yin’s face turned red. He lowered his head and remained silent.


    “…What Master Ling said is true,” Wan Songbai continued. “The governance of our predecessors benefited the local people. I am not an arrogant person. Since I came to Xu County, I have always strictly followed the policies of my predecessor. I have never instated new policies. How can I start to touch on local interests?”


    That also wasn’t it. Everyone fell silent and couldn’t believe who was trying to kill Wan Songbai.


    At this moment, a guard reported that someone had arrived from Xu County. Ling Buyi immediately let them in. There were two visitors, an older man, and a middle-aged man.


    The thin and frail old man with a white beard and hair was Lu Fuzi, the first person to assist Wan Songbai. It was only when everyone saw him that they knew Wan Songbai was being too polite when he said the old man had bad legs. The old man’s left leg was cut off from below his knee, and he occasionally coughed hoarsely. It was believed he had suffered a tragic incident during the war—this time, healthy-looking servants were carrying him in.


    The other chubby, round-faced man was Yin Zhushu. He was a local and had just been promoted by Wan Songbai. He threw himself directly next to Wan Songbai, sometimes lamenting the suffering of his benefactor and sometimes cursing the bandit shamelessly.


    Wang Songbai, Lu Fuzi, and Yin Zhushi talked with the others for a while. In the end, they all had the same thing to say. Comrade Wan had indeed cultivated his character and was kind and easy to live with in these past few months. Apart from meticulously delving into having a son, he could even be said to have nothing to do. All three of them could not figure out who wanted to kill him.


    Shaoshang was restless in her heart. Who knew when the Wan family would fall victim again if they couldn’t uncover who was lurking in the shadows? This time, unlike the previous case of Qu Ling Jun, it was actually in a fixed environment, to some extent similar to the killing in the Liang mansion, where the real culprit could always be found in the end. This assassination case belonged to a vast sea of people, and there was no trace. She didn’t know where to start.


    Ling Buyi saw she had a heavy heart. He shook her small hand in his and comforted her. “Don’t worry, we can still interrogate Huang Wen and trace the origins of those assassins. There’s nothing difficult in this world. I don’t believe anyone can cover the sky with just one hand.”


    Shaoshang’s heart filled with joy. These ancient people not only lacked the spirit of criminal investigation but couldn’t even afford to have the spirit of the rule of law. They often wanted to torture and force people to confess and even covered the sky with one hand. She saw her dear fiancé was thinking of not breaking his hand… wait, hand?


    She made up her mind to look at Ling Buyi’s hands. They were fair, clean, warm, and slender, with a faint water-red tint on his fingertips.


    “What’s wrong?” Ling Buyi saw that her expression wasn’t right.


    Shaoshang lightly stroked his left arm. “Do you remember when… why did you break your arm?” she whispered.


    Ling Buyi’s eyes darkened.


    “It happened because I stumbled across something I shouldn’t have seen,” Shaoshang said.


    “Why are you suddenly mentioning this?”


    “Uncle Wan might have accidentally stumbled across something.”


    Ling Buyi was taken aback as he had never thought of it.


    “Uncle,” Shaoshang said, turning her head, “in the months since you took office in Xu County, where have you been?”


    Wan Songbai hesitated for a moment. “What do you mean? I have been in Xu County and never left… right, A’Fu?”


    Wan Fu took his time carefully thinking about it. “Master said that besides taking a detour to the neighboring Chen County on the way to the south to congratulate the prefect of Chen County on his birthday, you have been in Xu County… Master Lu also doesn’t allow you to go anywhere else. Oh, last month, Marquis Cui’s army passed through our county, and you met the army on the roadside. There’s nothing else.”


    Lu Fuzi twisted his beard and chuckled lightly. “Niao Niao, you heard him,” Wan Songbai said, turning his head. “This is the truth!”


    “Master Lu, Chief Secretary Yin, please think carefully,” Shaoshang continued. “Have there been any unfounded homicide cases in Xu County in the past few months?”


    “Old Yin, you have a good memory. Have you had such a thing?” Wan Songbai asked.


    Chief Secretary Yin looked up at the roof for a moment and counted on his fingers. “Nowadays, in this peaceful and prosperous time, our county has no bandits. There have been no unfounded homicides… well, five months ago, a woodcutter died silently at home, and his family accused his wife of murdering him.”


    Master Lu shook his head. “No. Later, someone else at the foot of the same mountain died in the same way. The county crypt keeper realized it was a unique mountain snake that would take several hours to kill after being bitten.”


    Chief Secretary Yin said, “Four months ago, there was a brawl. Six or seven villagers died from nosebleeds after returning home.


    Shaoshang thought it must have been an intracranial hemorrhage. “Since it was a fight between villages, then it isn’t either.”


    Chief Secretary Yin’s memory was indeed excellent. He then talked about several homicide cases that various counties had reported.


    Some children indulged in playing, fell into the river, and drowned. A lazy man got drunk, hit his head on a stone, and died. Some older people were greedy and accidentally ate pastries with rat poison at home. There were even rockslides that smashed several farmers and died. In total, there were about ten cases.


    There were some, like Ling Buyi, who had some understanding of Shaoshang’s intentions. There were also some, like Wan Qiqi, who was completely ignorant. The remaining few needed clarification.


    “…caught on fire.” Wan Fu suddenly said. “I dare to ask the Chief Secretary, what was the name of the temple that caught fire?”


    Chief Secretary Yin was discussing an incident where a small, remote temple had caught fire. The four shamans inside the temple weren’t able to escape in time, and they all burned to death.


    “Uh…” he had to think. “What was the name?”


    “Is it called Dieshui Temple?” Wan Fu asked.


    After thinking for a while, the Chief Secretary sighed like he was in pain. “I really can’t remember. There are many rural temples like that in our counties where the ghosts and gods thrive. There are mountain temples by the mountain and water temples by the water. Even if there is a thicker than normal old tree, a temple could be next to it.”


    “Was this temple located southeast of Xu County?” Wan Fu’s question became more pointed. “Almost reaching Chen County?”


    “That’s right!” Chief Secretary said, slapping his thigh. “It’s in the southern part of Anguo County, and Chen County is through the forest.”


    “What’s going on?” Wan Songbai asked. “What’s the connection? What’s Dieshui Temple? I’ve never heard of this before.”


    “You must have forgotten that four months ago, an unkempt shaman who claimed to have traveled the world came to Xu County,” Master Lu sighed. “You even asked him to divine your heir’s fortune for you.”


    Wan Songbai’s face flushed. “Oh, that’s it.”


    “Father, you hired a godly stick again. I have to go back and tell Mother,” Wan Qiqi said discontentedly.


    “Your mother is not in good health. You are not allowed to speak too much!” Wan Songbai sneered and cursed.


    “Qiqi, don’t interrupt. Uncle, please continue. What did the shaman say? What does it have to do with the temple catching on fire?” Cheng Song grabbed his fiancée from behind.


    “What else could there be? That damn bastard gave me a bad idea, saying that the southeast belonged to metal fire and had strong yang energy, which is beneficial for men. He asked me to walk southeast for seven days and seven nights. Along the way, no matter what big temples or small communities I come across, I must bow and be sincere and spiritual!” Wan Songbai said helplessly.


    “Uncle, is this method effective?” Cheng Shaogong’s eyes lit up.


    “What kind of spirit would there be? Ten shamans and nine scams have exhausted me to death, and I’ve not been able to have a son. I’ve been so busy that I’m half dead, and none of my concubines have any results!” Wan Songbai felt a faint pain in his waist, honestly expressing that his sexual activity was more fierce than a tiger.


    Master Fuzi looked at the unmarried Wan Qiqi and Shaoshang in the room and coughed lightly. “Master is very tired, having traveled through three or four counties. He returned and suffered a minor illness.”


    Ling Buyi glanced at him and smiled slightly but remained silent.


    Wan Qiqi truly felt sorry for her father, but she still said, “You completely ignore Mother’s orders. If those shamans were really useful, we would have had male descendants long ago. They are all scammers!”


    “This wicked girl spoke so well. Your mother even calls you to learn more virtue and elegance. Look at your tone; the butchers in the market are even more refined than you! If I were Zifu, I’d rather marry a pig butcher than you!”


    “Father!”


    Master Lu coughed heavily. The Wan father and daughter reluctantly closed their mouths.


    The old man continued, “The shaman did come to cheat. He was so entangled with Master that he was eager to show off his divine powers. He deceived Master to go southeast to escape. Later, when he left, he did find an opportunity to escape.” After a pause, he asked, “A’Fu, have you been to Dieshui Temple?”


    “Exactly,” Wan Fu said. “It happened on the seventh day. Master was originally resting in Anguo County and later planned to return to the Capital. Unexpectedly, someone said there was a small temple in the countryside, so Master left his attendants in the county and only rode on horseback with me. He intended to go and quickly return. Master was tired all day and wasn’t paying attention to his surroundings, but I saw the small temple with the words ‘Dieshui’ written on its façade.”


    “What happened after?” Shaoshang quickly asked.


    “Nothing was wrong,” Wan Fu said, shaking his head. “As before, we prayed, left a few hundred yuan, and left.”


    “What did you see?”


    “It’s very remote there, and there aren’t many people on the road. The temple is even more barren. Only four shamans were repairing a damaged wall… Hmm, those four. Two young and two old, they looked like a family of four. But…”


    “But what?” Cheng Song asked anxiously.


    “When I helped Master out of the door, a young man wearing a riding outfit happened to come in,” Wan Fu said, recalling what had happened.


    “Why were you supporting Uncle?” Cheng Shaogong interjected.


    “Master bowed down more than twenty times in one breath!” Wan Fu gritted his teeth. “He hit his head while bowing so hard that when he got up, he couldn’t even stand steady!”


    “A’Fu! Stop talking nonsense!” Wang Songbai felt embarrassed.


    Cheng Shaogong covered his mouth and chuckled lightly. Wan Qiqi was frustrated with her father for not living up to her expectations. Ban Yin and Chief Secretary Yin turned their heads awkwardly. Cheng Song quickly scolded, “Shaogong, don’t interrupt! A’Fu, keep talking. Was he the only one you saw?”


    Wan Fu scratched his head and smiled. “No. As Master and I were about to ride away, a carriage passed and stopped at the temple entrance. A forty-or-fifty-year-old scholar walked out of the carriage. We then left.”


    Shaoshang’s heart began to beat a little faster. “So, these two people were supposed to meet at that temple and accidentally bumped into you. Uncle, A’Fu, do you still remember what those two looked like?”


    Wan Songbai and Wan Fu glanced at each other. Both of them had puzzled expressions.


    “I can’t remember the details, but I vaguely feel like that scholar looked familiar.”


    “I can’t remember the details, but I have seen that young soldier somewhere.”


    They spoke simultaneously, and everyone in the room was stunned as soon as they finished.


    “A’Fu, did you remember wrong? You must have met the people I met, too,” Wan Songbai said.


    Wan Fu was also full of doubts. “Yes, I was accompanying you every step of the way for years.”


    At this moment, Ling Buyi, who had been sitting silently, suddenly asked with a serious expression, “Have you really never been apart?”


    Wan Fu thought for a moment. “Except for the time Master was going to Xu County to take up his post and couldn’t delay any longer. But he has been fighting outside for ten years, and many things are not properly stored. A few relatives and friends also want to give gifts and ask questions. Master and Madam went on their way first while I stayed in the mansion to take care of the trivial matters before I went to Xu County.”


    Shaoshang felt this was crucial but couldn’t grasp the main point. She could only focus on it first. “Uncle, A’Fu, can you tell me the appearance of those two people? I’ll go find a painter…”


    “No need,” Ling Buyi said. He looked over at Ban Yin in the corner. “Young Marquis, thank you for your help.”


    Young Marquis Ban smiled. “Master Ling, you’re too polite. I finally have a place to be useful.”


    Gathering a brush, pen, and paper, Ban Yin held the brush and waited. The Wan family master and servant began to speak slowly. After some effort, the expectant crowd fell into a void.


    It was exactly four months ago, and it was a fleeting glance that they ignored. The memories of both master and servant were somewhat blurred. More importantly, both were ordinary in appearance, neither handsome nor ugly, neither tall nor short, with no peculiar features in their faces or figures.


    Looking at the portraits of the two, everyone in the room had nothing to say. The most ordinary oval face with a slightly square jaw, eyes, nose, mouth, and ears. No birthmarks, scars, moles, or blemishes on the face. No missing hands or limps, and no memory left.


    Young Marquis Ban blushed. “It’s because I’m not proficient in my studies.”


    “It’s not the fault of Young Marquis,” Shaoshang said, sighing. It was the lack of three-dimensional sketching tutorials in this era.


    She looked at the two abstract, flat portraits with single lines and whispered to Ling Buyi, “Has anyone ever really caught someone with this type of portrait?”


    Ling Buyi smiled but glared at her, “Why not?”


    Seeing everyone was a little frustrated, Wan Songbai casually said, “Don’t think too much. I don’t think it has to do with those two people. I learned about the assassin a few days ago, and he’s not an ordinary person. Can they afford to hire someone for eight thousand yuan? That old scholar can’t afford that!”


    Everyone was smiling. Wan Qiqi couldn’t help but say, “Father, don’t keep saying they’re poor.”


    Shaoshang’s heart skipped a beat. “Uncle, how do you know the scholar was poor?” she suddenly asked.


    “Because he was riding on an ox cart,” Wan Songbai said casually, his tone was smug. “The ox cart is just that. A black ox, a yellow ox, and an old ox that had different colors on its face. Why wouldn’t he be a poor scholar?”


    There was a snap. Everyone turned to see the water jug in the hand of Chief Secretary Yin had fallen onto the desk. He looked shocked, as if he had heard something extremely terrifying.


    “What did you say, sir?! An ox cart? A black ox, a yellow ox?”


    “You know this person,” Ling Buyi said in a deep voice. “Who is he?”


    Chief Secretary Yin’s body was trembling. He exclaimed in fear, “So… maybe it’s from Tongniu County… Magistrate of Yan County!”


    …


    Next Chapter: The Magistrate of Yan County’s Ox Cart
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    Chapter One Hundred and Eighteen:
The Magistrate Yan’s Ox Cart


    Chief Secretary Yin’s words were like thunder descending from the sky, causing a buzzing sound in everyone’s ears.


    Wan Songbai woke up and slapped his thigh hard. “I remember!” he said. “I thought I had seen him somewhere before. It turned out to be the time when I went to Chen County to congratulate the prefect on his birthday half a year ago. I remember it now… that old little man with the surname of Yan sat among a group of county magistrates. He kept silently putting on airs. It was really annoying!”


    “He’s the magistrate of Tongniu County…” Cheng Song said in confusion. “Why did he go to Xu County? Who did he see?”


    Those were the questions that everyone else wanted to know. They looked at each other.


    “Grand Secretary Yin,” Ling Buyi said, leaning over. “Do you know Yan Zhong?”


    Chief Secretary Yin didn’t dare say that he had a relationship with the traitor. “I don’t know that Yan bandit himself,” he quickly said. “However, I am a local of Xu County, and the women of my family are locals of Chen County…” He smiled awkwardly. “When rural families have nothing to do, they tend to discuss people’s strengths and weaknesses. They often gather together and talk about everything that’s going on in the counties in the north. When I accompany my wife to visit her uncle’s family, I also hear the stories of the elders from several counties in the south.” 


    He turned around to look at the people inside. “This Magistrate Yan is a very famous person in Chen County. When he went to Tongniu County, he knew he was criticized by His Majesty, and no one in the area would accept him. He didn’t have much support, and he was arrogant. Could those days be easy?! Four or five months ago, his mother was seriously ill and he had to pawn his family’s property to hire a famous doctor. Only then did he replace the carriage with an ox cart, a black ox, and a yellow ox. It’s rumored that he became a laughing stock in Chen County. Later we heard that Madam Yan recovered from her illness and the Yan family gradually turned around. He then switched back to a carriage. If we calculate the days, the day Prefect Wan went to Dieshui Temple was around the time Yan Zhong used his ox cart.”


    The room was silent. Wan Songbai murmured to himself, “Is that why I’m being targeted? Even if the person behind this is Yan Zhong, I haven’t seen anything else.”


    “Perhaps when Prefect Wan saw Yan Zhong meeting with another person, this incident itself was a great hidden danger for the person behind the scenes,” Ling Buyi said.


    After a moment of contemplation, Master Lu arched his hand to Ling Buyi. “My master is deeply mired in this situation without realizing it. I plead with Master Ling for his guidance on how to proceed next.”


     Wan Songbai thought to himself that Ling Buyi was about to become his son-in-law. He didn’t underestimate the Cheng family by asking for help so tightly, so he pretended to be carefree and said, “Master, don’t worry. I’ve been here for so many years, a mere assassin is nothing…”


    “Yeah, it’s nothing. It’s just a few serious injuries, just lying on a bed for two days,” Wan Qiqi intervened and broke down her father’s wall.


    Shaoshang chuckled lightly. She wanted to express her insights on how to investigate this case. She then remembered Ling Buyi was beside her and quickly shrank back. She asked Ling Buyi to show her with her gaze.


    ‘You remember to be gentle, respectful, and frugal,’ Ling Buyi chuckled and inwardly cursed. He then said with a serious tone, “Master Lu, there is no need to worry. Previously, the enemy was dark and I was clear, and the enemy had ulterior motives against us. Now that we are on guard, it will be even better if the assassin dares to come. I will send someone to escort Prefect Wan back to the Capital and capture a few survivors along the way. Everything will become clear.”


    After saying those words, everyone inside the room breathed a sigh of relief.


    “Prefect Wan should continue to recuperate and return to the Capital city to face the Emperor when he recovers. Remember one thing. Prefect Wan was accused by Huang Wen and was asked to go back to the Capital to explain himself. Whatever His Majesty asks, you will answer. If anything is unclear, you will not speak clearly. There is no need to care about anything else,” Ling Buyi continued.


    “But, the bandit behind this…” Wan Songbai was puzzled.


    “If you are not in the position, don’t plan your own affairs. Since the root of this matter is in Tongniu County, it should be the officials of Chen County who are in a hurry. What’s the connection between Chen County and Xu County? You should first wash away your own bad reputation before considering anything else.”


    “Master Ling is correct,” Master Lu praised. “I was muddleheaded and couldn’t think.”


    After such an agreement, Ling Buyi began to assign tasks.


    Uncle Ban just had a relapse of his old illness, and after two days of rest, he could continue on the road. Ban Yin still held a military position and could not return to the Capital without authorization. He could only continue to follow Ling Buyi. Ling Buyi personally planned to go to Tongniu County, leaving the younger generation of the Cheng family to continue taking care of Wan Songbai until his injuries improved before they set off.


    Ling Buyi got up with a heavy heart, and before his feet crossed the threshold of the room, he caught a glimpse of Shaoshang and Wan Qiqi whispering together. He vaguely heard them about to go up the mountain to dig for wild vegetables and bird nests.


    Ling Buyi thought for a moment, turned his toes, and walked over to pick up Shaoshang. “You’d better come with me to Tongniu County,” he said. “Just bring two maids and carry-on luggage.”


    Shaoshang was both surprised and delighted. “Are you taking me to investigate the case in Tongniu County? Do you think I’ll be helpful?”


    “I’m afraid that if I don’t keep an eye on you, I’ll have to come back and save you.”


    Shaoshang was speechless.


    Because Tongniu County was located at the northernmost point of Chen County and adjacent to Xu County, there was no need to bring too much luggage and a covered military carriage was fully loaded. She brought Lian Fang and Sang Guo and changed into the new riding clothes the Empress had asked the palace to make for her, and the next morning, Shaoshang was in high spirits and ready to go.


    Young Marquis Ban had half of his body out of the carriage and couldn’t help but take a few more glances at her. Her riding attire was made of vermilion brocade inlaid with gold patterns, paired with snow-white mink fur and a pearl-studded collar. It accentuated the girl’s snowy skin and peach cheeks and it made it hard to hide the color of the delicate girl’s spring flowers, even though they were in the depths of winter.


    Shaoshang followed Ling Buyi’s instructions and personally checked the hooves of her horse before traveling. She suddenly saw her twin brother leading a horse over. “Third Brother, why are you coming?” she asked strangely.


    “I have admired the scenery of Tongniu County for a long time,” Cheng Shaogong said weakly. “I want to take the trip with you.”


    “Stop it, Third Brother. You hate being outside.”


    “Actually, I have admired Young Marquis Ban for a long time. I plan to spend the trip talking with him and make friends.”


    Ban Yin exclaimed in surprise and joy, “Really? You heard about me? I’m willing to be your brother!” He had been lonely from a young age because his family was busy protecting him too tightly.


    Cheng Shaogong forced a smile. “Thank you.”


    Shaoshang pressed the dagger around her waist and squinted at him. “Third Brother, it’s better for you to just be honest with yourself! Are you still worried about me being alone with Master Ling? With so many guards and the army around, are you blind?”


    “What do you want me to do?” Cheng Shaogong angrily said. “I’m also very desperate!”


    After speaking, he felt as if he was too tired to deal with Shaoshang anymore. After casually throwing the reins at her, he spontaneously got into the carriage with Ban Yin. “Young Marquis, move over, I’ll squeeze in… Why do you keep looking at my little sister?”


    Ban Yin blushed. “No, it’s nothing… I just think that Lady Shaoshang is quite good-looking.” He didn’t have any funny ideas; he simply appreciated her beauty.


    Cheng Shaogong saw Ling Buyi slowly walk by the carriage window. “If Young Marquis wears women’s clothing,” he said coldly, “I think your appearance isn’t below my sister.”


    Ban Yin was both embarrassed and angry. He slammed the carriage curtain. “You, how can you say such things… You just said you wanted to be friends with me, now you’re just like those people who love to tease me!”


    “Good medicine is bitter and advice is harsh,” Cheng Shaogong said, remaining expressionless. “In the future, you will know how rare I am to have as a close friend. Just now, I saved your life.”  


    Ling Buyi, born in the year of the wolf, was not someone who liked others looking at his territory.


    “You’re talking nonsense, I don’t believe you!”


    “Today, we have a chance to become friends, so I will help you once again. Stop using those effeminate words in the future, otherwise, you’ll be made fun of even at the age of fifty.”


    “…I’m not talking to you anymore!”


    Ban Yin was so ashamed and angry he almost was in tears.


    His parents passed away early, his great-grandfather was old, and his uncle was disabled. He was raised in the arms of his widowed aunts since he was a child, and his words and actions were naturally more effeminate. However, that didn’t mean he didn’t yearn for a life of an iron-blooded soldier in his heart.


    “Don’t be sad,” Cheng Shaogong comforted him by patting his back. “It’s a pity you weren’t born in my family, otherwise, you could have been beaten up by your mother. I guarantee you that you will have thick skin and a hard heart. Fire and water will not invade you.” Although he said it, he still thought it over. Madam Xiao disliked boys like Ban Yin the most in her life.


    Hearing Ling Buyi’s brief and clean command outside of the carriage, the light cavalry convoy swiftly took off. Ban Yin’s delicate nose was curled up in the corner, while Chen Shaogong leaned against the carriage wall to take a nap. He wasn’t able to sleep for long when someone outside the carriage called out to him.


    “Third Young Master, Third Young Master!” A Cheng attendant lowered his voice and crawled into the carriage. “I saw Young Mistress and Master Ling getting into the carriage in front of me. There are only the two of them in there!”


    Cheng Shaogong’s eyes opened. “Aren’t they riding horses?” he nervously asked. “Master Ling is still the leader of the army, how can he…?”  Well, the military commander could also get into a carriage!


    He didn’t hesitate to ask any more questions, pushed open the carriage door and stepped on the board with one foot. He skillfully leaped onto the back of the horse held by the hand of the attendant. His legs clamped around the horse’s belly and he was off in a cloud of dust.


    Ban Yin was dumbfounded as he watched from the carriage, thinking to himself that he had thought Cheng Shaogong was a year younger than him and had an average weak demeanor. He didn’t expect his skills to be so good that he could handle it as if he were moving like a rabbit. He was cautious and pure, not knowing why Cheng Shaogong had taken off so fast. After hesitating, he also asked his attendant to bring a horse to follow him.


    Cheng Shaogong caught up to the huge, pitch-black iron carriage at the front of the team, panting for breath. Despite the surprised expressions of the guards and driver at the front of the carriage, he threw himself from the saddle and onto the carriage door. Liang Qiu Qi had already unsheathed his short blade but, seeing it was Cheng Shaogong, didn’t want to die.


    Cheng Shaogong crashed into the carriage with just a man and a woman inside. He saw a handsome young man with half of his collar open, revealing a beige coat and solid white chest. There was a prominent blood mark on it, like snow wrapped in red silk. The girl grabbed his sleeve with one hand and a fine linen handkerchief with the other. Upon closer inspection, Ling Buyi had his left palm on the girl’s waist and the right hand grasped her small hand that was on his shoulder.


    “What are you doing?” Cheng Shaogong felt his bai hui acupoint steaming and smoking.
[The bai hui is the acupuncture point right on the top of someone’s head. He’s steaming mad.]


    Shaoshang quickly pushed Ling Buyi aside. Her cheeks were flushed. “Master Ling’s injury hasn’t healed yet. I’m changing his dressing…” Applying medicine was indeed effective, but there was also a lot of friction between a man and a woman being alone. She wasn’t so bold yet to make any substantial moves, it was just innocent flirting.


    Cheng Shaogong saw that the handkerchief in his sister’s hand was indeed coated with medicinal powder. After the misunderstanding went away, a sense of fear surged within him.


    When he first crashed into the carriage, he quickly glanced at Ling Buyi. Ling Buyi’s drooping expression was extremely gentle as if continuous green clouds were hanging in the sky, and his fair face was tinged with a lingering blush. At this moment, he saw his throat rolling slightly, and his eyes, which were originally like autumn water, now contained anger that was about to erupt from beneath the water’s surface.


    “So, it’s like that…” Cheng Shaogong slowly shrank behind his sister, trying to remain calm. “I thought of something about the case… Ah, Young Marquis Ban is also here. Get in here, please!”


    Heaven and earth were not as important as his own life. He had been accustomed to taking advantage of the hands of Madam Xiao since childhood. At this moment, without hesitation, he pulled Ban Yin, who was peeking in from outside, into the carriage. He would be safe and secure the more people were around him.


    Ling Buyi slowly closed his collar and pulled the girl closer to him. “What are your opinions, Third Young Master?” he asked coldly. “Please speak freely.”


    Cheng Shaogong didn’t have any insights. Fortunately, he was able to react quickly. “I was thinking about it last night. Since Yan Zhong defected to the enemy, someone must be there to guide him. I think what Uncle Wan saw at Dieshui Temple that day was the meeting between Yan Zhong and the rebel messenger! That’s right, that’s it!”


    A trace of sarcasm pulled at the corner of Ling Buyi’s mouth. “That’s all?”


    “Yes…” Cheng Shaogong awkwardly said.


    “With those few words, I had to trouble Third Young Master to rush into my carriage regardless of everything. It must have inconvenienced you,” Ling Buyi said calmly. “Since we’re talking about this, I have a few doubts. Please let Third Young Master and Young Marquis have a detailed look together.”


    Cheng Shaogong dared not to respond. Ban Yin gave a nod but didn’t say anything.


    “First, Prefect Wan met Yan Zhong at Dieshui Temple four months ago, but the attacks only began last month. Why is this?”


    Cheng Shaogong couldn’t answer. Ban Yan ventured a guess, “Perhaps it was only last month they could recruit manpower?”


    Shaoshang’s face finally wasn’t red anymore. After thinking, she replied, “It takes two months to recruit people? No. It’s because, at that time, Yan Zhong and the other person didn’t recognize Uncle Wan. Uncle Wan always loves to wear rich clothes that show off his wealth. It’s hard to say they thought he was a merchant passing by, so they didn’t pay attention to it at the time.”


    “But why did the attacks start last month?” Cheng Shaogong asked.


    “Because last month they saw Uncle Wan and realized he was the prefect of Xu County,” Shaoshang said. “He was an official in the same dynasty, what if he was recognized? Naturally, they had to shut him up.”


    Ling Buyi’s eyes shone with admiration. “Well said. I also thought the same, but it raises a second question. It’s well known that Yan Zhong defected with the copper. If they wanted to kill someone four months ago for fear of being discovered, it would make sense. But Yan Zhong already fled early last month, so why try to kill the prefect? Whether to kill or not, everyone knows he colluded with Peng Nian, so why bother?”


    Cheng Shaogong and Ban Yan were confused. Shaoshang looked up to the carriage roof and suddenly said, “So, that person surnamed Yan might not have been from Peng Nian’s side, but something else that Uncle Wan couldn’t recognize!”


    Ban Yin lightly clapped his hands. “Mistress Cheng said it well!”


    “That’s right. Next is the third thing I don’t understand,” Ling Buyi said, smiling. “Yan Zhong is not an ordinary and incompetent person. If he wanted to meet people secretly, there were ways to hide it. Why must he take that specific ox cart? The two places were not far away. Riding a horse would only take half a day. Even if he couldn’t afford a horse, there is always money to rent a horse in the market. But, if they met openly, why not in such a biased place in a secluded temple?”


    “Perhaps Yan Zhong and the person are both devout believers in Taoism and made plans to go to the temple together to worship?” Cheng Shaogong said.


    Ling Buyi glanced at him. He felt there was no need to respond to that comment.


    “Perhaps the other person was on their way, and it was only because Magistrate Yan crossed the boundary between the two counties and took the initiative to meet him?” Ban Yin said.


    “It’s possible, but if you’re in a hurry, wouldn’t Yan Zhong ride a horse even more?” Ling Buyi said.


    Shaoshang thought of a possibility and laughed. “Maybe Yan doesn’t know how to ride a horse. Like Young Marquis Ban, he’s a weak scholar.”


    “I can ride a horse!” Ban Yin quickly said. “I can also shoot arrows and know swordsmanship. If you don’t believe me, I’ll bring some wild game for you later!”


    “What are you talking about? How can there be a scholar who can’t ride a horse and shoot an arrow?” Cheng Shaogong roasted. “It’s one of the six skills that everyone has to learn.”


    Shaoshang was surprised. She realized she had become disconnected from the time again.


    In this era, the literati were not the same as those in later generations. Even Confucian scholars who spent their days discussing scriptures were almost all capable of wielding swords, horseback riding, and archery. Of course, fights in the school were also quite fierce. It was said that several masters of swordsmanship in the Imperial Academy are masters who have been trained through years of suppressing student fights.


    “What exactly is the reason for that?” She was confused.


    “By the time we reach Tongniu County, perhaps we all will know,” Ling Buyi said.


    …


    Cheng Shaogong has a death wish. That boy best be careful…
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    Chapter One Hundred and Nineteen:
Unbelievable


    Cheng Shaogong arrived in Tongniu County in the eyes of his younger sister. Looking up, the population was desolate and the market was deserted. He wrinkled his nose and said discontentedly, “The governor of Chen County has been somewhat negligent in his duties. A county magistrate under his jurisdiction defected and now he’s later neglected to pacify the post-war city walls.”


    “Before Yan Zhong fled, the prefect of Chun County already died in office,” Ling Buyi said.


    Cheng Shaogong was startled.


    “Third Brother, didn’t you even look at the map?” Shaoshang said. “I’ve already done my homework before I came. Chen County is adjacent to Shouchun and Peng Nian raised a rebellion flag. Before the Imperial Army arrived to quell the rebellion, most of the county towns fell into the hands of the rebels. The magistrate of Chen County was one of the earliest local martyrs who sacrificed their lives in the city. The reason why Tongniu County was able to survive so well is because the city walls here are strong and towering, making it difficult to break through.” This type of pre-class review was a habit for academic achievers.


    “What about Uncle Wan’s Xu County?” Cheng Shaogong exclaimed in surprise.


    “There is a whole Qingyang County between Xu County and Shouchun.”


    Cheng Shaogong sighed. “When I gave Uncle a fortune chart then, it was a top-notch destiny that turned misfortune into good fortune and met misfortune. He could always encounter great fortune in misfortune. His father might have died early, but Old Madam Wan was capable. The world was chaotic and his parents met.”


    “Third Brother, don’t talk about that all the time,” Shaoshang said. “When Uncle Wan and Father swore their brotherhood, our Cheng family only had a few hundred soldiers, were short on food and weapons, and were from the poor countryside so no one took us seriously. Uncle Wan treated Father honestly and equally, which called for a sincere return from Father and Mother. It is a great ability to be able to believe in trustworthy people.”


    Ling Buyi suddenly turned back and asked, “Then do you believe in me?”


    “Naturally I believe you! I will believe you until the sea runs dry and the rocks decay!”


    Ling Buyi turned back to face forward. “Okay. If you break your promise in the future, I’ll throw you into the sea to feed the fish!”


    After speaking, he rode his horse forward. Young Marquis Ban lowered his head to follow, leaving behind the twins. Cheng Shaogong couldn’t help but snicker and Shaoshang was stunned.


    “Sister, I would like to advise you on something,” Cheng Shaogong laughed. “Those sweet words are meant to be spoken, but you can’t just open your mouth and say them! If they don’t come from the heart, it’s like flattering a horse’s ass!”


    Shaoshang’s response was to kick the horse’s ass under her brother’s saddle.


    The person who came to welcome everyone was a county magistrate with the surname Yin, who was also a local. It was said that the magistrate promoted by Wan Songbai belonged to the same family but was from a different branch. He was now the only remaining official left in Tongniu County. Magistrate Yin seemed to have suffered a lot, with a haggard appearance and a vague tone. He was very respectful to the group and answered almost every question.  


    Tongniu County was the lucky one in the chaos of war. Previously, the city wasn’t breached due to its towering size. Later, Magistrate Yan defected and even gave the official seal to a general named Ma Rong in the Peng Rebellion camp. The general pretended to be a lifesaver for Magistrate Yan, who had moved back from outside and managed to open the county gate. Then, a group of officers and soldiers in the city were shut down and pacified, while the remaining half were unwilling to bear or surrendered. As soon as the county magistrate saw that the enemy had entered the city, they fled to Qingyang County overnight.


    In summary, the people in the city didn’t suffer any harm. They ate a few meals and robbed a few large family’s wealth but life and women had been preserved.


    Although Magistrate Yin was timid, he persisted in not surrendering and stayed in prison until the defending general was convinced by Lou Yao’s brother to surrender. Shaoshang immediately held him in awe, using seventeen or eighteen idioms in one breath to praise Magistrate Yin for his loyalty, being a pillar of the country for a thousand years, the spiritual energy of heaven and earth, the difference between those traitors… etc., etc.


    “Magistrate Yan isn’t a bad person,” Magistrate Yin said as he smiled. “Although he has a more upright and aloof personality and doesn’t like to say much to us in private, he has indeed done a lot of good things for the people during his tenure. Even if his family was struggling, he raised funds on his own. Unexpectedly…”


    Shaoshang smiled. He was the first person to speak for Yan Zhong so far. “Why don’t we ask him to explain the whole story of Magistrate Yan’s defection?”


    The county magistrate let out a long sigh. He invited everyone to dismount and sit in the backyard of the county government’s building to have a detailed discussion.


    “It was like a dream. That morning, Magistrate Yan was no different from usual, but his expression was a bit ashamed. He even asked where my wife, children, and grandchildren were all placed. I said my parents and children were sent to the countryside for shelter, but my wife refused to leave. Afterwards, I continued to inspect the city defenses as usual, and checked the guards. When I returned from lunch, I heard that the magistrate had left the city with his family and the two thousand pounds of refined copper. He even said they were going to move reinforcements.”


    “Master, who said Magistrate Yan was going to move reinforcements?” Shaoshang took out her small bamboo slips and charcoal pencils and carefully recorded things down. Ling Buyi smiled as he glanced at her.


    “Left County Magistrate Li Feng,” Magistrate Yin said. “Magistrate Yan left the city first, and Li Feng followed behind. He left a message for the gatekeeper.”


    “How many people are there in Magistrate Yan’s family?”


    “Six. He is a filial son. A few years ago, he specially brought his old parents to his side to honor them, as well as a pair of young sons and a wife and concubine.”


    “A family of six all left and no one thought that was strange. Why didn’t anyone ask about it?” Shaoshang was puzzled.


    Magistrate Yin gave a bitter smile. “He was strict and didn’t speak or smile. Over the years, he has accumulated a lot of power and I, along with the other officials, don’t dare to ask more questions.”


    Shaoshang nodded and he continued.


    “I was skeptical. When the sky was about to darken, I saw a dense army approaching the city. The leading general took out the county magistrate’s seal and talisman, and talked about their clothing…”


    Ling Buyi expressed an understanding that he was already part of the local army, so his attire was naturally the same.


    “Then the city gate was opened, and by the time we realized something wasn’t right, it was already too late.” Magistrate Yin lowered his head and sighed deeply. “After, I met Li Feng in prison. He said that Magistrate Yan had abandoned us and took away the refined copper, even sold Tongniu County to the rebels. He refused to follow, so he took the opportunity to escape but was eventually caught. Later, when my wife and I were delivering food, they told me that it was widely spread outside that Magistrate Yan had defected to the enemy and taken away the two thousand pounds of refined copper.”


    “So that means, so far, the story of Magistrate Yan’s defect was widely spread?” Shaoshang frowned.


    He shook his head in pain, took out a bamboo slip from his sleeve, and presented it to the crowd. The words that were written on it were – delusional greed and a guilty heart.


    “There were forty or fifty bamboo slips like this,” Magistrate Yin said. “This is the only one remaining. Many of the original ones have been burned. These were all written by Magistrate Yan those days. I have been an official in the same court for so many years, I will not misread the handwriting of a magistrate. The servant also said later that he saw him writing these in his study without stopping…”


    Cheng Shaogong chuckled. “Magistrate Yan has a guilty conscience and knows he is guilty.”


    Young Marquis Ban, however, said with a stern expression, “So what? Who in the world is not afraid of death? Is he the only one who is greedy?”


    Shaoshang knew that one of Ban Yin’s uncles would rather die than surrender before being executed by the enemy. She couldn’t help but sigh inwardly.


    “Where is Li Feng now?” Ling Buyi asked.


    “Dead.”


    Everyone was shocked.


    “When he was caught in prison, he was full of energy and said we haven’t been locked up for long. I asked how he knew, and he said that the Imperial Army was going to be killed soon. I became even more frustrated and thought to myself, ‘If the army kills us and forces the rebels to jump over the wall, maybe they will attack us first and sacrifice the flag,’ but Li Feng insisted he won’t.”


    Magistrate Yin’s expression was low. “Perhaps it was because he spoke without restraint and repeatedly made sarcastic remarks that he finally angered our guard. He broke into prison and killed him, right in front of me. Unexpectedly, just a few days later, the rebels guarding the city surrendered and we were all released… Poor Old Li…”


    The sun was setting in the west and everyone could not help but feel the impermanence of this world. Shaoshang leaned on her pencil and felt displeased, thinking that the clue had been a dead end again.


    “You said that your wife once brought you food. Did Li Feng’s family also come to deliver food?” Ling Buyi suddenly asked.


    “Master Ling is really meticulous!” Magistrate Yin praised. “That’s right. When we were imprisoned, Li Feng’s wife also came once. You can say that the couple consisted of a clever woman with a clumsy husband. Li Feng was careless and had no plans in mind, but his wife was very cautious and clever. My wife had dealt with this woman before, saying that she would knock three times to see if she was stable when crossing the stone bridge. When she came to deliver food to the prison, she was always asking about whether Li Feng would be released. Li Feng whispered a few words to her and she left with peace of mind. Now it seems that she is actually right.”


    “Where is his wife now?” Shaoshang was quick to understand and quickly asked.


    Magistrate Yin was taken aback. He sighed. “Maybe she ran away. Such a timid and cautious woman wouldn’t dare stay in the county. Anyway, I haven’t heard from them since. Later, I collected the body of Li Feng.”


    …


    For the next two days, Shaoshang followed Ling Buyi’s instructions and stayed in the county government office. She kept looking for servants to ask questions and was still touching the house where the Yan family had lived. Ling Buyi led his men out to search for the only remaining clue – Li Feng’s wife and children.


    Two days later, Shaoshang went to the front hall of the government office with a stack of dense bamboo slips to find Ling Buyi. She hesitated, “Do you really think that Magistrate Yan defected to the enemy?”


    Ling Buyi was holding a small silk scroll in his hand. Liang Qiu Qi stood beside him with his ordinary solemn expression.


    Hearing this, Ling Buyi softly asked, “What’s wrong with you? What did you discover?”


    Shaoshang took out a long roll of fine linen cloth and unfolded it for Ling Buyi to see. “Magistrate Yan was diligent in his governance. Over the years, he encouraged agriculture and mulberry cultivation, established rural schools, dug three water channels, and paved two roads… Look, these are the two slopes he planned to cultivate recently. The regulations in them are so complete. If he wanted to leave immediately, why was he planning to do this?”


    “And…?”


    “I’ve been thinking about it for a while. I think I should ask General Ma Rong, who gained entry to the city gate back then, how he got the seal and talisman of Magistrate Yan.”


    Ling Buyi sighed slightly and pulled the girl over to his side. “I have two things to tell you, both are bad news,” he said. “First, yesterday Shouchun City was destroyed and Uncle Cui achieved a complete victory by capturing Peng Nian alive.”


    “That’s a good thing,” Shaoshang smiled. “The casualties aren’t significant, right?”


    “The casualties weren’t significant but, unfortunately, General Ma Rong, who you wanted to ask questions, died.”


    “It’s said that he was shot dead by an arrow and died on the spot,” Liang Qiu Qi added.


    Shaoshang’s face changed and her heart was shrouded in dark clouds. The sense of déjà vu in this conspiracy was too strong.


    “The second thing is that Li Feng’s family has also died,” Ling Buyi continued. “It turns out they left Tongniu County that night. I asked Liang Qiu Qi to split his troops along the way to inquire. Finally, someone saw the woman and a few children with several servants guarding them. Then we found their bodies buried in grass on a hillside outside of the city, and their belongings were looted. It looked like they were attacked by bandits.”


    Shaoshang attached herself to Ling Buyi. “You don’t think it was done by bandits, do you?” she asked nervously.


    “There are too many coincidences. It’s hard not to be suspicious.”


    “What should we do now?” Shaoshang asked in confusion. “Have all of our clues been broken? Have you checked the body of Li Feng’s wife, have you…?”


    “There’s nothing left, including the body, clothing, and luggage. The theft was done very cleanly.” Ling Buyi showed a hint of self-deprecation. “I even asked someone to inquire about who Li Feng’s wife had seen, what she left behind, and where she went. Li Feng was originally from a foreign land and had just come to Tongniu County to take office. The people in the county were in a state of panic, and there were no neighbors who dared to talk to her.”


    “Did she go anywhere?” Shaoshang was a little desperate.


    Ling Buyi glanced at Liang Qiu Qi. After thinking for a moment, Liang Qiu Qi replied, “She went to a pawnshop and pawned some jade. She even argued with everyone at the pawnshop.”


    “I’ve been asking around these past few days, everyone says that Li Feng’s wife was quiet and had a good temper,” Shaoshang said. “Seems like she couldn’t afford to keep that good temper when she was trying to raise funds.”


    “It’s said that the woman tossed and turned around and said that the jade had been left by her father-in-law who was the chief of a pavilion, for at least a thousand yuan,” Liang Qiu Qi said. “So, they started arguing. Many people in the shop heard.”


    Shaoshang suddenly straightened up with great momentum.


    Liang Qiu Qi stopped talking. Ling Buyi looked at her with a smile. “What did you notice?”


    Shaoshang’s eyes sparkled. “Li Feng is a posthumous child. His father died unexpectedly when he was just a baby. He was raised by his clan, his father never worked as a pavilion chief!”


    Ling Buyi instantly reacted. “Liang Qiu Qi, find someone to search in the direction where Yan Zhong left,” he said. “If there is a pavilion, dig on the spot!”


    Liang Qiu Qi clenched his fists and acknowledged the order, then took his leave.


    Shaoshang’s heart was pounding. She felt that something was finally coming to light.


    After waiting anxiously for a long time, the sky had begun to darken when a fast horse finally came back to deliver a message. It was found at the Wangfeng Pavilion, eighty miles outside of Tongniu County.


    Not just Shaoshang, but Magistrate Yin and Ban Yin followed to see.


    When they arrived at Wangfeng Pavilion built against the mansion, it was pitch-black and cold. Night owls from far and near let out their mournful cries. The guards and soldiers held high torches, speechless, like a silent and eerie ritual.


    A huge pit had already been dug in front of the pavilion. Inside there were twelve black and red corpses scattered in all directions, apparently burned after being killed.


    Although the appearances were unrecognizable, the bones were still there. After the inspection of the tomb, it was concluded that there was an elderly woman in her sixties, two men in their fifties, a woman in her forties, two women in their thirties, two children under ten years old, two young adults, and two girls – which perfectly matched the six members of the Yan family, plus one old servant, one middle-aged woman, two maidservants, and two guards.


    The sixty-year-old woman had six fingers on her left hand, which was a physical characteristic of Yan Zhong’s mother.


    Shaoshang was afraid and took a slight step back. She turned her head and saw Ling Buyi’s face as frosty as ice; his eyes were even brighter than the torches around him. She pushed him and said, “You… have you figured it out now…”


    Ling Buyi leaned over and lowered his head. “Do you remember when we set off from the post station, we asked the servants of the Wan family in detail where they went and stayed in the Capital?”


    Shaoshang nodded. “The Han family, Lin family, Aunt Wan’s family… Actually, Uncle doesn’t have much friendship with those nobles in the Capital. He wouldn’t rashly ask A’Fu to give gifts.”


    “You missed another one.”


    “Which family?”


    “Your Cheng family.”


    Shaoshang was taken aback and burst out laughing. Her voice was dry, however. “Uncle’s gift has already been given to my family. A’Fu was very busy lately and hadn’t come back to the house.”


    “It’s not a gift. It was attending an engagement banquet,” Ling Buyi’s voice remained calm. “Our engagement banquet.”


    Shaoshang remained silent. She tightly grasped her robe, feeling an inexplicable fear in her heart.


    “There is a person who is so rich and famous that even someone as honest as Yan Zhong is willing to make friends with him.


    “This person not only has long sleeves and is good at dancing, but also has a wide range of friends. When traveling outside, he’s won over many wealthy remote heroes, and can secretly instruct them to kill people and silence them.


    “He also has many peers from his division, and can find a middleman to persuade Huang Wen to impeach Wan Songbai.


    “More importantly, he also attended our engagement banquet that day, and with the friendship between the Cheng and Wan families, the old servants of the Wan family will personally come to deliver the gift.”


    Shaoshang’s pupils tightened as if she had aphasia and remained silent.


    Ling Buyi touched her head with pity and said, “That’s right. It’s the person you guessed.”


    Neither of them continued, but Ling Buyi immediately ordered someone to rush to the post station to find the steward of Wan Songbai. He asked them to take a shortcut from the back and go directly to the Qingyang County Administration, which was the headquarters of Marquis Cui’s army.


    After riding a fast horse for a day, Ling Buyi and his group collided with the Wan master and servant.


    “Uncle, your injury hasn’t healed yet,” Shaoshang whispered. “It’s the same for A’Fu to come.”


    Wan Songbai covered the wound that was about to open. “Although I don’t know your intentions,” he said with difficulty, “it’s better to recognize them than to become an unjust ghost.”


    After entering the city, everyone followed Ling Buyi to a two-story tavern. The tavern was bustling with people coming and going, either soldiers wearing armor or scholars wearing swords. Everyone drank, struck swords, and sang loudly. They warmly radiated the joy of Shouchun’s great victory.


    Ling Buyi didn’t enter the tavern. He stood under a windowsill on the second floor and loudly said, “Is Lou Ben in? Ling Zisheng has come to visit.”


    There seemed to be a slight pause in the noise, and then the window in the center of the second floor slowly opened. There stood a young scholar with an ordinary appearance, but a dignified and extraordinary demeanor, towering like a leader in the court, born to be a guide to the country.


    Everyone looked up and all of them exclaimed, ‘Ah!’


    “It’s him!” Wan Songbai’s voice cracked. “But… why did he go to see Bandit Yan Zhong?”


    “That’s right,” Wan Fu said. “This is the person who was at Dieshui Temple that day! Although he’s changed clothing, I would never mistake him!”


    The last bit of hope Shaoshang had shattered. She stood to the side with her head down. Lou Yao’s innocent and sunny smile appeared before her eyes – not to the point of the family’s execution.


    …


    Next Chapter: The Truth
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    Chapter One Hundred and Twenty:
The Truth 


    Lou Ben looked at everyone on the ground with a smile on his face. He clearly saw Wan Songbai and his servant but seemed to hold no grudges. “I am honored to have met Zisheng,” he said confidently. “However, I never had the opportunity to have a deep conversation. Today, I’m fortunate enough to offer you a jar of wine and a long conversation. How does that sound?”


    Wan Songbai still couldn’t figure it out and kept asking what was going on. Shaoshang didn’t want to participate in the ‘deep conversation’ between Ling Buyi, Lou Ben, and others. She planned to take the others to a remote place to talk in detail, hoping not to harm Uncle Wan’s little soul. Unexpectedly, Ling Buyi already promised Lou Ben in a loud voice. He grabbed Shaoshang and went to the second floor. 


    Wan Songbai and the others had no choice but to follow the guards and rest up. 


    Shaoshang smiled apologetically as she climbed the stairs with her skirt bunched to the side. “If you guys talk about things, I’ll just say it’s better for me, as a woman, to avoid it for the time being.”


    Ling Buyi remained silent, carrying her upstairs as if he were carrying a grass carp into the kitchen. 


    When they arrived in the elegant room on the second floor, Liang Qiu Qi and a team of guards dispersed the surrounding guests, guarded the doors and windows, and left Ling Buyi, Lou Ben, and Shaoshang alone in the room. 


    Lou Ben was slightly surprised when he saw Shaoshang was also there. He bent down to greet them and said, “Zisheng, Mistress Cheng, please take a seat.”


    “Ziwei is very calm,” Ling Buyi smiled with a sneer. “I just hope to be able to remain so calm in a while.”


    Lou Ben turned around. “Lady Shaoshang, you could say that we had a chance to nearly become family. If it weren’t for the trouble with the He family, you would have called me ‘brother-in-law.’”


    There was a bitter taste in her mouth. Shaoshang thought to herself that if he knew he was noticed by Ling Buyi because he went to the Cheng mansion to drink betrothal wine, he wouldn’t be so polite. 


    Ling Buyi’s smile dropped. He said coldly, “Back then, Emperor Li intended to bring a woman from the Lou family into the palace, but everyone was en route. Fortunately, the rebel army first attacked the accompanying Capital of Emperor Li. In this way, the Lou family and Emperor Li almost became family.”


    “It’s the height of winter now,” Lou Ben smiled. “Why is Zisheng so angry? Come and sit down first.”


    “I’m a bit warm, I’ll go stand by the window,” Shaoshang said. Her fiancé was a bit dry and restless, she needed to watch him around the candles. 


    Lou Ben turned around and scooped wine from the wine jug. When he turned around, he held a wide-mouthed copper goblet with two ears in his hands. He smiled. “The sake here is mellow, fragrant, and sweet. It’s first class.”


    “I don’t like drinking alcohol,” Ling Buyi politely declined. “Let’s get down to business.”


    “What’s going on?” Lou Ben slowly put down the copper goblet, a small smile at the corner of his mouth. “A couple of days ago, we had a big victory for Shouchun. It’s unfortunate that Zisheng wasn’t here, otherwise, you could have made another great contribution.”


    There was a pause. “I heard that you have been devising many strategies these days,” Ling Buyi said. “Whether in field battles or sieging cities, you can be called all-conquering and invincible. Now, everyone says you are the only unparalleled scholar in the nation.”


    “That’s not what you want to say to me, is it?” Lou Ben said. 


    “Yesterday, I rushed to report to His Majesty that the body of Yan Zhong, the former county magistrate of Tongniu County, and his family had been found under the Wangfeng Pavilion outside the city,” Ling Buyi said. “It seems that Yan Zhong’s defection to the enemy and treason needs further discussion.”


    Lou Ben looked as if this was the first time he heard the news. “Oh, there’s such a thing. But Zisheng, you must have acted arbitrarily. Even if Yan Zhong’s family died, it doesn’t mean that Yan Zhong hasn’t defected to the enemy and betrayed the country. Moreover, during the war, everyone is busy planning strategies to respond to the enemy. Zisheng is actually investigating a suspect who stole copper and abandoned the city elsewhere.”


    “Only such a talented person can provide advice for the war,” Ling Buyi said with a hint of sarcasm. “I can take the time to investigate the Yan family case.”


    Lou Ben’s smile faded. Shaoshang walked back and forth by the window, eager to climb out of the building along the outer wall. 


    “Since your words about Yan Zhong’s betrayal seem to have hidden facts, I will listen attentively,” Lou Ben said. 


    “I don’t know when Yan Zhong made friends with a descendant of a noble family,” Ling Buyi said. “The two of them were like-minded and had a great conversation, but others in the county were unaware…”


    “Since no one knows, how can we know that person is a descendant of a noble family?”


    “If that person comes from an ordinary background like Yan Zhong, Yan Zhong didn’t need to conceal it. He can bring him to the county to introduce him to his family. Yan Zhong was diligent in handling things and was not easily punished by the aristocratic family. He was also honest and upright and has been holding a grudge against him until now. He has been hiding his friendship with the son of that aristocratic family for fear of being accused of surrendering to the family.” 


    “Zisheng is very thoughtful,” Lou Ben smiled. “Please, continue, Master Ling.”


    “Yan Zhong and the son of that noble family occasionally gathered in secluded places. Despite the current situation and their aspirations, they are very similar,” Ling Buyi continued. “Both of them coincidentally hoped that they wouldn’t be seen, but the young man from the aristocratic family had ulterior motives while Yan Zhong had a sincere temperament. Therefore, every time they met, the young man dressed as a lightly armored single rider. Although Yan Zhong didn’t want to be known to outsiders, he didn’t deliberately hide it and only picked some small paths to walk. That’s why he continued to use his ox cart carelessly.”


    “Since these two people have been in contact for a long time, are there any letters?” Lou Ben asked. 


    Ling Buyi shook his head. “I don’t know the answer for this either. Maybe it’s because the two of them never wrote a letter, or maybe the letters have been destroyed. Anyway, I haven’t found a single word in Yan Zhong’s mansion.”


    “Since you can’t find a single word, how can you rely on your own speculation to conclude that there was such a fictional descendant of a noble family?” Lou Ben sneered.


    Ling Buyi remained calm. “Of course, it’s not just my guess. Four months ago at Dieshui Temple, Wan Songbai, the Prefect of Xu County, saw this person.”


    Lou Ben couldn’t smile anymore. 


    “No one has ever seen Yan Zhong gather with friends from various aristocratic families. However, since this gathering place is remote, those who caught sight of them are also some village men and rural women. It doesn’t matter if those ordinary people who are far away from the court saw them, but Prefect Wan was different… Now that things are urgent when I have time and people to spare, I will send them to investigate carefully. I can always find the rural people who have seen Yan Zhong and the nobleman at the top of the fields and mountains. What does Ziwei think?”


    Lou Ben’s face was dark. “So what if Yan Zhong does have such a friend from a noble family?”


    “Last month, when the army of Marquis Cui arrived, Prefect Wan met him in the middle of a crowd. The aristocratic family’s son saw him in the crowd and only then did he realize they had a hidden danger left behind. It should be noted that if someone didn’t mention something, then everything was in good fortune. Once someone thought about it, it was inevitable that there would be loopholes everywhere. Therefore, during these days, Prefect Wan has repeatedly suffered from assassination attempts and nearly died several times.


    “Let me ask you, Ziwei, do you actually know Yan Zhong?” Ling Buyi said sternly. 


    The room was quiet. Shaoshang sneakily looked over. Lou Ben huddled his hand in his sleeve as if he had clenched his fist tightly, while the other held the corner of the table. His knuckles were turning white from the force. 


    After a long time, Lou Ben suddenly smiled and said happily, “I know Yan Zhong, so what? I could see he had a deep understanding. Amazingly, he has an ambitious mind, but he can’t fully demonstrate his ambitions, so I often meet with him. However, I have no idea about his private actions.”


    That was the problem. Even if it could be confirmed that Lou Ben and Yan Zhong intersected, it couldn’t be concluded that Yan Zhong’s actions were influenced by Lou Ben’s knowledge.


    Ling Buyi’s answer was very clever, however. “This is true,” he said. “Just like I know you, Ziwei, but I don’t know the slightest thing about your actions. In the future, when you are under the knife, it will also have little to do with me.”


    Shaoshang heard the creaking sound on the corner of the table and secretly hoped that he wouldn’t vomit blood in anger. 


    “In the end, Yan Zhong didn’t defend Tongniu County but abandoned the city to steal the copper and fled. What’s the point of you dragging me into this?” Lou Ben’s tone gradually became sharp. “Delusional greed and a guilty heart – everyone has seen those words written by Yan Zhong. They are clearly his confession of guilt. Now that your evidence is conclusive, why should you continue to pester?!”


    “If it weren’t for someone repeatedly chasing and killing the high-ranking officials of the frontier, courtiers, and officials, I wouldn’t have bothered with this matter.” Ling Buyi remained motionless as if he were a towering mountain.


    “Okay, how would you explain those words?” Lou Ben sneered.


    “Since Peng Nian rebelled three months ago, several counties in the eastern part of Chen County have fallen into the hands of the thieves. While Tongniu County was in turmoil, some people told Yan Zhong there were some good strategies to ensure the safety of his wife and children. If Yan Zhong followed his character, he must have fought his whole family to defend the city. However, at that time, Yan Zhong’s loyalty was wavering. It was only then that the county magistrate was asked for the first time how to arrange for his wife, parents, and children. The ‘delusional greed’ he wrote was not a fear of death, not a greed for wealth, but a greed for the safety of his elderly parents, wife, and children! His ‘guilty heart’ is not due to his inability to defend the city faithfully and his desire to betray the enemy and surrender, but due to his reputation of sacrificing survival and loyalty for decades!”


    A burst of drums and gongs resounded outside. The street market was filled with deafening, thunderous joy. However, the elegant room on the second floor was as quiet as the deep sea. Beneath the sea was a heart-wrenching and cunning plot. 


    Shaoshang couldn’t help but turn around and quietly look at Lou Ben. She realized that his facial features were somewhat similar to those of Lou Yao. Lou Yao’s eyebrows were filled with a cheerful and heroic aura. His had more of a scheming aura – was this the seemingly harmless person who repeatedly sent assassins to kill Uncle Wan? You can’t judge a person by their appearance. 


    “Yan Zhong believed this friend’s words and not only entrusted his family but also entrusted the two thousand pounds of refined copper to him. He thought that even if he died, he could still speak for himself with the skill of protecting the copper. Unexpectedly…” Ling Buyi paused. “In the pit dug under the Wangfeng Pavilion, I can only find fragments of Yan Zhong’s wife and young son’s winter clothes and fur pockets, but not those of the Yan Zhong couple. That’s probably the reason.


    “Left County Magistrate Li Feng should have been bribed in advance to openly promote Yan Zhong’s theft of copper and defection. After confirming Yan Zhong’s charges, he was also of no use and died in prison, along with his wife and children.”


    Lou Ben gave a peculiar smile. “Died in prison? That you should have gone to find the person who occupied Tongniu County at that time. Who is that person? Let me think…”


    Ling Buyi didn’t wait for him to put on airs. “It was General Ma Rong,” he said directly. “Since he earned the county seal, he had been in charge of affairs within the county seat. However, a few days ago, he also died.”


    Lou Ben’s eyes lit up with pride and cruelty. “That’s really a pity. Your guess can only be a guess… however, being able to easily trust others, entrust his wealth with two thousand pounds of refined copper, and ultimately lose his reputation. Magistrate Yan also cannot avoid a name for negligence and oversight.”


    “That’s because Magistrate Yan couldn’t think of any reason why that aristocratic friend would betray him.


    “I’ve been thinking about this for a long time but I still can’t figure it out. Yan Zhong is not a young, naïve person. After years of ups and downs in officialdom, how can he be so gullible? It wasn’t until I thought of you that everything suddenly became clear.”


    “Watch your words, Zisheng,” Lou Ben said coldly. 


    “Okay, let me put this another way. Because Magistrate Yan couldn’t believe that his aristocratic friend had a reason to betray himself and the court.”


    “This friend of Magistrate Yan is definitely just like his son,” he continued. “Not only does he have a good reputation and a lot of manpower in the martial arts world, but also his father, brother, and family are all officials in court and highly valued by His Majesty. It’s obvious that Peng Nian was just a temporary clown. In this situation, how could that nobleman vote for Peng Nian? Isn’t it just abandoning pearls and jade and becoming worthless? Therefore, Magistrate Yan naturally believed in his friend deeply! After thinking about it, until he was in front of Wangfeng Pavilion when his whole family was slaughtered, he still didn’t understand.


    “There is also General Ma Rong. I met him several times and I have a slight understanding of his character. Since he took over Tongniu County, he has been innocent which was not in line with his previous reputation for being bloodthirsty and greedy. Now it seems that he was waiting for the court to recruit him.”


    Lou Ben’s face turned pale blue. After a moment, he forced a smile and asked, “This is all speculation made by you. Do you have any evidence?” 


    “Without any evidence, it is indeed all my speculation,” Ling Buyi said.


    “Are you going to use these speculations to convict me?”


    “I can’t talk about conviction, I just want to hear Ziwei’s opinion.”


    Lou Ben sneered. “My opinion is that Zisheng should stop daydreaming and hurry back to Marquis Cui’s camp to receive rewards for his achievements.”


    Ling Buyi frowned and turned his head slightly. “Don’t walk around, why haven’t you spoken a word today?” This was said to the girl pacing by the window. 


    Shaoshang stopped pacing, her face expressionless. “If you ask me, then…” She turned slightly to the side, facing Ben Lou.


    “Second Young Master Lou, did you deceive Magistrate Yan to bring copper out of the city and then slaughtered the entire Yan family? Did you then frame Magistrate Yan to defect and betray the country, then collude with General Ma Rong’s internal and external collaborations? In the end, General Ma Rong was able to escape from the Peng Rebellion camp and surrender to the outside world. And you made great contributions and have been promoted step by step… Do you admit it or not? Although we have no direct evidence, you should admit your guilt!”


    This was the reason why Shaoshang was unwilling to get involved today. Without evidence, it would hurt the harmony first, and ultimately, it would all be verbal abuse without good words. To be honest, she was not as confident as Ling Buyi. Although she had the same suspicions, there were what if this and what if that in her head. Wouldn’t it be that Lou Ben was wrongly accused?!


    After listening to Shaoshang’s words, Lou Ben looked up and burst into laughter. Ling Buyi’s face darkened. 


    Lou Ben laughed long and hard. “Alright,” he said. “Since Zisheng guessed so much, why don’t you ask me to speculate too?” He stood up and walked a few steps forward. 


    “At that time, Tongniu County was already a small boat in the ocean, and it seemed difficult to preserve. Yan Zhong couldn’t bear to let his mother and children suffer together, so he secretly joined forces with Ma Rong, intending to exchange the two thousand pounds of refined copper for a way for his family to survive, then returned to defend the city himself. It was considered a sacrifice for his country. Unexpectedly, Ma Rong was ruthless and directly killed all of the Yan family, earning the county seal and using it as a means of promotion, in exchange for future success… can’t this also make sense?


    “Ma Rong is already dead. He used to be a narrow-minded and bloodthirsty person and it isn’t a pity he died. This statement can not only reflect the loyalty and righteousness of Magistrate Yan but also doesn’t involve too much. What does Zisheng think?”


    Shaoshang knew that this was the stage that Lou Ben was leaving for Ling Buyi. 


    Ling Buyi, however, remained silent. 


    A fierce expression appeared in Lou Ben’s eyes. “Ling Buyi,” he said, his voice full of resentment. “Although you are His Majesty’s beloved general, I am not an unknown person, and the Lou family is not free to be manipulated by you! If I were to confess my guilt solely based on these speculations, it would be absolutely unacceptable!” After saying those words, he brushed his long sleeves aside and forcefully pushed open the door of the elegant room, and stepped out with great strides. 


    Only Shaoshang and Ling Buyi were left in the room. She twisted around and sat next to him. “What did I say?” she said. “Don’t be impulsive, everything should be planned out before taking action…”


    “When did you say you wanted to plan before taking action?” Ling Buyi turned his face. “You’ve always been thinking about uncovering the real culprit behind everything! As soon as you found out it was related to the Lou family, you immediately retreated into your turtle shell!”


    She looked at her fiancé’s fierce gaze, his slender and tightly clenched fingers were strong and powerful and capable of squeezing her in an instant. 


    “I can see the big picture,” Shaoshang gave a hollow laugh. “It doesn’t matter if you clean up Lou Ben, but what should Grand Servant Lou do? According to the customs, good things might not necessarily benefit the whole family, but not a single family member can escape if there is disaster.


    “When the Crown Prince was young, he was a disciple of Grand Servant Lou, and he has always been close to him. If something really happens to the Lou family, what should the Crown Prince do? I’m worried about these things! Let’s consider the long-term…” Shaoshang looked worried about the country and the people. 


    “What long-term plan? Do you want to pick Lou Yao out of this swamp first?” Ling Buyi said nonchalantly. “According to you, which family is close to the Crown Prince? Their children who commit adultery and crimes cannot be investigated?! Well, Fourth Mistress Cheng, I can see that you have the ability to be a sycophant! Disrespectful!”


    Shaoshang couldn’t get rid of the sarcasm on her face. “What can you do?” she said angrily. “Yan Zhong’s whole family is dead. Li Feng and Ma Rong are also dead. There is no evidence left, no physical evidence has been found. Do you want to ‘bully others by force?’” She tried to mimic Ling Buyi’s deep, thick voice. “I have a higher rank than you and am more trusted by His Majesty than you, so whatever I say is what I say!”


    “There’s no need to bully others!” Ling Buyi straightened up, giving an arrogant smile. “I’ve never lost the handle I wanted to hold on to!” His gaze touched the wine bottle that Lou Ben had used on the table. He angrily kicked and overturned the jar.


    “In his eyes, the women and children of the Yan family are nothing more than pigs and dogs. To promote his career, killing people, setting fires, and endangering people’s lives is not a problem! How could such a person enter the court and become an official? I didn’t expect that two years ago I recommended Lou Ben to the Crown Prince, but fortunately, the Crown Prince didn’t listen to me. I will bring him to justice for being a bully and an unscrupulous brute!”


    …


    Oh. Boy. I actually think Ling Buyi screwed up here. 


    Next Chapter: Tongniu County’s Case Closed 
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    Chapter One Hundred and Twenty-One:
Tongniu County’s Case Closed


    At this moment, Cui You was busy ending the war and pacifying the local area. Ling Buyi couldn’t wait to return to the Capital with the army’s troops, so he returned to the Capital two days in advance with the Wan Cheng family. On the way, Shaoshang got into the carriage and humbly sought advice from her godly older brother.


    “Why is it that when it comes to the Lou family, Master Ling’s nose gets out of joint? In fact, I have not said a word for the Lou family so far, and I have only seen him once after Lou Yao got married!”


    “What’s so strange about it?” Cheng Shaogong lifted his eyes without much interest. “Heaven knows and earth knows. You know, I know. Ling Buyi knows even better. If it weren’t for His Majesty, the He family, and all other kinds of ties, if you were given the choice between which one you would eat up on the dinner table, it would be Lou Yao.”


    Shaoshang remained silent and struggled for a moment before she said, “That’s not entirely true. Actually, I really like Master Ling, now.”


    Cheng Shaogong yawned. “You should go tell him that. Maybe he’ll take your tone.”


    Everyone went back to their respective homes when they returned to the Capital – including Wan Songbai who was originally going to seek justice but now the focus was no longer on him. Ling Buyi and Shaoshang went to meet with the Empress separately. At this moment, the Emperor was summoning several Confucian scholars to inquire about the collection of manuscripts. Seeing his adopted son’s expression, he planned to hold everyone back in the hall. However, Ling Buyi stopped Yuan Shen.


    “I’m afraid we still need the full support of Palace Attendant Yuan in this matter,” Ling Buyi said.


    Yuan Shen’s expression stiffened. He bowed respectfully.


    The Emperor had already detained Huang Wen. However, no matter how he interrogated him, Huang Wen said that it was his trusted junior brother who told him the ‘crime’ of Wan Songbai and now this brother was nowhere to be found. However, in the Emperor’s mind, this matter was only limited to the level of ‘the feudal officials were repeatedly stabbed, and there must be hidden secrets below.’ It was not until he listened to the detailed statements and step-by-step deduction of his adopted son that he realized the unimaginable twists and turns behind the case of Tongniu County with waves of murderous intent.


    “What Master Ling said is true, and the place of deduction is also very close, however…” Yuan Shen suddenly interrupted. “There is still no hard evidence to directly prove what Lou Ben did. If there is only circumstantial evidence in front of us, we can only say that Lou Ben met Yan Zhong in private but it had nothing to do with Yan Zhong and Ma Rong’s collusion in secret.” Lou Ben acted neatly and did not leave a direct trail back to him.


    “Palace Attendant Yuan is right,” Ling Buyi said. “I dare not be presumptuous, fearing that Lou Ziwei might be wronged. I have never revealed a single word to anyone since. Now, I only ask His Majesty if we want to continue investigating.”


    Yuan Shen remained silent. He knew that Ling Buyi’s words implied that ‘as long as we investigate, we will find evidence. If the Emperor wanted to reconcile, this matter would come to an end.


    The Emperor’s face turned pale, his still figure solidified like ink splattered on snow-white silk. He remembered Yan Zhong’s upright and stubborn yet eager face, the honest and loyal demeanor of Grand Servant Lou for decades, and even more, the Empress and Crown Prince. They hadn’t done anything wrong but were destined to be implicated.


    After a long time, the Emperor spoke with a deep voice. “Heavenly justice is clear, and justice exists on its own. If we investigate further, we will find out the truth!”


    Ling Buyi bent down to take orders, then fixed his gaze on Yuan Shen. Yuan Shen knew that there was nothing to hide from, so he held his solemn gaze.


    …


    Coming out of Shangshu Terrace, Ling Buyi went straight to Changqiu Palace, only to find that Shaoshang wasn’t there. The Empress first showed concern to him and then smiled. “Shaoshang didn’t say anything, she just took a two-day leave from me. Also, she’s been gone for a while and her family should be worried. Let her rest at home for a few days. Don’t be so fierce all day like a prison guard.”


    “She really didn’t say anything?” Ling Buyi couldn’t believe it. He knew how much she admired and trusted the Empress.


    The Empress thought for a moment. “She only said that even if something happens, the Crown Prince and I don’t have to worry. With you around, we can always take care of everything properly.”


    Ling Buyi didn’t show any signs on his face but his heart was truly ironed out. He had originally thought that she would reveal the entire situation to the Empress and Crown Prince in advance and was worried that her leaking the information would lead to a change in the situation. He didn’t expect she would act willfully and arbitrarily, but she would be so aware of the seriousness of major events.


    In the following couple of days, Ling Buyi and Yuan Shen rushed in and out together to determine Lou Ben’s crime. The two of them already disliked each other, and this time they didn’t look at each other nor communicate with each other. They only said what they needed to say and listened to what they needed to hear.


    Two days later, Cui You’s army finally returned to the court with its troops. Due to the small scale of the war against the rebellion, and the relatively smooth victory, coupled with the complex emotions of the Emperor at this time, there was no grand triumphal ceremony and the courtiers did not care about these falsehoods. They only waited a few days to judge the merits and rewards, and the children of each family had to sit in rows and share the fruits under the allocation of Cui You.


    At this moment, Ling Buyi and Shen Yuan finally found ironclad evidence that could convict Lou Ben.


    Ling Buyi bid farewell to the trembling Emperor, who was angry all over. He held an edict and headed straight towards the Lou mansion. Yuan Shen, who was reporting to him, was also appointed as the deputy envoy and went with him.


    When they arrived at the Lou mansion, they saw lights and colorful decorations inside and outside of the mansion. Guests laughed and drank, and the laughter and joy spread to the alley. Only then did the two of them know that the Lou family was having a banquet today. Yuan Shen hesitated for a moment and said, “Why don’t we come back later…”


    Ling Buyi’s mouth was sarcastic as he said, “Would you and I offend the Lou family less if we waited for half a day? Either we completely ignore the situation, or we will do it to the end.”


    Yuan Shen’s face darkened and he stopped speaking.


    Hearing that the Emperor had sent someone to come, Grand Servant Lou quickly let his children go and greet them. Seeing the formation of Ling Buyi, Yuan Shen, and his companions, he immediately realized that it probably was not the Emperor who came to commend him. It was Lou Ben who had good composure. Seeing a great crisis approaching, his expression remained unchanged. He even smiled and invited the newcomers to speak in the inner hall, at least to save face for the Lou family in front of the guests.


    On the way to the inner hall, Lou Ben’s wife Wang Yanji and several female relatives hurriedly arrived. Ling Buyi caught a glimpse of someone behind Wang Yanji and frowned, “Where have you been these past few days? I don’t have time to come see you so you came here instead.”


    “The Lou family is hosting a banquet, and Second Young Mistress invited my mother,” Shaoshang said helplessly. “She’s changing right now.” She glanced at her fiancé’s crimson court attire. “Do you have the evidence?”


    Wang Yanji’s face went pale. “What, what evidence? Shaoshang, you, our two families…”


    Ling Buyi didn’t want to be entangled in this and said, “You should come as well.”


    Arriving in the inner hall, Ling Buyi stood in front of everyone. “I think you already know what Palace Attendant Yuan and I are here for. Why don’t you explain it to your family? We’ll take you to Tingwei.”


    “Tingwei?!” Second Madam Lou trembled in shock. “What did you say?! Didn’t Ziwei just make a big contribution? How can you say…” Even though she never paid attention to foreign affairs, she knew that Tingwei Prison was not a place for drinking and eating.


    Shaoshang looked at Wang Yanji’s fiercely panicked gaze and smiled bitterly. “To be honest, I’m not too clear about the situation.” She turned to Yuan Shen. “Why did Master Shanjian also come?”


    Yuan Shen let out a weak sigh and continued to stay silent.


    “Lou Ben colluded with Peng Nian’s General Ma Rong, lured the county magistrate of Tongniu, Yan Zhong, to entrust his family and refined copper, and then slaughtered them all,” Ling Buyi said coldly. “He then instructed Ma Rong to win Tongniu County’s city and finally pretended to persuade Ma Rong to surrender. The two of them cooperated inside and out, and devised this three-birds with one-stone plan!”


    “Where did this start?” Grand Servant Lou was shocked. “How could this be…?”


    Eldest Madam Lou had a tense face, her eyes fixed on Lou Ben was both fierce and contemptuous. Second Madam Lou had already fallen on her daughter-in-law Wang Yanji, sobbing uncontrollably.


    “I’ll stick to that old saying,” Lou Ben said calmly. “If you want to convict me, you can’t just rely on speculation. Show me the evidence!”


    “I came to the entrance of your mansion today to fulfill your wish,” Ling Buyi said.


    “I’m all ears,” Lou Ben said. His face twitched.


    “You are nimble, almost all the people involved in the incident have been wiped out, even Ma Rong…”


    “Oh, I’ve even killed Ma Rong, now?”


    “You didn’t want to kill Ma Rong, but it seems like you couldn’t kill Wan Songbai, so you could only kill Ma Rong…”


    Lou Ben gave a cold smile and declined to comment.


    “I thought that if even a woman who was a small official’s wife knew to leave some clues in case of an accident, Ma Rong wouldn’t be completely unprepared,” Ling Buyi said. “In the end, you were just sharing interests, how could you trust each other? Besides, witnessing the tragic death of Yan Zhong and his family, who truly believed in you, I don’t think Ma Rong would be touched! So, I went to investigate Ma Rong’s whereabouts and found out that he never returned home since he came to Tongniu County. First, I guarded it. The county seat was then ‘persuaded’ to surrender, and then he worked under the account of Marquis Cui. If he wanted to hide something, where should he hide it?”


    Shaoshang was hit with a flash of inspiration. “Tongniu County?!” she blurted out.


    “Correct,” Ling Buyi said, glancing at her. “Tongniu County. Not only did Ma Rong stay there for nearly a month, but he also walked the streets and alleys every day, claiming to be ‘observing the suffering of the people.’”


    “Where did you find them in the end?” Yuan Shen couldn’t stop himself from asking. He was mesmerized by the events.


    “Ma Rong has traveled almost all over the county town. If he really searched everywhere, it might not take ten days or half a month. However, Ma Rong is just a soldier and doesn’t pay that much attention to detail…” He smiled and looked at Lou Ben. “To the north of Tongniu County, there is the Bull’s Head tavern, and there is a shop between the places called ‘Mare.’”


    Shaoshang quietly wrote those words in the middle of her palm. Grand Servant Lou, Yuan Shen, and some others immediately understood and looked at Lou Ben. Bull Head + Mare = Three Bulls.


    Lou Ben began to lose his composure.


    “In that tavern,” Ling Buyi continued, “my subordinates discovered traces of drilling on one of the elegant walls. When they excavated, they found a large bundle of letters you had written to Magistrate Yan in recent days. From your acquaintance, meeting each other, inciting Yan Zhong to relocate his mother and children, even agreeing on a time and place… everything. I guess you asked Ma Rong to destroy these letters written to Yan Zhong after entering the city. Who knew that he kept them.”


    Shaoshang thought that when Ling Buyi was investigating Li Feng’s wife, he probably also started to investigate Ma Rong.


    Lou Ben remained calm. “Oh, was it really me who wrote them? Zisheng, you must have read it wrong, right?”


    “Those letters don’t specify names, only a small, diamond-shaped mirror was depicted as the signature,” Ling Buyi said.


    Wang Yanji looked at her husband in confusion.


    “Not only that, I have seen the local customs and traditions presented by Ziwei before His Majesty’s imperial case. The handwriting does not match those words on those letters.”


    Lou Ben’s face regained a hint of color. “Since there is no specific name and the handwriting is different, why do you say all those letters were written by me to Magistrate Yan?” he smiled.


    “That’s why I kept these letters hidden,” Ling Buyi said. “However, I thought of Palace Attendant Yuan. His Majesty has praised him several times in front of me for his ability to use ink and write various calligraphy fonts. So, I thought that Ziwei and Palace Attendant Yuan were from the same school. If Palace Attendant Yuan has such a talent, Ziwei would definitely not be inferior.”


    “However, Master Ouyang has been wandering around the world for a long time, and it’s difficult for us to call him back. Besides, Master Ouyang is known for his unruly personality. Not to mention what his disciples wrote, even his own handwritten works are also lost at will. It’s really difficult…”


    “That shouldn’t matter,” Yuan Shen said, a smirk tugging at the corner of his mouth. “Isn’t that why I’m here?”


    Ling Buyi smiled at him. “Although Palace Attendant Yuan is young, he has a calm and steady nature. You have collected bamboo slips and a silk scroll that His Majesty has bestowed upon you, and they are well organized. I wonder if when Master Ouyang left, he also entrusted his letters to bamboo slips…”


    “Master didn’t entrust them to me, it was my own fault,” Yuan Shen said as he smiled. “I collected all the letters and slips that Master had left behind, dried them, and covered them with oilcloth for proper storage.”


    Shaoshang sensed a deep pain in his tone.


    “Palace Attendant Yuan and I looked in the Yuan mansion for several days and finally found the poems, essays, and articles that you wrote to your mentor and classmates before the age of twenty. There were all kinds of fonts, including those that were identical to those in the letters you wrote to Yan Zhong! His Majesty still couldn’t believe it and invited several master calligraphers to examine it. They all said, ‘Although the running script has the difference between old and young, it is indeed written by the same person and is not fake.’ Lou Ziwei, if an expert takes action, he will definitely not accuse you. What else do you have to say?” Ling Buyi placed his hand on the table, standing tall and imposing.


    Grand Servant Lou trembled and sat down on the ground. Second Madam Lou covered her face and wept in sorrow. Eldest Madam Lou took a step forward and sneered, “I thought you had made a lot of great contributions outside. These past few days, you’ve been showing off your strength at home, but it turns out that you have done such shameful things!  I have to say, no talent is no talent. Why not learn from your cousin and live a peaceful life? Why do you insist on biting off your own head? Now that you’ve committed a serious crime, you’ve implicated the whole family…”


    Shaoshang couldn’t bear to listen anymore and was about to make a sarcastic comment when she saw Wang Yanji’s skirt swaying as she walked a few steps to Eldest Madam Lou. There was a loud smack as she slapped her across the face. Everyone was stunned as Eldest Madam Lou was knocked to the ground. She propped herself up on the floor with one hand, the other covering her face. She was both surprised and angry, “You… how dare you?!”


    Wang Yanji pulled out a golden hairpin from her hair and slammed it hard on the floor. “If you dare to say one more word,” she said fiercely, “I will make your blood splatter five feet!”


    Eldest Madam Lou was frightened by the look in her eyes. Everyone looked and saw that the golden hairpin had landed between Eldest Madam Lou’s fingers, almost piercing her palm.


    “Shut up and don’t talk anymore,” Grand Servant said, standing back up.


    Wang Yanji looked at her husband in a daze. “This… is this all true…?”


    “That’s right,” Lou Ben smiled sadly. “It’s all true.”


    “Why did you do such a thing?” Wang Yanji shed tears. “Isn’t it that you can’t make achievements?”


    “For the injustice of my father, for our future, and my own aspirations…” Lou Ben said. “At this point, I have no face to see you. You can go home from now on. You are still young, it isn’t too late to remarry.”


    “Are you taking my life by saying such things now?!” Wang Yanji said hoarsely. “But don’t worry, I will naturally remarry and I will never waste my life for you!”


    Lou Ben smiled at his wife and turned his head. “Zisheng knows that everyone hopes to be in a peaceful and prosperous era. I hate not being born decades earlier.”


    “Emperor Li was tyrannical, and many powerful figures rose together,” Ling Buyi said. “If you could seize the opportunity at that time, you would surely overturn the world, guide the country, and create a great cause.”


    Lou Ben arched his hand and gave a smile. “Zisheng said it well. I would like to express my gratitude to you for being a confidant.”


    “I know your aspirations in my heart,” Ling Buyi said. “However, gradually accumulating official ranks and becoming the backbone of the country is also a path to success.”


    Shaoshang originally intended to say that her third uncle started as a county minister and was promoted to county magistrate only this year, which was quite good.


    “I was born with this kind of temperament. I can’t be inferior to others,” Lou Ben smiled arrogantly. “If I were to start as a minor official, I would spend my ambitions in insincere flattery, in painless maneuvering. I would rather not step into the court.”


    Shaoshang thought that Third Uncle was just shot in the cellar. Turns out the county magistrate was also considered a petty official.


    “So, you slaughtered Yan Zhong as a stepping stone to advancing your career!” Ling Buyi’s tone gradually became stern.


    “Marquis Cui is cautious,” Lou Ben shook his head. “Military and national affairs don’t allow me to point the blame at you with my bare body. I ran around to advise Marquis Cui. Who can listen to me, who can obey me? I must rely on some means to convince people.”


    Grand Servant Lou tearfully tugged at his nephew’s sleeve. “Ziwei, why did you have to do this? Our Lou family is not unknown. If you take your time…”


    “Uncle, don’t put on airs,” Lou Ben interrupted with a sneer. “Everyone says that Grand Servant Lou is honest and upright, but all of us in our family know your little tricks.”


    Grand Servant Lou choked.


    “Speaking of which, I also want to thank you, Zisheng. A few years ago, you recommended me in front of the Eastern Palace,” Lou Ben continued to speak to Ling Buyi. “I once heard Zisheng say to the Crown Prince, ‘Lou Ziwei is a talented strategist and political director. It’s a pity to leave him in the Analects Office to take notes and copy sentences. He should be given a chance to show his skills.’”


    “I only saw your talent,” Ling Buyi whispered, “I didn’t see your character.”


    “Although I have never had a deep conversation with you. I already regarded you as a confidant in my heart,” Lou Ben said.


    Shaoshang thought to herself the last person he treated as a confidant had been killed. It wasn’t worth being his confidant.


    “Unfortunately, His Royal Highness the Crown Prince didn’t listen to you. Do you know why?”


    Shaoshang’s interest was piqued.


    Lou Ben glanced at Grand Servant Lou and sneered. “Because of my good uncle, he humbly declined the Crown Prince’s recommendation, saying that I am still young and should still experience the world for a few more years before taking on the role.”


    “It’s all my fault, isn’t it?” Grand Servant Lou sighed, a look of regret on his face. “I heard from your aunt…”


    “Don’t push this onto Aunt, anymore.”


    “As a man, everything can be pushed to a woman,” Lou Ben said coldly. “It’s also a shame that you can do it! If you want to recommend me to the court as an official, Aunt can still eat you! You secretly hope your son will rise to fame. Unfortunately, several of my cousins are all fools.  When you argued with your father, you were afraid that I would make a mistake and suppress your sons in the future. You’ve been blocking my future, haven’t you?!?


    Grand Servant Lou’s face turned red as he was scolded. “You, why are you spewing blood” he stuttered.


    Lou Ben ignored him and slowly walked to the window where a long sword adorned with gemstones and jade hung by the wall.


    He sighed deeply. “Over the years, I have traveled to all corners of the world, but His Majesty only praises my literary talent and knowledge. He didn’t know that my ambition was to play chess by combining mountains and rivers with the stars. The Crown Prince obeys my uncle’s orders. I have no way forward but there are pursuers behind me. Seeing Master Yuan already finding his place in Shangshu Terrace at twenty-one years old, but I don’t have a place to stand…


    “Eagles cannot fly under low eaves, nor can Kunpeng swim in shallow pools. I have been focused on entering the center of control since childhood, I didn’t want to fall to this point. This is also fate…” He turned around and smiled slightly at his wife. “A’Yan, it seems like I can’t accompany you to the East China Sea to visit Penglai…”
[Kunpeg is a mythological beast, it is a large bird that is transformed from a giant fish. Penglai is one of the three fabled islands in the Eastern Sea where immortals live.]


    Warning alarms trembled in Ling Buyi’s head and he sternly exclaimed, “Don’t move!”


    In the blink of an eye, Lou Ben had already pulled out his long sword from the wall and swiped it across his neck.


    Grand Servant Lou and Second Madam Lou let out screams, Wang Yanji rushed forward like a mad woman. She saw her husband’s throat was already bleeding, he suffocated and died.


    …


    Three days later, the Emperor imprisoned Peng Nian and his followers, intending to wait for a good day to execute them in the future. He also rewarded people for their contributions to the Shouchun War. Because Uncle Cui arranged it well, except for a few impressive young heroes, the rest were distributed according to the severity of injury, and almost everyone was satisfied. Even Young Marquis Ban, who only did the paperwork, was rewarded and ranked.


    Except for the Lou family.


    Lou Ziwei, who had made the greatest contribution to the war, suddenly committed suicide. At the same time, the Emperor exiled Magistrate Lou and several of his sons for thousands of miles and dismissed all official positions of the Lou family. He ordered Eldest Uncle Lou to immediately return to his hometown with his whole family so he could reflect in seclusion.


    Although the crime was not publicly announced, many of the old officials in court already knew of it.


    The only exception was Lou Yao.


    It was said that the day before the Emperor was about to convict the Lou family, several former comrades of General He suddenly requested an audience with the Emperor to at least open up for the sake of the He family’s loneliness.


    The Emperor was a nostalgic person, and Lou Yao did not know of his brother’s wrongdoing. If Lou Yao wasn’t pardoned, would He Zhaojun remarry or go into exile and hardship together? And who will the He family’s children find to provide for and care for in the future?


    After gnashing his teeth and hesitating for a long time, the Emperor finally raised his finger to Lou Yao. Not only did he not allow him to be exiled, but he also found a small place for him to be a county magistrate, and the rest of the He family could accompany him.


    The day was windless and snowless, making it a rare sunny day in the dead of winter.


    Shaoshang, as usual, was ordered by the Empress to deliver a memorial to the Emperor (the Empress had written a report for him) and was then pulled by Ling Buyi to stand under the corridor in the sun. Soon after, Yuan Shen also came over. She didn’t know who started it, but the three of them couldn’t stop talking about Lou Ben.


    “It’s a pity for Brother Ziwei. In terms of talent alone, no one in the sect could surpass him,” Yuan Shen sighed. “I had a momentary thought and it’s impossible to recover. Now that the whole family has been punished, Madam also returned to her mother’s residence. I really don’t know why she came.”


    “It’s no more than that. We have seen through his carefully planned scheme in just a few days,” Shaoshang mocked.


    Ling Buyi raised his eyes and looked at her. “You also saw through it?”


    Shaoshang gave him a blank look.


    “If it weren’t for Prefect Wan’s accident, Lou Ziwei’s plan would have been successful,” Yuan Shen said.


    “It’s called the net of heaven is wide open!’” Shaoshang said. “Everything has a bottom line and Lou Ziwei crossed that line!”


    “So, Mistress Cheng is as cynical as she is hateful,” Ling Buyi said.


    Shaoshang gave him another blank glance.


    “Who doesn’t like fame and fortune, but gentlemen love wealth and have a way to do so!” Shaoshang exclaimed indignantly. “What eagle? What Kunpeng? Who doesn’t want to soar to the sky in one fell swoop, but he can’t become a wealthy person in just one bite? He has to take it step-by-step. The sun, moon, and stars have to revolve around him. Does he have to be ranked among the three nobles? It’s not that easy. Is His Majesty his biological father? Oh, the biological father is useless. Can we kill innocent people indiscriminately if we don’t follow his instructions? Ha, don’t make me laugh. This excuse isn’t novel or sophisticated at all! Just like Young Master Yuan, is the status of the Yuan family that much worse than that of the Lou family? Young Master Yuan started his career as a scholar at the age of fifteen and was honest and steadfast, taking one step at a time. Now, he’s favored by His Majesty and selected as a scholar in the Imperial Secretariat, able to participate in important national affairs. These aren’t just things that have fallen from the sky!”


    Listening to the girl’s strong praise, Yuan Shen saw Ling Buyi’s expression as if someone had stabbed him. He couldn’t help but smile, avoiding his gaze and chuckling happily.


    “Oh, by the way.” Shaoshang finished expressing her feelings and turned her head. “Young Master Yuan, didn’t you mention last time that you were in a five-to-three relationship? How is that going?”
[I think this is about the Three Bonds and Five Relationships in Confucianism.]


    Yuan Shen’s laughter abruptly stopped, as if he had been choked. Now it was Ling Buyi’s turn to burst out in equally joyful laughter.


    “Lady Shaoshang, you don’t have to worry about it. It’s already three or two!” Yuan Shen’s face stiffened and he shook his long sleeves before he left with a sigh.


    Shaoshang shouted out to Yuan Shen’s back. “Master Shanjian, put in more effort! Next time, you’ll have to choose between two. You can hold an engagement banquet!”


    Yuan Shen stumbled and then continued walking forward as if nothing happened.


    Seeing that no one else was in the corridor, Shaoshang quickly tugged at Ling Buyi’s collar. “Don’t laugh, don’t laugh now. This is the place where the Emperor discusses matters. You laugh so loudly, be careful not to be accused by the Imperial Censor for not acting properly!”


    Ling Buyi easily stopped laughing, his shoulders still shaking.


    “Because I have been speaking ill of Yuan Shen, that’s why you’re still polite to him while A’Yao is the opposite, right?” Shaoshang said.


    “I haven’t settled accounts with you yet,” Ling Buyi glared at her. “You should come and question me first. Where did you go a few days ago, did you go find He Zhaojun?”


    Shaoshang stretched out on the railing with a sigh. “I didn’t think the Lou family could be saved at the time. Even the lightest exile would cost lives, but A’Yao is really innocent. I couldn’t just turn a blind eye, could I? So, I went to find He Zhaojun.”


    “I wondered why they approached His Majesty so promptly,” Ling Buyi said. “It turned out to be because of you.”


    “There’s nothing we can do,” Shaoshang shrugged helplessly. “The old uncles of the He family are not always in the Capital. His Majesty was in a state of anger at the time, and it would be too late for him to issue a punishment edict. I had to ask He Zhaojun to bring the old uncles over from nearby counties in advance and plead with His Majesty as soon as possible.”


    “You were still pretending to be skeptical at the time,” Ling Buyi sneered. “Who knew you would turn around and ask He Zhaojun to bring in reinforcements, you little two-faced rascal!”


    Shaoshang thought about his words for a moment. “I was indeed skeptical at the time. How could I convict someone without evidence? You didn’t tell me about Lou Ben’s letters at the time. However,” she sighed, “I was thinking that I should believe you. You rarely do things with uncertainty.”


    Ling Buyi snorted lightly and turned his head. The corners of his mouth curved slightly.


    “In a few days, I will go see off A’Yao and He Zhaojun. In order to avoid you showing me your face again, it’s better to make some things clear right now.” Shaoshang walked around to Ling Buyi and looked directly at him.


    “Third Brother said that the reason you hold a grudge against A’Yao is because if I didn’t care about the Emperor’s orders and only let me choose between you and A’Yao, I would choose A’Yao… I… I think he’s right.”


    Ling Buyi became furious and turned his head to leave, but the girl pulled on his sleeve tightly. “That was before!” she shouted.


    Ling Buyi stopped moving but didn’t turn around.


    “Before, I didn’t know you very well. You were like this big tiger with scary eyes and sharp teeth, trying to eat people. You were so vicious all day long and A’Yao was honest and obedient. He would listen to whatever I said, of course, I would choose him!” Shaoshang whispered.


    Ling Buyi snorted from his nose, turning around. “And now?”


    “Now?” Shaoshang quickly said. “Is that even worth talking about? If I were to put you and A’Yao on the dining table together, even if A’Yao was already roasted with oil and delicious food and you were a raw piece of meat, I would only pounce on you!” She couldn’t help but use the words of her godly brother.


    Ling Buyi couldn’t help but laugh. He gently rubbed the girl’s forehead. “Use your best words to try and coax me!” He felt joy in his heart, his eyes were shining brightly like stars in a clear night sky.


    Shaoshang touched him for a while, then her fingers touched the strange iron wires on his wrist. “What is this?” she asked. “It’s not rope, not a silk thread. What are you doing by wrapping it around your wrist?”


    Ling Buyi suddenly pushed her away and stood with his back straight, his handsome face going red. After a while, he muttered to himself, “You probably never knew, but I’ve been thinking about you all along.”


    …


    Marry him. Right now. Screw waiting until March! In case you don’t get it (or forgot), Shaoshang and Shaogong are named after strings on the qin. Ling Buyi has a shaoshang wrapped around his wrist to constantly remind him of her.
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    Chapter One Hundred and Twenty-Two:
Meritorious service is not the only way to achieve glory, wealth, prosperity, and rank


    The most significant consequence of Lou Ben’s case was likely the impact it had on the Crown Prince’s influence within the court’s civil service.


    Originally, Grand Servant Lou was the leader of the civil servant forces who supported the Crown Prince. Now that his faction now collapsed, the Crown Prince seemed to have lost his right-hand. Since the incident, the Crown Prince had been feeling despondent. Today, as Shaoshang was prepared to bid farewell to the Lou family he decided to follow.


    Ling Buyi had wanted to go but Shaoshang politely advised him it was best to not sprinkle salt on an open wound. Ling Buyi didn’t argue with her and turned around to appear in front of the Ten Li Pavilion outside the city with the Crown Prince.


    Shaoshang asked the Crown Prince helplessly, “Your Highness, do you know who presided over this case? The Lou family is now exiled, dead, and scattered, and you brought him to see him off. Are you afraid that the Lou family will be sad enough?”


    The Crown Prince said awkwardly, “Zisheng insists that his judgements were based on the facts, not the individuals. The Lou family understands that this was not personal, and it’s unlikely they will hold a grudge.”


    Shaoshang felt too disheartened to scoff, saying, “He claimed you would trust his word!”


    He explained everything to the family to ensure they understood his perspective. Indeed, in comparison to Ling Buyi, killing for profit seemed almost justifiable!


    “You were also skeptical about Lou Ben’s crime at first,” the Crown Prince gently countered. “I later heard from Mother that Zisheng has never done anything uncertain since he was a child. Didn’t you also hurry to find the Ancheng County Lord?”


    [Figure out who that is.]


    Shaoshang: … Can we please not hurt each other?


    Shaoshang originally wanted to offer some comfort to Lou Yao since he had just lost his brother and was about to embark on a long journey to take office. When she saw Ling Buyi eyeing her from the side, she felt compelled to choose her next best option, bidding farewell to He Zhaojun. The two of them obviously didn’t have much of a friendship but ended up cooperating a few days ago. Right now, Shaoshang didn’t know what to say to He Zhaojun.


    “…When I went to find you so abruptly that day, I didn’t expect you to believe me as soon as I said it. I immediately went to find my uncle to bring reinforcements, and I spent some time talking. I really didn’t expect you to believe me.” She had nothing to say.


    Today, He Zhaojun appeared sharp and beautiful in her valiant riding attire. “Father taught me that in a person’s lifetime, one can be foolish or cowardly, but one must know how to look at others,” she said indifferently. “When I saw you shivering while holding the head of Prince Xiao, I knew your temperament – and even if you were wrong, I was just letting go of my uncle’s old favor in vain.”


    “Who was shivering?” Shaoshang protested. “I was just afraid the blood was going to stain my new clothes!” She still had nightmares of that still-warm head. She was truly a good person who didn’t mind past grievances.


    He Zhaojun smiled and remained silent. At this moment, a burst of male crying came from the front and the two women turned to look. They saw Uncle Lou Jing kneeling in front of the Crown Prince with several sons, blubbering.


    “Why haven’t I seen Eldest Madam?” Shaoshang asked, flattening her mouth. “Is she in the carriage?”


    He Zhaojun sneered. “You don’t know yet and it hasn’t been widely spread. A few days ago, Eldest Uncle divorced Eldest Aunt.”


    “What?!” Shaoshang was surprised.


    “Because of the words that Second Brother said before his death,” He Zhaojun said. “Although he caused a great disaster, he was still the most outstanding son of the Lou family. The uncles in the family wanted to seek out Eldest Uncle and ask him if he really blocked Second Brother’s future and caused this disaster. Eldest Uncle then divorced her on the charge of ‘disrespect and division of flesh and blood.’ He sent her back to her mother’s house two days ago.”


    “Eldest Madam is already quite old,” Shaoshang sneered in her heart. “If she went back to her maiden family at this time, can she still remarry? Tsk, it’s really like birds in the forest, flying in different directions in the face of a disaster.”


    After speaking those words, Shaoshang’s gaze touched on Lou Yao, who was talking to Ling Buyi not far away. She didn’t know what nonsense Ling Buyi had fooled him with, but Lou Yao was moved to tears and on the verge of pleading an oath to him. She quickly said, “A’Yao isn’t that type of person. He’ll share riches and honor together!”


    “I know.” He Zhaojun seemed to understand what she was thinking. “Don’t worry, A’Yao neither resents Master Ling nor is he depressed. He has a scale in his heart knowing that his brother’s actions were really unbearable. Even if Master Ling hadn’t exposed them, he can’t be seen in the hearts of heaven and earth.”


    Shaoshang was both relieved and saddened by this. “A’Yao is such a straightforward person with a straight path.”


    The Crown Prince helped Lou Jing up, seemingly trying to comfort him.


    Shaoshang was dissatisfied. He was abusing a good person!


    He Zhaojun sneered. “Eldest Uncle is quick on his feet. He’s come up with a new idea.”


    “What new idea?” Shaoshang asked.


    “The root of the problem is clearly on Eldest Uncle,” He Zhaojun said. “But now it’s Uncle Jun and A’Yao’s brothers who have been exiled. If it weren’t for His Majesty ordering them to reflect in seclusion, he would still want A’Yao to take his sons with him to his official post.”


    “He has the nerve to do that?!” Shaoshang was a little angry.


    “Of course, he has the nerve,” He Zhaojun sneered. “On the day after Second Brother committed suicide, he came to find A’Yao and cried a lot, pleading guilty to his own mistakes. Now it seems that he’s pinned all his hopes on His Highness the Crown Prince. Even if His Majesty doesn’t treat him well, he might rise to power again when His Highness ascends the throne!”


    “Dream on!” Shaoshang said with a cold expression. “Neither Master Ling nor I are dead yet. Does he think that by rising in power again, we won’t be enemies?” From that day on, she decided she would slander him in front of the good Crown Prince.


    “I also thought so,” He Zhaojun smiled with satisfaction. This was what she was waiting for. Since Lou Jing could block Lou Ben’s future, couldn’t he hinder Lou Yao when he recovered in the future?


    Shaoshang had the vague sense that He Zhaojun was a bit different from before. “There will be many difficulties in taking office, you…”


    “That goes without saying,” He Zhaojun said simply. “I’ve asked a few uncles who served far away. Medicine, food, drink, lodgings, bodyguards, and luggage are all prepared. They’ve been sent to all the uncles who cannot afford to buy them at the moment. Although Uncle Jun might not be exiled for long, he has been serving outside of the Capital for many years and has all the necessary books and manpower. Uncle Jun will have his old staff sent to A’Yao.”


    Shaoshang saw that her gaze was clear and honest, without any hint of deception. Instead, she was full of energy and secretly expressed surprise.


    He Zhaojun looked into the distance at the official road covered in white snow, no longer like the charming and stubborn little girl she once was. “I was born into wealth and prosperity,” she said simply. “When I was young, no matter what I got into, my father and brothers would always support me. I thought I had no worries in life but my father and all my brothers died in battle. Later, I married into a wealthy and stable family like the Lou family. I never expected us to be defeated and sent far away. I can see things now. It’s better to rely on yourself than on heaven and earth.” She smiled. “Maybe I’ll feel happier this way!”


    After a moment, she lowered her voice. “Father didn’t entrust the He family and my younger brother to my stepmother or anyone else. He entrusted it to me. I had no idea he held me in his heart like that.”


    Shaoshang felt incredibly moved. Sometimes, love and trust contained unimaginable power and gave children the courage to face life.


    As they set off, the Crown Prince saw He Zhaojun’s agile posture as she leaped into her saddle, like a lively swallow. His eyes couldn’t help but begin to burn. He remembered seeing the same unique posture of General He, who had experienced numerous battles when he mounted his horse.


    He Zhaojun sat proudly on her horse, her gaze confident and strong. “When we meet again, I will treat you to wine and meat!” she said to Shaoshang.


    Shaoshang readily agreed.


    The Crown Prince was feeling down on the way back and invited Ling Buyi and Shaoshang to ride together.


    Shaoshang’s mood wasn’t good, either; she never found the opportunity to say goodbye to Lou Yao. “It’s interesting to think about,” she murmured. “The Lou family’s unknown youngest son and the He family’s bratty and unruly daughter now have to take on a huge role. Life really is like a play.”


    “Who said it’s not?” the Crown Prince sighed.


    “Your Highness the Crown Prince,” Shaoshang suddenly looked serious, “I have something to report.”


    The Crown Prince felt a shiver. “Speak. Why do you look like that?”


    “Lou Jing is truly a hypocritical person,” she said solemnly. “Whether it’s now or when you ascend to the throne, Your Highness, you should not use him anymore!”


    The Crown Prince gave an awkward sigh. “There is indeed something wrong with him. But he is well educated…”


    “Is it possible that His Highness would have been illiterate if it wasn’t for that Lou person?” Shaoshang was bold and passionate. When faced with an old and kind person like the Crown Prince, people unknowingly became reckless.


    Seeing the Crown Prince silenced by her bold statement, Shaoshang took a deep breath to continue. “Your Highness,” she continued, “don’t worry about losing Lou Jing. There will be others supporting you in the court. As long as you stand upright and have a firm mind, the title of the Crown Prince can become your own banner, attracting talented people from all over the world! Why worry about those who are not available?”


    “Fine, okay.” The Crown Prince waved his hand with a bitter smile. “Zisheng doesn’t agree with me using Grand Servant Lou anymore, either. You don’t need to become angry. After just one meal with Zisheng, he can come up with eighteen reasons why I can never use Lou Jing. Please calm down and don’t be impatient.”


    Ling Buyi had been leaning against the carriage wall, eyes closed and recuperating. Hearing the Crown Prince’s words, he glanced at him.


    Shaoshang was taken aback. “Really? Master Ling, you have so many tricks… Ah, no – you are very clever and resourceful…”


    Ling Buyi couldn’t maintain his icy demeanor any longer, glaring at her as if he wanted to crush her on the spot.


    The Crown Prince remembered Ling Buyi’s mature and dignified appearance when he was younger. Where did this lively personality come from after the past decade? He turned his head to suppress his laughter.


    Shaoshang saw the look in Ling Buyi’s eyes and quickly shrank behind the Crown Prince. “What do you want to do? His Highness is here, don’t act recklessly!”


    The Crown Prince leaned to the side. “Oh, now you see my worth, do you?!” he said helplessly. Although he had a stern expression, he thought that if he had such a mischievous and naughty daughter or younger sister, his days would surely be happy.


    “Your Highness is tired, it’s time to rest. Follow me to another carriage!” Ling Buyi reached out to catch the girl.


    “But I haven’t finished talking to His Highness yet!” Shaoshang said anxiously.


    “We’re done discussing Lou Jing. What else do you have to say?”


    “Of course there is!” Shaoshang shouted. She then turned to the Crown Prince and said seriously, “Your Highness, I have a question.”


    The Crown Prince chuckled. “I’m listening.”


    “Have you recently punished the Crown Princess?”


    As soon as the words fell, Ling Buyi stroked his forehead, unable to look at her. The Crown Prince had a dull expression.


    Shaoshang spoke confidently, “I heard that since the Crown Princess was detained, you have been providing her with delicious food and drink, and even allocated the garden on the east side of the palace for her to walk around and relax. Not only that, I heard that you were preparing to give her a high income so that even if she is deposed in the future, she can continue to live in luxury. Am I right?”


    The Crown Prince’s face showed embarrassment.


    “Your Highness,” Shaoshang angrily said, “I am not a harsh and narrow-minded person…”


    Ling Buyi’s timely chuckle showed his disagreement.


    Shaoshang ignored him and continued.


    “I am not a harsh and narrow-minded person, but I believe that everyone should pay the price for what they have done. The Crown Princess harmed Madam Qu for ten years, causing her pain and injustice. Shouldn’t she be punished?!”


    “I know that if you treat the Crown Princess unfairly, others might say that you are cold and ruthless, and other concubines will no longer argue. Your Highness, let’s go beat the Crown Princess twice. That can be considered a light punishment.” For certain crimes that are of a bad nature but cannot be sentenced to severe punishment, a hard beating was more effective than anything else.


    “Beating a woman is not something a gentleman should do,” the Crown Prince whispered.


    “It’s not right for a man to beat a woman!” Shaoshang agreed. “But sometimes, the situation calls for it. Take my former Second Aunt, she was a vicious shrew! She refused to listen to my second uncle, scolded everyone, and was spoiled. She constantly urged my uncle to scheme against his parents and made the house restless. What else could he do but beat her? Maybe if Second Uncle punished her from the beginning, they wouldn’t have had their marriage dissolve later on.”


    “The saying goes, villains fear power but not virtue. Some people love to bully good people! Look at me, Your Highness. When I first entered the palace, I didn’t dare to look you in the eye but now I’m encouraging you to punish the Crown Princess. This is simply a crime! It can be seen that those in power still have to be somewhat dignified…”


    Ling Buyi snorted beside her.


    “Stop interrupting me,” Shaoshang angrily retorted. “I’m talking to the Crown Prince right now!”


    The Crown Prince’s previous worries were swept away. He turned around and chuckled.


    …


    When they returned to Changqiu Palace, the Crown Prince first greeted the Empress and then recounted what was said in the carriage just now. He smiled. “Thinking about it, it’s nice for Zisheng to have met Shaoshang. Although she doesn’t follow a lot of the rules when speaking, she always speaks from the heart. Sometimes I feel like they are my own siblings.”


    The Empress smiled in satisfaction. “Yes. Sometimes when I see Shaoshang, I feel both angry and amused. I can neither scold nor praise her. I’ll want to slap her palm, but at the same time, my heart breaks for her.”


    At this moment, Shaoshang had just sent Ling Buyi off and stumbled back into the inner hall. Seeing the Crown Prince hesitating to speak, her face was full of suspicion. “What were you saying to Her Majesty? Why did you stop speaking when I came in?”


    The Crown Prince glared angrily at her. “I’m saying bad things about you! You’re getting worse and worse now, taking leave every other day. I’m now urging my mother to beat you hard. As you said, beating is more effective than any other way!”


    “Your Highness!” the girl exclaimed indignantly.


    The Empress smiled.


    …


    The Lantern Festival was approaching. As agreed with Marquis Ling before the war, Ling Buyi would take Shaoshang to Marquis Chengyang’s mansion. The Empress didn’t comment on it and still carefully prepared a gift for the two of them. Shaoshang looked at the beautiful and useless gold and jade objects and asked, “Does the Empress not like Madam Ling?”


    “When I was young, everyone praised Madam Chunyu for being humbled and self-disciplined, willing to serve the hot-tempered main wife,” Ling Buyi said. “Only the Empress said she was willing to be humble. Once, when I fell asleep, I heard her say that if she were Madam Chunyu, even if she had a group of children, as long as she could leave, she would turn around and leave.”


    Thinking of the unresolved knot between the Emperor, Empress, and Consort Yue, Shaoshang let out a heavy sigh.


    Shaoshang accompanied Ling Buyi to the mansion of Marquis Ling the following morning. She was surprised for a moment.


    She always thought that the home of a handsome middle-aged uncle like Marquis Ling would be decorated elegantly and leisurely, with a hint of scholarly atmosphere. Unexpectedly, it was discovered that Marquis Chengyang’s mansion was built with the utmost respect and meticulousness, from the courtyard to the buildings. There were no carved beams and painted rafters, no curved eaves, and even the table and platforms were square and upright. There was no half-superfluous decoration.


    It was different from Ling Buyi’s military-style mansion. Ling Buyi’s mansion was clearly the result of a lazy and meticulous arrangement that ultimately simplified things. Since there were no female relatives in the mansion, it was easier to manage it as a military camp.


    The solemn and orderly atmosphere in Marquis Chengyang’s mansion seemed deliberately maintained. In this era of enthusiasm and freedom, Shaoshang felt a strange sense of restraint.


    Ling Buyi’s grandfather and grandmother had long since passed away. Currently, three Ling brothers were living in Marquis Chengyang’s mansion. Although they each married and had children, they never separated their families. Outsiders all believed that the Ling family had harmonious siblings and filial piety; they were truly a model for the world.


    In front of this group of ‘elders,’ Shaoshang saluted them in an orderly manner – the Ling family not only had a well-organized mansion but also a well-organized population. The three brothers of the Ling family all had one wife and three concubines, with several children. When they sat in front of Shaoshang, their expressions were all kind and warm, as if they were cast from a mold.


    Even Madam Chunyu, dressed in her white-lotus style outside, looked dignified and silent at this moment, only being enthusiastic when introducing her eldest son. Ling Buyi’s brother was about fifteen or sixteen years old. He was born very similar to Marquis Ling, with a tall and thin body and handsome face. When bowing to each other, he snuck a few glances at Shaoshang. Shaoshang saw Madam Chunyu pinch her son under his sleeve.


    Madam Chunyu couldn’t hold back and finally said that her eldest son had arranged a marriage with Princess Yuchang!


    “Princess Yuchang?!” Shaoshang was surprised and instinctively turned to seek Ling Buyi’s reaction, only to remember he had been called away by Marquis Ling moments before.


    She used her fingers to calculate: Princess Yuchang was one year older than Ling Buyi, and Ling Buyi was five or six years older than Second Young Master Ling, which means – “Hmm, I recall that this year Princess Yuchang will be…”


    “So what if a bride is a few years older? As the saying goes, a wife three years older than the husband ensures a richer life!” Madam Chunyu said quickly.


    The corner of Shaoshang’s mouth tugged up. “Hmm, in such a short amount of time, you managed to ensure two and a half richer lives in one go. It’s really a good marriage destined by fate.”


    Second Young Master Ling had excellent mental fortitude and, surprisingly, had no sense of embarrassment or flaunting.


    “That’s right, fate is really predetermined!” Madam Chunyu said proudly. “During the Empress’s birthday a few months ago, my son was waiting for the Marquis outside the palace gates. He unexpectedly ran into Princess Yuchang who was leaving the palace, and they formed an unbreakable bond!”


    This reminded Shaoshang of the time she had just had an argument with Ling Buyi, and then Ling Buyi scolded Princess Yuchang who had just rushed in. The Empress said that Princess Yuchang had run out of the palace crying… So, did Second Young Master Ling take the opportunity to comfort her? Being able to climb high branches to find a wife certainly ran in the family.


    “Was Princess Yuchang crying at the time?” she asked.


    Madam Chunyu was startled and tried to cover it up. “What do you mean?”


    “It doesn’t matter,” Shaoshang said. “So… did Old Prince Ruyang agree to this marriage?”


    “The old prince is a man,” Madam Chunyu smiled. “The marriage of the children depends on the princess…”


    “But didn’t the old princess go to the Taoist temple outside the city in seclusion?” Shaoshang smiled brightly.


    Madam Chunyu’s face stiffened. “A woman’s first marriage follows her parents’ wishes. Her second marriage is her own choice. Anyway, if the princess is willing, what can the old prince say?”


    “This marriage is really destined by fate,” Shaoshang exclaimed. “When will the wedding be?” Princess Yuchang was really in love; if she couldn’t be his wife, she would settle to be his sister-in-law.


    “We still have to wait for Second Uncle to handle things first,” Madam Chunyu smiled. “Madam Cheng, you probably don’t know, but Zisheng’s Second Uncle also arranged a marriage with Marquis Yu’s family!”


    Second Uncle Ling quickly explained, “It’s not the daughter of Marquis Yu, but his niece. Besides, since Zisheng is also arranging a marriage, naturally we have to wait for Zisheng’s wedding to be complete before the next child can marry.”


    “Zisheng should be more considerate about the wedding ceremony. He should’ve told me his likes and dislikes earlier, so he can’t blame me if something goes wrong…” Madam Chunyu muttered.


    “You don’t need to meddle in Zisheng’s marriage!” Marquis Ling came in from outside, followed by Ling Buyi.


    Marquis Ling’s expression was unkind. He even rebuked Madam Chunyu in front of the whole family. “I have already told you that His Majesty has his own opinions on Zisheng’s marriage. Do you treat my words as wind passing by your ears?”


    Madam Chunyu immediately sat upright and said in a low voice, “You are saying that I have overstepped my authority. However, I think that since Zisheng will eventually be the eldest son of the marquis, we cannot be indifferent about this…”


    “I am also responsible for adding things to Zisheng’s wedding. You should not interfere at all! This is my last time tell you, understand?” Marquis Ling was ruthless and showed no mercy.


    Madam Chunyu was very embarrassed but bowed obediently and agreed.


    The feeling of discontent once again came.


    Shaoshang had a strange feeling that Ling Yi and Madam Chunyu were not as deeply affectionate and inseparable as it was rumored outside. It was strange to see Madam Chunyu was more afraid of Marquis Hou than she was of the Empress in the palace.


    After reprimanding his wife, Marquis Ling summoned Ling Buyi and Shaoshang to walk outside the house, bypassing the vast and open courtyard, and arrived at the ancestral hall in the southwest corner of the Ling mansion. The servants had already cleaned and swept, and prepared incense, candles, and fruits as tribute.


    After dismissing the servants, Marquis Ling, along with his son and Shaoshang, entered the secluded and desolate Ling ancestral hall. They offered incense, kowtowed, and paid their respects. When the ceremony came to an end, Marquis Ling led his son and future daughter-in-law to the side hall of the temple for a temporary rest.


    A hot stove was burning in the side hall with a pot of wine, a pot of buttermilk, and several plates of refreshments on the edge. The three of them sat around the stove. Ling Buyi silently poured some wine and presented it to Marquis Ling. He also poured a steaming hot bowl of buttermilk for his fiancée.


    Marquis Ling drank it all in one gulp and smiled. “Your ancestors know that you have achieved such great success, and our Ling family has a chance of revival. Even those in the underworld can rest in peace. Speaking of which, our Ling family was also well-known and prestigious in the previous dynasty. Who would have thought we would steadily decline and almost have no place to stand? If it weren’t for the help of Zisheng’s uncle…” He trailed off with a sigh.


    Shaoshang turned her head and saw Ling Buyi lowering his eyelashes. She realized that Ling Buyi seemed unusually silent in front of Marquis Ling. The same was true for the previous time when he had sent some armor before going off to war. Marquis Ling was long-winded while Ling Buyi listened quietly.


    Ling Yi didn’t seem to mind his son like that and continuously nagged. To avoid awkward pauses, Shaoshang was forced to echo his words indifferently.


    “The previous emperors were not easy to speak of, and harsh words were always taken lightly. Especially Emperor Wu, I heard he used a prime minister like a leek to cut down one crop after another. How many noble families have survived from the previous dynasty to the present day? It isn’t easy!” When it came to this trendy Royal Uncle, the handful of tutors who taught Shaoshang history often felt indignant and unable to restrain themselves.


    Marquis Ling nearly choked on his wine. With a smirk, he said, “Leeks? You’re hilarious, Shaoshang. No wonder His Majesty and the Empress like you!” He then sighed. “What you’re saying is that our Ling family has survived to this day and still has the power to turn things around. It’s very fortunate!”


    He turned his head to look at his son. “Zisheng, listen to me. I am very happy that you made achievements in Shouchun this time, but how many injuries have you added to your body? You acted recklessly when you were young, and as you grew older, you were sick and in pain. I heard His Majesty has sent a physician to your mansion again, saying he wants to take good care of you. Even if you don’t say anything, I know that your injuries are not light!”


    Shaoshang remembered the wound on Ling Buyi’s shoulder and let out a tiny sigh.


    “As my father said, when it’s time to step aside, step aside. With so many talented people in this vast world, everything isn’t up to you! Press the gourd and the ladle will rise, the contributions are never-ending. Heaven and earth are infinite, but you are made of flesh. How can you fight hard all the way?” Ling Yi earnestly advised.


    Ling Buyi continued to bow his head and remained silent.


    Shaoshang somewhat agreed with Ling Yi, but there were also some contradictions in her heart. She stammered a retort, “You can’t say that. His Majesty wants Master Ling to make more contributions and also wants to find a source to give him more rewards and honors. He wants Master Ling to have a prosperous future…”


    “Who said that only by making achievements can one achieve glory, wealth, and status?” Ling Yi was slightly tipsy and his eyes emitted a strange light. “Who said that only by fighting with flesh and blood can one be promoted to a higher position?”


    There was a deadly silence once the words fell.


    Shaoshang was so surprised she couldn’t speak. From the moment she understood this era, the men she knew from the farmers and soldiers in the countryside to Father Cheng, Uncle Wan, General He, and even Lou Ben – who suffered a decline in fame and reputation – worked hard in this world. They used their intelligence, fortune, and even the lives of their family to win the appreciation of the monarch and the prosperity of the family.


    Although the purpose was more utilitarian, compared to the stagnant culture of a soy sauce jar, Shaoshang could appreciate this enthusiastic and proactive spirit. Today, when she heard Ling Yi’s words, she felt like she had fallen into a different world and wasn’t sure how to respond.


    “In the blink of an eye, the radiance might seem immensely brilliant, shining in the sky, but the past has passed. The champion Marquis hero might have died young, but after his passing, who will protect his family? Living until the end is the best way to live!” Ling Yi emphasized every word. “Zisheng, Shaoshang, the three of us are blood relatives. Father and son and husband and wife. Today, I have made things clear.


    “I understand His Majesty’s intention. In the future, if you have children with Shaoshang, you must have a few with the surname of Huo to inherit the incense for Zisheng’s uncle. Brother Huo Chong was a reincarnation of a heavenly deity, and my grandson and his surname will have nothing to do with me! But Zisheng, you absolutely cannot learn from your uncle. No matter how kind His Majesty is to you, you cannot spare your life!


    “Listen well, the longer you live, the better.  Slowly weave a web like a spider, connecting nobles, and having children. When the branches and leaves are lush, and the wind and clouds calm down, then it is our turn!”


    Shaoshang looked at Ling Yi’s elegant and kind face, hearing him chuckle with contentment. For the first time in her life, she felt a faint bit of fear in her heart – because she couldn’t say that Ling Yi’s words were wrong.


    Ling Buyi remained silent, pouring drink after drink until Ling Yi fell drunk by the stove. Ling Buyi helped him back to his residence and handed him over to the servants.


    Afterward, Ling Buyi declined the lunch offered and was about to leave Marquis Chengyang’s mansion with Shaoshang. The two uncles of the Ling family didn’t try to persuade him and only loaded a gift into a large carriage.


    Second Uncle Ling wanted to ask Ling Buyi something before they left and pulled him aside to talk. Third Uncle Link was talking about his family with Shaoshang. “Don’t be frightened by my brother, Madam Cheng. He loves Zisheng the most. He and Madam Huo had been childless for several years after marriage, and my second brother’s children were walking and playing. It was only then that Zisheng was born. He is very cautious for him because who knows…”


    He sighed. “Although my elder brother later had other children, it was only with Zisheng that he personally held, fed, and slept with. I never expected that father and son would become so estranged!”


    Shaoshang had nothing to say so she could only follow suit and sigh.


    On their way back, Ling Buyi asked Shaoshang, “What did you think of my father’s words today?”


    “I knew you were going to ask me!” Shaoshang said. “Ah, okay. I just remembered my third aunt. Didn’t Hua County suffer from a military disaster at the beginning of last year? The old county magistrate died in battle to protect the people. At that time, Third Aunt said she loved my uncle more than her own life. But if my uncle also encountered the same situation, she would rather have my uncle resist the enemy outside the city than hide and survive.”


    “Madam Sang is truly a heroine among women!” Ling Buyi praised, his eyes lighting up.


    Shaoshang nodded. “But Marquis Ling’s words made sense. Living long is better than having a short life. But if things really come to an end, there’s nothing to hide from and you cannot be a turtle bringing its head into its shell. So, in the future, it’s important for you to stay at home and take care of your health! I learned about your genealogy just now, and except for your grandfather and grandmother who suffered from disasters, all other ancestors have lived for a long time! Oh, I don’t know how long the ancestors of your mother’s family have lived. It just seems like I heard from Marquis Cui that the Huo family also produced several rising stars. You can follow my example, don’t die before me!”


    “Do you know that you have a very unique trait?” Ling Buyi smiled and sighed.


    “What do you mean?”


    “No matter how serious the conversation I have with you, you always end up getting a thousand miles off topic and in the end, I forget what I want to say.”


    Shaoshang rubbed her head. “So, what did you originally want to say?” Father Cheng was the master of misdirection. How could she not learn from him?


    “Never mind, I’ve forgotten what I wanted to say.” Ling Buyi swiped away the gloom just now and smiled teasingly.


    …


    Didn’t Marquis Ling say Chunyu wouldn’t be at the gathering??
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    Chapter One Hundred and Twenty-Three:
Mutual Affection


    It was still early when they left the Ling mansion, and it was bitterly cold. Shaoshang suggested they go to the Apricot Blossom Courtyard to get something to eat.


    “Auntie’s cooking is excellent. A’Zhu was originally unconvinced, but the last time I brought back her dried meat, she stopped talking! Once, Auntie casually said that she used to manage a household once, but after your parents divorced, she began learning to cook to take care of Madam Huo. She is really talented!”


    Ling Buyi paused and whispered, “Many things changed after my parents divorced.”


    Shaoshang remained silent. That was probably the most significant change in Ling Buyi’s life.


    “This winter is particularly cold this year, and I don’t know when the chill will pass. Whether it’s the Empress or your mother, they have been feeling sick these days, afraid of the cold and unable to eat. But if we burn more charcoal, they cough and cough. It’s worrying! Only the deity Xiao from our family is full of energy and spirit. A few days ago, she beat up Third Brother and said it was because he was using the excuse of serving Uncle Wan to avoid studying. Hmph, Uncle Wan has my older brothers by his side. What’s the matter with Third Brother? It’s his own fault if Mother ends up burning his turtle shell!”
[Shaogong’s turtle shell is how he divines.]


    Ling Buyi burst into laughter. “Hasn’t the injury of Prefect Wan healed? I thought he would go back to Xu County immediately.”


    “He’s almost healed. He wanted to wait for Father to come back so they could meet,” Shaoshang said. “Actually, Uncle Wan is the one who took advantage of his illness to avoid trouble. His mother was very angry with him but couldn’t beat Uncle Wan, so she ended up beating Third Brother.”


    Ling Buyi loved hearing Shaoshang talk about her daily life; it always made him feel warm and soft in his heart. “When Prefect Wan returns to Xu County, invite your bothers and Young Mistress Wan to Tu Mountain to soak in the hot springs. Everyone experienced hardships and are both surprised and tired. Now we can relax and have fun.”


    Shaoshang nodded. “I don’t know if Sister Qiqi can come out even though others are still okay. A few days ago, Aunt Wan also returned to the Capital, and she is Madam Yin’s good friend. She ended up scolding Sister Qiqi when she saw her progress on how to be gentle, virtuous, and organized. She cried and hugged her pillow all night. She said that in the future, her sister-in-law will inevitably be compared to Yanzhi Mountain. Sister Qiqi is brash and doesn’t act like a young lady. So, these days, Sister Qiqi is being detained by Aunt Yin to learn how to be a bride.”


    “You are also brash, and don’t act like a young lady,” Ling Buyi said as he smiled. “Princess Yuchang is also a virtuous lady in the Capital. By then, you will not only be compared to Yanzhi Mountain but might also be a part of Yuezhi clan.”
[I’m not one hundred percent sure what’s going on, and I can’t really find anything. I do know the Yuezhi Clan is an ancient pre-Han people.My guess is he’s saying Shaoshang will be primitive compared to Princess Yuchang.]


    Shaoshang became furious. “If the princess is so good, why don’t you marry her?!”


    “Because I don’t like virtuous women,” Ling Buyi smiled. “I like women who think and act recklessly and stuff their cheeks with food…”


    Shaoshang smiled as she rushed over to hit him. “Who stuffs their cheeks with food?! I see you’re talking nonsense, stirring up trouble, and making things up… Hurry and tell me what else there is!”


    Since it was so cold, the carriage was tightly sealed as they began to wrestle and play inside. The Liang Qiu brothers, who were riding horses, didn’t know what was happening inside. They only saw that the carriage was swaying and the wheels shaking.


    Liang Qiu Fei didn’t know what he was thinking, but his face suddenly turned red. “This is outside. Young Master wouldn’t… right?”


    “No.” Liang Qiu Qi’s face remained unchanged. “Young Master and Young Mistress are probably just playing.”


    “How do you know, Brother?”


    “Because I have four beautiful women, and you managed to piss off the daughter of the gatekeeper who originally liked you.”


    Liang Qiu Fei didn’t respond.


    It wasn’t surprising to see Marquis Cui and his sons were present when they arrived at the Apricot Blossom Courtyard.


    Huo Junhua’s illness wasn’t mild this time. She had just taken her medicine and fell asleep. It was only during this time that Ling Buyi could sit undisturbed by the bed and silently gaze at his birth mother for a while.


    Huo Junhua was no longer young, although she usually spoke and acted like a delicate young girl. Time and separation still left traces of suffering and sadness on her face.


    It was said that Ling Buyi was like his father, Ling Yi. Shaoshang felt in this moment that he was more like Huo Junhua, with beautiful eyebrows flying towards his temples, a strong and tall nose bridge, and especially his stubborn and fair jaw, which looked like it had been carved from the same mold.


    This appearance looked just right on Ling Buyi’s face, but on a woman, it appeared more rigid than soft and beautiful, resulting in Huo Junhua’s beauty always having a domineering connotation. Consort Yue was much better. Although she had a more aggressive personality, she was charming and graceful – Shaoshang understood her Royal Uncle’s choice very well.


    Ling Buyi lowered his head, looked at his mother for a while, and then lightly walked out of the bedroom. The two Cui sons were already impatient and dragged him to the courtyard outside to spar and play. Shaoshang and Marquis Cui sat in the corridor watching them.


    Shaoshang looked at Marquis Cui with a furrowed brow. “Is Madam Huo very sick this time?” she asked tentatively. “I heard from Auntie that Madam gets sick every winter.”


    “It’s a yearly illness, but now that Junhua is older, she can’t handle it as well as when she was young and strong,” Marquis Cui said. “I heard from Auntie that you visited Junhua every few days before. Good child, it must have been hard for you. You also saw that Junhua is sicker than before this time and can’t even take her medicine. The doctor said, said…”


    “Madam Huo’s foundation has been hollowed out, and over the years, she has only been able to endure because she relied on good food and drink,” Shaoshang whispered. “But I don’t really understand. During General Huo Chong’s time, Madam Huo was well taken care of. After she came to Apricot Blossom Courtyard, the rewards from His Majesty and the Empress were endless. They sent deer tendons, leopards, wild ginseng, and snow lotus flowers. Her support might even be better than that of the prince and princess. That is to say, what she truly suffered from was those two years of separation. How could she have suffered so much in just two years…”


    Cui You remembered the pain his goddess had suffered and tears filled his eyes. “When I brought back the mother and son, Junhua was so thin that she was depressed the entire way. It was only when I told her that dog Ling Yi had found a new partner that she regained her spirits! The amount of suffering can’t be judged by the length of time. A single stab at someone takes only a moment, and it’s also fatal immediately.”


    Shaoshang felt this metaphor shouldn’t be used but couldn’t bear to say it.


    “Junhua was born to Aunt Huo a long time ago. She’s been sickly since she was a child and sometimes would faint when she tried to keep up with others. The Huo family spent a lot of effort to save her life! Later, she gave birth to Zisheng for that traitor. Seeing her sick and weak child, she almost fainted again. Fortunately, the Huo family’s sister-in-law gave Zisheng the name she had left for her son. It’s strange to say that Zisheng’s health improved daily since he was given the name of the Huo family’s only son…”


    Shaoshang laughed. “You have such a biased heart, Uncle Cui. So because Madam Huo has been weak since childhood, no one would disobey or argue with her. Otherwise, she’d faint… Ultimately, she even snatched the name her brother and sister-in-law had reserved for her son. What did General Huo Chong do later?”


    Cui You remembered the situation at the time and smiled. “She had a strange hobby of neat antithesis. The three sons and daughters under her knee were Buji, Buhai, Bushi, Buqi, Buwei, Buyi… She later gave Buyi to Junhua’s son, and her son was called Wushang.”
[A lot of unpacking to do here. Antithesis is when two terms, phrases, or clauses opposite each other are combined. Like peace and war, strong and weak, life and death, etc. Bu in Chinese means no, not, or has a negative meaning. Buyi means ‘Not Suspicious.’ Interestingly, Wushang starts with Wu but still means Not Injured.]


    After speaking those words, he couldn’t help but defend his goddess. “An ordinary girl raised with many delicacies and pets might be irritable, but Junhua has a hard mouth and soft heart. When she was young, she thought my family was poor and couldn’t eat enough, so she would occasionally sneak some corn to me with a small skirt jacket. She didn’t forget to leave any good food or drink for me. Now, people only remember her habit of speaking recklessly. Who else knows that she isn’t bad at all…”


    Shaoshang had nothing to say. Old Cui’s true love had a filter that was eight hundred meters thick.


    There were always reasons to be annoying. Saying that she ‘spoke recklessly’ was to avoid the important and the trivial. In fact, Huo Junhua loved to tell lies when she was young, and she often lied when things didn’t go well. General Huo Chong didn’t know how much he compensated people for this.


    Especially later on, when she fought with Consort Yue, Huo Junhua not only told one hundred but also eighty lies. At one point, she said that Yue Heng from the neighboring county was beautiful but malicious and liked to bully servants. At another point, she said she was charming and had many guests she liked to entertain. When everyone actually saw Yue Heng, they realized this wasn’t the case, and Huo Junhua had no more lies to tell.


    The most dangerous incident was when Huo Junhua tricked Consort Yue into going to a place rumored to be haunted by thieves and bandits. Shaoshang secretly speculated that Huo Junhua might not have really wanted the tragic death of Consort Yue, but rather, it was an idiotic and capricious prank.


    The Huo and Yue families would have immediately become blood enemies if it hadn’t been for Huo Chong’s vigilance and timely rescue.


    People were very complex. For Cui You, Huo Junhua was like a fairy with a knife for a mouth and heart full of tofu. For Consort Yue, she wanted to kill her with a thousand knives. After this, the Emperor also refused to give false colors to his Little Sister Huo, who had always looked up to him since childhood. In the end, Huo Junhua lost her heart to the Emperor and turned her attention to the handsome young man with the last name Ling, who had just moved into the county.


    Shaoshang quickly picked out some important things she had seen and heard in the Ling mansion that morning and told Cui You.


    “That old thief Ling is a murderer!” Cui You cursed loudly. “He used to coax Junhua with his gentle and kind intentions. If he used his true skills to lift our shoes, he wouldn’t be worthy! He shrunk faster than anyone else when he charged into battle, and now he’s trembling. Shaoshang, I’ll say this. Not only Princess Yuchang but also the three brothers of the Ling family. They wish they could have all married into famous, noble, or influential families in the city. But people are hard to deceive. Let’s pull out all the old brothers and ask if it weren’t for Brother Huo Chong, who would look up to him if we supported him for a long time? But, ah…”


    He suddenly turned his face to Shaoshang and smiled, his sharp-mouthed face beaming like a dried eggplant and causing Shaoshang to shiver.


    “Don’t ignore that thief Ling’s words. You still need to dissuade Zisheng from going all out.” Cui You beamed at her.


    Shaoshang was unwilling to give up. “You just called Marquis Chengyang a murderer!”


    “It’s not the same as when we were hanging by a thread long ago. His Majesty’s prestige is higher now, and there are many great people from all over to join us. Are you afraid that no one will be available in the court? If something happens to Zisheng, Junhua won’t be able to live anymore! This matter will be entrusted to you. When you marry, your parents will give you more of a dowry, and I will do the same for you! Be obedient!”


    “No need! Her Majesty and Uncle Wan have said I have a huge dowry!” Shaoshang was full of fighting spirit.


    “Silly girl! It’s still not enough! You should know wealth is not enough when it comes to use! This is an ancestral tradition passed down from generations of my uncle’s family, and it couldn’t be more true!” Cui You patted his thigh as he scolded. “You don’t have much of a dowry. What if you can’t lift your head when you see your future sister-in-law in the future?!”


    Shaoshang slowly turned and spoke, “Why can’t I lift my head when I see Princess Yuchang?”


    Cui You was the type of person who didn’t sugarcoat his words. “She is proficient in music, chess, calligraphy, painting, and needlework. She is known for her virtuous and kind demeanor in the city. As for you, according to Auntie, your seams when you sew your clothes are still crooked to this day!”


    Shaoshang was trembling all over as she shot up from the floor with all her strength. “Marquis Cui… Uncle Cui, for the sake of your age and virtue, I won’t argue with you anymore. But our fate ends here, so let’s say goodbye. The sky is far away, and there’s no need to send each other off!” After speaking, she arched her hands and was about to leave in a fit of anger.


    Cui You suddenly realized he had offended the young girl and quickly stood up to stop her.


    ……


    To prevent Huo Junhua from waking up and having another fit when she saw Ling Buyi, after playing around for a bit after lunch, Shaoshang and Ling Buyi were ready to head back to the city. The Cui father and sons planned to stay at the Apricot Flower Courtyard for another two days.


    Looking back at the courtyard entrance, they could see that Er Cui had just told his father and brother some jokes. Marquis Cui grabbed his son and threw him into the air, catching his second son with his oldest in a cheeky manner.


    Ling Buyi’s eyes were filled with happiness, and he casually said, “When I was young, my father also liked to throw and catch me like that.”


    Shaoshang also looked back at the Cui family and sighed. “Uncle Cui really has a deep love. You said that he grew up with your mother. When did he know he liked her?”


    Ling Buyi smiled and shook his head. “When the time comes, you naturally will know.”


    Shaoshang tilted her head in thought. “My third brother asked Young Marquis Ban how he knew he liked a woman. Young Marquis Ban said that his great-grandfather told him when he met his beloved, it felt as if lightning struck and thunder boomed – did you feel the lightning and thunder when you saw me?”


    Ling Buyi thought for a moment and said seriously, “That night at the Lantern Festival, I didn’t feel any lightning or thunder. I felt like you were standing there, surrounded by the warmth of spring and blooming flowers.”


    Shaoshang felt sweet in her heart. Her smiling eyes curved.


    “What exactly did you say to Uncle Cui?” Ling Buyi asked. “I saw you stop him from saying good things and he even cut the fattest slice of roast meat for you during lunch.”


    Shaoshang stiffened. She waved her small hand, pretending to be unbothered. “It’s not a big deal. It’s just that Uncle Cui has seen me becoming more virtuous lately, and it’s filled his heart with joy, so he has greatly rewarded me!”


    The Empress was the only one in this world who appreciated her! Those repulsive men from feudal society had limited knowledge and outdated aesthetic abilities!


    ……


    After several days, Father Cheng finally followed General Han’s troops back to the Capital.


    The most frustrating aspect of this Shouchun rebellion was their army, which only managed to catch around ten defeated soldiers from beginning to end. This was because Daddy Daycare Cui was afraid that the children in his care would have an accident and had no intention of launching a strong attack.


    First, Ling Buyi’s violent attack scared Peng Nian’s rebel camp, and then Daddy Daycare Cui offered a set lesson of ‘persuade to surrender and then alienate’ combo punch. Finally, Peng was bundled like dumplings by his confidants and thrown out of the city to surrender.


    The Emperor was delighted. Although Father Cheng and General Han returned without any merit, there was also hard work without merit. They were still rewarded with a lot of money and silk while their official ranks remained the same.


    The main event happened at home.


    Father Cheng went straight to the Wan household without even removing his armor. Like a child who had been wronged for many days, Comrade Wan met him. Holding his sworn brother, he cried bitterly as he repeated, “I thought I would never see you again. It’s really better to live than to die.”


    Madam Xiao crossed her arms as she coldly watched. Madam Wan was so embarrassed that she was at a loss for what to do. Apart from the oldest, Cheng Yong, who had yet to return from the Imperial Academy, the younger generation happily watched from the side. If it weren’t for Father Cheng’s deep affection for Madam Xiao and Uncle Wan’s love for visiting women, Shaoshang would have thought their relationship was something else entirely.


    Cheng Yang had also grown much taller, and her temperament became much calmer and gentler. Since Wan Songbai was impeached, she often went to the Wan family to care for Old Madam Wan, who was not in good health. In contrast, Wan Qiqi became more nervous, and her daily routine became greeting Cheng Yang, Madam Xiao, and Madam Wan.


    Madam Xiao had already arranged a marriage for Cheng Yang and had to wait a few months for Second Uncle Cheng to return from Bailu Mountain to make a final decision. This marriage had been chosen very well, and Madam Xiao put in a lot of effort for it. If it weren’t for Ling Buyi as the comparison, the marriage could even be considered a high climb for Cheng Yang. However, with Ling Buyi’s shining presence, all the sons-in-law in the city were not good enough.


    Madam Wan was quite open-minded. After all, her twelve sons-in-law didn’t even have Ling Buyi’s reputation. Her current wish was just for her daughter Qiqi to be happy.


    After crying over a meal, Wan Songbai wiped away the runny nose and tears hanging from his beard. He drove everyone out, leaving only his sworn brother in the room to speak. Madam Xiao couldn’t bear it anymore and walked out with a swing of her long sleeves. Madam Wan followed with a wry smile.


    Wan Songbai waited for everyone to leave before he spoke. “This time, I was so close to death and faced several dangers. Speaking of which, I relied on you to escape! Today, I want to talk to you about the marriage between Qiqi and Zifu and the continuation of my family’s lineage.”


    Cheng Shi sighed, his heart clear. “I’ve thought about this before. Our two families are close, and now it seems you won’t be able to give birth to a son…”


    “Who can’t give birth to a son? It was your bad idea. You asked me to rebuild the ancestral tomb and damaged the feng shui…”


    “Even if you didn’t fix your ancestors’ graves and harmed the feng shui, you still have a daughter every two years, and a son is nowhere to be seen!”


    “Having a daughter is better than not having one! After Qiqi was born, there hasn’t been another child for over a decade. Now everyone is gossiping outside, saying it’s because of my body’s health!”


    “Nonsense! Who dares to say that? Let’s tear off their skin!”


    “Even if you roast them alive, you can’t stop them from knowing in their hearts!”


    “What should we do?” Cheng Shi sat down, helpless.


    “What else can we do?” Wan Songbai leaned against his pillow. “I don’t want to worry about it anymore. I’ll rely on my grandson.”


    “I thought about this a long time ago,” Cheng Shi said, his eyes lighting up. “A few years ago, I told Yuan Yi, ‘My sworn brother might not have any heirs.’ Don’t interrupt me. Let me finish speaking! Zifu is my eldest son. You watched him grow up, so having a relationship with Qiqi is good. In the future, when they get married, you can adopt their son, or Zifu can be adopted into your family…”


    Wan Songbai was moved and caressed his brother’s shoulder with a sigh. “You and I are not flesh and blood, yet we’re more than that. That’s why we can say such heartfelt words. I’ve thought about it. First of all, I’m afraid both of you will be sad. Second, I also feel guilty! Zifu is such a cheerful and happy child. Although I treat him as my biological son, it isn’t pleasant to say it out loud. In the future, if he is mocked outside, it will not be cutting my own flesh! After careful consideration, Madam and I have agreed that instead of adopting a grandson in the future, it would be better to adopt Zifu as our heir directly!”


    Cheng Shi didn’t react at first. “Adopting Zifu? Our two families don’t have any blood relations at all!” Adoption generally happened within the clan.


    “Who says so?” Wan Songbai sat up happily. “You see, Cen Anzhi, in front of His Majesty, adopted his friend’s nephew as his heir…”


    “First, Cen Anzhi is a eunuch, so what’s the comparison between you and him?” Cheng Shi said helplessly. “Second, Cen Anzhi’s family members have all been separated in the war, and the rest stripped of their ranks. Third… I can’t think of a third for now. Anyway, it isn’t appropriate. Others will criticize you behind your back!”


    “Let them talk!” Wan Songbai snorted coldly. “Those people from my family have already become like water and fire with me. Adopting? Hmph, I dare to adopt. Do they dare to send a child? Besides, I have said that Zifu is not completely uncertain. Over the years, I have taken control of many senior members of my clan. When the time comes, I will suppress them individually, win them over, and then find some respected elders to talk to. This will definitely succeed!”


    He patted his thigh. “I have sent someone back to my hometown to lobby secretly. Anyway, they make me feel comfortable. I will cancel the previous grudges with them and give them more sweetness in the future!”


    Cheng Shi thought about it carefully. It… it didn’t… it wasn’t impossible.


    “Wait a moment! If Zifu becomes your son, then he and Qiqi will be siblings! This…” Father Cheng became anxious.


    “What are you shouting about?” Wan Songbai said casually. “Why don’t you just adopt Qiqi as well? I have already chosen my brother and sister-in-law’s family. Qiqi’s uncle and aunt don’t have a daughter, and they already love Qiqi so much. They are eager for this.”


    Cheng Shi felt dizzy as he tried to process all of this. “Does your wife agree? Qiqi is her flesh and blood!”


    “You must be tired and stupid!” Wan Songbai mocked. “Do you think I would have considered adopting Qiqi into her brother’s house if she hadn’t agreed? Since I’ve discussed this, she’s been so happy she can hardly sleep!”


    He paused and then sighed again. “Even the wise couple has a generous heart. You and your wife have a clear and kind heart. I am not willing for a girl like Qiqi to be a new wife. She’s reckless, impulsive, spoiled, and without any appearance of being a new bride!”


    “Don’t underestimate yourself, Brother. Niao Niao isn’t much better. She keeps talking back to me, and what she says angers people…” Cheng Shi said.


    Wan Songbai waved his hand to stop him from speaking. “It’s different,” he said. “Niao Niao is someone with a plan in her heart. Where is the palace? What is she talking about? Do you think it’s a paradise? Even with the care of the Empress and Ling Buyi, if she didn’t have a sense of propriety, she wouldn’t be able to stand on her own! Qiqi is different. She really is careless and doesn’t care about anything. With this, we can ‘marry’ her into our home. My wife can’t help but pull her heart and liver out to give you two a gift of thanks!”


    “Slow down,” Cheng Shi said, feeling confused. “Let me discuss this with Yuan Yi…”


    “You! You don’t have a manly spirit!” Wan Songbai hated that iron could not become steel. “The head of the family has agreed to this kind of thing. What does the wife have to do?”


    After cursing, he quickly laughed again. “Hey, why don’t you tell Madam Xiao that although I’m not as good as you when it comes to military formations, I have a hand in accumulating family wealth. If she agrees, all of my wealth will belong to Zifu. From now on, no matter what happens outside, Zifu will still call you Father and Mother when he returns home! I won’t care about it! Haha!”


    Cheng Shi looked at his sworn brother’s cheerful face and was moved in his heart. “I know you have good and sincere intentions,” he whispered, “but you must think carefully. There’s no turning back once this goes through. If you really adopt Zifu, what should you do if you have a son in the future? Also, if Qiqi cannot give birth to a son, what then? If Zifu takes in a concubine and has a son, the child will have no blood relations with the entire family!”


    Wan Songbai stopped laughing. He looked at Cheng Shi with a glint in his eyes. “I am not as lucky as you. I have had a weak blood relationship since I was young. I had to witness my uncles force my mother to gouge out her eye and cut off her ear to clear their mind. It was bloody! When I was young, they even plotted against me. Over the years, they wished that us mother and son had died outside so they could seize the family business! I won’t touch the sacrificial fields and ancestral property, but they cannot covet the property I have created!


    “When we were besieged by bandits in that dense forest, although I was injured and confused, I still remember Zifu tying me to his back. My body was heavy and fat, and he couldn’t stand up straight, but he refused to let me go for his own life. I thought at the time, even my own son, in a time of great danger, would be nothing more than that!”


    “Don’t tell Madam Xiao that. She taught the children very well, was brave and strategic, and had a sincere heart. It’s my blessing to have a filial child like Zifu as my son. She wants to take away a good son from you. Foolish brother!”


    Cheng Shi’s eyes were filled with tears as he tightly grasped his sworn brother’s hands. “What did you say? Without your support, I would have been submerged in the chaos of war with just our few hands! That year, the Pan Shan bandit Chen was going to fight with me, and the enemy outnumbered me. I saw that the whole army would be destroyed. It was you who lent me all of his belongings to resist the enemy. What a great kindness…”


    “What nonsense! That was eight lifetimes ago. You have to chatter back and forth to make it seem like you have a good memory. That’s why Madam Xiao is always bullying you…”


    The two sworn brothers looked at each other with heartfelt smiles. Wan Songbai was planning to persuade his younger brother to say more words about being a wife when they heard a commotion outside, followed by Cheng Yong’s hurried and panicked voice.


    “Mother! Something bad has happened! That Rebel Peng Zhen suddenly turned his head in prison, saying that he’s long been colluding with King Qian’an and wanted to conspire! The two thousand pounds of refined copper from Tongniu County was the gift he sent to King Qian’an!”


    After a moment of silence, a lazy young man’s voice rang out, “What does this have to do with us? Brother, please sit down first and drink some water.”


    “Stop talking, Shaogong! Yong’er, continue. Is it related to the Wang family?” Madam Xiao said.


    “Mother’s prediction isn’t far off!” Cheng Yong seemed to take a breath. “The rebel also said that if it weren’t for the line drawn by General Wang Chun many years ago, he wouldn’t even know the Qian’an faction. After he rebelled, it was Wang Chun who sent him a letter to connect with the Qian’an prince’s mansion…”


    “Words have no basis! Is what Peng Zhen said true? It is nothing! The traitor is on the brink of death, and he wants to pull a few more people in to support him. It isn’t strange!” This was Cheng Song’s voice.


    “Second Brother, don’t interrupt. Eldest Brother is in such a hurry. It’s not just Peng Zhen’s empty mouth and white teeth climbing and biting recklessly!” Cheng Shaogong said.


    “That’s right! Peng really kept a secret. He originally wanted Wang Chun to plead with His Majesty on his behalf, but seeing that Wang Chun didn’t pay any attention to him, he took out all the hidden letters from Wang Chun!”


    “…Brother, it’s better for you to speak in one breath.” Shaoshang’s indifferent and cold voice was calm and slow. “I’m afraid it’s not just about getting involved with the Wang family. Did he get involved with the Eastern Palace?”


    Cheng Yong sighed deeply, “Among them, a few letters wrote – ‘it would be best if Your Majesty could personally lead the expedition, then take control from within. As long as Your Majesty has a mountain burial, the Crown Prince will be able to ascend to the throne, and then we will have the support of both the Wang and Peng families.’”


    …


    Next Chapter: Sitting Properly on the Dragon Chair
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    Chapter One Hundred and Twenty-Four:
Sitting Properly on the Dragon Chair


    When the matter became urgent, Shaoshang immediately looked to Madam Xiao for advice. Upon approval, she returned home to pack her bags and then took Liang Fang and Sang Guo into the palace. Before leaving Wan’s mansion, Madam Xiao solemnly instructed, “Serve the Empress well. Don’t talk much about anything else.”


    “What kind of person am I?” Shaoshang said, understanding her mother’s meaning. “If I want to talk, someone has to listen!”


    Madam Xiao knew very well that she couldn’t control her daughter and could only sigh. “The palace is dangerous, and the matter of the heir is ten times more dangerous. You must take good care of yourself and not cause trouble!”


    Shaoshang knew her mother was being reasonable and honestly agreed.


    Using the entry token given to her by the Empress, she went to the entrance of the West Gate and then walked straight to Changqiu Palace. She was still a reasonable distance away from the palace gate when Shaoshang heard the dissuasion of a palace made and a sharp cry. Shaoshang approached and saw that it was Wang Ling.


    The palace maids who saw Shaoshang began to cry out happily.


    “Madam Cheng is here! Hurry up and go in, Her Majesty is sick again!”


    “Sister Shaoshang, you’re here. The Empress has been coughing since she laid down last night. It’s scared us so much!”


    “Old Lady Zhai said that if you didn’t come soon, she would send someone to your mansion to find you!”


    …


    Before Shaoshang could react, Wang Ling, who was crying and disheveled, rushed over. Her face was full of tears, confusion, and unease, and she didn’t dare to stand. She knelt beside Shaoshang’s legs and cried. “Madam Cheng, please save my father! He and a few brothers have been captured and sent to the Northern Army Prison!”


    Shaoshang was taken aback. Since this wasn’t a criminal offense, they wouldn’t be kept in Tingwei Prison.


    “Madam Wang!” a palace maid barked. “We have said it many times. Her Majesty said she won’t see you, and you insist on going in to resist the order! Her Majesty is sick now, and you making a scene will not help her recover!”


    “Hurry up and leave, Madam Wang!” Another palace maid shouted out. “If you don’t leave, we will invite the guards to drag you away!”


    “Lowly maids!” Wang Ling said angrily. “You used to grovel at me one by one, but now you see that my family is in trouble and step all over me! What a group of snobby people, taking advantage of the situation!”


    Shaoshang put her hands on her hips. “They are palace maids. How can they be arrogant if they bend down and grovel at nobles? Also, the Empress is the head of the harem. Who else do the people of Changqiu Palace need to be snobbish? Even the Crown Prince and Princess are polite here. You, as a foreign minister’s daughter, are very domineering!”


    She already had some prestige among the palace and eunuchs. At this moment, the palace maids around her were moved and immediately agreed with every word. The eunuchs surrounding her even cheered gently.


    Wang Ling trembled with anger and stood up. “Good for you, Cheng Shaoshang!” she shouted. “I have long seen that you are cunning and malicious. Now that my family is in trouble, you have finally fulfilled your wish to stand on the shore and watch the good show!”


    “That’s funny. Whether your family is facing difficulties or not is none of my business! If you’re smart, you will hurry up and leave. Don’t disturb the Empress’s rest!”


    “I’m not leaving! I want to see the Empress! She can’t ignore us. How can she just watch my family fall apart?”


    “Aiyo, you’re picking the soft one. Her Majesty is the master of the harem, and the Emperor is the master of the world. His Majesty made the call to arrest your father and brothers. If you had the guts to beg His Majesty, what’s the point of bothering the Empress?”


    Wang Ling couldn’t argue and just shouted towards the palace gate. “Her Majesty! Aunt! Help me! Please remember that my mother and you are closely related…”


    “What kind of close relative?” Shaoshang interrupted. “The Empress and Wenxiu Jun are from both sides. Neither have the same surname, so don’t call them so affectionately! Since your father and brother are so anxious, why doesn’t your mother come to beg the Empress herself?”


    As Wang Ling was about to answer, the gate of Changqiu Palace opened suddenly. Eldest Princess and the Second Prince’s wife walked out one by one, surrounded by a group of palace maids. Shaoshang quickly removed her hands from her hips and bowed down with restraint.


    The Second Prince’s wife slowly approached and smiled. “What are you arguing about outside? We could hear it inside.”


    “What else could it be?” the Eldest Princess said, pursing her lips. “A’Yan is a filial daughter who insists on disturbing our mother. Shaoshang won’t let her.”


    Shaoshang smiled. “My dear Eldest Princess is so insightful. It’s like you can predict everything as well as the gods!”


    The Eldest Princess covered her mouth and laughed lightly. “You naughty girl. A few days ago, the Emperor complained to Mother and said not to let you take leave every other day. Without you chattering around, the palace is empty.”


    Shaoshang gave a fake sigh. “As my father has said, it’s customary for parents to scold their children, which can warm them and vent their anger. Unfortunately, your highnesses are so filial and sensible, intelligent and rational. His Majesty has so many children that no one can teach him a few words. Isn’t it that he can only scold me to make up for it?”


    The Eldest Princess smiled widely, pointing at Shaoshang while she said to the Second Prince’s wife, “Look at her. No wonder both the Emperor and Empress like her. If it weren’t for Eleventh Lang’s early start, I would have to talk to several of my royal brothers about her!”


    The Second Prince’s wife chuckled and glanced at Wang Ling as she spoke to Shaoshang. “Have you heard about the news? We all know your filial piety towards the Empress. I’ll trouble you to care for her in the next few days.”


    Shaoshang thought that she and Director Xiao were similar in meaning, but she respectfully agreed.


    “Your Highnesses, I…”


    Wang Ling knelt again and was about to plead for mercy when the Eldest Princess said with no hesitation, “Stop talking nonsense. Your father, Wang Chun, is just a mediocre talent. He has caused so much trouble in recent years. Father would have dismissed him long ago if it weren’t for Eleventh Lang’s repeated efforts to help him! Now that such a big event has happened and implicated the Eastern Palace, how shameless of you to plead for mercy? Shameless!”


    “Your Highness,” the Second Prince’s wife said softly, gesturing with her gaze to not show off, while Shaoshang watched coldly from the side.


    “I am not as good-tempered as my Imperial Mother,” the Eldest Princess said coldly as she slowly vented her anger. “Be smart and leave, or I will have the Changqiu guards come over and cane you to death on charges of disturbing the palace. See who will speak for you!”


    Wang Ling shrank back and wept.


    Shaoshang quickly stepped forward. “I know Your Highness is extremely filial, but such a small matter shouldn’t tarnish your reputation as a benevolent and wise person. Why use a butcher’s knife to kill a chicken? I’ll scold Young Mistress Wang away!”


    The Second Prince’s wife smiled at Shaoshang, and the Eldest Princess nodded and said, “Okay, this will be up to you… let’s go.” The last words were spoken to the Second Prince’s wife.


    The two of them walked away hand-in-hand affectionately. Shaoshang looked at their backs and the large group of palace maids and eunuchs, muttering, “I’ve heard that she had already made friends with Eldest Princess. I didn’t expect them to be so close now.”


    Wang Ling, who was kneeling, heard her and whispered, “You don’t know, they already arranged a marriage between their children a couple of months ago.”


    Shaoshang looked at her and suddenly raised her voice and announced to the area around them, “Alright, why are you all crowded here? Do what you need to do! You don’t have to guard the gate anymore. Go away! And what are you four looking at? Isn’t the story I usually tell you about today’s incident exciting? Just see if I share my snacks with you in the future! Why are you guys standing so high and mighty? Your mouth is as big as a pot lid. There’s no need for help from the cook…”


    After being shouted at, the palace maids and eunuchs around her all lowered their heads and left with a smile.


    Shaoshang put away her smile. She grabbed Wang Ling’s arm, dragging her out while she whispered, “You saw it too. If you don’t want to be killed, hurry up and leave. This matter is big and involves more than we think. It’s not up to you or me to keep a secret…”


    Wang Ling stumbled under her feet as she cried. “No! My father has really been wronged! Those letters were definitely not written by my father!”


    Shaoshang paused. “What? Don’t talk nonsense to get out of it!”


    “It’s real! It’s really real!” Wang Ling grabbed Shaoshang’s arm with her hand and pleaded through her tears. “How can I not know what my father is like? The Eldest Princess said something correct just now. My father is just a mediocre person and is also greedy for life and afraid of death. As long as there is wine and a beautiful woman, he won’t conspire against anyone! He can’t borrow this courage!”


    Shaoshang wanted to ask more questions, but it was inconvenient to speak here. She threatened in a low voice, “Then make a heavy oath that I can believe you! You swear, if your father really has the intention to rebel, you will marry eighteen times in a row, be taken home by someone, and then wander and die of hunger and cold!”


    Knowing Wang Ling’s usual temperament, Shaoshang was sure she was about to curse back. At this moment, she gritted her teeth and made a poisonous oath, startling Shaoshang.


    Shaoshang’s mind spun rapidly. She immediately raised her voice and said, “It’s good you finally understand. Since you’ve figured it out, quickly leave!”


    Not far away, the palace servants all lowered their heads and thought to themselves that this lively and humorous Madam Cheng had talent.


    Wang Ling no longer struggled and knelt respectfully, pleading in a low voice, “I don’t know where Eleventh Lang was sent to by His Majesty. Please leave a message for my father and brother when you see him. This is unjust. Before he was taken, my father instructed me, ‘This matter is for the Eastern Palace.’ Even if Eleventh Lang doesn’t look at the Wang family, it depends on the affection of His Highness the Crown Prince. Please lend a helping hand.”


    Shaoshang didn’t answer, just nodded. She then asked Lian Fang and Sang Guo to help Wang Ling up and take her out of the palace.


    Arriving at the Empress’s inner bedroom, Old Lady Zhai was extremely anxious. Her wrinkles and white hair had bowled out several times. Shaoshang quickly made an excuse for her to go to the kitchen to see to the soup and medicine, then sat down beside the Empress.


    After being in the palace for half a year, Shaoshang knew she was the opposite of the Empress. She might seem weak and pitiful, but she was actually very resistant. It wasn’t a problem for her to flip over the Fifth Prince with her bare hands (why did she use the Fifth Prince as a unit of measurement?).


    The Empress, on the other hand, had a typical shell peanut physique. Although she looked strong and sturdy, she was actually vulnerable to a single blow. Whether it’s a cold, cough, or heatstroke, the Empress always recovered slower than others.


    Since the beginning of winter, the Empress has had a relapse of a cough and has been bedridden for days. Hearing Peng Nian’s announcement, she immediately became overwhelmed. At this moment, seeing her face turn yellow and sickly, Shaoshang sighed inwardly. She gently kneaded her soft and weak muscles, occasionally using an oxhorn comb to slowly scrape the swelling on her hands and feet.


    A small red mud stove was outside, with a bright red charcoal burning a jug of clean water. The steam from the boiling water gurgled and was sent out into the room through a specially designed long-mouthed tube by Shaoshang, ensuring that the indoor air wasn’t too dry.


    She didn’t know how long it took, but the Empress slowly woke up and saw the beautiful girl focusing on caring for her. Her heart couldn’t help but melt.


    Shaoshang quickly asked the maidservants to help the Empress once she saw she was awake. They wiped her sweat, combed her hair, and brought water and congee. They then announced they would slowly get up.


    “Why don’t you invite His Majesty to come and see you?” Shaoshang asked.


    The Empress smiled weakly. “His Majesty hasn’t come for two or three days, and I expect his mood isn’t good… Don’t frown. Even if the Crown Prince can choose for this matter, there is still Wang Chun. Anyway, these bad things are all coming from my side.”


    “Let’s not talk about this anymore,” Shaoshang was restless and waved her hands like a fly. “Let the people who should be worried about these things worry. We have to pick ourselves up. Besides the Crown Prince, you have other children to worry about!”


    The Empress looked touched. “Did you see the Eldest Princess and Second’s wife when you came?”


    Shaoshang regretted her words for a moment. Why did she bring up that topic?


    “I originally hoped they would be united, especially Eldest Princess. His Majesty has always favored the couple, and her husband is very eloquent in front of the Emperor. Unexpectedly… hehe, they started fighting inside before the foreign enemies could come in.”


    The Empress’s face showed a mixture of sarcasm and sadness. “They came together and didn’t mention the Crown Prince in front of me. They kept urging me to recuperate well and not interfere in court affairs. Especially now that His Majesty is in a rage, please don’t touch the dragon’s scales. You think I cannot hear the meaning of their words?” 


    “Your Majesty…” Shaoshang held the Empress’s emaciated hands –who would tell you about brotherhood when it came to snatching up a house? With half a demolished house and two parking spaces, ordinary people couldn’t think of anything, let alone the beautiful scenery.
[Half a demolished house and two parking spaces represent familial conflicts over inheritance.]


    The Empress patted Shaoshang’s hand. “Yes, yes. It isn’t enough to give birth to and support them, nor enough to give them glory, wealth, and status. As long as we don’t give them the highest position, it’s not enough.”


    Shaoshang had no idea how to handle such topics, so she said, “Let’s not talk about this. Let’s look at your body. You are just emotionally troubled, which is why it is difficult to recover from your lingering illness. As I said, children and grandchildren have their own blessings, so don’t be a burden to them. Your Majesty, taking care of yourself first is the most important thing.”


    The Empress watched as the girl continued changing topics and burst out laughing. “On the contrary, it’s this! You are not as open as I thought. Do you know how long my father lived? My grandfather lived a few more years. Our family has never had a long lifespan. My late grandfather passed away a little earlier, just after passing away, and my late grandmother was more than ten years older than him. Thanks to His Majesty’s blessing, my younger brother and I have been doing well until now, and I don’t know…”


    “Oh! How can you say that, Empress?!” Shaoshang shouted and stood up, unwilling to let the Empress continue. “Please allow me to go home and never enter the palace again!”


    The Empress laughed heartily and coaxed her repeatedly. Shaoshang sat back down. She looked at the Empress and felt a little weakened, so she pressed her down again.


    Before leaving the inner bedroom, the Empress suddenly opened her eyes and asked, “Has His Majesty sent Zisheng out again?”


    “Yes. Since Peng’s rebellion was a surrender, we cannot punish the remaining troops by beheading them, but we cannot let them continue to gather. Therefore, His Majesty sent Master Ling to disperse the troops.”


    “What about their belongings?” the Empress smiled. “It’s about offering them wealth and prosperity in exchange for their disarmament.”


    “That’s right,” Shaoshang said lightly. “So, you don’t have to worry. Master Ling will return as soon as he hears the news, and he must have a solution then.”


    The Empress closed her eyes again and said softly, “His Majesty is the first to be unhappy about this matter, and I’m afraid Zisheng is the second. Shaoshang, please don’t trouble Zisheng. He has a clear idea.”


    For some unknown reason, Shaoshang could sense a hint of ominousness in the Empress’s tone. She could only shake her head and put it aside for now.


    That afternoon, the Crown Prince arrived at Changqiu Palace with his head down. As the Empress fell asleep, he could only sit in the inner chamber for half a day without saying a word. He slowly left as dusk grew heavier.


    Shaoshang looked at the tired figure of the Crown Prince and suddenly felt a deep sense of powerlessness.


    Don’t talk about the past; talk about the present. Father Cheng, Madam Xiao, Old Madam Wan, Aunt Sang… and Ling Buyi, all the people she was familiar with, were all very capable, and she would never surrender. Although a bit stupid, even her pig-headed Uncle Cheng Zhi would look for his wife everywhere amid military chaos.


    The contrast was made by her Second Uncle, Cheng Cheng. Although Shaoshang sympathized with him, it couldn’t be denied that it was precisely because of his cowardice and incompetence that Madam Ge was able to succeed for ten years.


    Shaoshang herself was also the former’s value orientation, so seeing the Crown Prince so desolate made her both pitiful and somewhat contemptuous. Although the Empress was indifferent and upright, Changqiu Palace was also under her careful management and never had any problems.


    The Crown Prince was wronged with the case of Peng Nian biting Wang Chun. He was a mediocre person who wasn’t envied by others, and no one could enter the Eastern Palace without being exposed to bright swords and hidden arrows. It wasn’t a universal practice for the Crown Prince to be secretly resentful. What mattered was that there should be a way to solve any problems.


    The Crown Prince could not, however.


    So, Shaoshang fell deep into doubt – she and Ling Buyi were now in the Crown Prince’s ship, whether the ship was stable or not and whether it would capsize!


    The Empress felt a little better the next morning. She also ate half a bowl of vegetable congee for breakfast, then was told that Cen Anzhi was arriving. After conveying the Emperor’s care, Shaoshang was brought outside the palace and asked to meet with the Emperor.


    “Her Majesty’s condition is good,” Shaoshang said in a daze. “Can you deliver the message on her behalf? Why do you want me to go face the Holy Emperor?”


    Cen Anzhi’s eyes flickered. “If His Majesty wants to inquire about the condition of the Empress in detail, Madam Cheng can explain it in detail.”


    Shaoshang looked at Cen Anzhi’s smiling face, which turned into a chrysanthemum flower, and her thoughts flashed by. She squinted her eyes in displeasure. “Oh, I see.”


    She pulled Cen Anzhi over to the corner and gritted her teeth. “His Majesty’s had a temper these past few days, so you want me to go to him so he’ll scold me. Old Cen, I pulled out all my savings when you adopted an heir! Do you feel any pain in your heart when you’re hurting me so much? Tell your son to be careful on his way to school. If I see him, I must beat him up. This is called repaying a father’s debt!”


    Cen Anzhi listened to the girl’s scolding with ‘repaying a father’s debt’ but felt slightly relieved. He couldn’t help but feel secretly satisfied, thinking that he was now also someone with a son.


    “Madam Cheng, don’t be ignorant of good people’s hearts,” he said, lowering his voice. “Don’t you know why the Empress fell ill? Half of it is a mental illness! I finally persuaded His Majesty to summon the Empress, and the Empress went to His Majesty to get the situation. Isn’t it better than staying in Changqiu Palace? If she could say a good few words to His Majesty, His Majesty’s heart would soften, and he would come to Changqiu Palace to see her. Wouldn’t that make the Empress’s illness better?”


    Shaoshang felt that was quite reasonable and hesitated. “What if I speak carelessly, and His Majesty gets angry and scolds me even worse?”


    Cen Anzhi looked at her. “From the perspective of this servant, your careless speech has little to do with His Majesty scolding you.”


    Shaoshang was speechless.


    “Master Cen is so skilled in handling things,” she said, narrowing her eyes. “You back both sides. In the future, you will soar to fame and have many children and grandchildren. Don’t forget to take care of your younger sister.”


    “You flatter me,” Cen Anzhi smiled.


    This was a very likable young girl with a peculiar charm, as if you were the most ordinary person before her. It wasn’t about official rank; it wasn’t about whether one’s body was damaged or not. They just had a good relationship and treated each other well.


    So, Shaoshang reported to the Empress and followed Cen Anzhi to Shangshu Terrace. According to Cen Anzhi, there should only be a few preaching doctors accompanying the Emperor at this time. Unexpectedly, when they arrived at Shangshu Terrace, the guard stationed at the gate said, “There are many lords here, and I will see you directly now. However, His Majesty said that he will announce it when Madam Cheng comes.”


    Cen Anzhi seemed to understand. He gave Shaoshang a meaningful look and led her inside.


    The location for today’s meeting between the Emperor and his ministers was not in the main hall but in the side hall where the Emperor usually summoned his old brothers to drink and reminisce about the past. Shaoshang followed behind Cen Anzhi and heard a commotion inside the room before she could enter.


    A rough voice was speaking. “…Your Majesty had mercy on them back then. They didn’t want to be grateful and harbored resentment and secretly waited for an opportunity to retaliate! In my opinion, we should eradicate the root cause!”


    There was then a shout of approval, all of which were, ‘That’s right!’ and, ‘If kindness turns into enmity, it’s time to kill them all!’


    A refined voice sounded afterward. “Everyone, please be calm and have patience. The saying goes, ‘That was then, this is now.’ His Majesty spared the rest of Qian’an for his own purpose. But so many years have passed, I’m afraid there has been a change in people’s hearts…”


    Shaoshang thought this person was influential. Although he seemed to be helping the Emperor, he was actually putting pressure on him.


    She listened to the fierce debate inside and felt hesitant. To her surprise, Cen Anzhi seemed to have a clear mind and let the guard loudly announce before they stepped into the side hall. Shaoshang had to keep up with him with a bitter face.


    There were many people present. Shaoshang knelt, kowtowed, and then raised her arms while bowing her head, presenting a complete and proper set of etiquette. The Emperor looked up, and the corner of his mouth tugged lightly. Shaoshang then bowed to the ministers. “I, Madam Cheng, pay respect to all the masters.”


    The courtiers looked at the Emperor and raised their arms to show gratitude.


    In just the short moment of lifting her eyes, Shaoshang clearly saw the people inside the room.


    Marquis Yu and General Wu were present. The former had three or four civil officials sitting behind him, while four or five generals surrounded the latter. Big Marquis Yue and Middle Marquis Yue were also present, surrounded by high-ranking officials who weren’t wearing official robes.


    Surprisingly, the Third Prince was also present, sitting in a very independent position beside the Emperor.


    “How is the Empress’s health?” the Emperor asked.


    As soon as the words were asked, the courtiers in the hall gestured to each other – although today was an informal occasion, after all, national affairs were being discussed. In this situation, it was very inappropriate for the Emperor to suddenly summon the daughter of a foreign minister to inquire about the Empress’s condition.


    Shaoshang suddenly understood. What the Emperor wanted was this inappropriate thing.


    She calmed herself down and respectfully replied, “Replying to His Majesty, the Empress’s cough has gotten worse since the day before yesterday. She wasn’t coughing this morning, but she’s depressed and unable to recover. Her body is weak and cold, and she sleeps constantly, making it difficult for her to recuperate.”


    “Wang Chun is a relative of the Empress,” the Emperor said coldly. “If there is such a big matter as colluding with rebels, the Empress should be sick!”


    He’s talking as if the Empress is pretending to be sick. This old man was horrible! Shaoshang silently cursed him.


    “Father,” the Third Prince suddenly spoke up. “Wang Chun married Wenxiu Jun, so he is a relative of Mother, not her kin.”


    “Shut up!” The Emperor cursed angrily. He then turned back to Shaoshang. “I heard you argued with Wang Chun’s daughter yesterday. I see you are becoming more and more proud, and you are actually arguing outside Changqiu Palace!”


    There we go! Shaoshang was waiting for it. The Emperor was a stinky old man who refused to let her go!


    “Replying to Your Majesty,” she lowered her head respectfully. “I didn’t mean to be impolite. It was Young Mistress Wang that claimed the General of Chariots and Cavalry was wrongly accused. She said her father could have never colluded with the rebels! She also said…”


    The bold voice rose again. Behind General Wu was a burly general with a curly beard. “She is the daughter of Wang Chun, so it’s natural for her to say he was wrongly accused. Such words are not worth mentioning…”


    “His Majesty asked Madam Cheng to speak,” General Wu said in a deep voice. “What are you talking about? Step back!”


    The bearded general could only close his mouth in anger.


    The Emperor nodded at Shaoshang. “Keep talking.”


    “Madam Wang said that General Wang is mediocre, and as long as there are wine and beautiful women, he would be satisfied and wouldn’t rebel…” Shaoshang said. “General Wang wouldn’t have such ambition!”


    She lifted her head, speaking pitifully, “Your Majesty, I also feel General Wang Chun doesn’t have the courage to do this. Could you have made a mistake? The Empress is worried and fell ill… Look…”


    “Ignorant girl!” A courtier beside Marquis Yu angrily exclaimed. “What do you, a woman, know about the important matters of the court? How dare you speak up here? This is a serious crime!”


    At this moment, the eunuch outside of the hall suddenly announced loudly, “General Ling Buyi has arrived!”


    The Emperor’s eyebrows raised imperceptibly. “Enter.”


    Ling Buyi entered the room to salute. He stood up, sat at the back, and then said to the courtier who had just scolded Shaoshang, “Li gongcao is so imposing. Listening to my wife’s words might have insulted you. It seems that I dare not speak with you in the future.”
[Gongcao is a title for the assistant to the governor commandery or county. I couldn’t think of a good English equivalent, so I’m keeping the Chinese.]


    “The court is discussing politics today,” Li gongcao angrily said. “What is wrong with this little girl? She actually…”


    “Are your eyes and heart crooked?” Ling Buyi interrupted him. He gave the Emperor a disgruntled look.


    “Did she break into the palace to point fingers and interfere on her own? Did she intervene by herself? His Majesty clearly summoned her. His Majesty asked my wife a question, and she answered truthfully. Li gongcao, you should report to His Majesty. Either expel her from the palace or advise His Majesty not to ask her questions. Can you be considered a hero if you show your authority over a young woman more than ten years younger?” Ling Buyi’s eyebrows rose slightly, a hint of melancholy in his voice that Shaoshang had never seen before.


    Li gongcao didn’t speak anymore. An indignant look remained on his face.


    “Your Majesty, do you still wish for my wife to report? If not, why don’t you allow her to go back?” Ling Buyi respectfully offered.


    The Emperor coughed twice and casually stroked his long beard. “Madam Cheng, please continue.”


    Shaoshang had already cursed the emperor one hundred and eight times in her stomach, but her voice became even more fearful. “Replying to Your Majesty, I heard that the late Old Prince Qian’an had fifteen sons and twenty-one daughters under his knee, while Wenxiu Jun is only the eighth daughter. She wasn’t the youngest, oldest, or most favored. Therefore, Old Prince and the princes in the mansion don’t value General Wang Chun.”


    “Why are you so clear about these guys?” Marquis Yu suddenly said.


    Shaoshang felt a bit embarrassed. “Well… Wang Ling once criticized my father for being a rural farmer from the grasslands. I was furious, so I asked about General Wang’s past so once I saw her in the future, I would have something to say when we argued…”


    “You young girls hold grudges so tightly!” Marquis Yu chuckled.


    Everyone in the hall chuckled lightly, easing the tension.


    “The young girl’s words are true,” Big Marquis Yue said with a smile. “When Old Prince Qian’an was alive, Wang Chun had never been highly valued. He had nothing to do with troops, horses, provisions, construction, and taxation. He always held important discussions and never invited Wang Chun to attend.”


    “That’s also a blessing in disguise,” a nobleman behind him added. “Later on, Old Qian’an… when the old prince wanted to do something wrong, he didn’t have anything to do but never got involved.”


    “I heard that the current Prince Qian’an is the fourteenth son of the old prince,” Shaoshang quickly said. “Even he bullied General Wang back then.”


    “That’s right,” General Wu said. “The old prince’s concubine favored the current prince. He’s been arrogant and domineering since childhood and not very polite to us back then.”


    The bearded warrior approached cautiously. “General, he didn’t have a long-legged horse that year, so he wanted to take your beloved one. He was scared by your fist!”


    The courtiers in the hall all began to chatter about the old affairs of the Qian’an Prince, mainly because the old prince had high aspirations and sparse talents, and the sons were arrogant and violent. In short, they were not good things – among them, Wang Chun wasn’t well-known, except for his relatively good background, he really was mediocre.


    “Since that’s the case, why would General Wang Chun collude with Prince Qian’an?” Shaoshang quickly said. “Sirs, as you all know, General Wang Chun is comfortable under His Majesty’s control. His Majesty is not tolerant of him, and he also has official rank and power. Is he tired of living a good life? Let Prince Qian’an’s mansion regain its former glory and then be bullied by the youngest prince again?”


    “This isn’t right, Your Majesty,” a refined Confucian scholar slowly said. “Perhaps Wang Chung is just deceiving Prince Qian’an and will be eliminated when the power comes to him in the future. With those letters as evidence, I believe that Wang Chun’s collusion with Prince Qian’an is just bait, and the true intention is to rebel and kill the prince.”


    Shaoshang immediately recognized this man as the first person with a gentle voice but strong intentions. His last name seemed to be Han.


    She then pretended to be surprised. “But General Wang Chun hasn’t been able to write with his own hand for five or six years.”


    After a moment of silence from everyone in the hall, she said, “I once heard that General Wang was seriously injured in his hand five or six years ago. Since then, he has not written a single word, and every letter is written by a clerk on behalf of him. Your Majesty, you know this.”


    The courtiers hurriedly went to look at the Emperor, who slowly nodded. “Being injured is just an excuse. Wang Chun has drunk too much, and his hands tremble, so he cannot use a brush. Therefore, I just said there are many suspicious cases in this case, and we need a detailed interrogation.”


    Ling Buyi turned his head to signal Shaoshang. She understood that her scene today was over, but unfortunately, she couldn’t leave on her own without Royal Uncle’s permission, so she had to move to the side. She completely covered herself with Ling Buyi’s figure.


    Middle Marquis Yue frowned. “But the seals and secret notes in those letters align with Cavalry General’s mansion.”


    The Emperor thought for a moment. “Zisheng, what do you say?”


    “I have discussed this with Master Ji Zun before. This matter is full of oddities from beginning to end. Not because of Wang Chun or Prince Qian’an’s mansion, but because of Peng Nian!”


    “Why do you say that?” Marquis Yu asked curiously.


    “It’s because none of the things written in those letters can come true,” Ling Buyi said. “First, the letter said we want to invite His Majesty to lead a military expedition personally – His Majesty is not a belligerent ruler. He knows the importance of strategic planning. It’s been many years since he has led us on a military expedition. Shouchun is a small place. It’s foolish to want His Majesty to lead us there. It’s a joke.”


    The Emperor smiled and nodded. The courtiers began to whisper.


    “Second, the letter mentioned plotting to harm His Majesty during the war. This is even more ridiculous. His Majesty is surrounded by his trusted people, with a forest of feathers, a tiger’s head, guards, and three sides of defense. Not to mention that the army is now strong and formidable. Even during the most difficult time of the year, it’s difficult for anyone with His Majesty’s skills to get within three steps of him. I really don’t know who dares to plan to harm His Majesty so lightly. It’s simply a pipe dream!”


    The ministers in the hall laughed heartily, all of them agreeing.


    “Lastly,” Ling Buyi continued, “if everything is as stated in the letter, His Majesty will die during the campaign against Peng Nian, and the Crown Prince will ascend to the throne…”


    “How bold!” General Wu shouted.


    The Emperor waved his hand. “It’s alright. Continue, Zisheng.”


    Ling Buyi looked around the crowd. “If the rebels really succeed, the first thing the Crown Prince should do after taking the throne is avenge his father and punish Peng Nian. In this case, Peng Nian is even more likely to die. How can we talk about the Wang and Peng families sharing wealth and honor?!”


    Now, even the bearded warrior was mesmerized and muttered to himself, “This isn’t right…”


    “It is not right,” Ling Buyi said. “I have already asked Peng Nian, and he also feels that these words in the letter are difficult to make true. He still hid those letters.”


    “There are indeed many doubts about this case. It should be thoroughly investigated!” Marquis Yu said in a deep voice.


    At this point, no one was shouting about killing the Qian’an faction. The Emperor smiled satisfactorily and turned to look at the Third Prince. “Old Third, why aren’t you talking?”


    “Father asked me to be quiet,” the Third Prince said.


    The Emperor was speechless.


    “Okay, I will say a few words,” the Third Prince continued. “Today, my father was supposed to choose one of several scholars to give to me. To my surprise, everyone rushed into Shangshu Terrace in such a grand manner. I thought this was just a small case…”


    “This is a major case of rebellion,” the bearded general muttered, “how can we say it’s just a small matter…”


    “There are only two solutions to this matter,” the Third Prince ignored him and continued to speak independently. “Either Wang Chun was unjustly accused, and finding out who fabricated the letter would be enough. Or Wang Chun did collude with Peng Nian and Prince Qian’an – but Peng Nian was already a prisoner of lower ranks, and Prince Qian’an was a sparrow in his hand. What kind of tricks can a group of incompetent people come up with?! I really don’t understand. You all are stirring up trouble like this… has the sky collapsed? Has the enemy’s army hit the bottom of the city? It’s unbelievable.”


    A nobleman refused to give up and said, “But His Highness the Crown Prince desires…”


    “If we want to implicate the Crown Prince, we at least need a letter from His Highness the Crown Prince and a seal from the Eastern Palace,” Ling Buyi said. “Now everything is meaningless, and even Wang Chun’s guilt cannot be determined yet. There is no need to be so anxious about this.”


    An eerie atmosphere permeated the hall. Big Marquis Yue and Middle Marquis Yue looked at each other helplessly. Marquis Yu smiled and shook his head while General Wu leisurely drank the wine in front of him.


    Li gongcao’s face was gloomy as he said, “I dare to ask the Third Prince, what should we do if we find out that Prince Qian’an is involved in this matter?”


    “That’s right. Do you still want to let them go?” the bearded general straightened up.


    “If you plan to seize the throne and cause trouble, it’ll be dealt with according to the law. Can’t you still keep rebels to celebrate the Double Third Festival?” the Third Prince didn’t even raise his eyebrows.
[The Double Third Festival (also known as the Shangsi Festival) is celebrated on the third day of the third lunar month. People pray for good health, fortune, and prosperity.]


    Li gongcao and General Qiu Xuwu sat back, satisfied.


    Shaoshang understood that roughly three groups of people came to find Royal Uncle today.


    First, the faction represented by Li gongcao and Qiu Xuwu, who took the opportunity to eliminate the Qian’an faction, often had blood grudges against Prince Qian’an’s mansion and appeared to have the largest number of people, including literary and military and high-ranking officials.


    Second, Marquis Yu, General Wu, and the two other Marquis Yues were ambushed by subordinates – your family is subordinate to you, and you need to help them stand out as your younger brother. They all had some hidden thoughts.


    It was the refined Han, who appeared to have a high official rank that Shaoshang couldn’t understand. She didn’t know his purpose. 


    “Alright, since it’s not a big deal…” the Emperor looked around. “Old Third, go with Zisheng to investigate Wang Chun and inquire about inside information before reporting.”


    The Third Prince responded with a nonchalant nod. Ling Buyi bowed and agreed.


    Shaoshang looked at the Emperor with great interest and found that from her entry to the resolution of the matter and the appeasement of the courtiers, the old emperor had not even changed his slightly leaning posture on the armrest. His tone was always calm, his eyes always gentle, and his whole person was like a statue on a Buddhist niche. It was neither startled nor angry, suitable for leisurely and elusive.


    He actually didn’t say anything, nor did he argue with any of those present. He just let everyone argue on their own, and then everything was resolved – Shaoshang admired the Emperor a bit. The Dragon Chair was indeed not something that ordinary people could sit on. It would be great if the Crown Prince could learn a few pointers.


    After the Emperor gave orders to his son and adopted son, he turned his head and saw the girl eagerly looking at him. His mind moved, and he said, “If the Empress wants to send someone to go with them, you can also go.”


    Shaoshang looked up, dumbfounded. Was he… talking about her?


    …


    Thanks for reading! I am loving all this palace intrigue and it will keep getting better! 
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    Chapter One Hundred and Twenty-Five:
Who is the Idiot?


    Coming out of Shangshu Terrace, the Third Prince strode ahead with great strides, and Ling Buyi and Shaoshang followed more than ten steps behind him. As the Third Prince turned around the corner of the Palace Alley, Shaoshang quickly pulled Ling Buyi’s sleeve and asked lowly, “Does His Majesty value the Third Prince that much? He intends to entrust him with such an important task.”


    “Where did you hear that?” Ling Buyi asked, frowning.


    “Firstly, I just heard the Third Prince say that His Majesty was going to choose a lecturer for him,” Shaoshang said. “Isn’t that very important? Secondly, why did His Majesty let the Third Prince intervene in Wang Chun’s case? It’s not to be important… oh….” She became increasingly afraid as she thought about it, and then a shiver exploded on her forehead.


    Ling Buyi bent his fingers and narrowed his eyes. “First, do you know you love to have wild thoughts? You don’t know? That’s fine, now you know.


    “Second, since you know you love to think recklessly, please ask me if you have any questions in the future, and don’t go out and make a fool of yourself.”


    “If you have something to say, don’t take action… point it out,” Shaoshang muttered, covering her forehead.


    “His Majesty is looking for a scholar for the Third Prince to cultivate his temperament!” Ling Buyi couldn’t help but say.


    “Ah?” Shaoshang’s eyes lit up. “What did he do?”


    “Put away your smiling face first,” Ling Buyi said. “The Third Prince used to have a favored concubine. Her father and brother took advantage of the fact that she was pregnant to oppress the people and take from them. About ten days ago, Third Prince learned about it. In a fit of anger, he not only captured the father and brother of his beloved concubine to the court captain’s mansion, but also ordered Ji Zun to interrogate him severely. In the end, there were two deaths and three banishments, and the family property was gone. When the favored concubine learned what happened, she committed suicide that night.”


    “What about the child in her belly?” Shaoshang exclaimed in surprise.


    “What do you think?”


    Shaoshang trembled and didn’t dare to say anything else.


    “His Majesty feels that the Third Prince’s temperament is somewhat irritable and harsh,” Ling Buyi said. “He wants to find a Master of Scriptures for him.”


    Shaoshang remained silent for a long time. “It all depends on which side you stand on. If I were the favorite of the Third Prince, I naturally would live my life in fear because his temperament is so harsh. But if I am an ordinary fisherman, farmer, weaver, or woodcutter, I would pray to the heavens daily and ask the gods to give me such a parental official.”


    Ling Buyi paused for a moment. “You’re overthinking this. Third Prince is just trying to intimidate others and avoid causing trouble for himself.”


    “It’s still the people who benefit. Hey, do you have any prejudice against the Third Prince…?”


    Before Shaoshang could finish speaking, she heard hurried footsteps, and the Third Prince reappeared. He stood at the corner of the alley with an unpleasant expression and coldly said, “Are you finished? What can’t you say privately?”


    Shaoshang thought to herself, ‘Sure enough, he’s very irritable. Royal Uncle, I think just one scholar might not be enough. Adding at least six more would be better.’


    “His Third Highness might not believe it, but Shaoshang and I are currently saying good things about you,” Ling Buyi said, raising his eyebrows.


    …


    Because it was official business, Royal Uncle specially gifted a large and spacious imperial carriage. Of course, his original intention was for Shaoshang to ride in it while his sons rode their horses. Unexpectedly, the Third Prince wore a complete set of formal attire today, with three layers of curved and deep robes and a belt of jade leather and brocade shoes. It was unsuitable for horseback riding, and he had no intention of going back to change his clothes.


    So, the Third Prince, who was not careful enough and lacked a gentlemanly spirit, immediately got into the carriage, leaving Ling Buyi and Shaoshang looking at each other in awe. Even if the atmosphere was open, it was inappropriate for a young lady and a young prince who wasn’t her betrothed to be alone in a carriage.


    Ling Buyi naturally refused to let Shaoshang ride his horse in such cold weather. He sighed, handed over his sword and shoulder armor to the guards, and pulled Shaoshang into the carriage.


    Shaoshang once again affirmed that Ling Buyi and the Third Prince must have some conflict once she got into the carriage. The dimensions for the imperial carriage were much larger than usual. Even if three people sat side by side, there was still plenty of room. The two men were conscious of where they sat, one on the left and one on the right against the carriage walls. There was enough space in the middle for three more people to sit.


    She then discovered that Ling Buyi’s jealousy was automatic.


    His sourness was like a continuous stream of flowing river water when facing Lou Yao. Facing Yuan Shen, it was a seasonal stream of precipitation. Beside the Third Prince, it was a depleted underground water resource. Shaoshang touched her nose and sat in the middle.


    The three sat silently, without exchanging looks or speaking out loud. The carriage’s body shook gently, but the three people inside remained motionless. The air was filled with a strange sensation.


    They held this position for half an hour when the carriage abruptly stopped just as it was about to reach the Northern Army Prison. There was a noisy shout outside. Shaoshang recognized the person shouting the loudest and most imposingly to be the Second Prince?!


    The Second Prince shouted with a big grin, “Let Old Third come out! Ling Buyi is fine. Father has been sending him on missions, but what’s wrong with Old Third? Why can even the younger brother of the orphan participate in interrogating rebels? And yet, I can’t go! What’s the point? Old Third, come out here and tell me why Father uses you?!”


    The whispers of the guards trying to persuade him came after.


    ‘Second!’ Shaoshang cursed inwardly. It’s certain that the Second Prince’s wife didn’t know about this matter. Her temperament, which would even get the Eldest Princess to give an eyeful to the Crown Prince, would not have allowed her husband to do such a moronic thing!


    The Third Prince smiled inside the carriage. Although handsome, he looked like a villain when he smiled.


    He glanced at Ling Buyi. “Things have been going smoothly for Second Brother lately. These days have been too smooth, and his mind is not clear. More than half of the officials in Jingzhou had conflicts with the Qian’an faction, wishing they could kill Wang Chun and the remaining Qian’an followers in one breath. My reputation as a caustic inspector is out, and I am not born from the Empress. Father especially let me tag along for fear that people would suspect he was showing Zisheng favoritism in the face of Changqiu Palace. Only a fool would think that Father is using me.” 


    Shaoshang had thought the same way just now, so… did that mean her intelligence was actually similar to that of the Second Prince? She began to understand Ling Buyi, the Third Prince was indeed very annoying.


    The Second Prince was still cursing outside, and the guards and eunuchs couldn’t persuade him. “We can’t let His Highness continue to make a fuss,” Ling Buyi said as he frowned. “We can’t let the Imperial Censor come.”


    “Are you planning to dissuade him, Zisheng?” the Third Prince asked. “I don’t know what you intend to say.”


    “I can persuade him through reasoning with him,” Ling Buyi said sternly. “If he doesn’t listen, let the Feather Forest disperse him. We are going to the Northern Army Prison on His Majesty’s orders, not our own. We are not afraid of talking here.”


    “You’re still the same,” the Third Prince sneered. “Whatever you do, you must be mighty about it. When Eastern Palace’s Chief Shi was bribed that year, you insisted on secretly detaining and interrogating him slowly. You almost managed to get away with being a traitor!”


    “If we follow your instructions and make a big deal, we can capture all the criminals,” Ling Buyi said. “But what should His Highness the Crown Prince do? This is his first time governing alone. If someone with a heart is waiting for an opportunity to provoke us, isn’t it saving a little to lose a lot?”


    “In politics, laws and regulations should be clear, and the wrong will be fulfilled,” Third Prince said. “There should be no self-interest inside and outside and no pride and grandeur above. The law should follow benevolence, and the law should be used to support benevolence. This is the right way!”


    “These are all legitimate principles, and I don’t doubt them. The court’s politics, however, are not black and white. The saying goes, ‘When things are slow, they become smooth, and the path is winding and secluded.’ Although this matter might seem ordinary, it’s clearly leading to the Eastern Palace. If it were really a major investigation, wouldn’t it be the responsibility of those behind the scenes?”


    “Absurd! You are so eloquent. The world is bright, but without the proper methods, there wouldn’t be a prosperous enlightenment era!” the Third Prince said.


    “There are priorities and urgency in matters, and the Crown Prince is unstable. How can the court be good?”


    …


    The Third Prince and Ling Buyi were both tall men; even sitting, they were a head taller than Shaoshang. They were separated by Shaoshang’s head, fiercely arguing, and Shaoshang could only listen quietly while holding her chin.


    “Hey… what… Second Prince is still shouting outside.” She weakly raised her small hand and whispered to the two older men.


    Both of them stopped talking.


    Ling Buyi breathed a sigh of relief. “Since you are dissatisfied with how I’ll try to dissuade His Second Highness, I wonder if you have any clever ways to solve this situation.”


    The Third Prince snorted, and in the next moment, they didn’t know what was on his mind. He smiled coldly. “I’m going to tell Second Prince that he is actually my favorite among all of my brothers.”


    Shaoshang didn’t expect this and looked at the Third Prince – was that true? Why did she feel strange about this?


    Ling Buyi looked up into the air.


    “Every time there is an accident in the Eastern Palace, people inevitably suspect me,” the Third Prince said. “The presence of the Second Prince saves me a lot of trouble. As for Chief Shi, there have been mistakes in the Eastern Palace, and the benefits are not on my side. I want to go and thank Second Prince for blocking many rumors for me over the years. I cannot thank him enough!”


    “And then he angered His Second Highness, and the two princes had a huge argument on the street, causing His Majesty to lose face!” Ling Buyi said in a deep voice.


    As the Third Prince’s eyebrows began to furrow and the waves of war began again, Shaoshang couldn’t take it anymore. “Third Highness, Master Ling,” she said solemnly, “please be calm and patient. I should go out and dissuade him.”


    Without waiting for the men to agree, she quickly left the carriage.


    She didn’t get down from the carriage and sat in the seat next to the driver. She pulled out a handkerchief and waved it towards the Second Prince, who wasn’t far away.


    The beautiful young woman leaned on her red sleeves, her smiling face adding to her beauty – Second Prince always had a fondness for beautiful women and showed some tolerance towards them. Seeing this, he slowly rode his horse to the side of the carriage.


    When the Second Prince arrived next to the carriage, Shaoshang’s smile immediately dropped.


    She asked the driver and guards to give them space and then said coldly, “His Third Highness, Ling Buyi, and I were ordered to go to Northern Army Prison for joint interrogation. I would advise you to leave immediately and not turn around to provoke His Majesty’s punishment.”


    “You’re also using Father to suppress me!” the Second Prince furiously said.


    “Your Highness must be joking. His Majesty is the ruler of the world. Who can he not suppress?”


    The Second Prince sputtered.


    “Actually,” Shaoshang continued, “we haven’t talked much. The matter between you and His Majesty is not something that a small woman like me can manage – I feel sorry for your wife.”


    “What’s wrong with her?” the Second Prince looked suspicious.


    “A while ago, I was in the rocky forest by Xiaojing Lake when I caught Your Highness touching and kissing a palace maid,” Shaoshang said.


    “You’re talking nonsense!” the Second Prince’s face reddened.


    “Unfortunately, I happen to know that palace maid. Her name is Bi…Chi?” Shaoshang puffed her cheeks in thought.


    “It’s Bi Liu!” the Second Prince blurted out.


    “Right! Bi Liu!” Shaoshang clapped her hands. “You have such a good memory, Your Highness!”


    The Second Prince’s face began to turn from red to green.


    “Oh, why am I saying you have a good memory?” Shaoshang pretended to think about it. “It’s because this isn’t the first one, right?”


    “How dare you make up these accusations!” The Second Prince’s mouth opened wide, and he was furious.


    “Before summer, a group of palace maids were released from the palace,” Shaoshang said calmly. “One of them, named Shui Man, was immediately taken to the Second Prince’s palace. I have to let you know that Shui Man was not originally on the list of people to leave the palace. I added her.”


    “You, you…” Second Prince stuttered.


    “At that time, there were changes in Shui Man’s body. Just as His Highness planned to confess his mistake to the Empress and demand the maid, she was released from the palace. You must have felt fortunate at the time.”


    The Second Prince wasn’t actually a bad person. He didn’t want to kill the maid to silence her, but instead brought her into his palace as a concubine – Shaoshang didn’t know if his wife knew the origin of this water vine.


    The Second Prince dared not to get angry anymore. He began to stammer, “Then… thank you very much…”


    “This matter can be big or small,” Shaoshang said, a thin layer of frost in her eyes. “It’s a big fuss; even accusations of a scandal in the court isn’t a big deal. The Empress is sick, and you dare to bother her with this mess. You want to anger her to death!”


    “No, no, no!” the Second Prince stuttered. “I don’t mean that. It isn’t even time for me to show filial piety to Mother…”


    “It doesn’t matter if the Empress doesn’t know about this matter. The Second Consort shouldn’t know, as she hasn’t been sick yet. Oh, I just remembered. Even though Second Consort isn’t sick, she has recently become pregnant again.” Shaoshang happily watched as the Second Prince’s face continued to change color.


    “Poor thing, she is wholeheartedly devoted to you,” she said softly. “She not only suffers from physical strain and frequent childbirth but also tirelessly plans day and night for Your Highness. She is not yet three months pregnant, and when she should be resting, she took the Eldest Princess to visit the Empress yesterday. Your wife is working hard for whom to worry about, and even an outsider would have an unbearable heart…”


    “Don’t tell her! At least don’t say anything now – she isn’t very pregnant this time!” The Second Prince held it in for a while, then his face turned red. “I’m leaving now! You are not allowed to say anything!”


    …


    Shaoshang sat between the two big shots, and the convoy set off again.


    The carriage was quiet for a while before the Third Prince suddenly asked, “I’ve heard all of these secrets of the Second Prince. Is this appropriate?”


    “It’s okay,” Shaoshang said.


    “Don’t believe in my character and say that because I am honest and upright, I won’t act recklessly,” the Third Prince sneered.


    “Oh,” Shaoshang said strangely, “so Your Highness is an honest and upright person who doesn’t know how to act secretly? That’s great. I’m not very good at judging people, so I didn’t notice it.”


    The Third Prince glared at her.


    “I said it’s okay because afterward, I told His Majesty everything in its entirety,” Shaoshang explained.


    The Third Prince froze.


    “The Empress is weak, but His Majesty is strong and sturdy, able to fight tigers in the mountains and capture turtles in the water.” – She was implying that the Emperor would not be angered to death by his son.


    “What did Father say after?” the Third Prince moved his lips. Why didn’t he beat this little girl who was overconfident in her own abilities?


    “His Majesty didn’t say anything at the time. But,” Shaoshang tilted her head as she thought for a moment, “the next day, I carelessly released the Empress’s red-tailed koi, and His Majesty didn’t scold me.”


    “On the third day, I mistook Xunzi’s words for Zhuangzi’s, and His Majesty didn’t reprimand me.”


    “The fourth day…”


    “Alright, you don’t have to say anything,” the Third Prince rubbed his temples.


    The carriage became quiet again.


    Ling Buyi finally couldn’t bear it anymore. He turned his face and let out a cheerful, muffled laugh – in front of the Third Prince, he grabbed the girl’s small hand and clasped her fingers tightly.


    …
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    Chapter One Hundred and Twenty-Six:
Looking for Recognition


    Unlike the renowned Tingwei Prison, the Northern Army Prison appeared to be nothing more than an ordinary high-gate mansion from the outside. There were a lot of soldiers guarding the outside, and the stone pillars for resisting horses were denser. The most distinctive thing was the two- to three-meter-high Bi An statue at the entrance, all made of black and rough blue polished stones. The fangs and claws were cast with dense bronze, too.
[Bi An is a legendary beast that used to appear on prison doors.]


    The person guarding the Northern Army Prison was a chubby uncle who often smiled. He was not good-looking, and his name wasn’t well-known. Judging from the dignified and polite treatment of the Third Prince and Ling Buyi towards him, Shaoshang had to guess he must have some outstanding qualities.


    Regardless of vertical or horizontal comparison, a rebellion was undoubtedly number one among various levels of crime. Of course, depending on the specific level of execution, the rebellion could also be divided into intentional rebellion, collusion (literary), and military rebellion (martial). At the highest level of the highest crimes, Shaoshang walked to the deepest part of the prison to see Peng Nian, whom Daddy Daycare Cui had completely abused.


    Old Peng originally wanted to deeply regret that he had no intention of rebelling. He was inexplicably fascinated with the sorcery of a traitor. Unfortunately, the two young masters who came to the trial today showed no interest in his complaints and directly asked about Wang Chun.


    “Wang Chun is a coward who has written many letters to persuade me,” Peng Nian said, gritting his teeth. “He keeps talking nonsense, but ultimately, he wants everything. He deceived me with a lot of money and food, but there wasn’t much movement. It took eight lifetimes of blood and mold to doubt him! Shouchun is wealthy, and what I need the least is money. From the fourth letter to Wang, I sent several batches of money and supplies to Prince Qian’an’s mansion, one after another! All the dogs have been fed!”


    “Besides Wang Chun’s letter, have you ever had contact with people from Prince Qian’an’s mansion?” the Third Prince asked.


    “Every time I sent someone to deliver the money and supplies, the people over there just take it and leave without even a thank you, the bastards!” Peng Nian said. “This matter can’t be made public, so I had to endure it and comfort myself. They are acting cautiously, but who knows… hmph, a group of soldiers who only eat and don’t move!”


    “What Wang Chun asked you to do in the letter is to send money and food to Prince Qian’an’s mansion continuously?” Ling Buyi asked.


    “Correct,” Peng Nian said. “At first, I sent it a few times, but when I saw that people who came to collect things from Prince Qian’an’s mansion were rude, I refused to send it again. Until… uh, I was so confused and rebellious that I thought it would be better to have an extra helper, so I sent the two thousand pounds of refined copper that Ma Rong had brought. To my surprise, another mud ox went into the sea, and there was no news. I was defeated and captured, and those bastards of Prince Qian’an’s mansion didn’t move one bit!”


    Shaoshang looked up at the pitch-black roof covered in spiderwebs. “Why does it sound like you’re being scammed for money?” she murmured. “Is Prince Qian’an’s mansion that short of spending money?”


    “The three armies have not yet moved, and food and supplies have taken the lead,” the Third Prince rebuked. “The cost of marching and fighting is enormous. Prince Qian’an’s mansion has gathered so much money and supplies. Isn’t it a malicious plan? Saying that it’s a scam for money and a lack of spending, isn’t that a case of admitting minor charges and not the major ones?”


    “Why are you so angry, Your Highness?” Shaoshang asked. “What I mean is that Prince Qian’an’s mansion lacks the money to spend because of its ulterior motives, and then goes to scam money.”


    The Third Prince’s figure froze, and he vigorously swung his long, wide sleeves, turning his head.


    Shaoshang rubbed her head. She noticed the similarities between the Third Prince and Royal Uncle. Their anger triggers were strange.


    Ling Buyi’s eyes were fixed in contemplation, his handsome eyes were deep and indistinct. “Did you contact Wang Chun after being taken to the Capital?” he asked.


    Peng Nian trembled with anger. “This is about the life and death of dozens of people in my family. Naturally, I contacted him. But Wang Chun, the bastard, refused to plead for me and even sent someone to deceive me, saying that as long as I don’t disclose his information, he’ll protect the lives of my family! I saw his ghost and was cheated by him up to this point. How could I believe his bullshit?!”


    “Instead, you’ve decided to report Wang Chun to His Majesty,” Ling Buyi said.


    Peng Nian sneered. “If I hadn’t lost my mind and wanted to rebel, how could Wang Chun have deceived me? What good are you, Wang? If I kept the secret this time, my family would be in danger of being killed. Instead, I’ll shake everything up, and there is still hope for my family’s women and children!”


    Ling Buyi nodded slightly.


    “Master Peng is a clever person who can think of this,” the Third Prince stood with his hands behind his back, sneering.


    “He’s only a little clever,” Shaoshang said with a smile. “If he were truly clever, he wouldn’t rebel! The gap is like using eggs to strike stones. Even raising a military force is eye-opening for me!”


    The Third Prince’s chest heaved slightly. He brushed his sleeves and turned his head to ignore others.


    After Ling Buyi questioned Peng Nian, they went to another cell with slightly better conditions. Peng Nian was charged with the major crime of inciting war and causing chaos, and the death penalty was inevitable. Wang Chun’s charges still had some flaws, however. The fat uncle was very clear about it.


    As soon as Wang Chun saw Ling Buyi, he wanted to pounce and cry bitterly. He was heavily shackled, unfortunately, one end of the shackles was anchored into the stone wall. All he could do was cry bitterly. While crying and shouting for justice, he repeatedly said that he never colluded with Prince Qian’an’s mansion, let alone wrote those treacherous letters to Peng Nian.


    Although the letter was not written by Wang Chun, the person who delivered it was from the Wang family, and he commonly used the seals and codes on the letter. Therefore, Ling Buyi asked Wang Chun how he could explain this.


    When he reached the critical point, Wang Chun began to hesitate, his responses becoming evasive and indistinct. Ling Buyi patiently repeated his questions, but Wang Chun remained in tears with a hint of confusion.


    “Those who want to die cannot be saved,” the Third Prince said coldly. “Since he is unwilling to say anything, why should we worry about him? When the time comes, you will be punished and beheaded, and your family will be plundered and wiped out!” As he spoke, he waved his sleeve and left.


    Wang Chun was so frightened that his soul scattered, and he knelt on the ground, repeatedly pleading for mercy. Shaoshang was feeling hesitant as she watched such a tall and robust man grovel and beg, but the messenger of the Wang family, Wang Chun’s seal, and the habitual secret record could not be denied.


    Shaoshang pinched her fingers in her sleeve and carefully calculated, faintly guessing. Her gaze shifted slightly, meeting Ling Buyi’s – she couldn’t help but laugh, knowing in her heart that Ling Buyi also had the same guess. She looked at the Third Prince again and saw a slight sneer at the corner of his mouth, standing calmly and in no rush.


    If the Third Prince guessed the inside story, Shaoshang guessed that he probably didn’t care. Whether it was the Wang family or Prince Qian’an’s mansion, what did it have to do with him? It might seem like trouble to him, so it was better to clean it up together.


    Even Ling Buyi, after several unsuccessful inquiries, intended to leave. “Since General Wang doesn’t want to reveal the truth, we can’t help anymore,” he said. “Third Highness, why don’t we just…”


    “Is it possible to let me have a few words with General Wang?” Shaoshang suddenly spoke up.


    The Third Prince immediately raised his eyebrows, and Ling Buyi quickly interjected, “You are from the side of the Empress. If you want to ask anything, ask.”


    The Third Prince turned his back with a cold air of displeasure.


    “General Wang, to be honest with you, the matter has been involved to this day,” Shaoshang said sincerely, taking a step forward. “It’s impossible for you to come out of this unscathed, much less retain your official rank and power. Managing to save your life and reunite with your family would already be the best outcome possible. Do you think His Majesty will say, ‘Oh, it seems that General Wang didn’t do it. Let’s just let him keep his position of the General of the Chariots and Cavalry while continuing to enjoy his military power!’ Do you think this is possible, General?”


    Wang Chun had been greedy for wealth and status for a long time. The delusion in his heart was that his life should also be prosperous and his power strong. Over the years, he had become used to being rescued by Ling Buyi, so he felt lucky and believed that Ling Buyi would continue to take action. When Ling Buyi had turned his head and was about to leave just now, his heart was half-cold.


    “You can’t escape the crime of conspiracy and rebellion if you refuse to reveal the truth. Who can take care of the Wang family then?” Shaoshang crouched down and coaxed him slowly. “The Empress once told me that Wen Xiujun only cares about her family and never about her siblings. Poor General Wang’s children, the youngest who is less than three years old, who can they rely on then?” These things weren’t said by the Empress, but by Old Lady Zhai.


    The Third Prince slowly turned and looked into Ling Buyi’s eyes, which were full of disapproval – you told the woman in your family everything and even asked her to intervene. This is really inappropriate!


    Shaoshang continued to use her acting skills and sighed with pity. “Official rank and power are just fleeting. What matters is life and flesh and blood. Think carefully, General Wang.” It’s useless to reason with people like Wang Chun, they could only be lured by profit.


    Wang Chun’s mind began to open up.


    That’s right. Although he couldn’t continue to be an official, he still had money. He still had his land and reputation when he returned to his hometown! With the Empress present, the Emperor would not strip away any of his family’s wealth after the punishment was handed down. It was better than having the entire family fall into the hands of his wife after he died. According to his wife’s behavior, it was possible that as soon as he died, she would give the Wang family as compensation to Prince Qian’an’s mansion.


    And so, he talked about everything. The details of the confession were meticulous, proactive, and enthusiastic in providing directions for the investigation.


    The Third Prince couldn’t help but snort coldly a couple of times while Ling Buyi quickly returned to the palace to consult with the Emperor. After receiving the imperial edict, he immediately surrounded the residence of General Wang, sealing the inside and outside tightly. Afterward, those who should be taken were taken, and those who should be interrogated were interrogated. After half a day of hard work, all the personal and material evidence was obtained.


    When the case was clarified, the Empress was able to take action.


    She took Wang Ling and several young children from the Wang family out of the mansion and placed them in her separate garden to take care of. When Shaoshang was ordered to deliver something to them, Wang Ling grabbed her hand and anxiously cried, “How could it be my mother? Can it be another mistake?”


    Shaoshang parted her fingers and said, “Why don’t you make another poisonous oath and follow what we did a couple of days ago?”


    Wang Ling sat down, lost in a daze, without a word.


    “Right. Even you, a daughter, don’t dare to make a conclusion. Wen Xiujun stole her husband’s seal and instructed her servants to impersonate General Wang to collude with Peng Nian to build a bridge and pave the way for her younger brother and gather money and supplies. What does she want to do to make the Little Prince Qian’an rebel? Recreate the glory of the past?” Shaoshang had not seen a pure and natural fu di mo in this era for a long time.
[Fu di mo is a term for a woman who devotes herself to supporting her little brother (assisting him with his studies, giving money, etc.)]


    “My father and brothers have been imprisoned these days, and my mother was just watching…?” Wang Ling’s face turned pale, her gaze empty, and she didn’t know what she was asking.


    Shaoshang looked at her with pity. For a fu di mo, only her maternal brothers were her flesh and blood. Anyone else married or born to her was an outsider.


    Wang Ling silently shed tears and turned her gaze to Shaoshang. “His Majesty intends to… what will he do with my mother…?”


    Dispose of? How else could he deal with it? Wen Xiujun and the Emperor were from the same clan and a royal background. It was impossible to make a clean break with the Meridian Gate. It would probably either be a piece of white silk or poisonous wine.


    For some reason, Shaoshang felt her throat dry, and her heart clouded up.


    She couldn’t explain why she felt so uncomfortable.


    …


    I really feel bad for Wang Ling. 
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    Chapter One Hundred and Twenty-Seven:
Undercurrent


    As Shaoshang expected, the Emperor filed the case with the confession and physical evidence collected by Ling Buyi early the following day. He allowed several important officials to review it one by one. Then, he sent Cen Anzhi to the General’s mansion with white silk and poisonous wine. Wang Ling begged the Empress to let her go on the final journey to see off her birth mother. The Empress sighed helplessly and then asked Shaoshang to send Wang Ling over.


    Shaoshang took two plates of sugar shaobing (baked cake on a griddle) she had just baked from the kitchen before they left, covering them in a warm nest and carrying them away.


    This was not the first time Shaoshang had entered the General’s mansion. Wang Chun was fond of drinking and entertaining guests, and she used to follow Ling Buyi through these scenes. Wang Chun and Wan Songbai had a very consistent aesthetic, both liking to stack gold, silver, pearls, and jade. Uncle Wan’s style was more about flaunting wealth to blind his guests. Wang Chun, at least, knew how to add a touch of subtlety by wrapping thin layers of gauze around the jade fence and gold pillars.


    At this point, the mansion was in a place of change, and the wealthy and beautiful maids who were usually present were nowhere to be found. The ground was piled up with mud and dirty snow, and withered branches and leaves scattered everywhere. Along the way, Wang Ling looked at this desolate scene, feeling a wave of sadness that was hard for her to suppress. It was fortunate that Ling Buyi enforced strict measures, and there was no damage to the women’s property.


    Arriving at the main residence guarded by heavy troops, Cen Anzhi smiled and arched his hand towards Shaoshang. “I heard the two young ladies would be coming. Maidservants are waiting outside. After you have finished speaking with Wen Xiujun, they will return to fulfill His Majesty’s orders.”


    “Thank you very much, Attendant Cen,” Wang Ling shed tears and thanked him. “Everyone is avoiding my home like it’s a snake or scorpion. You are really a kind person.”


    “You flatter me,” Cen Anzhi’s smile remained changed.


    Shaoshang stood behind and inwardly sneered at him, ‘You are the one who wants to send someone’s birth mother to the Underworld and still pretend to be so kind, like tall mountains and flowing water. You indeed are dedicated to your craft!’


    Cen Anzhi didn’t see her smile. As he led a group of eunuchs past the two women, his close attendant smiled and took the food basket, a warm nest from Lian Fang’s hands.


    Shaoshang saw the room’s interior was a mess as they walked into it. The once exquisite and luxurious decorations were smashed into pieces. Wen Xiujun sat on her bed, with all the decorations on her body searched, and she only wore a bun on top of her head, cursing profusely. The specific content was nothing more than Wang Chun being an ungrateful bastard and how dare he betray his wife.


    Wang Ling walked forward with tears in her eyes, and she knelt on both knees.


    Wenxiu Jun didn’t get up, and her turbid eyes hinted at malice. “What are you doing here? You’ve been close to your father since childhood, and now you’re rushing to come and cry for me! Wang Chun, this petty person who is inclined to flattery and is two-faced and backstabbing, was once chosen by my father to be his son-in-law and greatly promoted him. What kind of kindness is this? He doesn’t want to repay it but is bowing down to his enemies. This really is worth cutting with a thousand knives!”


    Wang Ling knelt stiffly on the ground, looking painfully at her birth mother.


    Shaoshang did not feel pity and was not polite, so she stepped forward. “Wenxiu… Oh, His Majesty took away your title, so I will call you Madam Wang. Madam, even if General Wang didn’t marry you, would he starve to death? The Wang family was already prestigious, and whether they marry or not, they are all local aristocrats who don’t have to worry about food and drink!”


    Wenxiu Jun suddenly stared at her; Shaoshang wasn’t afraid at all. She continued to criticize her. “As for the ‘great promotion,’ are you joking? After years of experience, everyone knows that your father didn’t value General Wang at all. Even a minor military official in the royal palace has more face than General Wang, and that was also considered a kindness. If we really discuss kindness and righteousness based on the principle of ‘valuing and not valuing,’ would His Majesty have a hundred thousand times more kindness and righteousness towards General Wang?!”


    “Lowly servant, how dare you criticize my father!” Wenxiu Jun angrily shouted. “My father was heroic! When he dominated the world, you and the ordinary people didn’t know how to stay alive!”


    “Forget it! The most heroic person in the world is now sitting in the dragon’s chair.” Shaoshang, with barely a glance, dismissively said, “His Majesty wasn’t as wealthy as your father in the past, and there weren’t as many people and horses as your father. Now, even those who don’t have long eyes know what the result is. Madam Wang, there must be a limit to boasting, so let’s stop before you get ahead of yourself. I see you had a good time, and your mind has gone crazy. After spending a few days with your sisters exiled to remote places, your mind will be clear!”


    Wenxiu Jun was so angry that she trembled all over. Even if she pulled her father and eighteen generations of ancestors out of their coffins, she was still not a match for Shaoshang. She could only turn her anger at her daughter. “Girl! You don’t think I’m dying fast enough and have come to bring this lowly girl to anger me!”


    Wang Ling slowly wiped away her tears. “Mother, after carrying me for ten months, how could I not come to see you off? she said respectfully. “Besides, I have two questions I’d like to ask.”


    Wenxiu Jun snorted and turned her head.


    “Mother, could it be Little Uncle is deceiving you, and they are using you without realizing it? This is a major event of betrayal and extermination!” Wang Ling became more and more afraid as she thought about it.


    “What do you mean they?” Wenxiu Jun angrily cursed. “Prince Qian’an’s mansion is our root! Without them, you wouldn’t exist!”


    “I heard when Grandfather was still alive, Little Uncle didn’t even take you seriously,” Wang Ling cried unwillingly. “He mistreated you in his daily life. Why ruin your future for him?”


    “It’s not just for your uncle but also to revive the reputation of Prince Qian’an’s mansion!” Wenxiu Jun stubbornly said. “For the sake of your grandfather, who died without closing his eyes, I must help your uncle! If it weren’t for your foolish father who couldn’t hide it, once your little uncle’s success was achieved, you would have Prince Qian’an’s mansion as a support!”


    There was a pain in Shaoshang’s palm. She looked down and realized her little fingernail had been pinched off. She slowly walked away, slightly behind the mother and daughter, and gently blew air onto her palm.


    “Who cares about having a support to rely on?” Wang Ling’s eyes were filled with tears, and she screamed. “Not to mention Little Uncle can never succeed, even if Grandfather was still here, my aunt has not been exposed to the glory of Prince Qian’an’s mansion, let alone me!”
[In case it’s unclear, her aunt is the Empress.]


    “You heartless wretch!” Wenxiu Jun cursed angrily as she pointed at her daughter. “You are indeed the seed of your foolish father!”


    Wang Ling was gasping for breath now. “Okay, let’s not mention this. I’ll just ask: you risked Father’s name to gather money and supplies for Little Uncle. If something happened, Father would die, and several brothers who had reached the crown would also be exiled. The entire Wang family would suffer except for you, who will be able to escape punishment through the Empress. Are you ignoring all of this?”


    Wenxiu Jun remained silent. Even if she didn’t care about whether her husband lived or died, her sons were her own. After a moment, she said, “To achieve great things, some are also not worth considering…”


    Shaoshang chuckled coldly, feeling that there were too many criticisms to speak of. Wang Ling slowly stood up from the ground. Her face no longer showed sadness but remained calm and mysterious.


    “Mother,” Wang Ling whispered. “I have asked everything I wanted to. Now, I want to tell you some things so you can leave with peace of mind.”


    A look of hesitation appeared on Wenxiu Jun’s face. “What things?”


    “Yesterday, Prince Qian’an was arrested by His Majesty and brought to the Capital,” Wang Ling said. “His Majesty questioned him on his intentions to cause trouble, and he shifted everything onto you. Little Uncle said he didn’t know that the money and supplies came from Peng Nian, nor did he intend to rebel. It’s only because the fiefdom was barren that he begged Mother for money and supplies so that his concubines and children could live more comfortably.”


    It felt like Wenxiu Jun had been struck, and her figure was unstable. She forced a smile after she calmed down. “My little brother is right. As long as the green hills last, there will always be wood to burn. We must first save ourselves before we speak.”


    “There’s another thing,” Wang Ling said.


    Shaoshang glanced sideways and noticed she had a ruthless expression in her eyes that was very similar to that of Wenxiu Jun just now.


    “Everyone says Father is mediocre and inactive, but it isn’t entirely true,” she said. “He may be incompetent, but he knows when to quit. Grandfather had more than twenty daughters and ten sons-in-law. Why did His Majesty only give Father a high position and salary to appease his remaining followers? Before the Empress married His Majesty, you and Her Majesty did not necessarily have a strong sisterly relationship.”


    She spoke clearly and at a particularly slow pace, as if she wanted her mother to hear everything.


    This time, it was Wenxiu Jun’s turn to breathe quickly. She vaguely sensed something.


    “I came to tell Mother,” Wang Ling continued. “This is because when Grandfather rebelled, Father noticed and secretly reported it to His Majesty. Although the Emperor has been on guard for a long time, he does remember his contributions. Later, Father privately told me that although Grandfather was far stronger than His Majesty’s army then, he thought His Majesty was the divinely appointed sovereign.”


    Wenxiu Jun’s entire body trembled, her throat constricted, and her eyes bulged. Her anger was indescribable.


    “Father also said that among the generals under the account of Grandfather, there were more than one or two who also had such thoughts,” Wang Ling said with a smile. “They all thought His Majesty was the unmatched true hero in the world. Otherwise, how could Grandfather have been defeated without moving his troops?”


    Wenxiu Jun finally made a move and rushed forward like a madwoman. Shaoshang kicked open the door, and the servants guarding outside immediately rushed in and restrained her.


    Wang Ling knelt again, her voice calm as she said, “Your daughter bids farewell to her mother. May you have a safe and prosperous future, with no disasters or difficulties, and everything goes smoothly.”


    Wenxiu Jun had her arms pulled back, and her hair was disheveled. She began to scream wildly, “Wang Chun, you inferior animal! How dare you betray my father ­–” She was immediately silenced.


    Wang Ling gave her one final look and then followed Shaoshang out of the door. Cen Anzhi knew that the two women came out, smiling like a warm piece of sugar shaobing, and then led the guards into the room and closed the door behind him.


    Wang Ling looked fixedly at the tightly closed door, her hands clenched until her knuckles turned white. “Mother doesn’t care about whether we live or die,” she whispered. “She would rather let us die to protect Prince Qian’an’s mansion. I will never forgive such a woman!” She turned around and forced a smile to Shaoshang. “After returning, I will write a letter to His Majesty, and then I will ask the Empress to submit it on my behalf.”


    “What are you going to say to His Majesty?” Shaoshang asked.


    The sound of struggling and thumping came from within the room, indicating that Wenxiu Jun was unwilling to commit suicide calmly.


    Wang Ling’s face turned pale, but she continued as if she didn’t hear anything. “Our Wang family was originally the remnants of Qian’an’s rebellion. It’s thanks to His Majesty’s kindness, generosity, and tolerance for my father’s mediocrity and incompetence over the years, and the Wang family is grateful for him giving us glory and wealth. My mother has committed such a heinous act, and His Majesty has already done everything in his power to punish the Wang family. We will never have any complaints. For me, His Majesty is not only the master in charge of the world but also a kind elder. I will worship the heavens daily to bless His Majesty with boundless life and worry-free health…”


    At that moment, a pained and hoarse scream came from inside the room. It should be the sound of Wenxiu Jun after taking the poisoned wine. That was Wang Ling’s breaking point. Her eyes rolled into the back of her head, and she dropped in a dead faint.


    Wang Ling developed a fever that night, but she still managed to hold on and finish writing her letter. She then asked Shaoshang to hand it over to the Empress, who handed it over to the Emperor after reading it. Wang Ling’s calligraphy and literary talent couldn’t be considered brilliant, but she excelled in sincerity, obedience, humility, and… well, flattery. The Emperor was pleased with the letter after he read it, and the punishment for the Wang family was reduced by three points.


    Initially, only thirty percent of the property was left for the Wang family, but now it was changed to them confiscating thirty percent. The father and son of the Wang family were originally going to be exiled to Minnan, but now they were being sent to Jingnan. At the same time, the Emperor also gave Wang Ling a dowry and added a false title to her future husband – Wang Ling married a prestigious family in Jinzhou and had a lot of family wealth. It was evident that Wang Chun would not break down in the future.


    Peng Nian and his followers who rebelled against him, as well as his relatives and nephews who were involved in the matter, were all punished. Their property was confiscated, and their families were exiled to Miaonan. The women, children, and elderly were sent back to their hometowns. At that time, several adults expressed that the punishment was too lenient. Such a heinous crime of raising flags and rebelling was not completely eradicated.


    For whatever reason, the courtiers didn’t refute any further.


    On the contrary, Prince Qian’an, who shifted the blame onto others, seemed to be the most despised by the Emperor. He was still imprisoned in the Northern Army Prison without any regard, and all the advisors and followers around him were killed.


    As the rain passed and the sky cleared, just as Shaoshang thought that the Crown Prince could finally stop worrying, an incident that was neither too big nor too small happened in court. On that day, Master Han, who Shaoshang had taken an interest in, suddenly proposed to issue a decree of accountability to the Crown Prince after the Emperor punished Peng Nian and Wang Chun. He urged him to reflect on himself and alert him to regulate those close to him in the future.


    This infuriated the Emperor, and he issued three imperial edicts within two days, asking Master Han to admit to the crime of ‘exceeding the ritual.’ This refined and principled Han was also angry and confessed to his crime without hesitation, then committed suicide.


    The Emperor, filled with regret, posthumously bestowed wealth, silk, and supplies to the Han family, consoled the grieving relatives, and ordered a grand funeral in Han’s honor.


    Although no one was in court to hold the Crown Prince accountable, the Eastern Palace was also neglected.


    Shaoshang saw that the Empress was depressed and unhappy, so she took the initiative to comfort the Crown Prince. When she found the Crown Prince, he was sitting on the steps outside the Eastern Palace’s side hall with Ling Buyi beside him.


    As the sun set in the west, not a soul was in sight as the Crown Prince was enveloped in a lonely shadow. Ling Buyi stood upright and drew a long, powerful ink line before him.


    Ling Buyi strode forward to pick Shaoshang up when he saw her running out of breath. “You’re panting like a broken bellows,” he joked, placing her on the stairs.


    “Even if Mother gives you ten more lectures, you still don’t look like a lady,” the Crown Prince said, smiling.


    Shaoshang rarely ignored the mocking of these two men and loudly said, “Your Highness, don’t pay attention to those people saying bad things about you. None of them have pure hearts!”


    The Crown Prince’s expression darkened. “I have been exhausted from sitting in this Eastern Palace for many years. I’ve been told since I was young to be respectful, diligent, friendly, and filial. I must always be on guard against anyone who wants to harm me and always pay attention to whether the people I trust and value are corrupt and deceitful! If they are, I will mercilessly use my hand to take them down and eliminate them! Sometimes, when I think about it, I want to give up the position of Crown Prince, just like my grandfather gave up his family property…”


    Shaoshang was shocked and interrupted him before he could finish his sentence. “Your Highness, you must not have such thoughts! Grandfather Xuan still enjoyed the freedom of spring flowers and the autumn moon by giving up his family property, but you cannot! I have to ask you, have any deposed princes survived since the Three Sovereigns and Five Emperors?”
[The Three Sovereigns and Five Emperors are part of myth and legend. They represent the earliest system of Chinese historiography.]


    The Crown Prince was taken aback.


    “Yes,” Ling Buyi said. “If we include the Eastern states, at least…”


    “Don’t cause trouble! I’m talking about serious matters!” Shaoshang was furious.


    Ling Buyi’s gentle smile reminded her of what the Emperor had said when she complained about her grievances. “…Although there might be shortcomings, the Crown Prince is already the Crown Prince! Although he has a gentle temperament, he is magnanimous. With him, his younger siblings can be safe and sound. But if the Crown Prince is pulled down from his position, will he still have the means to survive?”


    “Who will take over the throne after giving up the Crown Prince’s position?” Shaoshang continued to spit at the Crown Prince. “In terms of legitimacy, it should be the Second Prince. He won’t humbly refuse. He must be overjoyed, beaming and crying with joy, and making him even worse than the Fifth Prince… Your Highness, do you really want the Second Prince to become the crown prince? You are harming all the people in the world!”


    The girl’s imposing demeanor forced the Crown Prince to lean back and apologize. “My second younger brother is not that bad, either. If he were a smart, capable, and well-known brother, I would be willing to…”


    “What are you willing to do? I don’t think any of the princes are as good as you!” Shaoshang shouted. She turned her head. “Master Ling, don’t just stand there. What are you doing here?”


    “I came to pass on His Majesty’s words,” Ling Buyi smiled at her. “His Majesty wants to reassure the Crown Prince not to worry about the slander and ridicule and to be cautious in the future.”


    “His Majesty’s words are wise!” Shaoshang praised. “Your Highness, did you hear me? His Majesty has confidence in you!”


    The Crown Prince smiled bitterly and shook his head. “Father worries that this won’t end peacefully and wants to comfort me.”


    Shaoshang thought to herself that the Crown Prince wasn’t foolish. He had guessed the truth at once. She was about to persuade him with a few more words when Ling Buyi suddenly spoke up. “Just now, His Highness said, ‘smart and capable with a good reputation.’ You should know when Xin received his position, he was praised for his intelligence and ambition, yet he ended up with the legacy of a tyrant. As for Yao Zhonghua, lauded for his humility and heavily favored by Yi Fangxun who even married his daughter to him, he chose to abdicate early…”


    Shaoshang thought long and hard for a moment. “Who is Zi Shouxin? She asked seriously. “And who are Yao Zhonghua and Yi Fangxun? I know all of these people, but I can’t think of who they are right now.”


    The Crown Prince and Ling Buyi froze at the same time. After a moment, Ling Buyi said, “Zi Shouxin is the King of Zhou of the Shang dynasty. Yi Fangxun and Yao Zhonghua are emperors Yao and Shun.”


    Shaoshang gave a dry smile, feeling embarrassed. “I asked why they sounded so familiar, so it’s them…”


    The Crown Prince pointed at the girl and burst into laughter, forgetting his worries momentarily.


    …


    Two days later, Ling Buyi and Shaoshang were entrusted by the Crown Prince to bid farewell to the soon-to-be-married/exiled members of the Wang family.


    Wang Ling looked good as she spoke with Shaoshang. “It’s interesting to think about it. I hated my mother so much that day, but in the future, I’ll learn from her and try my best to protect my family in Jingzhou. Fortunately, my father and brother are less ambitious than my mother’s. It will be enough if they can eat, drink, and have fun.”


    Shaoshang felt a sense of closeness as she looked at her. When it came to children being the projection of their parents, Wang Ling perfectly inherited Wenxiu Jun’s determination and Wang Chun’s awareness of current affairs.


    She didn’t dislike her, either.


    How could she put it? If He Zhaojun was reborn from the flames of the sea of blood, then Wang Ling would do her best to grab the life-saving straw when she had nowhere to anchor. This was just survival, and there was nothing wrong with it.


    But who she wanted to see today was not Wang Ling but Wang Chun.


    In the carriage on the return journey, Shaoshang leaned on her elbows and tilted her head in a daze. Ling Buyi had said a few words to her, but she wasn’t listening and kept answering irrelevant questions.


    “What’s wrong with you?” Ling Buyi frowned and grabbed her chin. “You’ve been like this since you spoke with Wang Chun. What did he say?”


    Shaoshang pulled her chin away and looked at Ling Buyi for a moment before she smiled. “There’s something that was lingering in my heart for a long time. Because there was so much going on, I didn’t think too much of it. Now that the situation has calmed down, I asked Wang Chun a few questions to dispel my doubts.”


    “What doubts?” Ling Buyi’s heart thudded like a muffled drum.


    “Lou Ben cheated the city and made great contributions. Qian’an gathered money and supplies. When did you find out about it?”


    …


    Dun. Dun. Dunnnnnn.


    Next Chapter: The Third Engagement War
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    Chapter One Hundred and Twenty-Eight:
The Third Engagement War


    The man who drove for Ling Buyi was a mixed-race man surnamed Jin, who was rescued by Ling Buyi when he went to the border city at the age of fifteen. He knew everything related to horses like the palm of his hand and could even navigate bumpy roads smoothly.


    Shaoshang had a smile on her face, but her tone turned cold. “Wenxiu Jun said that Wang Chun has always been unable to cover up her secrets. That means that Wang Chun already knew about this matter. With his pleading nature, since he knew about this earlier, how could he not beg for your help?”


    “Just now, Wang Chun told me that he only found out about the conspiracy to impersonate Peng Nian when Marquis Cui’s army expelled him. He immediately arrested Wenxiu Jun and sent his confidants to chase after the army. He hoped to find you and beg you to kill Peng Nian in one fell swoop, then rush to Shouchun and burn down his mansion. Unfortunately, when his confidants caught up, you had already left Marquis Cui’s army and patrolled around, making it impossible for them to find you.”


    That had been Wang Chun’s original plan, but because he couldn’t find Ling Buyi, he had to wait for Peng Nian to be escorted back to the Capital and secretly find someone to beg him not to reveal the matter. In the future, he would definitely take care of the entire Peng family. Who knew that Peng Nian didn’t believe him at all.


    “How could this be?” Shaoshang asked, tilting her head and looking at the man. “A person like you, who knows how many concubines a cousin of the Crown Princess who manages a separate courtyard has, how could you leave the army alone without leaving anyone behind? If Marquis Cui was injured and unable to lead, and if the army was ambushed and heavily injured, don’t you have to rush back? I don’t believe a word of the reason Wang Chun thought.”


    “If someone can’t find you, there is only one possibility – you don’t want to be found,” she said slowly, staring at the young man in front of her. 


    Ling Buyi looked at his slightly clenched fist and extended his slender fingers one by one, resting them on his knee. “These are all words of speculation on your part, but let’s assume they’re true. Why do you think I would act like that?”


    Shaoshang still had a smile on her face, but her cheeks were becoming slightly sore – she would act as if nothing had happened like this when she was truly afraid.


    “I couldn’t figure it out until the day I saw the Crown Prince alone on the Eastern Palace stairs, with only you by his side. I suddenly realized, why do you insist on avenging Yan Zhong, the magistrate of Tongniu County, regardless of gain or loss? Why did you pretend to be deaf and mute about Wang Chun being falsely accused and imprisoned? Ultimately, all you do is eliminate dissidents!” She gradually became angry.


    A smile tugged at the corners of his mouth as Ling Buyi lifted his head. “Masters Lou and Wang and I are devoted to serving the Eastern Palace. How can we be called dissidents?”


    “Even if it isn’t, it’s still a stumbling block in your way!” Shaoshang felt suffocated and burst out.


    Ling Buyi made a noncommittal sound.


    “Outsiders say that His Highness the Crown Prince is kind-hearted and obedient to you, but I know that he actually listens to the words of Master Lou and Master Wang. It isn’t because the two of them are as powerful and capable as you, but one is the Crown Prince’s mentor, and the other is an elder of the Crown Prince’s maternal family. I remember one time I complained about Wang Chun’s drinking and causing trouble. His Highness said he wasn’t taken seriously when he first entered the military camp in his teens. It was Wang Chun who pulled his old face and accompanied him with a smile, protecting him from beginning to end. Based on this, I don’t think Lou Jing isn’t inferior.


    “They have more than ten years of experience than you, and no matter how stunning and capable you are, it’s all thanks to your age. You were still rolling in the mud when High Majesty got married and took in a concubine. When His Highness was appointed to oversee the country, you were still a young man, yet His Highness is the most obedient person!


    “Even though your advice is always correct and expectations accurate, His Highness hesitates and eventually listens to Lou Jing and Wang Chun… For example, when marrying the Crown Princess, I now realize that Lou Jing advised the Crown Price to abide by his engagement back then.”


    Shaoshang stood up abruptly in the carriage, her body trembling slightly with anger. “Although they are not dissidents, I’m afraid you hate them even more than other dissidents. You can conspire against dissidents, but against one civilian and on military advisor who have taken care of the Eastern Palace for years, you cannot take action and have to endure it at all times and then deal with the aftermath! I want to congratulate you. The Crown Prince relies on two arms, one civilian and one military. One has been demoted back to his hometown, and the other exiled to Jingnan. From now on, His Highness can only listen to you! Oh!”


    For some reason, the carriage jolted violently while Shaoshang vigorously spoke. She couldn’t stand firm without any defense and immediately fell forward on her hands and knees. Ling Buyi, quick to react, effortlessly caught her in his arms.


    Ling Buyi’s embrace was overwhelming, and Shaoshang’s face turned red as she was held – her momentum was interrupted. How could she continue to question him righteously? She became angry with embarrassment and pushed Ling Buyi’s arm to pound on the carriage wall. She opened the window and shouted, “Old Jin, how are you driving? What road did you choose? It’s so unstable!”


    From his horse beside the carriage, Liang Qiu Fei gave her a puzzled look. “This is the road we came from. The road is close and easy to walk. Didn’t we already tell you? The two ditches here haven’t been filled yet, Oh… the second one is coming. Please sit still, Young Miss…”


    The carriage jolted again, sending Shaoshang tumbling backward directly into Ling Buyi’s waiting arms.


    Ling Buyi hugged the furious little girl, his broad chest vibrating slightly and emitting bursts of muffled laughter. Shaoshang pushed him away forcefully and crawled back to the opposite side of the carriage, trying to calm down and right herself.


    Ling Buyi steadily slid the carriage window closed, muffing the sounds of the howling wind and the distant calls of the guards outside. With calm assurance, he said, “Have you finished speaking? Then it’s my turn.”


    The carriage was a mixture of dim and bright, with only a small brazier shining with a golden-red light. The girl had an innocent and youthful face, beautiful and lovely. Unfortunately, she was frowning in displeasure, like a child robbed of candy. Her eyes were full of hostility and vigilance, insisting on holding the malicious thief to the end.


    “Four years ago, I was ordered by His Majesty to walk around the Eastern Palace frequently. His Majesty even allowed me to lead thirty percent of the Eastern Palace’s guards, hoping that I could help the Crown Prince.” Ling Buyi bent down to pick up the fox fur blanket that had fallen to the ground in the commotion and gently covered it on Shaoshang’s lap. “In just a few months, I realized that the situation in the Eastern Palace was not good.


    “When His Majesty established the crown prince, Consort Yue had not yet given birth. At that time, the imperial court had few soldiers and few land, surrounded by strong enemies. His Majesty himself had to lead campaigns east and west, personally joining in the battles. With no eyes for weapons or knives, no one dared to say anything unexpected. So His Majesty quickly appointed the Crown Prince who was still learning to walk to ensure the country’s stability – even the officials who disagreed with the Qian’an faction couldn’t say much about this matter.”


    Ling Buyi picked up the purple copper tongs next to the fire basin and stirred the charcoal fire. “But then the world changed. As the court’s strength and stability grew, so did the scrutiny and expectations on the Crown Prince. His lack of action drew criticism, making his position increasingly precarious. His Majesty appointed the Crown Prince with three Grand Tutors, the first of whom is Marquis Yu…” He paused as he poked at the fire.


    With both hands, Shaoshang grabbed the fox fur blanket and whispered, “His Majesty wants the Crown Prince to be close to the bountiful heroes.”


    Ling Buyi put down the copper tongs and smiled. “That’s right. Unfortunately, after only half a year, Madam Yu used the excuse of making a mistake on the pretext of apologizing, saying, ‘Without talent and virtue, unable to bear heavy responsibilities.’ What’s the point of making things difficult for others like this? His Majesty understood. Later, His Majesty invited two venerable scholars from the sea to serve the Crown Prince as Grand Tutors. Both had good character and knowledge, but unfortunately, one passed away early, and the other was weak and retired – only the Grand Servant Lou Jing was considered the longest lasting.”


    “What you’re saying is, those who are young, powerful, meritorious, and famous are unwilling to help the Crown Prince?” Shaoshang was secretly surprised at this.


    Ling Buyi smiled. “That’s right. Those who are young, powerful, and accomplished are either officials of Jingzhou or unwilling to oppose Jingzhou. They are like the father of the Grand Prince, who comes from a prestigious family and contributed to the military. Later, he served as the Left General and Grand Preceptor, and now he has become a high-ranking official in the frontier. He can be called a military official to guard the area. That year, His Majesty wanted him to become the Crown Prince’s Grand Tutor, but he claimed to be ill and neglected for half a year. What’s the point of saying this kind of thing is difficult for a strong person?”


    “The Crown Prince was established by His Majesty, and they are going against the Emperor!” Shaoshang slammed her hand against the wall of the carriage with force.


    “In short, the ones who have stayed with the Crown Prince the longest are Lou Jing and Wang Chun. You can imagine how much the Crown Prince trusts them.”


    “So, do you have to eliminate both of them?” Shaoshang asked coldly after a moment of silence.


    Ling Buyi closed his eyes and leaned back against the carriage’s wall. “Wang Chun didn’t need to say anything, it’s okay to run a family. The filthy and rotten looks of his children already knew that Lou Jing was not a good thing. The Crown Prince often praised him for his talent, and he was jealous of him. His younger brother Lou Ji is strong and talented, but he has been appointed county magistrate for nearly ten years!”


    Shaoshang suddenly understood. “Are you deliberately making friends with the children of the Lou family to inquire about their situation?” No wonder Lou Yao praised Ling Buyi repeatedly, saying he was helping the Lou family.


    Ling Buyi thought of Lou Yao and gave her a faint look. Shaoshang felt a little unnerved and recoiled anxiously.


    “That’s it, a foolish and incompetent debauchery person, a self-proclaimed hypocrite, just because of years of affection, the Crown Prince has always relied on them,” he said. “His Majesty always asks me to help the Crown Prince more, but how can I help him? Is cleaning up messes year after year just to help? If this continues, the Crown Prince will both be good and wrong but become more wrong.”


    “Did you know that Master Han Qing, who committed suicide, was not from Jingzhou and has never had any relationship with the Yue clan? He was just dissatisfied with the Crown Prince’s favoritism.”


    Shaoshang was shocked. “Did His Majesty force the death…” of a loyal minister?!


    “Yes, His Majesty regrets it very much,” Ling Buyi said. “However, Han Qing didn’t have much sense of propriety. He often contradicted the Crown Prince in previous reports. He had already suggested to His Majesty to issue an imperial edict to the Crown Prince. His Majesty summoned him to comfort and persuade him for a while, but to his surprise, he turned his head and brought this matter up repeatedly during small court meetings. In front of everyone, His Majesty became angry.”


    Shaoshang sighed with regret and made no further judgments.


    Ling Buyi accepted everything. “You’re right. I knew Wenxiu Jun’s connection with Peng Nian before Wang Chun. You are right. I intentionally avoided Wang Chun’s messenger – I didn’t want to help him continue with the aftermath this time. As for the Lou Ben case, it really was a coincidence, but later, I insisted on investigating it. I can’t say I wasn’t completely selfless – but without removing weeds and vines, how can we plant precious masterpieces?”


    “…So, are you all devoted to serving the public? I’ll go tell His Highness the Crown Prince and ask him to thank you for helping him get rid of the big worms around him!” Shaoshang sneered.


    “Don’t use such harsh language to hurt others,” Ling Buyi said, frowning. “Speak properly.”


    Shaoshang felt choked to death. “Okay, that’s what I am saying. After removing Lou Jing and Wang Chun, you’ll be the first person around the Crown Prince. Not only will the Crown Prince obey you today, but you’ll also be the one person below ten thousand people in the future!”


    “Whether it’s under one person or above ten thousand people, life is very difficult,” Ling Buyi said calmly. “It’s not interesting to travel far away with Lou Yao.” – Well then, he also started to speak harshly.


    Shaoshang’s heart ached, and she suddenly stood up. Unfortunately, she only took two steps to reach the carriage door, so she had to stop angrily.


    Ling Buyi’s heart softened when he saw her helpless and angry appearance. He extended his left arm and pulled the girl over, intending to have her sit down next to him. Shaoshang refused, however, and slid to the ground, half kneeling and half sitting on the soft fur.


    Ling Buyi placed his hands on her shoulder. “Shaoshang, I am not someone with malicious intentions.”


    Shaoshang refused to look at him. “Right. You have good intentions, okay?”


    Ling Buyi lifted her face and stubbornly asked her to look into his own eyes. “I am not someone with malicious intentions,” he repeated.


    Shaoshang was unable to move, so she had to look at him.


    With her nose pointed in opposition and eyes blending, she seemed pressed into a cool amber lake. The young man’s scent was clear and bright, with a faint smell of herbs.


    She always knew that she didn’t understand him, but throughout spending so much time with him, she became familiar with some of his habits no matter what.


    As long as it wasn’t in an inconvenient place like the military camp, he had to bathe three times a day. It wasn’t that he was obsessed with cleanliness but that he didn’t want others to guess anything from his scent.


    For example, Old Lady Zhai, if there was a fragrance of food emanating from her body, she must have just come out of the kitchen. She must have gone to the warehouse if she carried the scent of camphor wood. If it were the elegant fragrance of orchids, she must have just been in the Empress’s inner bedroom.


    But Ling Buyi’s body always lingered with the refreshing fragrance of grass and trees – it was a medicinal bath prescription specially prepared by an Imperial Physician many years ago, originally intended to strengthen muscles and bones, cure diseases, and relieve fatigue.


    His fingers were fair, smooth, slender-like jade, cleaner, and more beautiful than finely crafted sheep fat white jade. He looked more elegant than holding a sword if he picked up his brush. If he had put on his scholar’s robe, he might have looked more like a scholar than Yuan Sheng. He held the most ferocious weapon in the world, however, and the sword’s point was stained with blood.


    If nothing happened, he could remain silent for a whole day. If something happened, he could elegantly and politely explain, patiently and gently – of course, he could also speak coldly, but why weren’t there many people who criticized his sharp tongue? Anyone else who called him the right person to speak coldly often disappeared from the Capital’s social circles. Fifth Princess and Wenxiu Jun were examples of that.


    Shaoshang shifted and met his clear and powerful Adam’s apple, moving slightly on his slender, fair neck. She suddenly felt a surge of excitement and unconsciously reached out to touch his face. The young man’s skin had a vibrant and slightly rough texture, touching the girl’s tender fingers. Ling Buyi’s body trembled, and he forcefully pressed and stroked her little hand. He lifted it to kiss the small white and delicate palm.


    “I actually don’t care about Lou Jing and Wang Chun, nor do I care about the Crown Prince’s life at court. It’s really not possible, even if it isn’t Second Prince. The Empress has three sons. His Majesty is strong. Who knows what the days ahead will be like.”


    Shaoshang felt weak all over; her breath was rapid, and her palms were hot from being kissed. From his strong amber eyes, she saw her cheeks blushing.


    ”I just want to know who you truly are, how you can act so unaffected in front of the Crown Prince and the Empress, yet orchestrate your schemes in secret,” her voice trembled with both fear and resentment.


    Ling Buyi buried his face in the girl’s warm and delicate neck. “You used to say you didn’t understand me,” he whispered. “But you never cared.”


    Shaoshang pulled his face back to look directly at him. “But now I do understand you,” she pled sorrowfully. “I wanted to know what kind of person I’d share the same bed and have children with in the future.”


    Ling Buyi was stunned momentarily as he looked at the girl’s black and clear big eyes. It was as if it were a dream from the past. “That night you stood alone in the Lantern Festival,” he murmured, “I was thinking, who was this girl that is so beautiful? I would take her home if she didn’t already have a family.”


    Tears suddenly welled up in Shaoshang’s eyes. She leaned forward and kissed his slightly chilled lips heavily. She licked and sucked passionately, doing her best like a drowning person grabbing at driftwood. This was the first time in her life she reluctantly accepted her fate. She couldn’t escape the injustice of Ling Buyi. She couldn’t leave or hide and could only resort to kissing and risking everything to bite!


    Ling Buyi seemed to wake up from a dream. Just as he was about to respond, he suddenly felt a sharp pain on his lips, followed by a strong smell of rust surging onto his tongue.


    Shaoshang pushed him away with force, tears streaming down her face and blood staining her lips.


    Her glare was fierce and angry. Ling Buyi felt as if he had been burned all over by flames. His heart was hot and burning, his lips cracked and bleeding, and the pain was mixed with sweetness. It was an indescribable and heart-stirring sensation.


    The carriage had come to a spot at some point.


    Shaoshang cast him a disdainful glance, kicked open the carriage door, and jumped down. Ling Buyi slowed momentarily and followed, only to find that the palace guards were outside. As soon as he got down from the carriage, he was surrounded by guards rushing in from all directions.


    Shaoshang ran forward with all her might, she couldn’t even take the time to even greet Lian Fang and Sang Guo. She heard Liang Qiu Fei’s alarmed shout, “Young Lord, what happened to your mouth? Oh, it’s bleeding! Someone go find a doctor!”


    “A’Fei, shut up!” That was Liang Qiu Qi’s voice.


    She didn’t dare turn and look back, and the sound of the wind was in her ears. Even if she ran to the point where her chest exploded, she didn’t dare stop.


    …


    Shaoshang was sincere when she bit someone. If Ling Buyi wanted to avoid drawing attention, he could only report that he was ill and staying home.


    At first, the Emperor thought his adopted son’s old injury had recurred, so he was frightened and quickly sent an Imperial Physician over. After the physician returned and reported it, the Emperor suddenly became infuriated. He couldn’t tell anyone about this type of thing, so he had to talk with the Empress.


    “Shaoshang really went too far with her bite. Zisheng won’t be able to show his face for quite some time!” the Emperor angrily said. “She’s clever, though. Knowing she’s caused a mess, she quickly took off a few days to lay low!”


    Only then did the Empress figure out the truth. She recalled the embarrassment and unease the girl had shown when she asked to take leave and couldn’t help but chuckle.


    “Whether it’s out of affection or irritation, there should be some restraint. At the very least, bite where it cannot be seen!”


    The Emperor was eager to guide his adopted son and future wife as someone who had been there before, then caught the Empress’s glare.


    As the central figure of the conversation, Shaoshang was also feeling unwell at that moment. She just wanted to find a bottomless sand pit, bury herself in it, and hide her feelings of both shame and fear.


    When she first learned that she would marry Ling Buyi, it felt like she was embarking on a path whose perils were already known. She knew that Ling Buyi had a strong personality and knew the boss would control her… Although reluctant, she was prepared to face all of it.


    Now it felt like she was stepping into this land of unknown fear – what kind of person was Ling Buyi?


    There was no one to confide in, and Shaoshang walked around the house only to find her fortune-telling brother.


    “…I really don’t understand Ling Buyi,” she murmured as she squatted next to the carefully arranged sand table in Cheng Shaogong’s room. “How can I marry someone I don’t completely know? Who knows my feelings now?”
[A sand table is a 3D terrain table used to discuss military strategies, but Shaogong uses it for divination purposes.]


    “I know,” Cheng Shaogong drew lines back and forth on the sand table.


    “What do you know?!” Shaoshang said, displeased.


    “The court has been stormy lately,” Cheng Shaogong said coolly, raising his head. “It must be because you witnessed some of Ling Buyi’s methods, so your heart is trembling, and you’re doubting your character. You are wondering if you should marry him now… right?”


    Shaoshang was taken aback. The walking divination stick actually guessed it.


    “The heavens decreed I be born a step ahead of you for a reason,” Cheng Shaogong said proudly. “I said you should stop worrying about yourself. You don’t have the final say whether you’ll marry or not. On the bright side, Ling Buyi doubted he could turn over his hand to cover the clouds and rain. That shows he is capable!”


    “If I fall out with him in the future and he uses this method of flipping hands for clouds and covering rain on me, what should I do?”


    Cheng Shaogong looked at his younger sister and joked, “I thought you were overthinking how it would be more useful if he never had a falling out with you and you had to make a living under his control for the rest of your life.”


    The siblings fought for a while, and Cheng Shaogong invited his younger sister to visit the southern mountains outside the city the next day.


    “The snow hasn’t melted yet. What will you do on the mountain? There’s no prey to hunt,” Shaoshang had a delicate expression as she frowned.


    “When have you seen me so passionate about hunting?” Cheng Shaogong said. “It was Young Marquis Ban who wanted to go to the mountain to find an herb for his uncle’s leg, and that herb has to be found at the end of winter. Young Marquis Ban is timid and doesn’t dare to take his servants alone, and he doesn’t have many friends, so he begged me to accompany him.”


    “Third Brother, you were such a lazy person but now become enthusiastic this time, willing to accompany others so they can fulfill their filial piety,” Shaoshang said.


    “I’m not enthusiastic. I lost to Young Marquis Ban in chess.”


    “Why am I going? I didn’t lose the game.”


    “Go and relax. Being confined in the palace all day, I can see you are becoming more and more like the women in the deep palace, both cramped and resentful. Walk outside and see the high mountains, clear snow and sky, and white clouds. All the worries will be gone. What’s wrong with marrying the wrong person when there is still a wrong birth?”


    “Okay!” Shaoshang felt like it made sense and clapped her hands. “I’ll go!”


    Not long after, Cheng Shaogong regretted his proposal to her and was scared to death.


    …


    Next Chapter: Oath of Alliance (Part One)
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    Chapter One Hundred and Twenty-Nine:
Oath of Alliance (Part One)


    Xiaoyue Mountain was located south of the Capital city and only took half a day to reach by carriage. Not only were the mountains and rocks bare, however, but the scenery was also very lackluster. Coupled with the lingering winter cold, natural human travel was rare. So when the Confucian scholar sent by the Emperor said he wanted to ‘enjoy the scenery with ease,’ the Third Prince did not hesitate to propose Xiaoyue Mountain. The Fourth Prince knew what his father had sent this scholar for and volunteered to accompany him, fearing that his brother would lose his temper and drive away others.


    Setting up a desk and stove, holding up a large twelve-bone oil cloth umbrella, the two noble princes sat in the wilderness, listening to a bald and toothless old scholar talk nonsense about how ‘Qi and Li are connected, color and tasteless, makes it natural.’


    The only thing that comforted the Fourth Prince was that this place was remote so that no one would see the Third Prince’s uninterested yet patient appearance. Unexpectedly, as soon as this idea fell, the Fourth Prince saw a convey of noble children lazily approaching. It was none other than Ban Yin and the Cheng twins.


    When the two groups met in person, they were stunned—especially the Third Prince and Shaoshang, who also turned their faces to the side.


    He didn’t want to see her, and she didn’t want to see him.


    Others might think the Third Prince was eager to learn and sought advice from a knowledgeable person, but Shaoshang was well aware of the reasons behind it. Nurturing one’s temperament? In other words, the Emperor hoped his son could change his temper and find an old scholar to grind down the Third Prince.


    The most annoying thing was that the Third Prince knew very well that Ling Buyi would know, so it was highly likely that Madam Cheng also knew. His face was lush green as if he had just drunk a pot of overnight soy sauce.


    Shaoshang secretly called herself unlucky. Has anyone ever seen a school bully who liked to be caught and punished?


    The road up the mountain was still blocked with snow, and the servants of the Ban family were working hard to clean it up. The three couldn’t go forward for now, so the old scholar warmly invited the three newcomers to sit down and discuss learning together.


    Cheng Shaogong had a good impression of the straightforward and upright Fourth Prince, so he pulled his younger sister to sit at the newly arranged table. Young Marquis Ban twisted his arms for a while and sat down.


    The Fourth Prince comforted the Third Prince with his gaze: It’s okay, they don’t know anything.


    The Third Prince remained calm and didn’t want to speak. Before offering the hot wine to the three newcomers, a neat and sharp sound of horse hooves could be heard – someone had arrived again.


    The Third Prince’s sharp eyes caught a glimpse of the guards in brown clothes, soft armor, swords, bows, and the pitch-black iron carriage. He immediately let out a cold snort. The Fourth Prince looked straight ahead, and his face had turned green. What was going on today?!


    Ling Buyi dressed differently from usual today, in exquisite and luxurious attire. He had a red-gold crown and white jade decoration, a brocade robe woven with dark patterns that flipped gold in the snow under the sun, and a thick silver-gray animal fur cloak tied to his shoulders with two long strings of five-colored gemstones. Coupled with Ling Buyi’s already stunning appearance, he shined brightly and couldn’t be forced into view.


    Cheng Shaogong and Young Marquis Ban stared blankly, forgetting to make a noise.


    The Fourth Prince was also somewhat dumbfounded and puzzled. Why was Ling Buyi dressed like this in the wilderness? He hadn’t even seen him dress up like that at his father’s birthday banquet!


    The Third Prince quickly glanced at Shaoshang and let out another cold snort.


    Shaoshang felt her head spin, dizzy, dry-mouthed, and heart-thumping. She made two heavy jumps before violently suppressing them – they were still arguing!


    The situation was obvious. This guy must have someone watching the Cheng gate again. As soon as he knew she was going out, he quickly followed them and wanted to use this enchanting appearance to solve the problem. This was too much; did he think she could be swayed by appearances?!


    When everyone came to their senses, they found that the beautiful and unparalleled man in front of them had a broken lip, with a pale red lip color complemented by a dark red scab, which was genuinely shocking.


    Cheng Shaogong was interested and leaned to whisper to his sister, “Did you bite him?!” No wonder she had been hiding at home these past few days!


    Shaoshang sighed and whispered, “Nonsense. If it wasn’t me who bit him, who else could it have been?


    “Isn’t Zisheng’s injury showing his loyalty to his country?” the Third Prince sneered. “How serious is the injury? Is it dangerous?”


    Ling Buyi remained calm. “From the Emperor to common people, it’s just a minor injury. Why bother mentioning it?”


    “How did you hurt your mouth again?” the Third Prince asked.


    Before Ling Buyi could speak, the Forth Prince smiled. “Can’t you figure this out, Third Brother? He must’ve gotten punched in the face! I’ve been praising Zisheng’s martial arts skill in front of Father, but I didn’t expect this… haha…”


    The Third Prince couldn’t stop himself from saying, “If you don’t know how to speak, don’t speak.” His foolish little brother couldn’t even distinguish between being punched or bitten!


    Taking advantage of the Third Prince’s teasing of Ling Buyi, Cheng Shaogong had his servants place another multi-person table and obediently slipped over it to sit down. He also loyally pulled the dazed Ban Yin to sit with him.


    Ling Buyi sat down beside Shaoshang, who turned her head away.


    The audience doubled, and the old scholar was very happy. However, the Fourth Prince was afraid his brother would lose his temper and quickly said, “Master, with so many people today, it might be inconvenient to talk about the classics…”


    The old scholar smiled. “It’s better to have more people. Everyone deserves an education. Sit down, sit down.” He then began to ask, “Your Highnesses, General Ling and the three little friends, do you know why there are mountains in this world?”


    Shaoshang thought to herself, ‘Because the tectonic plates are moving.’


    The Third Prince turned his head and refused to answer the mentally challenged question using body language.


    Ling Buyi pretended not to hear him and focused on moving closer to Shaoshang.


    The Fourth Prince smiled awkwardly, “Pangu opened up the world and created these mountains, rivers, and valleys.”


    Cheng Shaogong smiled. “Fourth Highness is right. Isn’t that what the elders say?”


    Ban Yin weakly said, “That’s right…”


    “That’s both right and not right,” the old scholar said. “If there weren’t flat land and hills in this world, there wouldn’t be high mountains and steep valleys. Everything is nothing but that. Nothing is nothing. From that, we don’t see it; from self-knowledge, we know it. Because it is by saying there is no me without the other, and there is nothing to take without me…”


    Ling Buyi slowly moved to the overlap of their clothing, holding the girl’s delicate and warm little hand from the wide sleeves.


    Shaoshang blushed and forcefully shook it off, shouting, “Teacher, don’t you believe in Confucius? Why did you bring up Zhuangzi?”


    The Fourth Prince never loved reading since he was a child, and no one forced him to do so. However, he greatly respected knowledgeable people and praised them. “Madam Cheng, you have made great progress. I heard you didn’t even know a few words a few months ago, but now I can fully understand what you are saying.”


    The Third Prince had noticed the couple’s actions and said coldly, “She doesn’t necessarily understand. She just guessed where his words came from.”


    Shaoshang’s face turned even redder. He was right.


    Ling Buyi smiled slightly. He clenched the girl’s finger tightly under her sleeve, but his expression was as gentle as a spring breeze brushing against his face. “Teacher was originally here to teach Third Highness and we’re just additional heads. It doesn’t matter if you understand as long as he does.”


    The Third Prince snorted coldly again.


    “Since it’s so rare to have so many people today, why don’t you change the topic to something more interesting?” the Fourth Prince asked, trying to make amends.


    The old scholar was very reasonable. He stroked his beard and said, “When you were young, did you ever think about the type of person you would grow old with in the future, destined for life?”


    Cheng Shaogong looked up at the sky in a daze. “What I think of is no use. The future may not be as I think.” At first, he wanted a young girl who could shake turtle shells and draw on the sand table with him, but it was highly likely that Madam Xiao would beat him up if that happened.


    “Master Cheng, your heart is clear and bright, and the road is prosperous,” the old scholar praised.


    Young Marquis Ban hesitated before he spoke up, “The elders at home say, when you feel like thunder and lightning strike, that woman is the one you are destined for.”


    “It seems the Ban family’s elders also adhere to the teachings of Laozi and Zhuangzi,” the old scholar smiled.


    Shaoshang could not shake off the tangled hand under her sleeve and sneered at herself. “How could I have a say in this? Master Ling as already made all the arrangements clear!”


    The old scholar had trouble finding his words for a moment. “This… what… was all arranged by General Ling?”


    Ling Buyi remained motionless. “Shaoshang is young and naïve. It’s inevitable that I have to make arrangements for her.”


    The old scholar paused and twisted his beard. “Well, that seems… Third Prince, it’s your turn.”


    The third Prince sneered. “Men are Yang and women are Yin, like heaven and earth, follow their natural order and etiquette. A woman should be virtuous, dignified, modest, and reserved… At the very least, she should not interrupt a teacher or publicly contradict her future husband.”


    The direction of his comment was too obvious, but Shaoshang didn’t take the bait. The Third Prince was no match for the Second and Fifth Princes. He was a ruthless character. Ling Buyi smiled nonchalantly. “I wish Your Highness success in all your future endeavors.”


    The old scholar really wanted to continue this topic, but the Fourth Prince hurriedly stepped in, “Master, your topic is fascinating! Hahaha…. oh, the snow on the mountain road has been cleared. Why don’t we go and appreciate the scenery?”


    Everyone collectively thought his change of topic was too abrupt.


    Despite this, the weather was so cold that it only got colder and colder as they sat there. Everyone got up from the tables, and the guards and servants led the way in front of them. Everyone went up the mountain, which was considered warm.


    Young Marquis Ban had a clear goal and was leading the way. Cheng Shaogong was glanced at by Ling Buyi and had a strong desire to follow Ban Yin, followed by the two princes and old scholar. The three of them continued to study classics along the way, while Ling Buyi tripped Shaoshang at the end.


    Like a copper wall, Ling Buyi was tall and sturdy in front of Shaoshang. He held her slender waist with one hand and twisted her arm with the other. “Let’s have a good talk,” he said anxiously. “Will you go back to Changqiu Palace? You’ll never see the Empress again…”


    Shaoshang angrily shook her arm. “You still have the face to mention the Empress! She’ll be furious if she finds out about what you secretly planned for the Crown Prince!”


    “You won’t listen to my defense. Are you planning to keep arguing with me?”


    Shaoshang was reasonable, and the sentence made her struggle hard and gasp for breath. “…I see you every day showing respect and filial piety to the Empress, respecting and supporting the Crown Prince, and listening to everyone praising you for your loyalty, righteousness, benevolence, and filial piety. In private, however, you spy on everyone, grasp each person’s shortcomings, and only wait for the opportunity. You make me afraid!”


    Ling Buyi held her forearm and struggled to defend himself for a moment. “Do you think when your father and mother are away, they also act like they do at home?”


    Shaoshang froze.


    “Your father once became sworn brothers with the leaders of a group of bandits,” Ling Buyi said. “For three years, he was close and talked about everything. As soon as he met Wan Songbai and had a backing, he immediately attacked in the middle of the night and annihilated that group of bandits in one fell swoop.”


    Shaoshang’s mouth went dry. Father Cheng’s happy and loyal face appeared in front of her.


    “During those three years, your mother and many of the female relatives of the bandits were also sisters, and more than once, they jokingly said they wanted to become in-laws. Later on, those people died and scattered. Do you also blame your father and your mother?”


    Shaoshang couldn’t believe it. She was full of prejudice against Madam Xiao but still thought she was an upright and dignified person. It was unimaginable that she lied to others before.


    “Don’t be afraid,” Ling Buyi said softly, tenderly stroking her forehead. “Along the way, the bandits used the guise of acting for the heavens, but they were no different from other bandits. They burn, kill, loot, and rob people and women, causing great harm to the people. At that time, your parents were weak and could only pretend to be innocent. They didn’t do anything wrong.”


    Shaoshang’s face slightly improved.


    Ling Buyi followed her back for a moment. “Let me ask you, now that you know your parents also have an unknown side, do you feel scared?”


    Shaoshang thought for a moment and then shook her head.


    “Why?” Ling Buyi asked. “Because you think they are your parents, no matter what, and won’t harm you. That isn’t necessarily the case with me. You’ve always been unable to fully trust me, haven’t you?”


    Shaoshang’s mood slowly calmed. Upon closer reflection, it indeed was like that.


    Ling Buyi held her with one hand and pointed to the sky. “I swear to you today. If I ever harm you.” He paused, not wanting to seem like he was making excuses, and changed his words. “If I harm you, I will be abandoned by the people in the world, and I will never be able to turn over again!”


    Shaoshang opened her mouth wide and quickly went to cover his mouth. “No, no, no! Don’t! Don’t make such a vow out loud! Spit it out quickly, the heavens are watching. Let’s not be held be the words of the young…”


    Ling Buyi smiled slightly and complied, lightly spitting twice as she wished.


    “Zisheng!” the Fourth Prince shouted from a distance. “Madam Cheng! There’s beautiful scenery ahead. Come on!”


    The Third Prince occasionally glanced back. He saw the couple losing their temper, him persuading her, and then doing the foolish appearance of a Heavenly Oath of Alliance. “Couldn’t he find someone virtuous?” he muttered.


    The Fourth Prince turned around and smiled. “You are not a fish, yet you know the joy of water.”


    The Third Prince sighed and patted his younger brother’s shoulder. “You’d better read some books. Even the Cheng family won’t give you the bottom line in a few years.”
[Fourth Prince messed up the saying. The actual saying is by Zhuangzi, ‘I am not a fish, so I don’t know the joy of fish’. It explains that you can’t understand someone’s joy/opinion without fully experiencing it yourself.]


    Fortunately, Xiaoyue Mountain was low, and half of the mountain was only equivalent to four or five floors. Shaoshang was pulled up by Ling Buyi, panting and climbing. The oval platform with a radius of about ten zhang stretched out, and a few fresh and tender yellow plums slanted from the cliff wall. The gentle breeze didn’t bite to the bone, and everyone only felt the fragrance.
[Ten zhang is around 110 feet.]


    She didn’t know why, but the snow here was utterly devoid of dirt, making it crystal clear under the setting sun. The slight mountain breeze blew, with white snow, yellow plums, and a faint fragrance. Everyone felt relaxed and refreshed.


    The old scholar was overjoyed and loudly recited poems and verses from an unknown literary figure. The two princes stood not far from him. Cheng Shaogong found a stone pillar, brushed off the snow with his sleeves, and sat down tiredly. Shaoshang excitedly walked to the cliff’s edge, peeking her head down.


    Ling Buyi stood behind her with a smile. “Don’t go any further.” Although the guards had already explored the cliff with wooden sticks, those who landed on the ground were safe.


    “Sadly, I didn’t bring my flute; otherwise, I could have played a piece,” Shaoshang smiled, turning to look at him.


    “I didn’t bring my qin, either,” Ling Buyi said. “We’ll come here again and play together.”


    Shaoshang suddenly sighed. “Playing the qin with the xiao sounds great, just like my uncle and aunt when they played the long qin and short flute… I tried it with Eldest Brother at home, but it didn’t sound good.”


    “I know,” Ling Buyi said. He had practiced various musical instruments since childhood. How could he not know?


    “You and I aren’t very compatible,” Shaoshang said.


    “I also know,” Ling Buyi said.


    Shaoshang looked at him, and he looked back at her firmly, “What else do you have to say to dampen the mood? Get it all out of your system.”


    Shaoshang twisted her fingers and pouted. “I can’t today.”


    She took a couple more steps forward, then turned around and smiled. “Ling Buyi, my heart is pleased with you.”


    Ling Buyi’s feet became unstable, and he had to calm down before he stood still.


    “Do you also know this?” The girl had a smile like a flower.


    “I know.” Ling Buyi’s eyes were filled with joy. He paused momentarily, his heart twisting and turning, and whispered, “…I am too, much earlier than you.”


    Shaoshang’s bright eyes gleamed, and her heart was sweet. As she was about to open her mouth, she heard Cheng Shaogong sitting far ahead of him and shouting, “A’Yin, go up the mountain to collect herbs yourself. I’m not going! Be brave, don’t be afraid!”


    Ban Yin stood at the gate of the mountain road with more than ten servants, struggling between left and right.


    Shaoshang wanted to laugh. “Young Marquis Ban isn’t brave enough and doesn’t know what type of person he’ll marry in the future…” At this moment, a faint roar echoed above her head as if something huge was rolling towards them, faster and faster.


    Even the old scholar who was reciting poetry and prose stopped speaking. Everyone looked up.


    “Run!” It was a guard who reacted quickly and began to shout. “Avalanche!”


    At that moment, a large snowball fell from the mountaintop, blocking the sun and rolling down onto the platform. With a muffled bang, the snowball rushed down and covered dozens of people on the platform.


    Ban Yin, who only just left the platform, was stunned.


    He didn’t know how long it took before he heard himself screaming mournfully, “Hurry up! Help! Call all the people to the foot up the mountain! Hurry up, hurry up, hurry up…”


    …


    So. That happened.


    Next Chapter: Oath of Alliance (Part Two)
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    Chapter One Hundred and Thirty:
Oath of Alliance (Part Two)


    If one wanted to get technical, this was not an avalanche but a snowball phenomenon caused by the unique terrain of Xiaoyue Mountain.


    Under normal circumstances, as the weather warmed up, the snow in the mountains melts from the highest and outermost layer, gradually revealing the lush greenery below. For some unknown reason, the top of Xiaoyue Mountain was unusually cold. As the snow layer on the mountainside and bottom gradually thinned, the snow on top was still substantial and strong – it formed a lollipop shape.


    As the snow below the mountaintop gradually dissipated, the massive snow pile could no longer hold on, and Shaoshang and her team were just unlucky to be there when the snowball rolled down.


    Although Young Marquis Ban was timid, his voice was very high-pitched. With his screams, the guards and servants at the foot of the mountain rushed up. They used pole stretchers, swords, and nets, and even the outer cloaks to dig up the people buried in the snow.


    If the two princes, a general, two aristocratic sons, a daughter, and a highly educated scholar were not there, those attendants and guards would not be exempt from heavy responsibility. This heavy responsibility was at least hard labor with no upper limit.


    Thankfully, Xiaoyue Mountain wasn’t large in scale, and the snow on the top was scattered and rolling. The snow on the platform was no more than ten feet thick at most. Everyone worked hard to excavate without fear of the cold and soon saw a human figure under the snow.


    Apart from a guard and servant buried below, the first excavated was Cheng Shaogong, followed by the two princes, and finally, the old scholar. Not to mention frostbite, only the Fourth Prince was unlucky enough to be hit in the back by rocks mixed in the snow while the old scholar fell into a coma due to prolonged suffocation.


    “Shaoshang!” Cheng Shaogong suddenly shouted. “Shaoshang! Where is my sister? Master Ling, Master Ling!”


    Liang Qiu Qi’s deep voice sounded, “My lord isn’t here.”


    Everyone just realized that the snow on the platform had nearly been hollowed out, but Ling Buyi and Shaoshang were nowhere to be seen. Even the fearless Third Prince, with his cold face, was somewhat panicked and shouted to everyone to begin searching.


    “Just now, when the snow was falling, I saw Master Ling trying to pull Madam Cheng,” a timid servant spoke in a shaky voice. “Both of them were thrown over the cliff…”


    There was no such thing as being the unluckiest, only more unlucky.


    Everyone else had been standing in the middle and back of the mountainside platform, closer to the cliff. Only Shaoshang stood at the platform’s edge to view the scenery below. When the snow fell, she was struck and pushed over the edge. Ling Buyi flew after her to grab her, and they both fell.


    Everyone rushed to the edge of the cliff to look out. They saw Ling Buyi’s thick fur cloak hanging on a protruding rock at the bottom of the cliff, but the two were nowhere to be seen. Cheng Shaogong was so worried he was almost in tears, while Young Marquis Ban was so scared he was already bawling.


    Liang Qiu Qi’s forehead began to sweat – he didn’t know how deep it was under the cliff. If there were a buffer of snow, it would be fine. If they fell directly onto the ground, it probably would have killed them. He didn’t dare to delay any longer, and with a loud whistle, the guards behind him immediately prepared ropes to throw off the cliff’s edge, intending to search the bottom.


    …


    Ling Buyi watched helplessly as the heavy snow fell and a huge solidified snow block hit Shaoshang. He flew over and hugged her soft body but couldn’t stop himself from being pushed off the cliff by the giant snowball.


    The small mountain couldn’t grow old solid pine trees, but there, fortunately, were several protruding rocks on the cliff’s wall. Ling Buyi held Shaoshang in one arm and tore off the gemstone chain in his other, throwing the cloak on the rocks for the two of them to hang.


    However, the snowball was incredibly giant, and the parts beyond the platform only kept falling. Ling Buyi held the unconscious girl in his arms, grabbed a corner of his cloak, and had to bear the constantly falling snowblocks of all sizes.


    At first, Ling Buyi was able to persevere. Then, a snowblock the size of a horse fell. He didn’t dare to pick it up forcefully and could only stretch out his legs to give strong support on the mountain wall, release his cloak, and jump to the side.


    Fortunately, he had worn a complicated outfit that day with jade belts, chains, and sleeves. Ling Buyi could tear all of these things off one by one and hang them on the rocks, jumping down step by step.


    Thank goodness, because the mountain was small and the valley below wasn’t deep, when Ling Buyi used his hair-tied golden hairpin to pick up the mountain wall, he finally saw the snow pile at the bottom of the cliff. Ling Buyi tightly held the girl with both arms jumped towards the highest point of the snowdrift and then rolled down uncontrollably for a distance before they finally stopped.


    Ling Buyi got up from the snowdrift and examined Shaoshang’s injuries first. Blood was seeping from her forehead, clearly hit by a study snow block just now. Right now, she was half-conscious and murmuring something.


    Based on his years of wilderness marching experience, Ling Buyi knew that staying in place was the best way to help Liang Qiu Qi and his team find themselves the fastest. However, the girl obviously couldn’t stay here as the snow pile would slowly absorb her heat, which would ultimately become fatal.


    After weighing his options, he carried Shaoshang on his back and walked steadily down the snow pile, leaving a mark on the mountain wall in hopes that Liang Qiu Qi would see it. He wasn’t worried about wild beasts. Wild beasts only appeared on steep mountains and hills, while small-bodied animals appeared in low hills.


    Shaoshang wasn’t seriously injured but was severely dizzy.


    Shaking and swaying on the broad man’s back, she heard the creaking sound of snow under his footsteps and vaguely saw bloodstains on his shoulder and neck, some of which extended to be clotted by ice and snow – which were scraped open by the sharp sand and stones mixed in the snow while hanging the cloak.


    She fainted again, and when she woke up, she found herself held in his arms. Ling Buyi had opened his robe and wrapped her in his arms and clothes. She could smell the familiar refreshing scent, and her fingers touched a solid chest with clear barriers under his soft shirt. Above her head was the howling cold wind of the valley, but Shaoshang felt incredibly warm and safe.


    “I also want to make an oath,” she murmured intermittently. “I will definitely believe you in the future, just like I believe in my parents. I will never argue with you again. If I violate this promise, call me, call me… lonely and helpless, sitting in a city of sorrow and never leaving!”


    His big palm gently touched her head, but he didn’t speak.


    …


    When she fully woke, Shaoshang was in a big tent with a roaring fire.


    She stared lightly at the young man sitting by her bed. The first words out of her mouth were, “You’ve grown a beard.”


    Ling Buyi burst out laughing, and Cheng Shaogong rushed over with a hint of tears in his voice. “You finally woke up. You slept longer than the Third Prince’s teacher. You are young and light; why aren’t you even as good as an old man!”


    Before he could finish speaking, he was dragged out by Liang Qiu Fei, muttering, “Young Master Cheng, do you see that Young Miss is okay? You can rest assured now. Hurry back and rest! What do I have ulterior motives? Young Master Cheng, don’t guess. My young master was almost frozen into an ice lump for the sake of her. What else do you have to worry about? Are you afraid they’ll be alone under the cliff just now…”


    Shaoshang chuckled, her cheeks reddening as Liang Qiu Fei’s voice faded. She turned back to look at Ling Buyi, and her second words to him were, “Why is your hair down?”


    Ling Buyi’s hair was thick and shiny, hanging down his shoulders like satin. “I haven’t had the time to fix it,” he smiled.


    “Young Master, you can go clean up and change your clothes now,” Liang Qiu Qi couldn’t stop himself from saying from where he stood to the side.


    Shaoshang sat up in surprise. “You’ve been by my side all this time…” She supported her head as a wave of dizziness hit her. “Alright, Guard Liang Qiu, can you please bring in hot water and a change of clothes?”


    Liang Qiu Qi quickly left.


    Due to months of experience serving the Empress, Shaoshang had made a qualitative improvement in her skills in taking care of others. She removed Ling Buyi’s damp and cold outer, middle, and inner clothes, wiped them with hot water, and then changed them into dry clothes. When changing the clothes on his lower body, Shaoshang pushed the smiling Ling Buyi behind the privacy screen.


    She then brought a basin of warm water and knelt, intending to wash his feet. She also asked the maid to bring in the old ginger powder she carried with her and dissolve it in water – it was pre-dried and ground, used initially to soak in cold water to drink.


    She remembered clearly that he had walked in the snow for a long time and held her. Long periods of dampness and coldness could cause enormous damage to the feet. This was how trench feet, which once made soldiers scared, first suffered from ulceration and necrosis of the texture and, in severe cases, even required amputation.


    Shaoshang’s usual fierce demeanor was replaced with hand movements that were exceptionally gentle and firm. The Liang Qiu brothers were both stunned, and Ling Buyi looked at her intensely as if watching her for a lifetime was not enough.


    The burning sensation brought by the ginger powder slowly permeated the skin, and the muscles slowly regained vitality. Shaoshang then gently wiped his feet with a dry, thick burlap cloth. Ling Buyi was tall and slender, and the length of his legs was naturally considerable. Unfortunately, they were covered by the pants rolled up to his calves, leaving only slender toes for Shaoshang to imagine.


    In addition to his beautiful bone shape, Ling Buyi’s legs and feet were covered in bruises, punctures, and deep and shallow scars. Shaoshang finally understood. “So, riding a horse into battle is the most dangerous thing for legs and feet.”


    Ling Buyi smiled and pinched her small cheek.


    After washing, Shaoshang didn’t allow Ling Buyi to wear shoes and socks and had him lie barefoot on the couch to air dry his feet.


    Liang Qiu Qi finally regained his senses and pulled his younger brother out. Liang Qiu Fei remembered to nag and complain as they left the tent… “Brother, have your four beauties ever washed your feet?”


    Shaoshang heard this and smiled. “Guard Liang Qiu!” she called to his back. “You have four beauties?”


    Liang Qiu Fei excitedly said, “He does! He has quite a predetermined fate when it comes to women…”


    “What four beauties?” Ling Buyi picked up the velvet blanket on the couch and covered his ankles, exposing only the soles of his feet to the air.


    “Isn’t it Zhao who is in charge of the kitchen,” he teased. “Qian, who is in charge of sewing; Sun, who is in charge of the flowers and trees in the back mountain, and Li, who guards the wine cellar?”


    Liang Qiu Fei was stunned as the world slowly collapsed before his eyes. “Brother, is what Young Master said true?” He asked in disbelief.


    Liang Qiu Qi slapped his younger brother on the forehead. “Can’t an older woman be considered a beauty?!”


    Liang Qiu Fei’s eyes darkened, and he was about to faint. In his ears came the clear and cheerful laugh of the young lady, and beside her was the relaxed and unrestrained smile of his young master – many years later, Liang Qiu Fei would remember this joyful scene.


    Everyone was working together to mock the dark-faced Liang Qiu Qi when the guards outside announced that the Third Prince had arrived.


    Ling Buyi’s face stiffened, and Shaoshang quickly stood from the edge of the bed, standing at attention.


    The Third Prince raised the curtain and said in a low voice, “There was an accident in the Capital. Someone is posting flyers everywhere in the city.”


    “What’s written in the flyers?” Ling Buyi asked.


    “Nothing much, just a historical reference – the story of Emperor Xuan’s Crown Prince,” the Third Prince said.


    …


    Things keep ramping up. There really is no stopping until the end of the story, so hold onto your butts. 


    Next Chapter: Like flowing water, the waves remain calm
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    Chapter One Hundred and Thirty-One:
Like flowing water, the waves remain calm


    Because there was no developed public lighting system during this era, people rarely rushed around on the road late at night. Many civilians died every year due to walking at night, falling into ditches, lakes, and even off cliffs. Therefore, although Shaoshang had no idea what the story of Crown Prince Xuan actually was, seeing Ling Buyi rushing back to the Capital overnight, she could understand the seriousness of this matter. It was probably targeting the kind-hearted Crown Prince again.


    She had wanted to ask Ling Buyi on the way, but to her surprise, the Third and Fourth Princes also squeezed into Ling Buyi’s carriage. In order to avoid appearing ignorant (although that was a fact), she didn’t ask much and cursed the Third Prince in her heart for stealing the carriage; may his character remain unchanged for eight hundred years!


    The Third Prince still had a stoic expression as he settled into the spacious carriage, closing his eyes to rest. The Fourth Prince saw Shaoshang’s doubtful expression and said straightforwardly, “Zisheng’s carriage is stronger and heavier than ordinary carriages. Even if it’s an urgent march, it won’t fall apart. Ordinary carriages have to walk for three hours, and two hours will be more than enough time for us to arrive. Young Marquis Ban is still in shock, so he decided to take a slower carriage.”


    “Your Highnesses, why are you in such a hurry to return to the Capital?” Shaoshang boldly exclaimed. “I can see that Teacher is weak and isn’t in the condition to be hurrying back.” It wasn’t the two of them who were targeted!


    The Third Prince’s eyes suddenly opened, his gaze shining like lightning. Shaoshang unconsciously shrank back. Ling Buyi looked at her frightened, rabbit-like appearance, her ears trembling, and couldn’t stop from feeling amused. He reached out to pat her head as a sign of comfort.


    “What I mean is, with His Majesty in the Capital, what issue could there be that can’t be resolved?” Shaoshang chuckled awkwardly. “Both the Third Prince and Master Ling don’t have to be in such a hurry.”


    “I’ll teach you a lesson, today,” the Third Prince sneered. “Although you come from an ordinary background, you are actually in the palace and royal family. Don’t just focus on flirting with Zisheng. Keep your eyes and ears open, and know what you need to know in the moment. Everyone praises you in the palace for being intelligent, clever, and the Empress is kind and generous. Otherwise, you’ll end up among the women who really have scheming skills. How many days do you think you could survive?!”


    Shaoshang only asked a question and ended up being scolded for a long time, and the specific question still hadn’t been answered. This was truly a case of trying to gain an advantage, only to end up worse off.


    Ling Buyi looked at the Third Prince with displeasure. “You didn’t know,” he said softly to her. “Yesterday, Immortal Yan suddenly arrived, and His Majesty was both surprised and pleased. He led him to the Tu Mountain Hot Spring to talk about the past. His Majesty’s light carriage is simple, so it won’t alert the foreign ministers. Only the Crown Prince and a few others from Shangshu Terrace knew about it.”


    “And the flyers went out today?” Shaoshang asked, seeming to have thought of something.


    Ling Buyi nodded.


    “So now the ministers must know that His Majesty isn’t in the Capital,” Shaoshang said with a wry smile.


    Ling Buyi sighed and patted her head again.


    “The Empress must be upset again,” Shaoshang said, feeling worried. “She had just started to feel better these past few days.” She paused and secretly glanced at the Third Prince, whispering, “I’ve been on leave for three or four days, it’s naturally I don’t know what’s going on in the palace…”


    “I also have a mansion outside of the palace,” the Third Prince said coldly, “And yet, I am fully aware.”


    “Given her youth and naivety, she naturally lacks your level of awareness and insight,” Ling Buyi retorted.


    Shaoshang was resignedly gripped Ling Buyi’s hand, choosing to stay silent. She admitted that she was afraid of the Third Prince. He looked just like Royal uncle, especially when he lectured her.


    The Fourth Prince chuckled secretly when the Third Prince was criticizing Shaoshang. Now he sighed inwardly.


    He thought to himself that although Madam Cheng had a temper, she had a good heart and straightforward personality. Among his own siblings, only the Second Princess was truly disengaged, with all the other princes and princesses keenly observing their father’s every move. Even the young princes who were still studying and reading weren’t unaware.


    It was midnight when they set off from the camp. Shaoshang leaned against Ling Buyi’s arms, dozing off and on until dawn when everyone saw the towering walls of the Capital city. Ling Buyi used his and the Third Prince’s identity to have the city gate open and then the two princes got off the carriage and onto horses, leaving Shaoshang and Ling Buyi unsure of their destination.


    Shaoshang rubbed her big eyes and muttered, “Aren’t they going into the palace? Why did they rush like this last night?”


    “What purpose would going to the palace serve, to watch the Crown Prince struggle? This matter is a double-edged sword. They also have considerable concerns,” Ling Buyi said.


    Shaoshang let go and said in a daze, “They’re afraid of being accused of harboring ulterior motives, aren’t they?”


    Ling Buyi hummed in agreement.


    The carriage stopped at the Western Gate as usual, and the palace guard quietly said to Ling Buyi, “Several ministers entered the palace early in the morning, saying they wanted to speak with His Highness the Crown Prince.”


    Ling Buyi paused. Shaoshang was originally eager to go and visit the Empress, but he pulled her with him as he headed to Shangshu Terrace. “Say that the Empress is unwell,” he whispered to her. “Ask the Crown Prince to go and take a look.”


    Shaoshang allowed herself to be dragged away in a daze. The Empress was sick again? Why didn’t she know?


    


    The guards on duty at Shangshu Terrace were very familiar with Ling Buyi and Shaoshang and allowed them in without any obstruction. Before they could enter the side hall, they heard the Crown Prince’s helpless argument from inside, “…Regarding the matter of land allocation, Father only briefly mentioned it. Why do you need to be so aggressive in asking?”


    Then came a constant stream of refutes.


    “Your Highness’s words are not accurate. You never talk about useless things. Since you mentioned land allocation, that’s why you have this idea. As the Crown Prince, how can you ask questions without knowing it?”


    “That’s right! Land allocation is not a small matter. How to allocate, from where to allocate, and which households to allocate to. There is a lot of knowledge inside. Your Highness, you need to come up with a plan!”


    Shaoshang was suddenly wide awake. She quickly pounced on the crack in the door and saw a large group of people dressed as scholars gathered in the side hall. Each of them had a strong and imposing voice but she didn’t recognize any of them.


    She had been running errands to Shangshu Terrace every other day for the past six months. She had seen three or four reincarnations of the courtiers that Royal Uncle usually summoned, so the official rank of these guys in front of her were not high.


    The Crown Prince was finally forced to speak up. “My father’s intention in raising the land is to investigate the population, land, household registration, and tax revenue. This not only enriches the national treasury, but also provides an understanding of the situation in the provinces and counties. It can also suppress those family commanders who ignore the court’s orders. It’s a great thing for the benefit of the country and people. This intention is very good…”


    “This statement is not accurate, Your Highness,” a strange and sinister voice said. “If you want to talk about the intention, isn’t the ‘new policies’ of the tyrant Emperor Li of the previous dynasty good? Speaking of it, they were also very reasonable, citing scriptures and classics. Even ordinary Confucian scholars can’t speak of him! What was the result?”


    “Exactly! The so-called new policy of Emperor Li, which involved reforming currency and adjusting taxes, and conducting door-to-door surveys of land and population is also grandiose. Apart from the tragic incident of forcing people to leave their homes and destroying their lives, it only fills the private pockets of Emperor Li’s subordinates! Your Highness should take it as a warning…”


    Shaoshang was listening attentively by the patrician screen when Ling Buyi, without any hesitation, lifted his leg and kicked it. The screen was knocked down with a loud bang, and together with Shaoshang who was still crouched to eavesdrop, they were exposed in front of everyone.


    Ling Buyi looked at the people with differing expressions in the hall. “The two who flapped their mouths and spoke of the previous treacherous emperor,” he said coldly. “Are you referring to His Majesty or the Crown Prince?”


    The hall was quiet as everyone glanced at each other. The Crown Prince looked at Ling Buyi happily and said, “Zisheng is here.”


    A scholar with a rugged appearance stood up and loudly said, “General Ling, why use such charges to hold people accountable? Taking history as a lesson and advising you is our duty as ministers…”


    “Is it your duty to criticize recklessly and make things out of nothing? That really is a good skill,” Ling Buyi’s words were resounding as he looked at them coldly.


    “Emperor Li didn’t gain the throne properly. He was a petty person who usurped and seized power by relying on the power of women! His Majesty, however, was a soldier, horse, state, and county that planned to fight with blood and flesh! Emperor Li pretended to be righteous and acted recklessly, using cunning and evil methods to seize the power of four generations’ revolution and cause the disaster of usurpation and theft. His Majesty, with the wisdom of Yu the Great and Tang of Shang, punished and eliminated riots, inherited ancestors, and relieved the people of all kinds of things – what are the similarities between him and Emperor Li? You are talking nonsense!”
[Yu the Great (c. 21st century BCE) is a mythological leader who tamed floods. Tang of Shang (d. 1646 BCE) was the ruler and founder of the Shang Dynasty. Legend says he overthrew Jie, the last ruler of the Xia Dynasty.]


    The people in the hall were momentarily shaken by his aura and couldn’t speak. A gentle-looking scholar whispered, “We are advising High Highness, not His Majesty…”


    “The one who mentioned Land allocation was His Majesty, not the Crown Prince! If you have questions, please write to the court. Why bother the Crown Prince? Has His Majesty delegated the matter of Land allocation to the Crown Prince?! His Majesty has said more than once that His Highness needs to read and learn more, but you have more opinions than the Emperor and force the Crown Prince to intervene in government affairs!” Ling Buyi said.


    The Crown Prince hadn’t intervened in anything yet, Shaoshang thought to herself. With such a blind and forced turtle descendant, if he really managed something, he wouldn’t be drowned by spittle.


    The eccentric scholar spoke up, “It’s said that General Ling is not only unparalleled in bravery and martial arts, but also has the talent of Su Qin and Zhang Yi. Today, he truly lives up to his reputation. Yesterday, someone posted a flyer in the Capital, telling the story of Crown Prince Xuan. Have you heard about it, General?”


    “There are many old stories,” Ling Buyi said indifferently. “When it comes to telling stories, I also have one – do you remember the story of Emperor Wu’s Crown Prince Wei?”
[Crown Prince Wei (Liu Ju (128 BCE-91 BCE). Emperor Wu (156 BCE – March 29, 87 BCE) was the seventh emperor of the Han dynasty. His reign lasted 54 years and wasn’t broken until 1800 years later.)


    The faces of the courtiers in the hall all showed signs of fear. Shaoshang still had no idea what this meant.


    Ling Buyi looked at the crowd and said word by word, “Some people claim to be loyal ministers, pretending to advise Crown Prince Xuan, but doing what that sycophant Jiang Chong was saying!”
[Jiang Chong (d. 91 BCE) was a ruthless and opportunistic head of the secret intelligence and was one of the conspirators against Crown Prince Xuan.]


    After saying this, no one in the palace dared to refute it. Ling Buyi turned his head and glanced at Shaoshang who was still standing by the door. Shaoshang immediately understood and loudly announced, “Your Highness the Crown Prince, I’m here to inform you that the Empress is unwell. Please go and take a look.”


    The Crown Prince seemed to breathe a sigh of relief and hurriedly stood up to bid farewell.


    Walking along the palace alleyway, Shaoshang lowly began to complain. “Really, Your Highness! Those scattered chickens and dogs are not here to discuss politics with you. They’re really here to bully you. Why do you care about it so much? Just tell them to shut up and leave!”


    The Crown Prince smiled wryly. “How can we speak ill of each other without distinguishing between right and wrong…”


    Shaoshang cursed and put her hands on her hips. “There is a type of person in this world called a cheap person. What’s the point to talking to a cheap person when you meet them? Not taking action is considered polite!”


    The Crown Prince didn’t argue with the young girl. He just shook his head helplessly and continued walking forward.


    The small disturbance seemed to have just dissipated.


    Shaoshang originally thought that the Empress had just recovered from an illness, and encountering such a troublesome situation wouldn’t be good. She remained calm this time. When Shaoshang rushed back, she saw her dignified while she leisurely read and wrote. Changqiu Palace was as calm as ever.


    The Empress caressed the lovely and soft twin buns on her head. “Didn’t you say that even if it’s a blessing or not, a disaster can’t be avoided? I’m tired too. Let’s just wait for His Majesty to come back and everything will be decided then.


    When she thought about it, Shaoshang realized Her Majesty was right. She stayed peacefully in the palace and planned to stay for another few days to see the situation.


    Academic issues were urgent, however. At noon that day, Shaoshang took advantage of the Empress’s nap and snuck out of Changqiu Palace. She seized the opportunity and caught the Fifth Prince, who had been teasing the servants of the small palace and brought him to a remote place to question him.


    The Fifth Prince had suffered many hardships because of Shaoshang. He first refused to be alone with her and even tried to hide behind the palace maids. Shaoshang shouted with a fierce expression on her face. The palace maids took off running and the Fifth Prince could only follow her.


    “Don’t worry. I won’t be asking you to testify for me today and I won’t have you help me commit a crime… I just have to ask you about two stories.” Shaoshang pressed the Fifth Prince’s arm with one hand and his neck with the other.


    “Ow, ow, ow!” The Fifth Prince exclaimed. “Let me go first. I’m here with you, why are you being so rough? What kind of story? Just say it!”


    Shaoshang let go of him. “Fifth Prince, you should really practice,” she frowned. “You’re covered in fluffy fat, weak in the hands and feet, and your breath is unstable. I can see your belly coming out. How old are you?”


    “What do you know?” The Fifth Prince rubbed his arm. “If I were to learn civil and military strategies, I’d be tired of living. The Empress has a noble reputation and the respect of Father. Consort Yue has a strong family background and the favor of Father. What does my mother have? She’s a woman in the deep palace who is ignorant of the sky and always daydreaming. I won’t follow her! Only in this way can I leave a long and peaceful life!”


    Shaoshang began to feel an admiration for him. “I can’t tell if Your Highness is thinking clearly. Why are you still jumping up and down to annoy everyone? The last time His Majesty went to Tu Mountain to worship the gods, I heard that you actually spoke against the Second and Third Prince and was beaten!”


    “If I don’t stir up trouble, Father might not remember me,” Fifth Prince said. “If he doesn’t remember me, how will he reward me with titles in the future? Moreover, the more foolish and ridiculous I am, the more reassured my brothers and sisters will be.”


    “Why are you telling me everything?” Shaoshang asked strangely.


    “The first time I made a fuss, Ling Buyi saw through me,” he said, rolling his eyes. “That time, I exposed him to Father for sneaking out of the palace, and he beat me up and scolded me a few times… Oh, stop it. What stories are you asking about?”


    Shaoshang was stunned. “Yes,” she quickly said. “I meant to ask you, what… what is the story of Crown Prince Xuan, and who are Crown Prince Wei and Jiang Chong?” Even the Fourth Prince, who hated reading, knew about it so the Fifth Prince had to know.


    “Oh, you also heard about the flyer incident in the city yesterday?” the Fifth Prince said, his eyes lighting up. He clicked his tongue. “It seems your education isn’t very good, but why are you…?”


    Shaoshang rolled up her sleeves and took a step forward. “Stop talking nonsense,” she threatened in a low voice. “It’s inconvenient to ask the Empress or a teacher. Old Lady Zhai doesn’t know, and Master Ling has been sent out again. I’m in a hurry to know now. Speak quickly!”


    The Fifth Prince took a step back and froze for a moment. “Okay, let me explain briefly. You won’t understand if I fully explain it.”


    “You want me to hit you, don’t you?”


    “Go away, I’ll say it. Emperor Xuan was an emperor from the previous dynasty. He was kind and loving to the people and a wise ruler who believed in rewards and punishments. He had a deep affection for his original empress but she was killed…”


    “Tsk, even empresses can be killed. This emperor was not wise.”


    “Don’t interrupt. When the original empress was killed, Emperor Xuan had not yet taken power! What did he say… Oh, the original empress passed away, but she left behind a son who was both the oldest and legitimate. Emperor Xuan made him the crown prince.”


    “Oh, so this is Crown Prince Xuan.”


    “That’s right. In order to protect the crown prince, Emperor Xuan specially established an empress who had no ties or children, and also found amazing people to teach him. Even though Emperor Xuan later had a very beloved concubine and son, the Crown Prince’s position remained stable.”


    “This Emperor Xuan wasn’t bad.”


    “He was good, but the Crown Prince was not a good a good candidate for the position of heir. The scholar who taught us once said that Crown Prince Xuan was cowardly and decisive, kind-hearted and soft-hearted, and was kind to the eunuchs. When one of the eunuchs close to him killed an important official in court, he didn’t take any responsibility and let it go. Emperor Xuan was already aware of this. He once said, ‘The Crown Prince cannot distinguish between kingship and tyranny, how can I entrust the responsibility of governing the country to him?’ and such harsh words like ‘The one who caused a mess in my family was the Crown Prince.’ However, due to the love and memory of his original empress, he pitied the Crown Prince for losing his mother at a young age. In the end, Emperor Xuan still allowed the Crown Prince to succeed to the throne as Emperor Yuan.”
[Crown Prince Xuan/Emperor Yuan (75 BCE – 33 BCE).]


    Finishing this long monologue, the Fifth Prince looked at Shaoshang’s face and took a few steps back.


    “…So, later generations have criticisms about this?” Shaoshang asked with difficulty.


    The Fifth Prince nodded. “As Teacher said, the decline of the former dynasty began with Emperor Yuan. If Emperor Xuan had made a decisive decision, it would have been better to replace him with a new crown prince. Also, later on, Emperor Yuan appointed a crown prince who was a hundred times worse than himself – that was Emperor Cheng. Emperor Cheng indulged in debauchery, his relatives were in power, and the court was chaotic. Oh, Emperor Li was actually promoted by him. The flyer posted in the city said this story was clearly stated that he went to court with the Crown Prince and his brother!”


    Shaoshang was unable to speak for a while. “You can’t say that. Who says that with a new crown prince the previous dynasty will never decline?” The decline of a dynasty was cyclical in nature, it could not be changed by subjective will… how could people accept this?


    “What about the second story?” she pursued, “did it also suggest to the Emperor to depose the Crown Prince?”


    “The exact opposite,” the Fifth Prince said with a smile. “Crown Prince Wei was appointed crown prince by Emperor Wu, who was lenient and decisive, and won the hearts of the people. The cruel official Jiang Chong, who was highly valued by Emperor Wu, was afraid and worried that he would be punished after Crown Prince Wei ascended the throne. He took the initiative and falsely accused Crown Prince Wei of plotting a rebellion. Later, Crown Prince Wei was forced to fight and ultimately suffered defeat and committed suicide. After Emperor Wu found out that the Crown Prince had been unjustly accused, he angrily sought the execution of the several families involved.”


    Shaoshang now understood Ling Buyi’s meaning. Everyone regarded themselves as loyal ministers who advised Emperor Xuan to establish a crown prince. Who knows if it was Jiang Chong – she smiled.


    She regained her senses, clasped her sleeves in both hands and gave a weakly coquettish smile. “Your Highness, why are you so honest and sincere with me today? I’m a bit scared when I ask anything.”


    The Fifth Prince was not swayed by this appearance. “Because I also hope the Crown Prince will be safe and sound!” he said straightforwardly. “He has such a good temper and his future succession to the throne will be easier for me! If it were the Second Prince…” He flattened his mouth and made a face.


    “I will accept your kind words,” Shaoshang bowed and said with a smile.


    Ling Buyi acted quickly and the Emperor returned to the capital from Tu Mountain the next day. He was furious about the rough flyer placed on the imperial table and ordered Tingwei Prison to conduct a thorough investigation. Old Ji Zun responded with a stern expression, and after jumping around, he caught the person who had been posting the flyers. They were just a few idle people who collected money to handle the matter. They themselves didn’t even know how to read and write, let alone know what was written on the flyer.


    The Emperor was not easy to deal with. He ordered a deep investigation and excavation, insisting on uncovering the people behind the scenes. He added people from the Northern Army Prison and the City Gate Colonel Camp, and the Capital was in chaos.


    The saying goes, wherever you walk, you will leave a trace. There was no wall that was impervious to wind in the world. Digging around the Capital three feet deep greatly affected the customs and industry. They finally found the person who had instructed those men to distribute the flyers.


    Ji Zun wasn’t even allowed the time to breathe when it was discovered the person responsible was a disciple of the late high-ranking official Han Qing. He had been poor and isolated from a young age, and was raised and taught by Han Qing. When Han Qing committed suicide due to the Crown Prince’s incident, his anger was not able to calm down.


    Since the Emperor could not hold grudges, he could only inherit the last wish of his mentor and promote the consequences of choosing the wrong heir to show that Han Qing was not at fault. If it weren’t for Ji Zun’s early vigilance after he was arrested and taken to Tingwei Prison, he would have committed suicide by slamming his head against a wall.


    Now, even the Emperor was dumbfounded. He had already regretted Han Qing’s death. He didn’t expect the master and disciple to be so angry that if they didn’t agree, they would seek death. In addition to being a high-ranking official, Han Qing was also a renowned scholar in the study of ancient literature and classics. Some people in the court and public heard about this and pleaded for mercy on behalf of this disciple, saying, ‘Although karma is inevitable, it is understandable.’


    In the end, the Emperor got off the donkey and sentenced the disciple to a short-term exile and hastily concluded the case.


    The Empress sighed for a long time when she heard the result. “What a cunning plan!” she said. “If you ask Master Han’s disciples to handle this situation, His Majesty will not be able to hold you accountable.”


    “Could the disciple be instructed by someone?” Shaoshang asked, puzzled. “Why don’t we investigate?”


    “How can we investigate this matter?” the Empress smiled bitterly. “That disciple makes many friends through writing every day. Should we arrest all those who mention the Crown Prince or make allusions to him, and interrogate them one by one?”


    Shaoshang remained silent.


    The Empress comforted the girl again. “Alright, this matter is over. When His Majesty comes back, don’t pout. His Majesty has also been very tired these days. Be good and don’t cause trouble, okay?”


    Shaoshang nodded earnestly.


    When Royal Uncle came to Changqiu Palace, she was indeed very well-behaved. Not only did she use her professional skills to cook a few light and delicious dishes, she also told a few silly stories about her family to the Imperial couple.


    “…And Sister Qiqi has already been adopted into her uncle’s house, and my second brother is being adopted by the Wan family. Uncle Wan is so happy that he will say to everyone, ‘I also have a son,’ and leads Second Brother to brothels to have a good time. Sister Qiqi immediately said to Uncle Wan, ‘How can you take my future husband to that place?’ Unexpectedly, Uncle Wan turned his face to her and refused to recognize his daughter. He said that Sister Qiqi should be more virtuous and gentle and not hound his son all day. Sister Qiqi was so angry that she went and told my mother.”


    “I still remember Wan Songbai’s daughter,” the Emperor said as he smiled. “She once killed a tiger and cut out its heart. She’s very impressive!”


    “What’s even more impressive is my mother,” Shaoshang said, pretending to be afraid. “After Mother found out, she said she would inflict family law onto Second Brother. Uncle Wan stopped her and said, ‘Why are you hitting my son?’ My mother said, ‘He is still my son, I can punish him.’ I saw Second Brother being put on the bench and was about to be punished. Uncle Wan sat on the ground, began rolling and crying loudly ­– ‘I am so unlucky! I lost my father at a young age and spent half of my life without a son. Someone is going to beat my son now, who will help me?’”


    She reenacted it so vividly that both the Emperor and Empress burst out laughing.


    “What about Captain Cheng? Did he care?” the Empress asked with a smile.


    Shaoshang flattened her mouth. “He went into hiding and wasn’t able to be found for a long time.”


    “Hiding!” the Emperor slapped his knees as he laughed. “I would hide too if it were me!”


    The Empress wiped away her tears. “Your mother did a good job raising him for more than ten years and he has a good character. If he were to be adopted, would he immediately fall into a bad habit? How is that okay?! This person, hmm, Wan Songbai. What happened after?”


    “Uncle Wan already set up an incense table and beheaded a chicken. He swore to heaven and earth that he will never lead Second Brother to do anything such as the first, second, third, fourth, or fifth clauses.”


    “What does that mean?” the Emperor asked curiously.


    “Mother forced Uncle Wan to write a full piece of silk, with more ten prohibitions and clauses on it. I didn’t read it carefully. Anyway, he will face severe consequences for breaking his oath.”


    The Emperor and Empress burst into laughter.


    After laughing, the Emperor saw that the Empress was in a good mood and proposed to have the Crown Prince preside over the Double Third Festival next month on his behalf. The Empress know that the Emperor apologized for punishing Han Qing’s disciples too lightly and was looking for an opportunity to make amends for the mother and son. She didn’t expose him at the moment and smiled gently and thanked him. For a moment, the atmosphere inside the hall was harmonious and warm.
[The Double Third Festival happens on the third day of the third lunar month and is a festival to ward off evil spirits and natural disasters.]


    Shaoshang saw the gentle demeanor of the Empress. She had an idea and quickly slipped out of the room. After some thought, she decided to inform the Crown Prince of the good news in advance to stop him from feeling depress. The Emperor still supported him very much.


    He had the support of the highest leader in the world; he shouldn’t be overly greedy.
[The last part of this sentence actually said, ‘What bicycle do you want?‘ and is a reference to a famous catchphrase from a skit in 2001. It implies that someone is greedy and shameless to the extent of absurdity. ]


    In a fit of anger, she rushed to the cold and desolate Eastern Palace. Shaoshang scattered some money as she usually did. The eunuch and palace maids in the palace all smiled happily and allowed her entrance into the inner palace. She was hit with the strong smell of alcohol from afar.


    Shaoshang quickened her pace and went to take a looking. She nearly lost her breath and scrunched her nose – the Crown Prince was already drunk and lying on the table. The Second Prince continued to persuade the Crown Prince to drink while dejectedly saying things like, ‘The courtiers all despise you and secretly accuse of you being weak and incompetent’ and ‘They say that your virtue is not worthy of your position. His Majesty’s decision to appoint you was the biggest mistake of his life.’


    Shaoshang took a deep breath, looked around to make sure she was alone, and sank into a running crouch. She flew towards the waist and butt of the Second Prince and shadow kicked him – she used to be a degenerate, after all!


    The Second Prince was caught off guard and fell to the floor with a scream. He pointed at Shaoshang and trembled. “How dare you be so rude?!” He was truly a prince who had been educated by orthodoxy. He never dreamed that Shaoshang could be such a shrewd woman.


    “What about it?!” Shaoshang put her hands on her hips. “If you have the ability, fight back!” She pointed to her face. “Strike, here don’t be polite!” As long as the Second Prince dared to hit her, she would immediately go to Royal Uncle with the scars on her face. If she didn’t make a complaint against him, she would be considered a coward!


    She wasn’t sure if the Second Prince thought of this or he still had gentlemanly principles. His angry face changed several times, but in the end, he didn’t take action. He angrily stood up and said, “What are you doing in the Eastern Palace?!”


    “What are you doing in the Eastern Palace?” Shaoshang retorted. “Did you sneak out while your wife was sleeping?”


    “What sneaking out? If I want to go, I’ll go, who can stop me?!” the Second Prince’s face turned blue. No one would be happy if they were describe as being so obscene. “I am a brother of the Crown Prince and have come to comfort him!”


    “Forget it. Who wouldn’t know what you’re up to.” It was rare that no one was around and Shaoshang exuded a strong aura. “From Changqiu Palace to the Eastern Palace, if you can find a servant who thinks you have a deep affection for the Crown Prince, I will kowtow three times so hard that my head hits the ground as well as give you two of the most famous young beauties in the world!”


     “You…” The Second Prince trembled with anger. “Don’t rely on Ling Buyi’s power and influence to violate the rules! I want…”


    “Do you think that His Majesty has lightly let go of the flyer incident and is dissatisfied with the Crown Prince’s character?” Shaoshang decided to break the illusion for him. This could be considered making a contribution to the country and the people. “No. His Majesty is only looking at the deceased Master Han and doesn’t want to blame his disciples heavily! Just now, His Majesty told the Empress that he still loves the Crown Prince very much!”


    She didn’t mention anything about the Double Third Festival. Telling the Crown Prince to make him happy was one thing, telling others was just a form of exposing secrets.


    The Second Prince was so angry that he was dizzy. “I don’t believe you,” he said stubbornly. “I need to go home and ask A’Heng.” A’Heng was the name of the Second Prince’s wife.


    She watched the Second Prince leave the Eastern Palace in a state of despair then turned her head to see that the Crown Prince was still passed out. She lost interest in speaking and waved away the wine smell in front of her nose. She instructed the palace maids to come in to help the Crown Prince wash up and rest.


    Exiting the Eastern Palace, Shaoshang actually felt quite refreshed. The Crown Prince (temporarily) had no worries, and the Emperor and Empress (once again) loved each other. There shouldn’t be anything else to worry about and she just had to wait for Ling Buyi to come back!


    With the Eastern Palace filled with wine and Changqiu Palace emitting little pink hearts, Shaoshang couldn’t think of where to go for a moment. She wandered aimlessly and ended up going to an octagonal pavilion. In the pavilion, she saw a person with a jade crown and brocade robe, looking clear and elegant, standing tall and upright. Wasn’t that Yuan Shen?


    Shaoshang was taken aback.


    Yuan Shen also saw her. He greeted her into the pavilion with a smile.


    “What are you doing here?” Shaoshang asked, walking over to him.


    Yuan Shen pointed to the bamboo scroll placed on the stone table in the pavilion. “On His Majesty’s orders, I’m to send this to the Eastern Palace once several scholars have sorted through it. Since I’m the youngest, I got the errand job.”


    “Then you should go to the Eastern Palace,” Shaoshang said, looking confused. “What are you doing standing here?”


    Yuan Shen hesitated for a moment and Shaoshang immediately understood. “Oh. You saw the Second Prince going into the Eastern Palace with a wine jar. You didn’t want to meet him, let alone drink with him, so you’re hiding here!”


    Yuan Shen smiled bitterly. “Play dumb when you have to play dumb. Why can’t you do that?”


    “I didn’t ask to be born this smart,” Shaoshang shrugged. “There’s nothing I can do about that. But…” She leaned closer to Yuan Shen. “Who do you think is secretly harming His Highness the Crown Prince? It keeps happening.”


    A glimmer of light flashed in Yuan Shen’s eyes and he hesitated. However, as he looked at her big hopeful eyes, he suddenly remembered the words she had shouted at him, ‘Ling Buyi has helped me several times, but what benefits have you truly done for me?’ – He calmed down and slowly began to explain.


    “You always ask who is targeting the Crown Prince but Ling Zisheng hasn’t said a lot to comfort you.


    “It isn’t just one person or one family that is targeting the Crown Prince, but a tacit agreement reached by many forces in silence. For example, the cousin of the Crown Princess, Sun Sheng, was lured into committing debauchery and crimes by one family, while the one who investigated his background and used him as leverage was another family. It was a third family that planted people around the Crown Prince and found out about the Crown Prince’s meeting with Madam Qu in Purple Osmanthus Garden.


    “These people have no clear strategies. They’re just like rodents, constantly digging in the walls of the Eastern Palace. With one shovel from you and one from me, just one opportunity can immediately put the Crown Prince in a dangerous situation.”


    Shaoshang was dumbfounded. First, she didn’t explain Yuan Shen to explain everything to her today. Second, she was stunned by the meaning behind those words. She remembered the attacks that the Crown Prince had been subjected to so far, as if they were all opportunities that immediately surrounded him.


    “I, I know that in the past, Prince Qian’an killed many of the ministers of Jingzhou,” she said quickly. “So, they were angry and indignant…”


    “Not only that!” Yuan Shen interrupted her lightly. “These enemies of the Qian’an faction are not to be feared. The real hidden danger are those important officials who have taken the lives of the Qian’an faction.”


    Shaoshang let out a soft exclamation.


    “Do you think only the hands of Old Prince Qian’an have blood on them?” Yuan Shen asked. “The Qian’an family has dissipated, and the power dissipated cleanly. Where have all the powerful sons, grandsons, and nephews of the Old Prince gone? They are like flowers, watered with flesh and blood. His Majesty is skilled in his methods, and all high-ranking officials are not inferior. Even if the Crown Prince never said a word for Prince Qian’an’s mansion, can they rest assured? This is a matter of life and fortune.”


    Shaoshang’s fingers slowly clenched tightly around her sleeve as she gradually understood.


    Yuan Shen stared into her eyes. “Others would say that he personally killed the first fierce general and the old prince’s command, who was also the husband of his eldest daughter and the cousin of Marquis Yu – although he was ordered to act, what do you think the Yu family thinks of the Crown Prince?”


    A big river appeared before Shaoshang’s eyes. At first, it was just a small current in the middle of the river, but as it flowed, there was a force at each corner pushing the whirlpool and formed a huge vortex that could devour everything.


    “They’re talking about the allusions of Crown Prince Xuan because they want His Majesty to change the crown prince!” she said angrily.


    “Wasn’t Ling Zisheng also quick to counterattack?” Yuan Shen smiled. “‘He claims to be a loyal, but is actually Jiang Chong.’ He really is eloquent. More than ten years ago, His Majesty placed Ling Zisheng in Changqiu Palace. I wonder if he thought about it today.”


    “Master Ling… also acted according to His Majesty’s wishes,” Shaoshang whispered.


    Yuan Shen glanced at her and continued, “That’s right, so you don’t have to worry too much about the Crown Prince. As long as His Majesty still favors him in his heart, the Crown Prince will be as safe as a rock. Emperor Jing obediently changed the crown prince because he wanted to change the heir, and no one could stop him. Emperor Wu’s blood flowed like a river because he didn’t want to change the crown prince, but was designed by villains. Therefore, he executed all the important aristocrats, and foreign relatives who could benefit from the Crown Prince’s death. No matter how much Emperor Xuan talked about the Crown Prince, there was still no easy succession. This was Emperor Xuan’s intention – ultimately, it’s His Majesty who matters the most.”


    [Emperor Jing (188 – 141 BCE), the sixth emperor of the Han dynasty.]


    “With the example of Emperor Wu at the forefront, those who secretly want to change the crown prince will not dare to emulate Jiang Chong’s actions. At most, they’ll publicize the affairs of the Crown Prince’s men and women, or post allusions and flyers.”


    “So rest assured, as long as His Majesty’s intention remains unchanged, no one can easily change it.”


    Shaoshang sat on the other side of the stone table with a mixture of joy and sorrow. She suddenly tilted her head. “Why do I feel like you’re not as usual today?”


    “You finally saw it,” Yuan Shen sneered. “It’s different – I’m engaged.”


    Shaoshang was taken aback and smiled widely, “You’ve been picky for a while and finally decided on a wife? Which family is she from?”


    “She is the daughter of the Cai family in Henan,” he said calmly. “Grand Minister Cai Yun is from this family.”


    “Wow, it’s a perfect match. Congratulations.” Shaoshang arched her small fist and smiled at him with curved eyes.


    “You don’t have to smile so happily, like you’re shedding some burden,” Yuan Shen said in displeasure. “I haven’t bothered you that much before, have I?”


    Shaoshang rolled her sleeves up. “Don’t pretend, you’re not someone who provokes others. Whatever you do, you think twice before you act. If you’re engaged, you must have carefully compared the strengths and weaknesses of the Cai family. I’m sure this marriage will be the best for you.”


    Yuan Shen stared at her for a long time and then finally began to laugh.


    “Don’t say I’m so vulgar,” he sat on the stone stool opposite of Shaoshang. “I am also sincerely involved in this marriage. Unfortunately…”


    “What happened? Is the Cai family asking for too much dowries? For the sake of Third Uncle’s former fiancée’s face, I have to gift you money for your marriage!”


    “Damn it, there’s nothing good to say ­– I was actually planning to marry Cai Yun’s daughter, who is my now-fiancée’s cousin. She is truly a lively and good woman. Although she doesn’t have an outstanding appearance, she is intelligent and wise, virtuous and reasonable. Unfortunately, she’s engaged to a sickly man. I think she’ll be widowed sooner or later!”


    “Pah, pah, pah!” Shaoshang spat. “You’re the one who can poison an elephant with spit, but…”


    “But what?” Yuan Shen asked.


    Shaoshang suddenly changed her tone. “Why does it sound like getting married is like doing business to you? Don’t you want to find someone you really like? You might find someone like that in the future.”


    Yuan Shen looked off into the distance and softly said, “Deep affection is not necessarily a good thing… My mother didn’t marry my father at first but her first husband passed away. If it weren’t for my grandfather’s pleading, my mother would have followed him long ago.”


    Shaoshang was surprised. How could he tell her such a private matter?


    “Although Mother is still alive, I know that her heart has been long dead, leaving only a body,” Yuan Shen continued to mutter to himself.


    Shaoshang remembered the rumors from the outside – that the madam of the Yuan family was a strange person who did not go out or socialize. If it weren’t for fear of disrespect, she would not even attend the banquets bestowed by the Emperor. For more than a decade, she was indifferent to family matters and her son. She devoted herself wholeheartedly to practicing Taoism – perhaps not practicing Taoism, but paying tribute to her deceased beloved.


    Shaoshang suddenly understood Yuan Shen and developed a strange sort of empathy – his biological mother was distant, his biological father was guarding outside, and he had grown into a shrewd and vigilant character. She sighed, “Since we were young, we both had parents but it feels like we don’t.”


    Yuan Shen smiled leisurely. “I’ve told you before that we are very similar. If you hadn’t met Ling Buyi, you would have thought carefully like I did and found a husband who would be the most beneficial to you.”


    “Yes,” Shaoshang sighed, “but I still met him.”


    Yuan Shen remained silent for a long time and then, with a disappointed sigh, said, “Yes.”


    …


    Next Chapter: Past Memories Remembered
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    Chapter One Hundred and Thirty-Two:
Past Memories Remembered


    On that day, Shaoshang and Yuan Shen surprisingly refrained from bickering and even politely bid farewell to each other. Later on, Shaoshang considered that day to mark a new beginning because from then on, she and Yuan Shen never again experienced the ‘grand occasion’ of arguing upon sight.


    The palace and court were once again restored to peace and tranquility. The Emperor cursed and rebuked the mid-level officials who had run down the Crown Prince that day. In addition to the Double Third Festival next month, the Emperor also allowed the Crown Prince to preside over court sessions.


    According to the Crown Prince’s words, he would rather read and write in the Eastern Palace, drink a cup of sweet and mellow wine, paint a peaceful peach blossom, fish by the lake, and enjoy the scenery in the mountains than listen to the subtle or intense reports of the courtiers. As if to prove the reliability of this statement, the Crown Prince turned and handed all the official seals and symbols of the Eastern Palace to Ling Buyi.


    The Empress said the Crown Prince was becoming more and more like her father, the late Duke Xuan.


    Shaoshang was finally able to meet Immortal Yan. He was twenty or thirty years older than the Emperor, and his beard and hair were white. However, his face remained rosy and spirited, and his speech and behavior were all smiles, making him charming and approachable. Life expectancy was generally low at the time. It was natural that the people admired the elder, Old Yan, with his sage-like demeanor and appearance of a venerable immortal.


    It was said that when Royal Uncle succeeded in farming, he sold grain for tuition and went to the Capital city of the previous dynasty to study. That was where he met Old Yan. He was known as a classmate and an old friend of the Emperor; their friendship was half-mentor and half-friendship.


    It was a rare encounter, but Royal Uncle still touched Immortal Yan’s chubby belly and begged him to enter the court as an official. Hearing this, Immortal Yan was about to wash his ears. The Emperor grabbed him and cursed softly, “Can you stop imitating the sages? They survived off of river water and wild fruits while you have never been short of wine, meat, or music.”


    “I am actually praising Your Majesty for having the wisdom of Emperor Yao,” Immortal Yan joked.
[Emperor Yao is a legendary figure in Chinese mythology and history, considered one of the Three Sovereigns and Five Emperors.]


    The plea was fruitless, so Royal Uncle had no choice but to ask Old Yan to stay for a few more days so they could speak in-depth. Then, while sleeping, Old Yan pressed his thigh against the Emperor’s belly. The Grand Historian was furious and reported that a guest had invaded the throne. The Emperor had to rub his belly and plead with Old Yan. Immortal Yan took that opportunity to try and take his leave.


    The Emperor held the old man’s arm and sighed, “Have you seen Zisheng? He is the only one who carries Huo Chong’s bone and blood now. You can stay until next month when he gets married and then leave. Do you remember that year we met a bandit? Where would we be if Zisheng’s uncle hadn’t rescued us in time? You would have been a ghost long ago!”


    Immortal Yan sighed. “Even though I had already told you the road couldn’t be taken, the low pressure at the mountain pass and the overlapping peaks were like a haze, making it the most ominous aspect of feng shui. Your Majesty had to say that if the road was closed, you must take it. Well, I’ll stay until next month.”


    Ling Buyi had already prepared all the necessary items for his wedding ages ago, including various gold, jade, pearl, fragrant wood sacrificial vessels, and brocade embroidery. Since the engagement of his adopted son a year ago, the Emperor immediately ordered the embroidery workshop in the palace to rush to work on wedding robes. He even asked the Chief Protocol Officer to hold the wedding ceremony in accordance with a prince’s regulations.


    There were officials and workers in the court who criticized this, but if anyone had any objects, the Emperor would make things difficult for them. It wasn’t about criticizing someone’s lifestyle; it was about being picky with their gender issues. Otherwise, it was about being picky eaters, which was seen as extravagance, and then everyone becomes quiet – it wasn’t a big deal, close your eyes.


    As the wedding date approached, Ling Buyi became increasingly somber and silent. He was either busy to the point of being nowhere to be found or would sit quietly for long stretches without speaking. Several times, Shaoshang woke up from a nap in the palace to find Ling Buyi sitting next to her, gazing at her intently with an indiscernible mix of sadness and reluctant concern in his eyes.


    Shaoshang couldn’t help but ask him what was wrong. Ling Buyi said, “The person sent out to search for my uncle’s old team has not returned yet. It’s hard to say. It’s just a waste of time.”


    Shaoshang knew this was the knot in his heart, so she advised, “If they really are no longer in this world, then they are heroes who have passed away. Perhaps they’ve already been reincarnated into a wealthy and peaceful family. Let’s do our best to obey the will of the heavens.”


    Ling Buyi shook his head and remained silent for a while. “Mother’s health isn’t very good, either…”


    Shaoshang sighed. This was the most worrying matter. Huo Junhua’s bouts of drowsiness had become increasingly frequent, and Marquis Cui spent his days in tears. And now, to tend to the medicine soup, she spent nearly two days in the palace for every day she spent in the Apricot Blossom Courtyard. As the ‘new bride of the nephew who blows in the autumn wind,’ Shaoshang’s attentiveness earned her praise from Huo Junhua several times.


    “Spring has already begun,” she said, “but the chill is still a bit heavy. When the flowers bloom next month, Madam’s health may improve.”


    Ling Buyi nodded. However, the melancholy in his eyes was like the mist in the valley of early spring: thick and could not be dispelled.


    While Ling Buyi and Shaoshang were worried about Huo Junhua’s health, Prince Ruyang’s mansion reported that the old princess was unwell.


    The old princess evidently refused to depart quietly from this world. Even in her serious condition, she appealed to the Emperor for grace. She said, “I’m not concerned for my other children; it’s only my granddaughter, Ying, that I worry about. She is truly pitiable, having lost both her parents at such a young age. With her aunt and uncle overseeing the royal family’s affairs, there’s an added layer of separation. Your Majesty, I beg that you show compassion for her in remembrance of her father, who passed too early.”


    The Emperor sighed at the thought of his cousin who had died in battle. He gave Princess Yuchang enough money for two counties and even conferred upon her future husband – Ling Buyi’s stepbrother – a prestigious position as an Attendant Cavalryman.


    The Crown Prince expressed pity and said, “Sister Ying has been quiet and virtuous since she was young. I hope her future will be smooth and worry-free, just like the wind blowing away a young seed. Although she faced wind and rain early, she can eventually take root, sprout independently, and start a family and career.”


    The statement was both heartfelt and emotional, leaving the Emperor feeling moved. The Third Prince said coldly, “Father should wait until she passes away before granting the title. She’s only seriously ill right now and has not passed away yet.”


    The Emperor’s feeling of being moved was immediately shut down. He glanced at his third son, but Immortal Yan laughed heartily and pointed to the Third Prince, saying, “This child resembles Your Majesty a lot.”


    The Emperor’s face turned pale upon hearing this. He drove everyone out and then cursed, “Nonsense. Your old eyes are dim! I was lenient when I was young. I didn’t care about those who bullied my lonely and orphaned siblings.”


    Immortal Yan patted his chubby belly and smiled, “Just be happy, Your Majesty.”


    It’s unclear if the Third Prince’s unlucky predictions were too spot-on, but the Old Princess of Ruyang lingered at death’s door for seven or eight days and still held on. This situation not only made the Emperor somewhat displeased but also placed the Ruyang royal household in an awkward position – not that they wished for the old princess to pass away quickly, but if she were to stubbornly pull through this time and live another three, five or even ten years, what would that make of the Emperor’s ‘end of life’ concern? Should the same concern be shown the next time she’s on the ‘brink of death’?


    It was the urgent report from Marquis Cui that Huo Junhua was actually critically ill.


    When the news arrived, the Emperor had been in high spirits and sat with the Empress in Changqiu Palace. He was writing down a Si Jiu Fu poem when he heard the news. His fingers trembled, and a thick black cloud appeared on the snow-white silk. He immediately asked Ling Buyi to stop his work and rush to the Apricot Blossom Courtyard. Shaoshang quickly packed her bags and went to help.
[Si Jiu Fu is a Chinese poem that typically consists of four lines, each with seven characters and following a rhyming pattern.]


    When they arrived, the Apricot Blossom Courtyard was already between the two realms of yin and yang. Outside, shamans were singing and dancing day and night. Inside was a strong medicinal aura, crowded with seven or eight attendant physicians, precious medicinal herbs, and blessings constantly brought from the Capital.


    Marquis Cui had dark circles under his eyes, and his expression was mournful. He sat by Huo Junhua’s bedside, silently shedding tears. Auntie had cried until her eyes were dry, her voice hoarse and choked. Ling Buyi, however, was like a towering mountain covered in snow that would not melt for thousands of years. He knelt upright beside her, silent and cold.


    “Little Junhua, wake up, Little Junhua…” Marquis Cui held Madam Huo’s hand as he gently called out to her. The person on the bed remained unconscious.


    Everyone stayed inside the house, and as the night enveloped the apricot grove, Shaoshang could hear the rain pouring outside.


    It was around midnight when Marquis Cui felt the hand in his tighten. He immediately straightened up and began to call out repeatedly. Huo Junhua woke up without warning and tightly grasped his hand.


    In the few months that Shaoshang had accompanied Huo Junhua, she had never seen such an expression on Huo Junhua’s face – she no longer looked like the spoiled and unruly girl of the past but an adult woman who had suffered from years of pain and struggle.


    She looked steadily at Marquis Cui, murmuring, “A’Yuan, A’Yuan… have you come to pick mulberries?”


    “You… you….” Marquis Cui was at a loss and couldn’t tell if Huo Junhua remembered the past.


    “I wanted the tallest string of mulberries, black and purple. They must be very sweet… Brother, don’t scold me. It isn’t me who made A’Yuan jump so high. If you don’t believe me, ask him…” Huo Junhua lay quietly on the bed, tears streaming down her cheeks.


    “If you want to eat mulberries, I’ll go pick them. I’ll pick them, don’t worry…” Marquis Cui’s voice was continuous.


    “A’Yuan, A’Yuan, I wish I had married you!” Huo Junhua suddenly let out a mournful shout as the heavy rain outside suddenly sounded like a heart-wrenching spring thunder.


    “Junhua!” Marquis Cui froze momentarily and then rushed forward, tightly embracing Huo Junhua.


    Huo Junhua extended her pale, thin arms around Cui You’s neck.


    “If only I had married you. I was blind and foolish. I should have married you long ago… A’Yuan if I had only married you if I only married you… A’Yuan, I’m sorry for you. I can only repay your kindness to me in the next life…” She cried with tears on her face, as if she wanted to express her lifelong suffering and regret.


    Huo Junhua cried until she was hoarse and slowly let go of his neck. She tried to prop up her body and looked around with lifeless eyes.


    Cui You understood and loudly called, “Zisheng, come here!”


    Ling Buyi knelt before the bed and extended his slightly trembling hands.


    Huo Junhua grabbed him and looked straight into his eyes, her gaze not filled with deep affection and regret as it had been towards Marquis Cui. Instead, it was ablaze with a fiery, intense, and excited emotion. “A’Li… my A’Li, Mother has always been thinking of you… You… you cannot forget…”


    Those were Huo Junhua’s final words. She collapsed back on the bed with no breath left.


    Marquis Cui couldn’t believe it. He checked again and again and finally hugged the body of the woman he had loved since childhood. It gradually became cold, and he burst into tears. The maids, inside and out, also burst into tears.


    The heavy rain poured all night, scattering the newly blossomed apricot flowers everywhere. As the sun emerged and the mountain breeze blew, the delicate pink-white petals floated like reed flowers in the snow, blanketing the mountains in a veil of pure white.


    …


    Rest in Peace, Huo Junhua. You were a terrible person growing up, but you didn’t deserve all the things had to suffer through.


    Next Chapter: The Earth-Shaking Drums of Yuyang
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    Chapter One Hundred and Thirty-Three:
The Earth-Shaking Drums of Yuyang


    The messenger who went to the Capital city had not yet returned, but the funeral hall had been set up.


    Marquis Cui had fainted several times from crying. Shaoshang asked the attendant to make a bowl of powerful calming soup and made Marquis Cui, who was dizzy from crying, drink it. She only told him it was a tonic for refreshing his mind so that he could concentrate and prepare for Madam Huo’s affairs.


    Shaoshang entrusted the sleeping Marquis Cui to the care of the maidservants and went to the quiet spiritual hall.


    Ling Buyi had already retreated from everyone and knelt alone in front of the empty spirit, his straight back like a sword and broad shoulders like a ridge. Shaoshang suddenly felt a burning sensation in her eyes. Whether it was disaster or shock, sadness or suffering, Ling Buyi always remained silent like the sea, unchanged like towering mountains, and made those around him feel incredibly at ease.


    No one knew what exactly he thought in his heart.


    Ling Buyi turned around, face pale. His eyelashes were as long as feathers, and his eyes held a peculiar weakness of nothingness.


    He smiled slightly, like he had done countless times before. “Shaoshang, are you here to comfort me? No need. I understand it all. Life, age, illness, and death are all inevitable. Throughout life, plants and trees come in spring, and there is no feast that doesn’t end. No matter how close or reluctant, there will always be moments of separation.”


    Shaoshang felt his words were off. “Even though it’s inevitable to part ways, as long as there is a longing in my heart, whether in the underworld or thousands of miles away, there will be no change. The human heart is changeable, but it’s also difficult to change. As long as my heart refuses to change, regardless of the vicissitudes of life and changes of dreams, what can I do?”


    “Is that really what you think?” Ling Buyi said, stunned.


    Shaoshang smiled. “Have you never heard of Jingwei filling the sea, the Foolish Old Man moving the mountains, and encountering someone determined? Even if the gods come, it’s useless!”


    [Jingwei is a mythical bird who tries to fill the ocean with stones. It’s a similar story to that of Sisyphus. The Foolish Old Man is determined to win victory and has the courage to act, ‘Where there is a will, there’s a way.’]


    Ling Buyi stared at her for a while and said, “Since that’s the case, why don’t we bite our arms as allies?”


    [This is a traditional and ritualistic way of forming a pact or alliance, symbolizing a deep commitment to a cause or to each other.]


    What? Shaoshang took a couple of steps back. What did he say?


    People attached great importance to an oath during this period, and the oath ceremony often required blood. For example, Uncle Wan had made an oath to Madam Xiao to cultivate his character, and, in one breath, he killed seven white-feathered roosters. The courtyard in front of Nine Zhui Hall was splattered with chicken blood, and Qing Cong struggled for several days with the servants trying to remove the smell.


    However, the blood of livestock was not as noble as human blood, so many heroes preferred to bite their fingers to swear oaths. Since fingers were often the subject of misfortune, arms were not much different.


    “So… how about we just chop up some chickens and ducks instead? There’s no need to bite our arms, right?” Shaoshang wasn’t afraid to swear the oath, but she was afraid of pain.


    Ling Buyi ignored her protest and gently but firmly pulled her to his side, kneeling with a firm tone. He said, “In front of my mother, promise you will never change your heart towards me.”


    Shaoshang carefully looked back. “You’re taking advantage of the situation. I can only promise, ‘If you don’t change your mind, I won’t change mine.’”


    “Okay,” Ling Buyi’s smile had a hint of sadness to it. “That’s what you’ll promise.”


    His voice was as gentle as usual. Shaoshang couldn’t deny it and could only respectfully swear in front of Huo Junhua’s spirit, “Ancestors above and the gods as my witness. I, Cheng Shaoshang, hereby swear, if, if…” She glanced at Ling Buyi. “If he doesn’t change his heart to me, I will never change my heart to him.”


    Ling Buyi then rolled up her sleeve and unceremoniously took a bite out of her tender arm. Shaoshang recoiled in fear, as if she were facing a dentist, and frantically slapped his back. The initial sense of luck and misfortune of severity turned into a fit of rage when she saw her arm marked with bloody teeth. Shaoshang, fueled by a newfound determination, bit into Ling Buyi’s muscular arm, leaving behind two rows of blood-stained marks.


    Ling Buyi seemed to feel no pain at all. His gaze was somewhat dissatisfied as he looked at the dents on his arm as if Shaoshang had cut corners and didn’t exert enough force. Shaoshang’s hard work made her masseter muscles on both sides sore.


    When she returned home the next day, A’Zhu bandaged the bite on Shaoshang’s arm while shaking her head. Surprisingly, she didn’t tell Madam Xiao about it. “He just lost his mother and has a father like Marquis Ling. Master Ling is quite pitiful,” A’Zhu said.


    Shaoshang covered her still-sore upper arm and huffed out a breath full of resentment. Nonsense! If it weren’t for Ling Buyi’s mother’s recent passing, how could she tolerate him this much?


    Huo Junhua’s funeral was grand, and the Emperor buried her according to the rites of his sister. Ling Buyi naturally held the parent-child ceremony; the awkward ones were Cui You and Ling Yi. How could they arrange priorities during the ceremony? One was an ex-husband, while the other was a husband in everything but name. The officials of Honglu Temple were very imaginative, however. They allowed Cui You to take over the position of Huo Junhua’s elder brother and let Ling Yi stay In the guest seat.


    In Shaoshang’s opinion, the past couple’s disturbance was almost like that of an enemy. Why did Marquis Ling have to attend the funeral? The Emperor didn’t welcome him.


    Shaoshang clearly underestimated Marquis Ling’s resilience, however. Not only did he come on the day of the funeral, but he also brought Ling Buyi’s stepbrother and even the future bride of the Ling family, Princess Yuchang. Ling Yi originally wanted to stand next to Ling Buyi, but the unbearable arm of General Wu pushed him aside.


    Shaoshang couldn’t help but sneer in her heart. Their eye-catching ex-wife had died, and the powerful eldest son could return home, as well as the newly promoted second son and his new princess wife. The Ling family was thriving!


    Ling Yi inevitably left in a hurry because of Marquis Cui’s uncontrollable crying from beginning to end. Tears streamed down his face, and he was almost unable to stand on his own, with Ling Buyi supporting him to get into the carriage. Under the profound gaze of the crowd, Ling Yi finally couldn’t keep his gentle mask in place and found an excuse to get behind the crowd.


    As he was about to leave, Ling Yi came to bid farewell to Shaoshang. Princess Yuchang, beside her, whispered softly, “It’s a pity. The Marquis’s fiftieth birthday is in a few days. The family has prepared to host a banquet, but now…”


    Holding two and a half gold bricks, the young Ling stepbrother bowed and said softly, “Thank you, Princess, for thinking about my father. He has worked hard for half his life and never truly enjoyed happiness. The family originally intended to use this birthday banquet to make him happy. Unfortunately… Since the Princess is worried, the Ling family is grateful.”


    Princess Yuchang looked at her young fiancé’s handsome face and coquettishly said, “What are you saying? Will I not be part of the Ling family in the future? Why should I be so outspoken?”


    Shaoshang coldly observed their exchange, which seemed like an act, and feigned surprise. “Oh my, I was completely unaware, how negligent of me. Turning fifty is indeed a significant milestone, and it deserves a grand celebration, but…”


    Ling Yi repeatedly waved his hands and humbly said, “The dead need to be honored. Zisheng’s mother has just passed, and it is a time for mourning at home. How could I arrange a grand banquet?” After saying that, he left with his second son and Princess Yuchang.


    Shaoshang watched them leave from behind, a sneer forming in her heart. Mourning? As if!


    Given that Huo Junhua had just passed away, Ling Buyi was expected to observe three years of filial piety mourning. The Emperor could not delay the marriage for that long and announced the wedding date would not change, allowing his adopted son to marry as planned. The Empress, with a sense of regret, said to Shaoshang, “This means your wedding ceremony cannot be as grand as it might have been.”


    Shaoshang pointed to the brocade, gold, and jade that filled half of the side hall and smiled. “Your Majesty, how else did you want to arrange it? You’ve added so much to my dowry that I can’t even arrange it at home.”


    With only ten days until the wedding, the Empress, with great reluctance and a heavy heart, sent Shaoshang back to the Cheng mansion along with her additional dowry. She also strictly commanded Ling Buyi to adhere to the etiquettes, forbidding him from sneaking to see her. Ling Buyi, holding the girl’s hand, gazed at her over and over again, finding it immensely hard to let go.


    The Empress couldn’t help but laugh. “Don’t be so soft-hearted. You’ll spend your whole life watching her… His Majesty is looking for you. Cen Anzhi has been waiting outside for a long time, and you’re still dawdling. You are about to observe mourning. You need to handle everything properly before handing them over. Alright, let’s go now. Shaoshang has to leave!”


    Shaoshang sat on the steps bestowed upon her by the Empress, looking back at the high palace steps of Changqiu Palace. The Empress stood in the middle with a smile and waved from afar. Two small eunuchs stopped Ling Buyi and could only reluctantly gaze at the group walking away. The golden-red sunset dragged his shadow into a long, continuous direction, pointing toward the back of his beloved girl who had left.


    Just as she was about to leave the West Gate, Shaoshang saw the Second and Third Princesses from afar, and the Third Prince, dressed in his riding clothes, seemed to be about to leave the palace. The three siblings seemed to be arguing.


    “You’ve been pushing and dragging such a small matter. If it weren’t for Second Sister’s slight cold and not being able to go out, we wouldn’t be looking for you!” the Third Princess angrily stomped her feet.


    “I have already said that the Crown Prince is looking for me to handle matters,” the Third Prince raised his voice in a rare moment. “I have to go to the Red Willow Camp to interrogate a few people in the next few days. If the matter is urgent, I’ll go back to the mansion and pack my luggage. I won’t have time to accompany you to the funeral!”


    “Alright,” the Second Princess advised her younger sister, “don’t make things difficult for Old Third. He always speaks his mind, and it does seem like an urgent matter. We can go alone.”


    The Third Prince hastily clenched his fists, turned around, and left. The Third Princess remained infuriated, continuously voicing her dissatisfaction, which even the Second Princess couldn’t calm. As Shaoshang approached, she could hear the Third Princess complaining, “The Third Prince has always disregarded family ties! Even if he has urgent matters, what harm is there to speak kindly to us? Hmph, had I known back then when he had a cold and fever, I would have added a few more doses of goldthread to his medicine!”


    [Goldthread is bitter, so the Third Princess is venting her anger.]


    Shaoshang walked over and bowed to the princesses with a smile. When she got up, she received a look from the Second Princess, who asked her to open up the topic. “Oh, did the Third Prince have a cold and fever?” she joked. “After being in the palace for so long, I have heard people say that the Third Prince has been healthy since childhood and has never been seriously ill.”


    The Third Princess, who had been treated well by the Emperor and Consort Yue, obviously had a better temper. She was no longer annoyed by Shaoshang and only rolled her big eyes, saying, “The Third Prince isn’t a fairy. How could he not get sick? There are still minor illnesses, but serious illnesses… Hey, Second Sister, was it just that once?”


    The Second Princess thought for a moment and then chuckled. “You hit the nail on the head as if it was just the one time.”


    “It’s just right!” the Third Princess snorted coldly. “It was a chilly spring, and we were all around the fire in the house. He ran out and went crazy. Half his clothes were wet with the snow. He deserved a high fever!”


    Shaoshang hesitated momentarily and asked, “May I ask Your Highnesses, which year did that happen?”


    “Why are you asking so many questions?” the Third Princess impatiently asked. “It was about eleven, no, twelve years ago.”


    The Second Princess shook her head. “No, it was thirteen years ago. That year was when the war lightened up a little, and Father offered sacrifices to Grandfather and Grandmother, who had passed away early. As soon as the Lantern Festival was over, he took us to the Dongbai Cemetery, and that was where Old Third got sick.”


    Something stirred in Shaoshang’s heart, but it was as if there were invisible shadows within a thick fog that could be seen but not caught.


    “Why do you want to know?” the Second Princess said strangely.


    Shaoshang smiled. “I was just curious.”


    Upon returning to the Cheng mansion, she saw Madam Xiao had already renovated the mansion and prepared the wedding ceremony for the near future, both inside and outside the compound.


    Father Cheng became quite sad as he thought of his daughter getting married soon. He sighed as if debt collectors were perusing him. In a rare move, Madam Xiao kindly didn’t force Shaoshang to practice reading and writing, nor did she accuse her of sleeping in and acting a fool. Everything was going smoothly for her.


    Shaoshang felt there were a few times that Madam Xiao wanted to tell her things, but the atmosphere wasn’t right. Madam Xiao often sat in Shaoshang’s room for a while, both sitting silently, and then it was time for dinner.


    Madam Xiao finally figured it out and said to Shaoshang, “Forget it. Before getting married, your maternal grandmother nagged me for a long time, but I still managed to make things worse. Zisheng is successful, so you don’t have to worry about anything. There are some things that you can think of yourself that will be better than others telling you. Besides, I was not a decent bride.”


    Shaoshang thought she made a lot of sense.


    Madam Xiao and Madam Qing Cong were busy preparing for Shaoshang’s wedding ceremony and dowry while the daily affairs of the Cheng family were still being taken care of by Cheng Yang.


    Seeing Shaoshang’s boredom, Cheng Yang sometimes invited her to look at the accounts and ask questions. With Shaoshang present, she didn’t even need to calculate when they looked at accounts. Her cousin could skim over the numbers with her eyes and calculate the answer in her mind.


    That day, she led Shaoshang to check the vacant houses in their household. Her cousin searched for details, saying, “There’s no one to live here, and the guests won’t rush to the backyard during the wedding ceremony. Why are you working so hard? Second Uncle has returned early, so it’s better for the two of you to gather together. When you get married, you might not be able to have those good conversations with Uncle.”


    “Father isn’t like Eldest Uncle,” Cheng Yang smiled. “Whether it’s scolding or praising, he can talk for a long time. When Father returned, we briefly chatted, but afterward, we could only sit and stare at each other… Ah, let’s forget about it.”


    She asked the maidservant to carefully examine the walls and ceilings to see if there were any leaks or dampness. “After your wedding, the next step will be the wedding of the Eldest Brother and Sister-in-law, as well as the adoption ceremony of Second Cousin. Then we must invite a few elders from the village to come over. These empty houses will be useful. I thought I would clean them up first to save Eldest Aunt from being busy later on…”


    Seeing Cheng Yang’s busy and disheveled face, Shaoshang whispered, “It’s fortunate to have you at home. You’ve been a big help to my mother.”


    Cheng Yang turned around and smiled. “Eldest Aunt is very capable. It’s just that a few things have been squeezed together recently. Otherwise, she and Aunt Qing would have more than enough time to take care of it, and I wouldn’t have much to do.”


    Shaoshang sighed. Alright, Madam Xiao didn’t favor the wrong person.


    The two sisters led the maidservants to an exceptionally exquisite attic, where various instruments were placed, including the qin, xiao, xun, sheng, drums, flute, piccolo, a twenty-five stringed harp, a fifty-stringed harp…and even a row of smaller brass bells.


    “This used to be Grandfather’s room, right?” Shaoshang said, looking around in admiration.


    “Correct,” Cheng Yang said. “Grandfather loved to stay here before he passed away… but Grandmother doesn’t like it here.”


    Of course, she didn’t. Shaoshang scoffed internally. With a husband obsessed with music all day, it was a wonder Grandmother Cheng liked the place!


    “What’s this? A waist drum?” Shaoshang pointed to a small, pitch-black circular drum in the corner, with wide straps hanging on both sides.


    Cheng Yang looked at it and hesitated. “Hmm, it should be a war drum. When Eldest Aunt first brought me here, she mentioned it. It’s used to regulate soldiers during marching and warfare and can even be struck while on horseback.”


    Shaoshang walked over and slapped the drum with her palm. The drum made a deep, resonating sound that faintly shook her heart.


    That night, Shaoshang woke up in a cold sweat all over her body. She looked at her trembling fingers and the bright red wedding attire with golden embroidered patterns on the hanger beside her. She gasped for breath. The top-notch attire made by twelve of the best palace embroiderers took an entire month to make and left her awestruck.


    After sitting in bed for a while, she got up and carefully avoided the sleeping Lian Fang. She stepped into the courtyard alone.


    The night was as deep as an abyss and cold as ice water. She wandered around and unconsciously returned to the attic where she had been during the day, approaching Grandfather Cheng’s music room.


    She held the war drum and sat facing the moon by the window.


    With the first strike of her palm, a thousand horses were galloping in the distance, their hooves flying and the earth and mountains shaking. With the second strike of her palm, the sword glinting in the moonlight revealed its sharp edge, and the soldiers fought fiercely with flesh and blood everywhere. The aura of the golden sword was suffocating. The third palm strike had an eagle fly high in the clear sky. The fourth palm strike…


    Shaoshang placed her trembling and painful palm over her eyes, tears silently streaming down her face.


    She finally understood why she was always worried for some unknown reason and why she always took an inexplicable defensive stance. The matter had actually been in front of her for a long time. She could sense the unease but could not speak up.


    Life was like the grains of sand on the beach, continually being battered by waves. Whether it’s slow foam or towering waves, there seemed to be no other way but to bear it with an unwavering resolve.


    Shaoshang put down her tear-stained hands and straightened her spine – she couldn’t just sit and cry. She had never been one to wait for death. There was still a lot she had to do.


    …


    Did anyone else feel a sense of creepy horror, being possessed by demons when Shaoshang was hitting the drum like I did?


    Hold onto your butts, everyone.


    Next Chapter: Row by Row
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    Chapter One Hundred and Thirty-Four:
Row by Row


    Although Shaoshang could now come and go as she pleased, opening the door in the middle of the night still alarmed Father Cheng and Madam Xiao. The couple hurriedly put on their robes and were surprised to see their daughter dressed up and ready to go.


    The pitch-black robe had ink-wash flowers and birds of opposite colors embroidered with silver threads. The waist was slender and tightly cinched, and leather buckles protected her wrists. A pair of shiny and straight long boots were on her legs, and her thick hair was tied into a smooth high bun. Apart from a few silver pins hidden in her hair, there were no other decorations on her body. The girl appeared cold and solemn, exuding a faint chill.


    Madam Xiao became increasingly frightened as she looked at her. She had never seen her daughter dress so solemnly before.


    “Where are you going? You’re getting married in three days. Why are you messing around? It’s past midnight… there’s still a curfew outside!” Cheng Shi anxiously shouted when he saw his daughter leading the eight guards the Empress had given to her straight toward the gate.


    Shaoshang turned her head and smiled. “I apologize for disturbing you. I have something to do and will be going out. Mother, Father, please go back to bed…”


    Father Cheng’s forehead was bulging with veins. He quickly put his arm through the sleeve of his outer robe and shouted, “How can we sleep with all this fuss? Who do you think you’re fooling…”


    “Is something wrong with Ling Buyi?” Madam Xiao suddenly asked.


    Shaoshang suddenly looked back, a hint of admiration on her lips. Before she could answer, a servant from the Cheng mansion hurriedly ran in front of her. He knelt in front of Shaoshang. “Reporting to Young Mistress. It took me a while to knock on the door before a servant opened it. He only said that the entire family of Marquis Ling went outside the city to another residence. It sounded like they were celebrating Marquis Ling’s fiftieth birthday.”


    “Sure enough,” Shaoshang said, narrowing her eyes.


    “…Is Ling Buyi really in trouble?”


    Madam Xiao stumbled, and Cheng Shi hurried over to steady her. The couple looked at each other, thinking about last month’s Lantern Festival banquet.


    It had been noon. Shaoshang and Ling Buyi stood on either side of the Empress. Shaoshang stood under the eaves while Ling Buyi walked up the palace steps. Although the girl was in the obscure shadow, she exuded vitality, while the young man, surrounded by the sunlight, was adorned with stars, like a beautiful flower in full bloom, yet with a faint sense of coldness and indifference.


    When they returned home, Madam Xiao felt this wasn’t right and asked her husband, “Have I ever gotten a person wrong?”


    Cheng Shi began to compliment his wife. “Even with that thief Chen that year, you were only initially confused but soon realized something was wrong before anything happened. You were like this with Niao Niao, too. At first, you were biased, but later on, didn’t you think she was better and better?”


    “But if there is someone I initially didn’t think much of and found increasingly suspicious later on?” Madam Xiao replied sullenly.


    “The longer you’re around people, the more accurate you become,” Cheng Shi said. “There are no exceptions.”


    “I hope this is an exception,” Madam Xiao said. “Because this time, I’m finding Ling Zisheng suspicious.”


    Afterward, the couple discussed it for a long time but decided to let it go. He was the adopted son of the emperor, a young, powerful official, and even their family’s future son-in-law. Cheng Shi couldn’t make a fuss just because of Madam Xiao’s intuition. The result…


    Shaoshang bowed respectfully to her parents. “Please go back and rest. I don’t think anything will happen in the city, but keep an eye on the gatehouse, just in case. I will leave first. Go… just go.”


    “You are not allowed to go out!” Madam Xiao shouted sternly, taking a step forward. “If Ling Zisheng isn’t okay, send someone to the palace. Why do you have to go out by yourself? Do you still want to leave the city? What if something happens? Besides, you cannot leave the city gate!”


    Shaoshang paused, then turned to her mother. She spoke slowly and clearly, “Don’t worry, Mother. I have already reported what needs to be reported, but I still have to go out tonight. You can’t stop me.”


    Madam Xiao furiously stomped her feet and shouted, “Someone! Grab the young mistress…”


    At that moment, the half-open gate of the Cheng mansion was completely smashed open. Then, a group of golden-armored guards dressed in cloaks embroidered with the badge of Changqiu Palace poured into the mansion like flowing water. A young leader with twin phoenixes spreading their wings on a golden helmet was half kneeling before Shaoshang. He clasped his fists together. “I was ordered to come here. I am at Madam Cheng’s mercy.”


    Guards surrounded Shaoshang as she slowly approached Madam Xiao, indifference bleeding from her tone, “Her Majesty has already entrusted me with many kinds of command tokens. I can enter the palace at night and move about freely. I can also command the guards of Changqiu Palace – though I never used them, and only a few people know about it.” This was the customary practice established by the Empress when she acted as regent during the Emperor’s military expeditions.


    The Cheng family servants, who were about to restrain Shaoshang, all hesitated and turned back for instructions from their madam.


    Madam Xiao’s body went numb, and she began to lose her composure. “Don’t go, Niao Niao!” she exclaimed. “If anything major is going on, the Empress will decide. You, you…”


    Shaoshang looked up at her mother, a beautiful woman always dressed neatly and meticulously. At this moment, her expression was flustered, and she was at a loss. She felt lonely in her heart, but she lifted her chin high and proudly stated, “Mother, don’t you think you’re a bit late to be telling me what to do? You didn’t back then, and now you can’t control me anymore… Let’s go!”


    Cheng Shi stomped in anger but could only support his trembling wife as he watched his daughter follow the golden-armored guards out of the gate. In his furious state, he still allocated half of his own soldiers and four military maids to follow after her.


    ……


    The guard at the city gate looked at Shaoshang with both surprise and vigilance as they attempted to leave. Fortunately, she was leaving the city, not leading a group of fully armed guards in, so the guard still allowed her to pass according to the order.


    The spotted cow horse was now long and sturdy and could gallop like the wind. It no longer was the chubby and clumsy, silly, and cute appearance it used to be. The howling early spring wind rushed by her ears as she rode, surrounded by close martial servants sent by Father Cheng to catch up, and the Empress’s Guard stomping on the rumbling sound of horse hooves. In the past, this familiar sound always made her feel at ease because she knew that no matter what she encountered, there would always be someone to save her in the future – save her from danger.


    But now… she always had to look for clarification on her own. That was probably why she had been so unlucky in her life.


    The silver buckles tied to her cloak collided on her chest, making a clear jingling sound. Shaoshang regained her senses, and sparks flashed in front of her. As she moved, they converged into two long chains, like a fiery snake circling around, accompanied by the same rumbling of horse hooves as they quickly crossed the open, cold plain.


    Shaoshang made a gesture, and the guard leader with her immediately instructed his subordinates to hurry forward, shouting, “We are the guards of Changqiu Palace. Who are you? Why are you rushing outside the city late at night?”


    Two cavalry soldiers also rushed out of the enemy’s army and loudly replied, “We are the defenders of Chi Sufeng Pass. We have been ordered to be transferred to the Zhenyang Guard!”


    After the guards finished speaking, they returned to their troops. Shaoshang asked the leader to let everyone continue forward. However, they soon encountered another group of soldiers. After inquiring, they learned that these troops came from Beisheng Mountain Camp and were also ordered to be transferred to the royal garden west of the Capital.


    As they continued, Shaoshang and her group encountered two more groups of night-marching soldiers. One happened to be an army dispatched by the Zhenyang Guard to another place. Now, even the guards’ leader thought this was strange. He slowed his horse. “I dare to ask Madam Cheng, why are there so many military orders tonight?”


    “In your opinion, what should these transfer orders point to?” Shaoshang said.


    The head of the guard scratched his head. “These are all small camp guards, with many in the thousands and only a few with three to five hundred. Just now, it didn’t sound like they were being dispatched to one place, but rather, the east and west were replacing each other. In my humble position, I really can’t see their intention.”


    Shaoshang had a cold smile as she said, “The intention is to have no intention.”


    “So… will we continue…?” The leader of the guards was confused.


    Shaoshang brushed this off with a wave of her hand. “Let’s continue. How far is it to the Ling family’s second estate?”


    The guards’ leader didn’t dare to underestimate the young girl in front of him. Although she was young and a woman, she carried an air of decisiveness and determination. “We’re almost there. About an hour and a half.”


    After about an hour and a half of riding her horse, Shaoshang felt soreness and pain all over her body. It was as if she was being squeezed out through the birth canal again and into this unfamiliar and dangerous world. However, she held back and remained silent – was it because people repeatedly come to this world to endure suffering and deception? Why bother going through this world once?


    Tears momentarily caught in her eyelashes. She silently wiped them off.


    From a distance, she could see the Ling family’s courtyard, built at the foot of the mountain, already a sea of flames mixed with screams and insults. The blazing flames stood out in the pitch-black night. Some houses had caught fire, burning even more fiercely in the hunting cold wind, while others were torches held high by soldiers with a strong smell of blood. They surrounded the Ling family in groups like a dangerous, endless sea of stars.


    The guards surrounding Shaoshang were stunned and began to ask questions.


    “What’s wrong here?”


    “Who is so bold to attack the courtyard of the marquis?”


    “It doesn’t look like bandits, but rather like the army of the imperial court.”


    “Oh, could the Ling family be plotting a rebellion? This could be the imperial court sending troops to suppress it?”


    “Should we help?”


    Among the crowd, only Shaoshang’s face remained expressionless. She calmly rode down the mountain slope as if nothing was wrong.


    The soldiers surrounding the other courtyard saw a group of riders approaching and immediately stepped forward to stop them. Shaoshang asked the guards to stay back, and she rode forward, directly asking, “Who led you? Zhang Zhan, Li Si, or the Liang Qiu brothers?”


    All of the soldiers were Ling Buyi’s private soldiers. As soon as they saw Shaoshang’s face, they froze—she had been inseparable from Ling Buyi for the past year, coming and going together, and few people didn’t know Shaoshang’s appearance.


    “You don’t have to make things difficult. I only have dozens of Changqiu Palace guards with me, which won’t affect things for you here,” Shaoshang said calmly. “You can send someone to lead me to Ling Buyi. These guards will stay outside and wait.”


    The guard leader became nervous and said, “Madam Cheng, how can you go in alone? If Her Majesty finds out, she won’t spare us!”


    Shaoshang waved her hand to stop him from speaking. “I’ll be fine. The Empress knows my temperament so that it won’t be your fault.”


    The soldiers whispered together and decided to let Shaoshang in. Everyone in the Capital city knew that Ling Buyi and his fiancée were deeply in love and inseparable. It was worse to offend her than to offend Ling Buyi.


    Shaoshang untied her bridle and dismounted, leaving the Empress’s guard behind and walking in with only the four military maids.


    The vast courtyard could be divided into eastern and western halves. The east side seemed to have been cleaned up, with people setting fire to guard it everywhere and still catching fish in every corner. The sound of fighting still echoed from the western half, indicating that people were still resisting.


    Facing her was a bloody corpse lying on the ground with a grim and bloodstained dead face as terrifying as nightmares – Shaoshang silently stepped over.


    Although Ling Yi was often looked down upon by high-ranking officials such as Marquis Cui, he started his career with martial arts and followed expeditions for many years. A fierce battle must have taken place just to break through the courtyard.


    Shaoshang passed through numerous doors and courtyards before she arrived at a solemn and towering main house. Ling Qiu Qi knelt on the ground and was in the middle of reporting to Ling Buyi. “…As Young Master expected, these rows of large houses had dark rooms and tunnels leading to the back of the mountain. He would have escaped if you hadn’t asked us to prepare in advance!”


    Ling Buyi noticed someone was behind him and slowly turned around to see Shaoshang. He didn’t seem surprised to see her; instead, he smiled gently and asked her, “Shaoshang, why did you come? You shouldn’t be here. Go back first, and I’ll find you later.”


    It was just like the many other times when she snuck out of Changqiu Palace during the afternoon to find him.


    Shaoshang felt her throat go dry, and she could not speak for a moment.


    At this moment, Liang Qiu Fei and several guards firmly escorted a person over. The person was gentle and middle-aged, Ling Yi. Unfortunately, his hair was disheveled, his clothing torn, and he lacked his usual leisurely demeanor.


    Once he saw Ling Buyi, Ling Yi struggled and shouted, “Zisheng, are you crazy? How can you attack your own father?!”


    Ling Buyi ignored him and continued to look at Shaoshang. “I’ll have someone take you back first.”


    Ling Yi was heavily kicked by Liang Qiu Fei and fell to the ground, with several swords pressing down on him to inflict harm. Ling Yi let out a mournful howl, “A’Li, A’Li! I am your father! I know you are grieving your mother’s death, but we are father and son! Blood is thicker than water. You cannot commit the great crime of patricide for your mother! A’Li, wake up and stop being confused. Even if His Majesty loves you, patricide is a heinous crime that will be punished by death! How can you escape?”


    Shaoshang stared at Ling Buyi’s beautiful amber eyes. It was difficult for her to speak. “I just want to ask one thing. You owe me this one thing.”


    “You can ask,” Ling Buyi whispered.


    “Who are you?” Shaoshang asked. Her entire body was in pain. “Ling Buyi or Huo Wushang?”


    Ling Buyi stared intensely at her as if looking at an unattainable dream. After a moment, he slowly turned around and said to Ling Yi on the ground, “Uncle, A’Li has already died.”


    Ling Yi stopped struggling. He looked bewildered as if he didn’t understand.


    Ling Buyi’s gentle tone made it even more chilling, “A’Li was wearing my clothes. He was pierced by a spear and then lifted high and hung on the wall of the city. Did you forget, Uncle?”


    Ling Yi’s mouth dropped open. It was as if his whole body was struck by lightning.


    A crack appeared in Shaoshang’s heart, and something gurgled out.


    In a blurry memory before her eyes, she noticed that he was wearing the same robe he had been wearing when they first met at Uncle Wan’s mansion ­– bright red and gorgeous brocade, embroidered with dark golden silk thread and Bi An patterns, draped in a dark red wide-sleeved robe, with a woven golden belt and a red golden crown.


    The night wind blew, rolling up his deep red and fiery body as if it were covered in the Manzhu Sha Hua on the path of the Yellow Spring, with blood spreading everywhere. At this moment, he was both handsome and breathtaking and, at the same time, unfamiliar and terrifying.
[Manzhu Sha Hua is a mythical flower often associated with Chinese folklore. The Yellow Spring is the underworld.]


    …
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    Chapter One Hundred and Thirty-Five:
Goodbye, My Love


    The soldiers holding torches around them all showed surprised expressions. Even the Liang Qiu brothers couldn’t help but have a similar reaction. Although they were Ling Buyi’s private soldiers, they weren’t aware of this detail. On the contrary, Shaoshang had figured out everything. She slowly took a step back and reached out to the nearby tree, supporting her hopeless body.


    Ling Buyi looked at her sorrowfully and said, “How did you guess?”


    Shaoshang pressed her palm against the rough bark and said bluntly, “No wonder you don’t want to get married. I finally understand. I’ve only been by your side for a year and was able to pick up on several things. If you got married a few years earlier, you might have been exposed to everything.”


    “I don’t want to drag others down,” Ling Buyi whispered. “I thought there was another way, but there were no clues until a year ago when I found out about the old Huo members. I was pleasantly surprised, but in the end, it came to nothing.”


    “There are also several military orders happening tonight, which have nothing to do with the grudges of the Huo and Ling families! What you have done, your blood is simply cold… Ling Buyi, have you said a word of truth to me?” Shaoshang’s fingertips pressed hard against the bark, hurting deeply.


    Ling Yi, still pressed to the ground, began to tremble uncontrollably. He looked at Ling Buyi’s eyes, seeing they were emitting a frightening light. “You, you… Junhua…” He seemed to have thought of something and burst into tears. “A’Li, my A’Li… My poor A’Li…”


    Shaoshang coldly looked at him, thinking to herself that at least the Ling family wasn’t lying about this matter. Ling Yi really loved his eldest son – the unlucky ‘real’ A’Li who died early.


    “You’re still the same, Uncle,” Ling Buyi said. “When you know an enemy is attacking, the first thing you think of is to protect yourself. You deliberately arranged your defense with tighter defenses on one side and looser defenses on the other, making it look like the Ling family’s residence was in the western half, but you hid in the secret room of the eastern house, intending to escape from the tunnel later. You haven’t changed at all, Uncle. You have exhausted all of your schemes.”


    Ling Yi resentfully said, “You’re not one to talk… after Junhua’s death, you pretended to be close and filial to me, deceiving me into thinking you wanted to celebrate my birthday and fulfill the filial piety duty of a son. You even said that everything in the city is watched by the Emperor, so it wasn’t good to celebrate, and was better to come here outside the city!” Speaking of this, he raised his voice in anger. “In these years, you have had many opportunities to kill me, why go through so much?!”


    “Uncle doesn’t understand,” Ling Buyi said coldly. “What does your life matter? What I want is the destruction of your entire family. How could I display my power in the Capital if you were still alive?”


    Ling Yi was both shocked and frightened as he shouted, “What did they do? There’s no need to kill them all!”


    “You showed no hesitation back then,” Ling Buyi said. “You three brothers worked together and separately. One led the enemy into the city, the other slaughtered women, children, and killed people, and then there was also you – taking advantage of my father’s trust, waiting for an opportunity to murder him! You don’t know this, but I was hiding in my father’s secret study at the time!”


    Ling Yi inhaled deeply. He originally thought Ling Buyi was young at the time and might not know the details. He wanted to plead his case, but he didn’t expect his past events would be witnessed one by one by a child. Since that was the case, it was useless to plead for anything.


    “Ling Yi, why don’t you bow down and admit your guilt!” Ling Buyi sternly rebuked, taking a step forward.


    Ling Yi was clever; a flash of lightning went through his mind. “Is His Majesty aware of tonight’s incident?” he blurted out.


    Shaoshang was taken aback. She had only been worried about the transfer of troops but now she realized there were even greater hidden worries.


    Ling Buyi paused. “I want to observe filial mourning for three years. I can’t afford to wait anymore.”


    “Isn’t that right?” Ling Yi laughed heartily. “His Majesty doesn’t know about tonight’s incident!”


    “Three years of filial piety mourning? Can’t wait anymore? Hahaha, that’s right, that’s not right – I once said that when Madam Cheng and Princess Yuchang give birth to children, I will bring my family back to my hometown and pay respects to my ancestors, as a way to comfort my late parents. If you want me to be a family member, you can do it on the way! Cover up your tracks and falsely claim that bandits were causing trouble, which is far better than attacking just outside of the Capital tonight!”


    The middle-aged man under the torchlight seemed to have figured everything out. He laughed wildly and smugly.


    “You can’t wait any longer, and it’s not because you can’t wait for the three-year mourning period. It’s because you can’t wait to see the Ling family flourish and have a long line of offspring! The newlyweds of my second and third brothers are either pregnant or have already given birth. When Princess Yuchang marries into the family, the Ling family’s descendants will also have royal blood… with more and more children and wider marriage ties, it’ll be harder for you to take action! You had to insist on taking action before filial piety. You are afraid that our Ling family’s connections will become stronger! Isn’t that right?”


    Ling Buyi closed his eyes, letting out a deep sigh, then opened them. The girl beside him, her face etched with confusion, caught his gaze. A sharp pain pierced his heart, extinguishing his last hope.


    Ling Yi’s expression shifted, a cunning glint replacing the feigned sorrow. He adopted a heart-wrenching tone, “A’Li, when you were just a child, five or six years old, you couldn’t possibly understand. But your mother, she hated me with all her being. She hated me for changing my mind, hated me for marrying Chunyu, and she’s fabricated these malicious tales to poison your heart against me! A’Li, it’s not your fault, but don’t let her trick you into killing your own father!”


    Shaoshang, confused and troubled, couldn’t grasp the reason for Ling Yi’s theatrics. But Ling Buyi’s mind was clear. With a subtle gesture, he signaled behind him. Liang Qiu Qi, without hesitation, unbuckled the White Rainbow Long Sword from his back and presented it to Ling Buyi.


    With a flick of his wrist, Ling Buyi drew the sword, its silver blade slicing through the ropes that bound Ling Yi. “Stop with the charade,” he said calmly. “A’Fei, give him a sword. Ling Yi, we settle this now.”


    Ling Yi, refusing the sword offered by Liang Qiu Fei, continued to weep in feigned agony.


    Liang Qiu Fei, impatient, stepped forward. “Just take the sword, don’t stall…”


    The brothers were the remnants of the Huo family’s clan who had died in many battles and were pacified by the Huo family. When Ling Buyi first entered the palace, he requested the Emperor to hire them as private soldiers, so he knew they would do whatever he wanted.


    Ling Yi’s tears abruptly ceased. He suddenly jumped up, twisting his arm and pressing the sword from the ground against Liang Qiu Fei’s neck. “Although you are a rebellious son, I, as a father, can’t condone your actions. Hurry up and move, I want to leave…”


    Before he could finish speaking, Ling Buyi’s wrist flicked out and a string of dazzling sword flowers flickered in a silver light. It was shot at Ling Yi like a startled swan, hitting his throat. Blood erupted from the wound, and Ling Yi was shocked, as if unable to believe what had just happened. His body slowly softened and he fell to the ground.


    A life of cunning and deceit had turned into a lifeless pool of flesh and blood.


    Shaoshang covered her mouth with both hands and stumbled back a few steps, unable to restrain herself.


    Ling Buyi slowly walked to her side, a hint of moisture in his eyes, “Shaoshang, I have no way out.”


    “You could have chosen a different path!” Shaoshang shouted, feeling extremely resentful. “You could have chosen many paths to take!”


    “I must avenge the slaughter of my whole family. No matter how many paths I have, I can only take this one!” Ling Buyi said.


    Shaoshang couldn’t stop herself from crying. “What about me? Have you ever thought about me? Since you’re willing to sacrifice your life for revenge, why did you provoke me? What does this have to do with me?! You damn bastard… Ling Buyi, have you ever said a word of truth to me?”


    Ling Buyi remained silent, his eyes glistening with sorrow.


    Shaoshang wiped away the tears from her face, turned around and went to leave. Ling Buyi grabbed her and gasped, “Where are you going?”


    “You want to be like the orphan of Zhao, consumed by revenge, but I won’t accompany you in going mad!” Shaoshang sneered, turning her head. “Master Ling, oh, wait it’s Master Huo now. Let’s part ways here. There is no need to say farewell!”


    Ling Buyi firmly grasped her arm, his handsome eyes showing a pleading expression. Shaoshang knew that he was begging her not to leave him – unfortunately, she was the most indifferent person he knew.


    Shaoshang vigorously shook her hand and sneered, “You better get busy chasing down the rest of your family. Before I arrived, I had already sent someone to report your wrongdoing to the palace. His Majesty’s army will be here soon. When the Emperor’s army arrives, you might not even be able to escape, let alone deal with your uncles!”


    As if to support her words, a soldier rushed over and reported, “Young Lord, there are a large number of people and horses coming from the Capital!”


    Without waiting for Ling Buyi to respond, another soldier rushed from the other side. “Young Lord, the western houses have all been cleared and the women and children have been taken care of. The rest of the men were killed or surrendered. However, the two younger brothers of Marquis Chengyang took advantage of the darkness and led a group of assassins, and fled towards the cliff!”


    Liang Qiu Qi knelt on one knee and spoke in a deep voice, “Young Lord, we need to leave this place. Are you going to handle those women and children as instructed?”


    “What?” Shaoshang exclaimed in shock. “You’re still going to kill the Ling family’s women and children?”


    “Why not?” Ling Buyi’s face was filled with murderous intent. “The Huo family has been completely wiped out, so we should fight back with teeth and blood! They’ve profited from the Huo family’s downfall and should share the same fate!”


    Shaoshang grabbed him with her hand, trembling. “Don’t be like this. You are not this kind of person. Ling Yi was a monster. You are not.”


    Ling Buyi stared at her for a long time. The murderous aura surrounding him slowly faded away.


    “Young Lord…” Liang Qiu Fei said anxiously. “Please make a decision.”


    The sound of weapons clashing, horse hooves thundering on the ground, and the cries of killing and fighting could be heard off in the distance, and were getting closer and closer.


    Ling Buyi’s demeanor suddenly changed. His earlier sadness and grief vanished, replaced by a steely resolve.


    He smiled at Shaoshang, “Shaoshang, are you afraid? You said you’d stand by me, and tonight, we face our fate together.”


    Shaoshang couldn’t believe it and said in a sharp voice, “What are you saying? No, let go of me. I won’t go with you to die! Let go of me!”


    But Shaoshang was no match for Ling Buyi. He held her in his arms with a slight pressure from both hands, and Shaoshang couldn’t move as if she was wearing an iron ring. He picked her up and carried her on his shoulder with one hand, spinning and spinning.


    Shaoshang’s four maids rushed to intervene, but they were immediately knocked down by Liang Qiu Qi and the others.


    Shaoshang screamed and kept hitting Ling Buyi’s shoulder and back. Ling Buyi pulled out a hemp rope from the saddle bag, tied her wrists together, and then carried the girl onto the mount. Ling Buyi’s horse, a magnificent beast with a unicorn’s belly and a tiger’s chest, its head held high, was a sight to behold. Compared to it, Shaoshang’s beloved cow-spotted horse was like a cute domestic pet.


    Ling Buyi held Shaoshang tightly with his right hand and pulled on the reins with his left. The horse neighed and began to gallop, stepping on the snow with all its hooves and kicking up snow and dust. Shaoshang could hear the wind rushing by her ears, and her whole body was like riding through clouds and mist, traveling at lightning speed.


    The wind was fierce and cold, scraping her skin like a sharp blade. She had nowhere to shelter and could only hide in his arms.


    She longed to tear through his chest with a knife, to see the heart beating beneath his flesh. He kept treating her like she was a treasure, how could he deceive and harm her like this?


    She imagined running barefoot to the mountaintops and the ocean’s edge, cry and scream all her grievances out in a deserted place, and live alone from then on; never to see anyone again. Never trust anyone again.


    She was filled with hatred, and anger, and despised everything. Apart from the cold tears on her face, she was completely helpless.


    Near the cliff, under the bright torches, a group of fierce-looking warriors were guarding Second and Third Uncle Ling, fighting against Ling Buyi’s soldiers while they retreated.


    With the remaining rope, Ling Buyi secured Shaoshang to his chest, his grip firm and unyielding. He then freed his right hand to take off the shining red phoenix sky-gilded halberd from the saddle, shouting to kill the general.


    Shaoshang tightly closed her eyes. The terrifying sounds of cursing, screaming, and the clash of gold and silver were everywhere.


    The horse bucked violently, and she opened her eyes and looked up. Under the bloody moonlight, his fair face, as handsome as a heavenly god, was stained with blood, like an ancient monster with a fierce expression. She trembled like a child, shrinking into a small ball, shrouded tightly under his tall and powerful body.


    The long halberd was swung out, and Third Uncle Ling was split into two pieces before he could let out a scream, blood splattering everywhere. Second Uncle Ling frantically hit his horse and fled to the cliff with the remaining guards following him.


    Ling Buyi withdrew his long halberd and urged his horse to chase after him when the pursuers behind him arrived.


    The leading general in golden armor looked very familiar to Shaoshang. He was the general of the Tiger and Leopard Cavalry. He shouted to Ling Buyi anxiously, “General Ling, don’t act rashly. No matter what happens, let’s talk it out. The Emperor will arbitrate for you! … Someone, quickly stop them!”


    The other general in cyan armor coldly retorted, “Enough talk! Ling Buyi has committed the heinous crimes of patricide and raising troops unlawfully. No one can save him! Obey my orders, and if Ling Buyi refuses to surrender, you can shoot him on sight!”


    The general in golden armor was furious. “What is wrong with you? When did His Majesty say he wanted Ling Buyi’s life?”


    “But His Majesty didn’t say we couldn’t harm his life, either!” the general in cyan armor said. “There was a great chaos in the Six Battalions tonight, and the generals in the Pancheng and Dongtai camps thought enemies were attacking and nearly all their troops were sent out! At this point, Ling Buyi still stubbornly resisted. Is it possible that national and military law cannot be set up?” Despite his words, he hesitated to give the order.


    Shaoshang, disheveled and hoarse, cried out, “Stop what you’re doing and explain to His Majesty. He is a person with a soft heart and emotional attachment. He will definitely be lenient!”


    “Yes, the Emperor is merciful.” Ling Buyi whispered. “Despite his crimes, Peng Nian escaped punishment… I have no choice but to take matters into my own hands.”


    At this point, he suddenly raised his voice and angrily rebuked, “You heartless woman! If you won’t share my fate, why should I care about you?”


    Shaoshang was surprised.


    Ling Buyi drew out his short knife and cut the hemp rope tied to the two of them in one go – like cutting an umbilical cord that was connected by flesh and blood. He then pulled off his fur cloak and wrapped it around the girl’s body.


    Shaoshang still didn’t understand what was going on. She felt a gentle kiss press on her head and heard him whisper into her ear, “Goodbye.”


    She was suddenly thrown high up. Her world spun and her body fell heavily on the ground. She landed amidst a jumble of rocks, but luckily, a patch of soft dry grass cushioned her fall. She rolled several times with the inertia before coming to a stop. Pain wracked her body as if her muscles and bones were about to crack. However, at this moment, she didn’t care to check her injuries. She endured the intense pain and propped herself up to look towards the bright lights.


    Ling Buyi sat upright on the saddle, proud and determined.


    He seemed to have said something to the two generals who were chasing them and then waved his hand to let soldiers such as the Liang Qiu brothers lay down their weapons and surrender. Just as the soldiers prepared to surrender, Ling Buyi suddenly urged his horse and turned his head to continue chasing after Second Uncle Ling.


    The golden-armored general was stunned for a moment, while the cyan-armored general immediately shouted at his subordinates and rushed forward like a tide.


    Second Uncle Ling saw the end of the road and let around six or seven soldiers surround him. Ling Buyi chased after him on his own, picking and chopping left and right, killing the soldiers within a few moments. Just as he was about to strike Second Uncle Ling’s head, the cyan-armored general and his deputy were able to catch up.


    The cyan-armored general, wielding a pair of iron hammers, and his deputy, armed with a long-handled broadsword, closed in on Ling Buyi. Ling Buyi clearly heard the sound of their weapons being swung behind him. All he had to do was turn around and block, yet he continued to hack at Second Uncle Ling without care.


    The scene was heart-wrenching, with layers of soldiers staring at the cliff.


    A flash of golden light cleaved through Second Uncle Ling’s neck, severing his head. The head rolled down the mountain slope, and then the cyan-armored general and his deputy struck Ling Buyi’s back with a single, simultaneous blow.


    A collective gasp rose from the soldiers. The cries of the Liang Qiu brothers were particularly mournful.


    The cyan-armored general, despite knowing Ling Buyi’s skill, was stunned by the swiftness of the attack.


    Shaoshang’s eyes were blurred, whether with tears or blood trickling down her forehead. Her palms, raw and bloody, lay flat against the rough stones, the pain somehow numbed.


    She raised the back of her hand to wipe her tears forcefully. When she put her hand down, her heart pounded as she watched the dark red and gold figure tumble from his horse, disappearing over the edge of the cliff.


    The Red Phoenix Heavenly Halberd slanted to the ground as it fell, its golden wings trembled slightly in the cold wind.


    Her thoughts suddenly returned to this time last year, which was also chilly in the spring and the ground littered with corpses. In the hunting house, she had pulled the broken arrow from his shoulder blade, and he turned around and smiled at her, asking if her hand was hurt.


    His smile, warm and timeless, like a forgotten dream, lingered in her memory.


    Shaoshang’s head dropped, and she knew nothing.


    …


    Y’all okay?
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    Chapter One Hundred and Thirty-Six:
Go Over Ten Thousand Miles


    Shaoshang felt as though she had been crushed beneath a colossal stone mill. The grinding teeth, driven by the relentless turning, crushed her bones with an agonizing, unyielding rhythm. It was as if she were in a charcoal pit, her muscles and skin seared repeatedly by skewers. She seemed to be struggling in an endless hell for what felt like an eternity, until, finally, she woke up.


    The outside was still pitch-black. Was it the same night, or had she slept for an entire day?


    Slowly, her vision cleared, revealing A’Zhu, tears streaming down her face. A’Zhu was calling for the maids to wrap Shaoshang’s wounds, change her clothes, and feed her medicine and water. As her hearing gradually recovered, she became aware of an intense argument outside. The voices were both familiar and unfamiliar, male and female, old and young… many, many voices. The dazzling lights of lanterns and torches swayed, mingling with the clinking of gold and silver.


    Shaoshang suddenly shrank back, frightened by the noise.


    Scenes from the previous night flashed through her mind like a spinning lantern: galloping horses, golden halberds, moonlight on the cliffside, and the thunderous cries of hundreds of soldiers. The wind whipped against his deep red, blood-like brocade robe, the dark golden Bi An embroidery seeming to throb with life – he braved the cold wind with agility and determination, never turning back.


    A plush touch against her fingers made her look down. It was his fur cloak, wide, thick, and dense, half spread on the bed and half on the floor, wrapped around her.


    A’Zhu immediately reached for the cloak, intending to take it away when she saw it. However, the girl’s fingers were like iron wires embedded in it, firmly grasping it. She didn’t dare to forcefully pull it because of how scarred her fingers were, with eight out of ten fingers wrapped in gauze.


    Madam Xiao’s high-profile shrieks echoed from outside, “…Third Highness, please take care of yourself. Although you come from a noble background, this is still a young lady’s inner residence. How can you go in?” Father Cheng’s hearty roar followed, with similar intent.


    The Third Prince had arrived with armed guards, but he hadn’t anticipated the resistance he met.


    After a few more arguments from both sides, the Third Prince became anxious. With a fierce clash of gold, heavy leather boots stepped onto the porch, and the exquisite wooden door was smashed open with tremendous force – the cold wind of the night flew in recklessly, and the smell of medicine and blood in the room scattered.


    The Third Prince, in his dusty military uniform, his hair a mess and his golden crown askew, exuded an air of impatience. At this moment, he stood in the inner bedroom and stared at the long-haired girl sitting by the bed with hatred. The four guards on either side all unsheathed their swords and exuded a fierce aura.


    The maidservants in the room were all frightened and scattered, either hiding behind the privacy screen or huddled in the corner. A’Zhu supported her trembling body in front of the bed. Only Shaoshang sat motionless, with Lian Fang and Sang Guo curled up at her feet.


    “…Is he dead?” Shaoshang looked up, her voice sounding dry and hoarse.


    The Third Prince stepped forward, his eyes blazing with anger. “You still have the nerve to ask! It’s fortunate he treated you with such infatuation, yet you went to report him without any mercy! You cold and selfish woman!”


    Shaoshang tilted her head slightly. “I used to go hiking on that mountain slope before. The cliff below isn’t high, and many crooked-necked pine trees are growing on the cliff. He was able to get me to safety from the bare cliff on Xiaoyue Mountain… This time…” She shook her head. “It’s hard to say; he was injured and his skills might not be as sharp as usual.”


    The Third Prince’s chest swelled with rage, his desire to strangle the cunning girl almost overwhelming.


    Shaoshang shook her head again and said in a tired voice, “Your Highness, you broke into the Cheng mansion today not just to scold me, right? Why don’t you get to the important thing and tell me… is he still alive?”


    The Third Prince took a deep breath. “He’s still alive. Chen Anguo had the Tiger Tally Army lower a rope to check. He’s currently trapped in a narrow cave at the bottom of the cliff, unable to move.”


    Shaoshang understood the meaning behind his words. “Why not pull him up and treat him well?”


    “That cave is treacherous! Easy to enter, but escape is impossible!” the Third Prince roared uncontrollably. “Moreover, he is seriously injured and cannot be directly tied or pulled by ropes. A large number of people must be sent to dig out an opening before he can be slowly lifted! But he committed a heinous crime last night, killing his father, manipulating troops, and forging edicts… what shocked everyone was that both camps with heavy soldiers were in chaos! Now the court and public are aware and afraid. Early this morning, eighteen high-ranking officials joined forces to impeach him and demanded he be sentenced to death!”


    Shaoshang stared blankly at the Third Prince. “So, he’s still at the bottom of the cliff. No one dares to rescue him, right?”


    The Third Prince, consumed by fury, lunged forward, grabbing her arm. He lifted her arm and bitterly cursed, “It’s all your fault, you wicked woman! If you hadn’t reported it, how could he have ended up like this?”


    Shaoshang’s face went pale and her arm was in severe pain from being grabbed. Her tone remained unchanged, “What kind of fate does the Third Prince hope he will have? To flee to the ends of the earth? To hide his name? Or to commit suicide by sword after the matter is accomplished?”


    The Third Prince choked.


    “The moment news reached me of Ling Yi’s birthday celebration outside the city, I understood his true intentions. With his father’s murder and the covert shifting of troops, last night’s events have left a situation unresolved. Even if he succeeds, what happens after?”


    Shaoshang locked eyes with the Third Prince, the ache of her back wound intensifying.


    “Escape or remain,” she murmured. “There’s no refuge for him here. Where could he flee? To Shu, perhaps, or seek sanctuary among the Di in the north? Or fade into obscurity in the countryside, hoping that His Majesty’s reign will bring forgiveness and allow his return?”


    Her gaze was chilling. The Third Prince couldn’t meet it.


    “You understand him more than anyone, Your Highness. He wouldn’t want to… wouldn’t want to live a life of hiding. Death would be preferable.”


    The Third Prince released her arm, gently led her back to the bed, then distanced himself.


    “So, he must stay. Captured or dead,” Shaoshang’s hand caressed her arm. “He won’t end his life before me.”


    The Third Prince turned abruptly, a sneer twisting his lips. “So, you fancy yourself all-knowing?”


    Shaoshang met his gaze unwaveringly. “I know because he didn’t want me scared.”


    The Third Prince turned his head away, saying nothing.


    “Since he’s bound for conviction and imprisonment, the less resistance, the better,” Shaoshang sighed, her exhaustion palpable. “I implored General Chen of the Tiger Ben Army to inform His Majesty, praying for mercy, but…”


    “That person is on par with Shen Anguo. Three years ago, he thought my father would hand over the Feather Forest Army to him, but to his surprise, Father gave it to Zisheng! You don’t need to worry about it; I will deal with him in the future!” The Third Prince clenched his fist, his anger evident as he turned to stare at the young girl. “Don’t act so righteous. If he dies, it’s all your fault!”


    “If he dies, I will forfeit my life,” Shaoshang whispered. “Will that satisfy Your Highness?”


    The Third Prince remained silent and continued to stare at her.


    “It’s not entirely true that it’s all my fault. Your Highness seems very anxious tonight. Perhaps you also have a sense of regret.” Shaoshang said. “In fact, I have three things I wanted to ask you about last night.”


    “The Third Prince, his hands clasped behind his back and a cold expression on his face, asked, “What three things?”


    “First: Is the water in Dongbai Cemetery cold? Second: How is the scenery of Yanhui Pagoda? Third: Are you tired of pretending after all these years?”


    The Third Prince’s face changed. “You already know?”


    With A’Zhu’s support, Shaoshang struggled to stand up, resembling a woman in her seventies or eighties. “You might as well tell me on the way. Even if you didn’t come, I would have gone to the palace. Now please allow me to change my clothes and wash up. Why don’t you wash up in another room as well? It would be disrespectful to appear before His Majesty looking unkempt…”


    The Third Prince stared at her for a moment and said word by word, “If you can defend him, I won’t argue with you anymore! If you dare to try anything clever or scheme, I will definitely take your life in the future!”


    …


    In the chilly silence of the late-night streets, a group of armored soldiers rode silently, their hoofbeats echoing dully on the bluestone slabs. They formed a circle around a carriage, with only one figure riding alongside – Shaoshang, bundled in plush fur, conversing with the Third Prince through the open carriage window.


    “He once mentioned casually that the Crown Prince saved him from icy water and felt grateful. But something about it always felt off to me. Half of Tu Mountain has hot springs; even in winter, the water remains warm. So why would His Majesty choose to stay where there are no hot springs? Where did that story come from?”


    “But that spring, when you were ill with a fever, the water in Dongbai Cemetery was still frozen. Master Zisheng is twenty-one this year. He was about five or six years old when he was separated from Madam Huo. He spent two years outside, but shortly after his return, Madam Huo went insane and fell ill. His Majesty brought him into the palace exactly thirteen years ago when he was about eight years old. It was actually you who saved him, right, Your Highness?”


    The Third Prince remained silent for a long time before whispering, “You’re right. That year, Zisheng had just entered the palace and liked to be alone. He somehow ran to the edge of a pond and slipped. Fortunately, he tightly grasped some dry grass on the shore. I, too, preferred solitude since I was young. I was hiding there, saw him, and went over to pull him up.”


    “So half of your clothes got wet. When you returned, you had a cold and high fever,” Shaoshang nodded. “Since then, you have secretly communicated. Your Highness, you’ve had great ambitions since you were young, right?”


    The Third Prince glared darkly at her. “The heart of a villain is like the belly of a gentleman! The Empress and my mother’s well water do not cross the river, and even the princes and princesses on both sides cannot be considered close. Zisheng was also raised in Changqiu Palace, and we both didn’t want to attract attention and kept our relationship quiet.”


    “Is the story of the Crown Prince saving him fake?” Shaoshang frowned.


    “Zisheng had just learned how to swim. He saw the warm water in Tu Mountain’s hot springs and decided to practice holding his breath. The Crown Prince thought he was drowning and, without hesitation, ‘saved’ him,” the Third Prince said. “Father was so happy when he found out, and all the courtiers and the people spread the story, praising the Crown Prince for appearing weak but having courage. Zisheng wasn’t good at arguing back then, so he kept quiet.”


    Shaoshang inwardly sighed. Such a beautiful story stemmed from a handful of misunderstandings.


    “How did you see through the matter of Yanhui Pagoda?” the Third Prince asked.


    “Why don’t you first tell me when you planned to depose the Crown Prince?” Shaoshang reached out with her fingertips, feeling the gentle night breeze.


    After a moment of contemplation, the Third Prince decisively admitted, “At first, there was no mention of deposing the Crown Prince. It was probably two or three years after he got married, when Zisheng and I were only in our teens, that we began to grow dissatisfied with the Crown Princess’s family’s misconduct in the Capital. At first, the Crown Prince had no knowledge of it, but later we secretly arranged for the bitter man to file a complaint against the Crown Prince. Unexpectedly, the Sun family is cunning. Zisheng became angry and personally went to the Crown Prince to expose the Sun family’s crimes…”


    Shaoshang clicked her tongue and shook her head. “At that time, the reputation of the Crown Princess was very good. Everyone praised her as virtuous and graceful, with a heart as pure as orchids. The Crown Prince might not have been able to handle it.”


    “That’s right,” the Third Prince glanced at the young woman. “Even after the crime was cleared up, the Crown Prince hesitated and did nothing because of the Crown Princess’s crying and pleading. Then she lost her unborn child. It’s said that in the end, Father took action and drove the large Sun family back to their hometown.”


    At this moment, the convoy was approaching the Southern City Gate, and the high dome of the gate was sliding horizontally overhead. The full moon was bright, and the night was a deep blue. The arrow towers on both sides stood tall; the pointed roofs looked to be reaching for the moon.


    “The common people are innocent and pitiful. They only hope for good weather and clear governance throughout their lives, so they can have a peaceful family and warm clothing and food. If one day there is a drought, flood, locust infestation, greed, and tyranny in the government, the family will be immediately destroyed. The Sun family was just a local aristocrat, and they had never seen the grandeur of the Capital city. They were momentarily proud and didn’t know how to behave properly. From being rewarded by Father to being expelled from the Capital, in just over two years, dozens of households and fields were occupied, and hundreds of people were enslaved… I remember a young woman about the same age as you were forcibly taken into the mansion by the Crown Princess’s younger brother. When her corpse was thrown out, there was not one undamaged spot of skin on her.”


    The Third Prince’s eyes were pitch black. Even after many years, it was still difficult to conceal his anger.


    Shaoshang frowned. “Forget about Wang Chun for a second. Did Lou Jing also do the same?”


    The Third Prince gave a mocking smile. “In the early years of the former dynasty, the courtiers recommended Emperor Wen to ascend to the throne. One of the main reasons was that Emperor Wen’s maternal family and wife were all weak and powerless. The courtiers were left alone and the officials of the Eastern Palace couldn’t help that the Sun family would be demoted.”


    “Did the Crown Prince remain indifferent?”


    “Of course not. My older brother cried for three months and refused to speak to the Crown Princess. He even gave the girl’s family a generous sum. Well, the people who were harmed by the Sun family also received compensation later on… as long as they were still alive,” the Third Prince couldn’t help but mock them.


    Shaoshang fell silent.


    “In order to consider the reputation of the Crown Prince, Father could only silently expel the Sun family from the Capital, and then let the original officials go. Hmph!” The Third Prince sneered. “I don’t care about their scheming, but they shouldn’t take innocent people as rafts!”


    “Don’t be angry, Your Highness,” Shaoshang whispered.


    “I’m not angry,” the Third Prince said, “because the Sun family encountered rolling rocks on the narrow path on their way back to their hometown, resulting in many deaths and injuries, especially the two younger brothers of the Crown Princess were smashed into flesh and mud.”


    Shaoshang glanced up at the man on horseback. “The heavens do have eyes.”


    “That’s right, the heavens have eyes…” The Third Prince looked at her. “Alright, it’s your turn to speak.”


    Shaoshang sighed. “It isn’t surprising to say so. Have you seen Master Cui You’s legendary skill ‘Swallow Swirl?’ With just a few steps, you can soar around a tree like a bird.”


    “You heard wrong. That stunt was not passed down by the Cui family. I heard my second uncle say that it was bought by the father of Marquis Cui with hundreds of taels of silver from a wandering hero. Later, the wandering hero died of serious injuries. The Cui family even held a funeral for him.” The Third Prince had no qualms about exposing the truth.


    Shaoshang was speechless. ‘Third Prince, your personality really needs to be changed. Haven’t you ever heard of the saying ‘expose people but not their faults?’’


    No matter how he learned the skill, Marquis Cui would surely have taught it to his son. After all, Marquis Cui’s two younger sons could circle a tree, so it shouldn’t be difficult for Master Zisheng to perform the ‘Swallow Swirl’ around the tower. But he told her he was eavesdropping on the secret conversations in the tower and couldn’t hear them clearly…how was that possible?


    Shaoshang gave a sad smile. “I should have thought of it long ago. No wonder I always unconsciously refused to believe him.” She retrieved half of a jade pendant from her sleeve, inscribed with a single character – ‘Niao’ – and gently rubbed its surface, remembering the time Ling Buyi had returned it to her when their relationship had blossomed.


    “I only heard two voices inside, so I thought there were two people there. But it should have been three people. The third person was Master Zisheng! As a martial arts expert, he sensed someone outside and immediately jumped from the window. He used the Swallow Swirl skill to go around the tower to the window behind me. When he saw it was me, he immediately began to pretend to be eavesdropping. He even broke off my jade pendant to scare me, thinking that the other half of this was in his hands.”


    They passed through one towering gate after another. The shadows repeatedly hit the riders and carriage. In front of them was the brightly lit Chong Ming Hall on the west side of the Southern Palace.


    The Third Prince remained silent for a long time. “You guessed it exactly right. There were three of us in the tower that day: Zisheng, Master Ouyang, and myself. We were discussing the theft of the Eastern Palace seal and trying to uncover the culprit, but it was never our intention to act against the Crown Prince.”


    “I believe you,” Shaoshang said.


    The carriage stopped, and the deaf and mute driver assisted the girl by pulling out the footstool. The Third Prince also dismounted his horse.


    Shaoshang stood still, facing the Third Prince directly. “Someone once told me that since Emperor Wu of the previous dynasty was killed in a river of blood due to a conspiracy by his subordinates to change the throne, none dared to employ framing methods to seize the throne. So, as long as His Majesty’s resolve remains steadfast, the Crown Prince’s position as heir will be unshakable. Even Crown Prince Xuan, known for his weakness and cowardice, managed to ascend the throne.”


    “To put it bluntly, your biggest opponent isn’t the Crown Prince, but His Majesty. So how can you make His Majesty change his mind? Without the option to harm or slander him, your only recourse is to employ Yang’s scheme.”


    “You must convincingly demonstrate to His Majesty that the Crown Prince is unequivocally unfit to rule.”


    Shaoshang looked at the bright hall ahead and bent to smooth out her clothes. “So Master Zisheng thought, ‘Anyway, tonight we’re going to wipe out the entire Ling family, and we’ll just take care of everything for His Highness.’”


    She smiled. “After last night, His Majesty is probably just like Emperor Gao who saw the Four Haos of Shangshan back then, understanding that the situation has passed and the will of heaven cannot be violated. Those who sit firmly in their positions will naturally remain stable, while those who cannot will falter.”


    “Zisheng, Zisheng…” The Third Prince’s body trembled, and tears welled up in his eyes. “He shouldn’t have…”


    “He’s that kind of person,” Shaoshang, with her snow-white face and frail figure, expressed. “He was both upright and mysterious, agile and bold, and his mind was intricate. He was willing to sacrifice his life to save me, but he won’t hesitate to abandon me…”


    She lowered her head, her eyes moist as she gestured towards the main hall ahead. “His Majesty has chosen to convene the meeting here. I anticipate there will be significant contention, so why don’t you fill me in on the situation?”


    The Third Prince also gazed ahead and spoke in a deep voice, “Early this morning, eighteen high-ranking officials united to impeach Zisheng. Upon hearing this, Marquis Cui, who was recuperating at home, immediately went to the palace to intercede for him. However, Marquis Cui couldn’t offer a clear explanation. Father was already furious and refused to heed his pleas. The uproar persisted until this afternoon when Chen Anguo brought back Zisheng’s soldiers to the Capital. I only learned of it after conversing with Marquis Cui…”


    He seemed perplexed, struggling to articulate his thoughts. “Zisheng’s father isn’t Ling Yi? Who could it be? What else could drive him to avenge his parents? I’ve never heard of this, and Marquis Cui is equally uncertain. So we went to the Apricot Blossom Courtyard to consult that old woman…”


    “Auntie?” Shaoshang inquired.


    “Yes, her. After Madam Huo passed away, Zisheng sent her to retire in the countryside. How could we locate her at a moment’s notice?” The Third Prince’s furrowed brow betrayed his anxiety.


    “Grand Marshal Cai Yun suggested it’s possible that Madam Huo’s son perished in the war, and Zisheng was taken in by her. Official Tian posited that Zisheng is the son of an enemy family of Marquis Ling, impersonating him for over a decade. Last night, it seemed, was merely a quest for vengeance. But, above all, Zisheng purportedly slew his father to avenge Madam Huo… The truth is shrouded in mystery, and rumors are swirling!”


    “Father originally planned to bring Zisheng back for questioning, but the task of clearing a path through the mountain was too daunting. Some argued that Zisheng was as good as dead, so why bother rescuing him? This back and forth continued until nightfall. So I went to interrogate Zisheng’s soldiers again. The leader Liang Qiu Qi is still unconscious and the other, A’Fei, says you might know…”


    “That’s right, I do know,” Shaoshang said with a bitter smile. “I’m afraid even Master Zisheng doesn’t know as much as I do now – I’ve figured everything out.”


    As she spoke, she lifted her steps and walked to the main hall. The Third Prince grabbed her arm and coldly asked, “Do you have the confidence?”


    Shaoshang stumbled and held onto his side. “I already said if he can’t survive, I will sacrifice my life for his,” she stated calmly.


    The Third Prince, his frustration rising, couldn’t bear to see her indifference. “Stop talking nonsense!” He scolded in a low voice. “Zisheng has been digging his lungs for you. Do you know what it means to care for someone in chaos? Do you know what it means to stand by them, even unto death? Your heart must be made of ice…”


    Shaoshang snapped after hearing this. She threw the half-jade pendant in her hand heavily to the ground – with a loud crash, the jade shattered in all directions.


    “I can make wine!” Her chest was heaving, anger overflowing and her eyes sparking.


    The Third Prince was taken aback.


    “I can brew the purest and strongest liquor in the entire city! But I know His Majesty advocates frugality, and brewing requires a lot of food so I cannot make it all the time. I can make water carts. The water carts I make are more agile and simple than those in a workshop, saving thirty percent of manpower and animal labor. However, as a woman, besides receiving some rewards from gold and silver fields, I cannot serve as an official. I can also build kilns and burn tiles. The tiles I burn are as strong and durable as the tiles of the palace, but they save half the firewood and manpower!”


    “Regardless of Ling Buyi, I am someone who lives well, and I have parents and siblings to care for! Just because I’m a woman, I shouldn’t be pressured to ask, ‘Why aren’t you accompanying your man to death?’”


    “And because I am just a woman, I am always shrouded in a drum. I don’t even know my husband’s name or who he is. Three days before our marriage, I guessed it was a bolt from the blue. After that, I can’t hold any grudges or indignation, otherwise I will be considered cold, heartless, and selfish!”


    “He treated me with his heart and lungs dug out, so I cut open my body, took out my heart, liver, and lungs to give him back! He saved my life, and I repaid it with mine! If I can’t save him tonight, I will compensate with my life, and I am not afraid of death!”


    “If one day I want to die, it will be because I am tired of living, not because I have to accompany others to live or die together! Ling Buyi is the person I love the most in this world, but I am still myself!”


    The girl’s thin shoulders were thin and trembling like butterfly wings but she maintained a straight posture. Tears rolled down her pale and weak face, wetting her collar ­– this almost solitary stubbornness formed a charming arrogance.


    …


    Third Prince, please take several seats and let our girl handle this.


    Next Chapter: Each at the End of the World
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    Chapter One Hundred and Thirty-Seven:
Each at the End of the World


    By the time the eunuch at the door announced their arrival, Shaoshang had regained her composure and wiped away the tears. Apart from her slightly red eyes, there was no difference. Considering she was a poor young woman whose fiancée had just committed a heinous crime, her appearance was also considered normal.


    The Third Prince witnessed first-hand her miraculous transformation into a different person. When she bowed to the Emperor and the ministers, she was both respectful and humble, with a hint of fear in her voice – as if the person who had just smashed the jade pendant outside the palace and yelled at the prince was not her.


    The candles hanging from the oil pool were high up, and every three steps there was a twelve-branch connecting lamp that was equally as high, illuminating the entire hall like it was daytime. Below the imperial throne, about twenty ministers were sitting in the left and right rows according to their official ranks. Most of them Shaoshang had seen before, and one-third were familiar faces. The Emperor sat seething on the throne, while to his left was Marquis Cui who was still crying and begging while pulling on the Emperor’s sleeve.


    Shaoshang thought to herself that the Emperor still cared for Ling Buyi. He only announced that he had met a group of people, and they were all trusted confidants who could bring rhythm. If a grand court meeting was held, once the courtiers shouted and urged His Majesty to deal with Ling Buyi under national laws, it would be difficult to step down.


    “Your Majesty, even if that upright person committed a heinous mistake, you should be lenient…” Shaoshang and the Third Prince heard Cui You’s tearful pleadings as they entered the hall.


    Shaoshang sighed. People were really different. They were also deceived and kept in the dark. Even at this point, Cui You was still confused and didn’t know what was going on. But he didn’t even think about it and crawled out of his bed to plead for Ling Buyi.


    Perhaps she truly was a horrible person.


    The Third Prince strode over to the side of Marquis Cui and knelt. The Emperor didn’t look at him but waved at Shaoshang. Shaoshang knelt to the right of the throne and used the opportunity to adjust her sleeves to sneak a glance at the imperial throne above. She was stunned.


    Royal Uncle had always been kind. Even when he sat in the dragon chair, he wouldn’t change his nature. When he was in Changqiu Palace, he was often amiable, and when he was with Consort Yue, he was often helpless. Even at Shangshu Terrace, he only had three idle belly black spots – because of his exceptional intelligence, three belly black spots were enough to clean up the court. When encountering major national affairs, he just added a few more strategies.


    However, at this moment, the Emperor exuded a fierce aura that was difficult to dissipate. His thick eyebrows were furrowed, his face was dark, and his anger was hard to dispel – even if the three nobles and nine ministers defected to the enemy together, and Consort Yue wanted to divorce him.


    Shaoshang sighed inwardly. If it were like normal, she would never dare to touch the Emperor’s mold, but now even if he was furious, she still had to beg.


    Marquis Cui was still crying. Prince Ruyang stood up and angrily said, “Your Majesty, you know my younger brother. He has never had any contact with the Ling family. The Marquis and his wife invited guests several times, and his nephew had ordered the young family not to go. If it weren’t for the trivial matters between Madam Chunyu and Ling Yi, my father might not have caused trouble in the later fields! But –”


    He took a deep breath. “Anger and disdain are one thing, killing and setting fire to others is another! No matter how wronged Madam Huo was, Ling Buyi could not kill his father for the sake of his mother’s grievances! Killing his father is unacceptable. My mother has been angry and is refusing to eat, and I can’t believe such a crazy and unbearable thing in the world!”
[Prince Ruyang is the son of the Old Prince and Princess Ruyang.]


    The statement was reasonable and fair. A wave of agreement echoed around the room.


    The Emperor remained silent. Marquis Yu smiled and said, “Your Highness, don’t be angry. Let’s sit down first. Oh, by the way, how is the health of the old princess? Half a month ago I heard she was struggling.”


    Prince Ruyang hesitated for a moment. “…My mother has been seeing some improvement for a few days now. Her diet and disposition have returned to normal.”


    “I see,” Marquis Yu smiled again. “That’s good to hear.”


    “What does Marquis Yu mean by that?” Prince Ruyang was displeased by his tone.


    Marquis Yu kept the smile on his face and didn’t answer. General Wu took over and said, “What Master Yu means is that in order to prevent others from thinking that you were deceiving others and getting rewards while cursing your esteemed relatives to die early, it would be better to wait until you are truly critically ill before reporting. Don’t look at me like that, Your Highness. I am doing this for the good of Prince Ruyang’s mansion.”


    Prince Ruyang’s face turned red.


    He really didn’t have much of a friendship with the Ling family, but after all, his mother was his mother. When she lay on her sickbed, she was so angry that she repeatedly begged him to report to His Majesty. How could he disagree?


    “My mother did not deliberately deceive everyone, but it was unexpected…” Prince Ruyang’s expression was difficult. “Your Majesty, my mother is a confused person, but Princess Yuchang is innocent! She is young and widowed, always virtuous and self-disciplined, never showing arrogance. She is so easy to talk about marriage, but now…”


    He began to choke up as he spoke. “After the murder, Madam Chunyu and her son fled to her mother’s place overnight like frightened birds! Fortunately, mother and son have a close relationship, and for more than a decade, they have raised carrier pigeons to deliver messages. Last night, when Madam Chunyu’s mother received the message, she immediately sent a general to rescue them. At the time, she was about to become a widow again…”


    A chubby courtier with a slightly crooked beard suddenly stood up. “What His Highness Ruyang said is true! Whoever has no relatives, has no reason! Your Majesty, I am not covering it up anymore. My sister is the wife of Second Master Ling! A few years ago, the world was chaotic, and two of her husbands were killed in a row. It wasn’t easy for her to marry Second Master Ling and they were a harmonious couple. Now, overnight, she became a widow again! Now she is searching for death at home, who can I argue with?! If Ling Buyi wants to plead for his own mother’s grievances, he just has to go after Ling Yi. Why bother killing everyone? Even Second and Third Master Ling were slaughtered. It’s because he is crazy and bloodthirsty!”


    Big Marquis Yue frowned. “Don’t sensationalize. You’re the bloodthirsty one, wanting to kill them all. Are your sister’s children still alive? Sit down!”


    Another man with a dark face and a slightly shorter body angrily said, “Ling Buyi has killed quite a few people! Second and Third Master’s eldest sons are dead or injured…”


    Middle Marquis Yue said, “Swords and spears have no eyes. When facing each other, it’s a fight to the death. Who cares about whose son or son-in-law?”


    The dark-faced man paused and then sat back angrily. Shaoshang immediately figured that this man’s daughter probably married a cousin of Ling Buyi.


    A man with a pale face and a few strands of a beard straightened up and said to Ji Zun opposite him. “Master Ji, you are a court officer. Can’t you say a few words?”


    Under the lights, Ji Zun’s face appeared particularly crisscrossed with grooves. Shaoshang heard him say, “Last night, Ling Buyi committed several major crimes, including killing his father, forging edicts, manipulating troops, deceiving the Eastern Palace, and causing chaos in the court. Regardless of the grievances between Ling Yi and his wife, regardless of the grievances between the Ling father and son. Today, I will only ask the laws and regulations of the country! If these charges are confirmed one by one, Ling Buyi will be guilty and die for it!”


    Shaoshang silently exclaimed, ‘This is terrible. Old Ji is still old and spicy and hit the nail on the head.’


    Marquis Cui stood up and pointed at Ji Zun. “Old Ji, you… you watched Zisheng grow up. When he was fourteen years old, you taught him how to read criminal law and regulations. Now that he is suffering at the bottom of the cliff, how can you fall into a well and hit a stone?” He couldn’t help but start crying again.


    Ji Zun’s body was like an old rock, his face gloomy as he remained silent.


    The man with the pale face and a few strands for a beard stood up straight and bowed to the Emperor. “Your Majesty, it’s common for people to hide their loved ones, and if you all care about this, it will lead to chaos. Besides, the country has its laws. Even if Ling Buyi experienced countless hardships, he should not engage in military and political warfare. He almost caused six military camps to become on edge. If Your Majesty does not punish him today, I am afraid that future disasters will continue!”


    Grand Marshal Cai Yun patted his thigh and praised, “What you said makes sense!”


    The crooked bearded man seemed to get inspiration from this and burst into tears, “Your Majesty, I know you are reminiscing about the old love of the Huo family, but the three brothers of the Ling family have been with us for decades. Although Ling Yi was weak, he fought us out of Feng County with one blow and one shot! Now his family has been almost entirely wiped out. You have to decide for them!”


    “Your Majesty, Ling Buyi can kill his father which shows that his coldness and malice are no better than beasts. Don’t think about raising him!”


    Another dozen or so ministers also responded, either calling out for help or crying…


    “Have you said enough?”


    A loud reprimand rang out. Everyone quickly turned their heads to see the Third Prince’s sudden outburst of rage.


    The Third Prince’s face was masked with frost, his icy gaze sweeping over the ministers one by one. “Just the same old words repeated over and over again, what’s different from this morning? As officials, if you don’t think about the mysteries of last night’s event and only care about your family ties, chattering away, tangled up and unclear, what use are you? Are you leading the official rank of the court or his, the Ling family’s?”


    Under the intimidation of the Third Prince, all the ministers suddenly fell silent.


    The Emperor turned his head slightly and gave his son a complex look. The two Marquis Yue brothers looked at their nephew with both proud and embarrassed glances. Marquis Yu smiled silently while the old immortal was present. General Wu skillfully moved the glass of wine in front of Marquis Yu’s table to his.


    Shaoshang thought that if they were to compare power and courage, even a string of crown princes tied together could not compare to a single Third Prince.


    “Zisheng was raised in Changqiu Palace since he was a child and Father has carefully raised him. We treat each other hand and foot, even if we are blind, we can see that his future prospects are promising and limitless! He is crazy or foolish, and he will run to destroy his father’s entire family. Then you, who are even worse than blind, come and condemn him?! You should pick up your long unused brain and think about why Zisheng, with his calm and mature personality, should do such incredible things instead of talking in circles and repeating the same old tune!”


    The Third Prince roared like thunder, his momentum was like a rainbow, making it difficult for Prince Ruyang and the others to lift their heads. Marquis Cui wiped his tears and said, “What Your Highness is saying is that there must be something fishy going on here!”


    After a while, the man with a pale face and little beard finally probed. “I dare to ask Your Highness, what do you think is suspicious about it?”


    “I don’t know, but I know there must be a hidden truth behind it. As for what the hidden truth is, shouldn’t you stop and consider it? Otherwise, what’s the use of having all the courtiers?!” The Third Prince was arrogant and righteous.


    Shaoshang continued to sigh.


    She didn’t know which great deity once said that rules and ministers were like wives and concubines, and impractical scholars were like self-righteous men. Men always hoped for harmony and happiness between their wives and concubines, but that was just a legend. In fact, either the ruler was strong and the minister weak, or the ruler was weak and the minister was strong, with rare exceptions. However, compared to the Crown Prince’s inability to handle even a few mediocre officials, the Third Prince’s strength was clearly much more satisfying.


    Grand Marshal Cai Yun glanced at Marquis Yu, who nodded inexplicably. Cai Yun arched his hand and said, “The matter started in a hurry, and there were various opinions. I don’t know what Your Highness’s opinion is. It’s better to share it with His Majesty and the foolish officials.”


    Shaoshang inwardly cursed, ‘You are indeed a perfect match for your future niece and her husband, old and cunning!’


    The Third Prince expressed his satisfaction with the current atmosphere and said calmly, “Madam Cheng, tell us. Last night, you informed Father that Zisheng was going to the Ling family’s villa. How did you learn about it?”


    With those words spoken, everyone’s gaze converged on the delicate girl who had remained silent since entering the hall.


    The man with a pale face and sparse beard said, “So, this is Madam Cheng. Ling Buyi is your future husband. Are you coming to plead for him?”


    The Third Prince took over the lead. “Just now, Master Ding said that it’s common for people to hide and protect each other. Even if she wants to plead, what will happen?”


    Master Ding, the pale-faced man with the sparse beard, choked and sputtered. “Madam Cheng, although Ling Buyi has committed a heinous crime, he is, after all, in an alliance with you through marriage. How could you accuse him of his crimes last night?”


    “That’s because the in-laws hadn’t been established yet. What is wrong with Madam Cheng considering her father and brother’s family first?” the Third Prince said impatiently.


    All the ministers thought to themselves that he hadn’t finished speaking the truth and they didn’t dare to ask what was wrong.


    Marquis Yu chuckled lightly and stepped up to be a mediator. “Master Ding, please keep calm and listen to what Lady Cheng has to say first. Madam, did Zisheng reveal the truth to you? Feel free to tell us everything.”


    “That’s right. Shaoshang, please speak up,” Marquis Cui said with determination.


    Shaoshang hung her head like a normal young girl in confusion. “Before last night, Master Zisheng had not said anything to me,” she said.


    “How did you know that Zisheng would leave the city last night?” Marquis Yu asked. “And how did you know that he would be detrimental to his father’s family?”


    “I have had a long-standing suspicion about Master Zisheng in my heart.” The young girl raised her head, her soft gaze pleading with the lower officials. “Have you never felt anything was strange about him?”


    The officials all collectively thought that now she had mentioned it, how could they say they didn’t notice anything? They all made a few ambiguous noises, varying in pitch.


    “I remember one time at the Apricot Blossom Courtyard, the maid who served Madam Huo told me that Madam Huo doted on her son very much and would never allow him to go to any places that were high up. However, I clearly remember Master Zisheng once said that when he was young, his father would often lift him up and throw him in the air to play. Don’t you think it’s strange?” Shaoshang asked.


    The ministers thought to themselves, ‘What’s so strange about this? It’s strange to hear you, an ignorant young lady from a deep mansion, gossiping in the main hall!’


    General Wu finally spoke up. “What’s so strange about that? These are two completely unrelated things.”


    “No, it’s not right.” Shaoshang felt a bit helpless. “If Madam Huo doesn’t even allow her son to climb up on a high ledge, how could Marquis Ling ‘often’ throw his son up in the air?”


    The courtiers were taken aback for a moment. Master Ding said, “Perhaps Madam Huo firmly believed that her husband would not fall and injure the child. Or perhaps Marquis Ling was playing with him behind Madam Huo’s back… This is just a small matter of women and children in the inner house. What is there to worry about?”


    Everyone nodded in agreement.


    The Emperor suddenly spoke up. “No. Junhua had trouble conceiving for several years and her pregnancy was not easily obtained. She held her son very close to him. Even at home, Ling Yi never dared to raise his head to pick him up. Shaoshang, please continue.”


    All ministers present stood in awe.


    Shaoshang bowed respectfully. “If it were only the one thing, I wouldn’t be suspicious… I dare to ask the general, do you know how Madam Huo and her son came back after being separated?”


    General Wu was puzzled. “What do you mean? Wasn’t it that shortly after Ling Yi remarried, she came knocking at the door and caused quite a scene? What’s wrong with this?”


    “Marquis Yu, did you also hear it this way?” Shaoshang asked.


    “Isn’t that the case?” Marquis Yu replied.


    “That isn’t right!” Cui You shouted. “Junhua didn’t come back herself, I brought her back!”


    Even the Emperor had a surprised expression on his face.


    “How can that be?” the minister with the crooked beard asked. “I heard from a woman at home that Madam Huo found her way back herself and even beat and scolded Ling Yi. She said he had no conscience and forgot about mother and son.”


    “No, that isn’t right,” Cui You exclaimed. “Junhua was hiding in the countryside for two years. If I hadn’t overheard the villagers talking about it and searched, I wouldn’t have known when Junhua would have returned! His Majesty, you know this…!”


    The ministers began to mutter extensively to each other.


    “Everyone, please be quiet and listen to me,” Marquis Yu said in a loud voice. “Back in the day when the war was fierce, His Majesty’s general and officials had very little time to spare. When Madam Huo was separated and returned, I was traveling to the west of the river to talk to several famous scholars. Old Wu and the other generals also had their own tasks, so we all heard about it after it happened.”


    The Emperor nodded. “That’s right. At that time, only Cui You, who had been training scouts, was around. Ling Yi, on the other hand, had just gotten married and had not left yet. Junhua was indeed found by Cui You.”


    General Wu’s mind was not as delicate as Marquis Yu’s. “So what?”


    Shaoshang anxiously looked at Cui You and said, “Uncle Cui, you grew up with Madam Huo since childhood. Don’t you think it was strange what happened back then? Marquis Ling had never taken a concubine before, so he must have done so because of the Chunyu family. At that time, Madam Chunyu was already pregnant, and Madam Huo pretended to agree with it. In the future, she could slowly find a way to drive Madam Chunyu away. She’s done it before.”


    The dark-faced official loudly said, “I am from Rao County, but I also heard that Madam Huo had been violent and irritable. Before General Huo Chong was alive and of course, she could slowly harass his concubines. But when General Huo Chong passed away, she had no one to rely on. She had to live or die!”


    “No, that isn’t right,” Shaoshang said. “Madam Huo’s impatience and fierceness were different from before. It wasn’t that Madam Chunyu didn’t enter the Ling family, but that she insisted on killing Madam Chunyu! Your Highness Ruyang, you should know about this matter.”


    Prince Ruyang saw everyone had turned to stare at him and quickly said, “That’s right! Mother used to say that Madam Huo was cruel and ruthless. At that time, Mother saw His Majesty sympathized with the loyalty and martyrdom of the Huo family, and had already decided to take a step back. She planned to wait for Madam Chunyu to give birth to a child and then find another satisfactory husband for her – Madam Chunyu also agreed. No one expected Madam Huo to be so unwilling to give up and she had to kill her. That’s when they finally divorced!”


    For a moment, everyone began to whisper again. Master Ding, with his pale face, slowly said, “It’s still a trivial matter. It is important to find it or to come back on your own? It’s not enough to force Marquis Ling to abandon Madam Chunyu. Madam Huo insisted on killing her quickly, causing her to become insane after they broke off the marriage. It’s hard to say, she was already insane by then…”


    As Marquis Cui was about to curse back, Shaoshang rushed to say, “But what if Madam Huo wasn’t crazy? What if she was pretending to be crazy?”


    A spring thunder exploded out of the thin air outside the palace, causing the courtiers, along with the Emperor, to jump.


    There was a ticking sound; it started to rain. The Third Prince exclaimed in surprise. “No, Zisheng is still at the bottom of the cliff. Father…” He turned to look at the Emperor with a begging look.


    The Emperor stared at Shaoshang. “Go on.”


    There was a heavy ache in Shaoshang’s chest as she continued, “After becoming betrothed to Master Zisheng, my mother once went to inquire about the past of the Huo and Ling families. The story she heard was that ‘Lady Huo returned on her own accord.’ I’m afraid most people in the Capital believe this. But, no one pays much attention. I think, if someone were to investigate carefully, they would discover that the news of ‘Lady Huo returning on her own accord’ was actually spread by the Apricot Blossom Courtyard.”


    Cui You opened his mouth, speechless. “You mean to say it was Junhua herself who started it? But why, why would she…?”


    “Uncle Cui, think about Madam Huo’s state before her death. Do you really think she was insane?” Tears welled up in Shaoshang’s eyes.  


    Cui You recalled that night, the piercing, heart-wrenching cries of Huo Junhua ringing in his ears. “I’m blind, I’m a fool, if only I had married you.” He felt like he had been struck by lightning as suspicion began to form in his heart.


    The Emperor turned to fully face Shaoshang. “There’s more?”


    “Yes,” Shaoshang responded calmly.


    “All these years, Zisheng has been unable to serve Madam Huo. Your Majesty, you should know the reason.”


    “Of course, I know!” the Emperor said. “Every time Junhua saw Zisheng, she was reminded of Ling Yi and her mental state would worsen!”


    “Think carefully, Your Majesty. Do you truly believe Master Zisheng resembles Master Ling?” Shaoshang asked in a loud voice.


    The Emperor’s breathing grew ragged, and his pupils dilated.


    Shaoshang, emboldened, met the Emperor’s gaze. “I don’t think Master Zisheng resembles Marquis Ling. He is the spitting image of Madam Huo. And Big Marquis Yue once said that Madam Huo and her brother, General Huo Chong, have very similar appearances, so…”


    “So Zisheng truly resembles General Huo Chong?” the Third Prince blurted out.


    Shaoshang turned to face the assembled court. “I am young, but many of the esteemed officials here have seen General Huo Chong. I dare to ask you to think back carefully. Who exactly does Master Zisheng look like?”


    Another clap of spring thunder echoed outside the hall, striking the hearts of the assembled like a heavy hammer. There was a myriad of differing expressions.


    “Finish what you have to say!” the Emperor panted, his hands gripping the armrest tightly.


    “I have had a suspicion in my heart, but I didn’t dare to speak of it. Until last night, when Master Zisheng confessed to me that he was not the son of Marquis Ling, but the son of Master Huo. Back then, when the city was besieged by enemy forces, Marquis Ling colluded with the enemy, causing the deaths of the entire Huo family. His actions last night were an act of revenge!”


    As soon as those words were spoken, there were cries and gasps from within the hall. Even the ever-composed Marquis Yu was taken aback as he rose from his seat. General Wu accidentally knocked over his wine cup with a clatter.


    In addition to his fluctuating emotions, Big Marquis Yue also gave Shaoshang a special look, thinking that this young woman was actually intelligent and wise. If she had come up and announced this at the beginning, everyone would have scolded her for talking nonsense. But first, she showed weakness, then she gradually built up her argument, each point connecting to the next, guiding the thoughts of everyone in the hall to the crux of the matter. Then, with a single, powerful blow, she achieved a remarkable effect.


    After a moment of stunned silence, the atmosphere in the hall was like a lit fuse, exploding with a roar.


    The man with the crooked beard stood up in anger and said, “Nonsense! I have never heard of this before. When Huo Chong defended the city, he only had a few thousand men against two hundred thousand barbarian soldiers. We all admired and were grateful to him! You can’t say he colluded with the enemy just because he didn’t die during the defense of the city!”


    The man with the dark complexion shouted, “Precisely! General Huo Chong cherished Madam Huo, and Ling Yi was not skilled in warfare. Therefore, every time they went to battle, General Huo Chong would keep Ling Yi safe behind him and prevent him from facing any danger. We all know this! The city was situated at the foot of Mount Xunyang, and the three Ling brothers were assigned to guard the provisions there. When the city fell, the Ling family was naturally among the last to encounter the enemy!”


    Marquis Cui’s face turned wild. “All the defenders in the city have died, even the women and children of the Huo family were killed. Why was Ling Yi still alive? Their whole family is alive! How could there be such a coincidence?”


    Prince Ruyang softly retorted, “Isn’t it because our reinforcements arrived in time? General Wu arrived only half a day after the city was destroyed…”


    “You can’t say that,” General Wu said. “When the defense of the city is at its most critical, who cares about the front or rear lines? Every soldier and every man, regardless of rank, has to climb the walls to defend the city! I found it strange. If the women, children, and elderly were placed at the foot of Mount Xunyang behind the city, that would make some sense. But the three Ling brothers and their men were all strong and valiant. Why were they hiding there?”


    The Middle Marquis Yue cocked his eyebrow, “Perhaps Ling Yi was a coward who was afraid to fight?”


    The man with the crooked beard continued to roar, “How dare you slander him?! Perhaps Ling Yi was protecting the women and children.”


    “Wu, you’ve been in battles and defended cities yourself. Why are you pretending to be clueless?” Marquis Cui cursed. “When a city falls, women and children are all in danger. Why would you keep people behind to protect them? They should be on the city walls fighting the enemy! I know you and your siblings have been close for many years, but you can’t twist the truth to protect him!”


    “How is that twisting the truth? If Ling Yi colluded with the enemy, would I have shown him any mercy? But now, based solely on Ling Buyi’s word, you want to sentence the entire Ling family to death?”


    “Exactly! It happened over a decade ago, and the three Ling brothers are all dead. Now that there are no witnesses, anyone can say whatever they want!”


    “That’s not necessarily true. Even if the Ling brothers were alive, would they honestly admit to having connections with thieves from both inside and out? It was a difficult time for His Majesty during that time. If Ling Yi really stabbed us in the back, the consequences would have been far more severe than those of Peng Nian!”


    “Stop wasting time with this talk. If there is evidence, present it. If not, don’t ramble around!”


    ……


    “Enough!” The Third Prince roared, unable to bear it any longer. “The Emperor is here! You dare to be so disrespectful in his presence?!”


    The courtiers reluctantly returned to their seats, their eyes darting to the Emperor on the throne.


    At some point, the Emperor had slumped back against his armrest and his hand covered his face. Tears were streaming down his cheek.


    The hall fell silent.


    “So, it wasn’t A’Li, it was A’Zheng,” the Emperor said, slowly lowering his hand to reveal a wrinkled face streaked with tears. “A’Zheng was two months older than A’Li. A’Zheng was lively from the moment he was born, laughing at everything he saw. But A’Li was weak and thin. So Junhua insisted on taking A’Zheng’s name. Ling Buyi, Huo Buyi… Heh…”


    Seeing this Marquis Yu and the others all understood, while those officials who had been defending Ling Yi were shocked.


    Shaoshang quietly wiped away her tears. So his name was A’Zheng – a terrifying and brave ancient beast.


    Master Ding, sensing a shift in the atmosphere, quickly began to interject. “Your Majesty, let’s not jump to conclusions. It is not uncommon for nephews to resemble their uncles. It is not surprising that Ling Buyi bears a striking resemblance to General Huo Chong…”


    “But what if he is the son of Huo Chong?” Marquis Yu interrupted him.


    General Wu chimed in, “Yes, the son of a heroic warrior, to just die in vain like this?”


    Prince Ruyang clutched his head. “You two esteemed officials are also related to the Ling family through marriage. Why aren’t you speaking up for them?”


    Marquis Yu chuckled as he rubbed his nose. “I’m not close with that cousin of mine. I have never even met his daughter. Old Wu, it was your cousin who married the daughter of the Ling family.”


    “Forget it,” General Wu mocked. “When I was young and poor, I never saw any relatives come to help me. I thought all my relatives had died long ago during that time. When I made a name for myself, all my relatives came to me one by one. I was surprised. It’s only when someone rises to fame that they have more relatives.”


    Grand Minister Cai Yun and the two Yue marquises laughed heartily. Master Ding’s face turned sour.


    “Although I come from Jingzhou County,” General Wu continued, “I can’t say that I got along with Huo Chong. It’s because I have a bad temper and love to fight and kill. He always scolded me, so I didn’t like being around him.”


    The expressions of Master Ding and his associates gradually began to improve.


    “But…” General Wu continued, “When I was guarding that city back then, everyone knew it was a close call. I was supposed to go, but I was worried that my mother would not be taken care of. I heard that Huo Chong had taken orders to leave after I hesitated for a while. I’ve often thought to myself over the years that if it were me back then, would those colleagues take care of my mother and children when they saw me die, or would they trample them?”


    The hall fell silent again. No one dared to answer.


    Big Marquis Yue furrowed his brow. “Nonsense. You are a man who charges into battle, how could you defend a city?”


    “I love leading the charge, you’re a scholar, and Old Yu is only good with words,” General Wu sarcastically retorted. “But there were others who could defend the city. Why didn’t anyone volunteer back then?”


    The generals who had spoken up for the Ling family all stopped speaking. The corner of Marquis Yu’s mouth tugged. “It seems you’ve learned a thing or two, you’ve figured out how to speak indirectly.”


    Master Ding’s face went white and he couldn’t hold on any longer. With his forehead glistening with sweat, he loudly addressed the Emperor. “Your Majesty, please listen to me again! This is a matter of great importance, and we must not hastily determine which family Ling Buyi is from! How could Marquis Ling not recognize his own son? In all these years, I have never heard him suggest he had any suspicions…”


    “Didn’t you just say that it’s not uncommon for nephews to resemble their uncles?” Shaoshang said softly. “Perhaps Master Ling’s son A’Li also resembled General Huo Chong. The cousins were only two months apart in age, so they would have been quite similar.”


    “Even if they were similar, surely Master Ling wouldn’t mistake his own son!” Master Ding snapped, caught off guard.


    “That’s why Junhua hid in the countryside and refused to return,” Marquis Cui suddenly understood. “She wanted to wait a few more years, until Zisheng’s appearance was significantly different, before coming back. I had found her after over a year! She was not really going to kill Chunyu; she wanted to create chaos and then use that as an excuse to divorce Ling Yi. That way, Ling Yi wouldn’t be able to see his son…”


    Master Ding sneered. “Marquis Cui, don’t be so self-righteous. His Majesty and General Huo Chong were deeply devoted to each other. Why would Madam Huo hide for years? She could have simply told the Emperor everything. Surely His Majesty would have stood up for her! If Ling Yi truly killed Huo Chong, the entire Ling family would have been exterminated a hundred times over!”


    Cui You was at a loss for words.


    “That’s because no one would believe her words.” For the first time that night, Big Marquis Yue spoke, his gaze sweeping over the assembled court.


    He repeated what he had just said. “Because Madam Huo thought no one would believe her. Back then, when my younger sister was in danger, His Majesty said he would never believe Madam Huo’s words again. So, Madam Huo planned to find evidence of Master Ling’s treachery herself.”


    Shaoshang closed her eyes in pain.


    There weren’t that many people who could predict the future. Often, it was just a matter of chance. Madam Huo was not a smart person; she made what she thought was the best decision.


    Master Ding’s eyes flickered and he coldly said, “Although I am from Rao County, I have heard that Madam Huo was fond of lying since she was a child. Back then, rumors of her slandering Imperial Consort Yue ran rampant. At the time of the Huo family’s downfall, Ling Buyi was only five or six years old. What if Madam Huo, consumed by her anger towards Master Ling and his infidelity, lied to the young child every day, and Ling Buyi believed her?”


    Everyone thought about it, and it did seem possible.


    Marquis Cui was furious and shouted, “Zisheng is clearly the son of Huo Chong. It’s only right for him to seek revenge!”


    Master Ding refused to back down. “If Ling Buyi was tricked by Madam Huo into believing that he was Huo Chong’s son, but is actually a Ling, then he is guilty of patricide!”


    Another person chimed in, “How could the children of the two families have been swapped if the Ling family was hiding in Mount Xunyang?”


    “In short, there are many doubts about this matter. I request Your Majesty to investigate carefully!”


    Shaoshang felt her limbs grow cold, her vision blur, and her senses dull. She didn’t have the energy to keep up the act. With effort, she raised her voice, “Your Majesty!”


    The Emperor seemed lost in thought with a pensive expression. He only snapped out of it when he was called.


    Shaoshang, tears welling up in her eyes, bowed her head in a deep kowtow. “Your Majesty, today I finally understand Master Zisheng’s predicament.” Her gaze slowly swept over the assembled court.


    “It’s been years, and not only does Master Zisheng have no evidence of Marquis Ling’s collusion, but he cannot even prove who his father is! Marquis Ling is dead, so there are no witnesses. But if Marquis Ling were alive, he would still insist that Zisheng was his son – how could a son kill his father?”


    “I finally understand. Master Zisheng truly had no other choice. Last night, he took this desperate action.”


    Hearing this, the Third Prince finally understood the whole story and pounded his legs in agony. Cui You cried bitterly and said, “Zisheng, the poor child…!”


    Ji Zun, who had been silent for a long time, suddenly stood up. “Your Majesty, we still cannot definitively say who Ling Buyi’s father is. But what if, just what if, he is the son of Huo…”


    “I have a way to prove it.”


    Before Ji Zun could finish his sentence, the Emperor suddenly interrupted, his voice firm and decisive.  The officials, with a mixture of surprise, joy, and panic, turned to him. The Emperor rubbed his temples with one hand and waved his other. “Don’t speak yet, let me think.”


    No one dared to speak up. The hall fell silent, so quiet you could hear a pin drop.


    After what felt like an eternity, the Emperor lifted his head and asked General Wu, “Do you remember if General Huo Chong had a birthmark?”


    “Your Majesty, I just said I wasn’t close to General Huo,” General Wu, somewhat embarrassed, replied.


    The Emperor then turned to Marquis Cui, who also looked embarrassed. “General Huo Chong was several years older than me. When I was playing on the riverbank, he was getting married. Besides, General Huo was always meticulous about his attire and manners. He was always so formal, never revealing his chest or back. No one knows…”


    The Emperor’s gaze shifted again, and Marquis Yu and the two Yue marquises quickly said, “We are from the neighboring county.”


    “Wait, wait.” Prince Ruyang pondered for a moment, then tapped his head and loudly said, “I remember. Huo Chong did indeed have a birthmark on his chest! That year, he and His Majesty rolled around and were covered in mud. For fear of being blamed by his mother, I stole firewood to warm the bathwater for them!”


    “That’s right!” the Emperor clapped loudly. “That birthmark was as big as two palms! Huo Chong even told us not to tell anyone about it, because someone in his family once died from being cursed by witchcraft after seeing the shape and position of it!”


    “Your Majesty has a remarkable memory!” Prince Ruyang exclaimed in admiration. “We were only ten years old back then, and it’s been forty years! And yet, Your Majesty still remembered this little detail.”


    “…It was A’Zheng’s one-month banquet, and we were all drunk.” The Emperor had a good memory, but recalling something from over twenty years ago while drunk was not easy. “As we were leaning on the wine table, General Huo Chong suddenly said that A’Zheng had a birthmark exactly like his, but it was different in size and position.”


    Ji Zun finally breathed a sigh of relief. “That’s great. I’ll dispatch personnel to rescue Zisheng from the bottom of the cliff. Everything will be clear if there’s a birthmark!”


    The officials who spoke for the Ling family couldn’t help but feel uneasy at these words.


    If Ling Buyi truly had the surname Huo, first, he wouldn’t be guilty of patricide, and second, the Emperor would certainly protect his life. The rest wouldn’t matter since the crime of military disobedience could be negotiated. If the Emperor decided not to pursue it, no one could do anything about it.


    What they didn’t know was that Marquis Cui and the Third Prince were also filled with anxiety.


    For Cui You, if Ling Buyi had the surname Ling, he would be the son of Huo Junhua and must be protected. If he had the surname Huo, then he was the nephew of Junhua, the son of Huo Chong, and still had to be protected.


    The Third Prince didn’t care who Ling Buyi’s father was. As long as he was someone the prince felt close to and trusted, that was all that mattered.


    What if they rescue Ling Buyi and discover he has no birthmark?


    The two of them became worried simultaneously.


    “Is  the birthmark on his left ankle?”


    Just as everyone became lost in their own thoughts, a soft, feminine voice rang out in the hall– it was Shaoshang.


    The Emperor slowly stood up and fixed his gaze on the girl. Everyone in the hall turned to look at her.


    Shaoshang tilted her head in thought. “Yes, it’s a small tiger head, but with three ears… only about two inches in size.” She remembered the night on the slopes of Xiaoyue Mountain. The snow outside was falling gently, while inside the tent the fire crackled warmly. She had been washing his feet with warm water.


    The Emperor stumbled, nearly falling over from the shock. The Third Prince quickly rushed forward to steady him.


    “Yes, a three-eared tiger head!” the Emperor muttered, then began issuing orders in rapid succession.


    “Someone, quickly go get that little beast from the cliff! Make sure not to injure him more, hurry!”


    “Cui You, go watch over them and get that little beast back safely for me! Bring a few of the best physicians with you. The rascal hasn’t had any food or water for a day and night… Cui You, I entrust this to you…”


    “I want to drag him before his father’s spirit tablet, beat him thoroughly, and ask him if he’s lost his mind or possessed by demons. What couldn’t he say properly? Why did he have to take such a reckless risk?”


    At this point, the Third Prince finally felt his heart settle, while Master Ding and the others were ashen-faced. Only the muddleheaded, bearded official was still nagging. “Your Majesty, there’s still the crime of privately mobilizing troops!”


    The Emperor’s response was to hurl a gilded wine goblet with all his might, smashing it against the man. He cried out in pain and grabbed his foot. The Emperor roared, “Should I take the blame for A’Zheng? Would that be satisfactory to you?!”


    The matter was settled, and Cui You dragged Ji Zun to gather people in a hurry. The other courtiers also crowded out of the main hall, leaving the Third Prince behind. When he turned around, he saw that Shaoshang hadn’t left and was kneeling before the Emperor.


    “Your Majesty, please don’t be angry. Master Zisheng is smart but can be slow-witted. You can teach him gradually in the future.”


    “Teach him? I think he’s arrogant, cruel, and contemptuous of everyone!”


    “That isn’t the case, Your Majesty. Actually, I was mistaken just now. Master Zisheng isn’t desperate. If he wanted to eliminate the entire Ling family, he could slowly plan for it and there’s no need to take risks. Think about it, Your Majesty. Master Zisheng is destined to be a high-ranking official. He is so intelligent, so capable. When he holds power in his hands, he can slowly deal with the Ling family… there were many ways to do it.”


    “But Master Zisheng didn’t want that. In just a few years, Ling Yi had formed so many alliances through marriage. What would happen in a few more years? Even Princess Yuchang was to be the bride of the Ling family. Master Zisheng is not afraid of these relatives, but unwilling to involve more people.”


    “Don’t be angry, Your Majesty. He’s just that type of person – either he can use evidence to bring the Ling family to justice in a proper trial, or he takes revenge with blood, killing his enemy and sacrificing himself. He knows those insidious and manipulative methods, but he’s unwilling to use them. You’ve raised him well. He is not a bad man…”


    The Emperor’s eyes welled up with tears. In a daze, he seemed to see his brave and upright brother standing before him. He murmured, “I understand what you mean. You can leave now. I need to think.”


    The Third Prince stood quietly at the entrance of the hall.


    In the entire time he knew her, this was the first time he’d heard Cheng Shaoshang speak in such an innocent and gentle tone.


    So, when Shaoshang walked out of the main hall, he silently followed her. Before he could think of something to say, Shaoshang turned her head and saw him. “Third Prince?” she exclaimed. “Don’t sneak up on me like that! You’ll scare me to death! By the way, did you hear what Prince Ruyang said? The Chunyu family raises carrier pigeons and are constantly communicating with the old princess.”


    The Third Prince blinked, bewildered. “So what?”


    “Last night, when the incident occurred, Marquis Ling went into hiding in the secret room to escape, while Madam Chunyu fled to Prince Ruyang’s mansion in the dead of night. They didn’t even bother to collect Ling Yi’s body. Also, thirteen years ago, Madam Chunyu promised the old princess that she would have a son and remarry–do you think that is the behavior of someone deeply in love?”


    “Since it isn’t, why did Ling Yi insist on marrying Madam Chunyu, who came from a poor background? I heard when His Majesty was young, Old Princess Ruyang was not considered kind. Why marry someone who wasn’t close to the Emperor’s aunt, instead of taking a wife from a high-ranking family? Several times, when I saw the couple together, it always seemed that Madam Chunyu was deeply afraid of Ling Yi, and Ling Yi was never kind to her.”


    “Could it be that Madam Chunyu has something on Ling Yi?” the Third Prince blurted out, his mind racing. “That’s why he had to marry her? She raised those carrier pigeons not to send messages but to intimidate Ling Yi, to prevent him from acting recklessly!”


    Shaoshang sighed again. It was refreshing to talk to someone intelligent. If only the Crown Prince… oh, never mind him. Her joy lasted less than three seconds before she heard the Third Prince say, “Only you women would notice such subtle details.”


    Shaoshang remained silent.


    The Third Prince pondered for a moment. “Madam Chunyu must know about Ling Yi’s treachery and have the evidence hidden somewhere. Otherwise, Ling Yi would have killed her to silence her years ago. Where could it be?”


    “I don’t know,” Shaoshang replied. “Perhaps you should ask Madam Chunyu. But with a crime like treason, they won’t confess even if they’re beaten to death. If they admit it, Madam Chunyu and her son will be in deep trouble.”


    The Third Prince’s face darkened. “I’ll interrogate Madam Chunyu.” As he turned, he noticed that Shaoshang was swaying on her feet. A rare wave of concern washed over him. “Don’t walk. I’ll get someone to send a sedan chair for you.”


    Unable to walk anymore, Shaoshang leaned against a tree. “Okay. Just take me to Changqiu Palace.”


    The Third Prince looked at her curiously. “Changqiu Palace? I thought you were going home. What do you want to say to the Empress?”


    Shaoshang let out a soft hum of affirmation. “Her Majesty never asks me anything. She just listens when I want to speak.” She was utterly exhausted. She didn’t want to talk or explain anything, she just wanted to be in a warm embrace that would accept her actions without question.


    “After such a big incident, the Empress didn’t even ask you?” The Third Prince was incredulous – last night, Ling Buyi had secretly mobilized troops, essentially targeting the Crown Prince, and the Empress was completely unfazed?!


    “Your Highness, you don’t understand,” Shaoshang said, smiling weakly. “You want to ask me why I won’t live and die with Master Zisheng. He wants to ask me if I have him in my heart, and my parents want to ask me why I’m not staying out of it and insisting on flowing this muddy water… Only the Empress believes that everything I do has a reason.”


    The Third Prince fell silent.


    He also loved and respected the Empress very much, but his actions would hurt this kind woman.


    The sedan chair arrived. Shaoshang unsteadily rose to her feet. The Third Prince, unable to help himself, reached out to steady her. As he drew his hand back, he noticed blood on his palm. His eyes went wide, startled. “What happened? You’re bleeding.”


    Shaoshang weakly covered her shoulders and shook her head. “It’s probably because the wound opened up. A’Zhu didn’t wrap it tightly enough. Don’t worry, Your Highness, Her Majesty will take care of me.”


    The Third Prince’s chest heaved. After a few deep breaths, he said loudly, “Don’t worry, I’ll make sure Zisheng apologizes to you properly when he returns. What was he thinking, hurting you like that?! But Zisheng likes you so much, he will definitely listen to you in the future.”


    The sedan chair lifted and began to move forward. Shaoshang turned and offered a wan smile, “You still don’t understand Your Highness. He and I, we don’t have a future…”


    The rain had stopped, and the night wind was chillingly cold. The young woman was gone, leaving the puzzled Third Prince standing alone.


    …


    The one time Third Prince is kind and in Shaoshang’s corner, and she drops that bombshell. Hopefully this chapter wasn’t too confusing. Get ready for more pain! 


    Again, thank you to everyone who read, liked, commented, and donated. I really appreciate it!


    Next Chapter: Time Slips Away
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    Chapter One Hundred and Thirty-Eight:
Time Slips Away


    Changqiu Palace was like a crystal fortress deeply embedded in a reef at the bottom of the sea, silently observing the changing tides around it while remaining serenely peaceful. Seeing Shaoshang so exhausted and wounded, the Empress did not ask any questions. She calmly summoned the imperial physicians and instructed Old Lady Zhai to arrange a bath and a change of clothing.


    After the wounds on her shoulder and back were dressed, Shaoshang lay down without eating anything. It felt as if her body and consciousness were submerged in water at a comfortable temperature, with vague and indistinct scenes flickering in her mind, making her dizzy. It was as though she had dreamed of something important, yet also as if nothing had happened at all.


    It was already past noon when she woke up again.


    The Empress still did not ask any questions, but she was concerned about Shaoshang’s diet and encouraged her to eat more porridge.


    Shaoshang took a bite without tasting anything. She glanced at the Empress, lowered her head, and took another bite.


    The Empress’s heart seemed to lighten as she gently said, “Don’t worry, Zisheng has already been rescued. He has injuries, but none of them are life-threatening and he will recover. As for you, you’ve lost weight in just a few days. A plump figure is preferable for women. Otherwise, how can you bear children? In the future, you and Zisheng…”


    Shaoshang suddenly lifted her head. Her eyes were filled with tears and her expression was resolute.


    The Empress was taken aback, clearly sensing something amiss. “You…you and Zisheng…”


    Looking at the Empress’s kind face, Shaoshang felt deeply ashamed. “Your Majesty, he secretly mobilized troops, which gravely harmed His Highness the Crown Prince! But I still defended him in front of His Majesty…”


    The Empress slowly waved her hand and didn’t allow her to continue. “I’ve tasted the bitterness of being controlled since I was young. They demanded I be docile, and I had to oblige. They forced me to marry a man who was already married, and I had no choice. No one ever asked for my consent. Those men acted as they pleased. How could they be swayed by women? I know your pain, Shaoshang.”


    Shaoshang’s eyes were moist. She silently lowered her head to sip the porridge.


    “There’s something you don’t know yet,” the Empress continued. “Last night… actually it was dawn this morning. The Third Prince forcibly broke into the courtyard of Prince Ruyang’s Mansion and arrested Madam Chunyu and her son. The old princess was so angry that she proclaimed she wanted to report this to the court…”


    Shaoshang let out a gasp.


    “…but that wasn’t the end. Two hours later, the Third Prince uncovered ironclad evidence of Ling Yi’s collusion with the enemy and treason from sixteen years ago,” the Empress added.


    “So quickly!” Shaoshang almost dropped the spoon in her hand – she thought it would take coercion and threats over at least ten days or even half a month.


    Her first reaction was, “Did His Highness resort to torture?”


    The Empress smiled. “No one was tortured.”


    Shaoshang felt a sudden rush of admiration. “Wow, I really didn’t realize His Highness could be so convincing.”


    “Old Third didn’t mince words with Madam Chunyu,” the Empress smiled slightly.


    Although the Third Prince was quick-tempered, he was far from careless. He was sharp and insightful – when Shaoshang pointed him in the direction of Madam Chunyu, he took action swiftly.


    First, he unexpectedly asked Madam Chunyu if she had any evidence of Ling Yi’s crime. The sudden change in Madam Chunyu’s expression gave the Third Prince a feeling of certainty. He handed over Madam Chunyu to his trusted advisors for interrogation, while he personally began searching for evidence himself.


    The search seemed like looking for a needle in a haystack, yet there were leads to follow. Madam Chunyu was tight-lipped, but her servants might not be. The Third Prince sent his men to separately interrogate the servants.


    Within an hour, Madam Chunyu’s true nature and behavior were revealed – except for the sensational divorce case many years ago, she was just an ordinary noblewoman in every respect. Ling Yi had not given her a lot of money, nor had he given her many servants under her command. Therefore, she couldn’t extend her influence as widely as Madam Xiao.


    Although there were several women she could befriend, due to their humble background and relationship with Madam Huo, Madam Chunyu was not particularly close to them. For over a decade, the only one truly close to Madam Chunyu was Old Princess Ruyang.


    Then, the Third Prince made a definitive statement – without her mother’s family or any personal influence, where would such a woman hide her secrets? It must be within reach! But it couldn’t have been hidden in the Ling family since Ling Yi was too meticulous and would eventually find it.


    Therefore, everyone turned their focus to the old princess who met with Madam Chunyu ten times a month. The Prince Ruyang’s Mansion was vast, however, with additional courtyards, estates, and Taoist temples. It would take a couple of months to conduct a thorough search.


    “How was it found so quickly?” Shaoshang was confused and curious. “Where did they find it?”


    “The evidence was found hidden inside a statue of Nüwa in the old princess’s chamber,” the Empress said.
[Nüwa (女娲) is a prominent figure in Chinese mythology, often being referred to as the “Mother Goddess” or the “Creator Goddess” in Chinese folklore. She molded humans from yellow clay and breathed life into them.]


    Once again, the Third Prince demonstrated his insight into human nature, as everyone was at a loss.


    Despite the vastness of Prince Ruyang’s Mansion, Madam Chunyu wouldn’t have carelessly hidden it. What if the mansion’s servants misplaced it? Therefore, the evidence must have been purposefully placed where the old princess could easily find it. And it couldn’t have been a simple, ingratiating gift. What if the old princess disregarded it and gave it away to someone else?


    Among the multitude of gifts that Madam Chunyu sent to the Prince Ruyang’s Mansion over the years, the Third Prince’s gaze fell upon the statue of Nüwa, the Mother Goddess.


    Firstly, this was a statue that Madam Chunyu had acquired from a temple, a gift for the old princess when she was deathly ill over a decade ago. Upon the old princess’s recovery, she treated this Nüwa statue as a sacred relic, offering incense and bowing before it every day, never parting from it. And thirdly, Madam Chunyu’s maternal grandfather was a bricklayer, and their family even ran a ceramics kiln…


    Ignoring the old princess’s anguished cries and struggles, the Third Prince snatched the one-foot-tall clay Nüwa statue and smashed it to the ground. A thick roll of silk letters spilled out – the ironclad evidence of Ling Yi’s collusion with the enemy!


    “Good thing they found the evidence. If the statue had been empty, the old princess would have fought tooth and nail against the Third Prince!” Shaoshang exclaimed, shaking her head in disbelief.


    “There is no such thing as absolute certainty,” the Empress said. “A true leader, whether commanding troops, strategizing, or understanding the human heart, if they never dare to take a risk, won’t they be overly cautious and mocked?”


    Shaoshang noticed that the Empress had some underlying meaning and looked up at her. “Your Majesty, Master Zisheng is not loyal to the Crown Prince. Had you sensed that?”


    The Empress gazed at the empty space before her, speaking softly, “I wouldn’t say I realized it, but I have witnessed much in my life. It’s said that a phoenix must perch on a phoenix tree. Zisheng is a phoenix, but the Crown Prince is not a suitable tree. The Second Prince is even less qualified… The Third Prince… he may be…”
[To say that someone is not a phoenix tree means that the person is not worthy or suitable to be a leader. It suggests they lack the qualities necessary to support and nurture a phoenix.]


    Shaoshang felt disheartened. She spoke about the incident at Dongbai Cemetery and said, “Actually, Master Zisheng became acquainted with the Third Prince long before, which is why he’s so loyal to him…”


    “I see,” the Empress said, recalling the past. “I had my doubts at that time. If he truly fell into the water accidentally, why did Zisheng only have a light coat on? The Crown Prince claimed Zisheng was young and reckless, and went into the water himself. But I knew that even at a young age, Zisheng was level-headed and wouldn’t court danger unnecessarily. Even if he couldn’t swim, he would have had someone keeping watch or tied a safety line. Ah, the Crown Prince is like this. When it comes to discernment and decisiveness, he is far from being Old Third.”


    “Your Majesty, please don’t speak of the Crown Prince that way,” Shaoshang said gently. “He is kind and benevolent, it’s just…”


    “For a ruler, what matters most is not kindness and benevolence, but the ability to administer justice,” the Empress stated resolutely. “What is the way of the ruler and subject? It means the subject lays down their life for their ruler without hesitation. And the ruler places their trust, values them, and protects and rewards them.”


    “These days, Old Third has been tirelessly working, speaking with court officers, reviewing soldiers, defying protocol to enter the royal mansion, confronting his uncle, and even speaking for Zisheng brazenly in front of the emperor. There’s bound to be rumors swirling around, saying that Old Third has long been conspiring with Zisheng… But I know that in the eyes of the discerning, such a sovereign is the best one. If it were me, I would also be willing to lay down my life for a ruler like Old Third.”


    “Just like the situation with Prince Qian’an’s Mansion back then, my uncle’s reputation and influence far surpassed that of His Majesty. However, many officials considered His Majesty to be the legitimate ruler worthy of their service. Otherwise, when my uncle rebelled, half of his advisors and generals wouldn’t have abandoned him.”


    Shaoshang knew that the Empress was speaking the truth, and she became even more disheartened.


    The early spring chill lingered, and the sun set early. They had only spoken for a short time when darkness descended once more. Just then, Cen Anzhi personally arrived with a message from the Emperor, summoning the Empress.


    Seeing the confusion on Shaoshang’s face, the Empress said, “I told the Emperor that I would come once Zisheng regained consciousness. You should come too.”


    Shaoshang did not want to go and hesitated, “Master Ling…”


    “He now bears the surname Huo. His Majesty originally wanted him to revert to his birth name, Wu Shang, but Zisheng insisted on keeping the name Buyi, saying it was to honor the late Madam Huo and the poor child who sacrificed their life for him,” the Empress explained.


    Shaoshang was momentarily lost in thought. A’Li had taken A’Zheng’s name, which saved A’Zheng from death and allowed him to continue living in this world under A’Li’s name. She collected her thoughts and softly said, “Won’t His Highness the Crown Prince be going?”


    “I asked him to stay in the Eastern Palace for the next few days and not interfere with anything,” the Empress sighed. “He can’t get involved either.”


    Shaoshang sat with the Empress in the imperial sedan chair, where numerous lights and shadows danced in the darkness. She felt as if in a dream, and the scene was as bizarre as imagined. The palace tonight seemed particularly solemn and quiet, with palace maids and eunuchs shuttling back and forth silently, expressionless and silent.


    The Emperor’s chambers were heavy with the scent of medicine, and a large group of attendants waited in the outer hall, ready to be summoned at any moment.


    The Empress didn’t enter through the main gate, but was led by a young eunuch to take a detour through the side hall. After walking for about ten minutes, they arrived at an exquisitely peaceful inner room, where a thick velvet carpet muffled their footsteps.


    A large, floor-length curtain hung directly opposite the entrance of this inner chamber. Layers of thick brocade, embroidered with intricate and elaborate patterns of fierce beasts, separated the inside from the outside.


    The Empress sat on a low stool beside the brocade curtain and waved Shaoshang over. Shaoshang followed the Empress’s finger with her eyes. There was a gap between the thick curtains which allowed them to peek out.


    Shaoshang stared through the gap and saw two people kneeling, one being the Third Prince and the other… A wave of dizziness swept over her, and she almost couldn’t stay seated. Earlier, the Empress had expressed that she had lost weight. She hadn’t looked in a mirror to see how much thinner she had gotten, but now she knew.


    The Third Prince was speaking, and Huo Buyi had his body turned slightly to listen.


    He wore a white silk undergarment, a thick, dark-black velvet robe draped over his shoulders. The neckline was open, revealing his chest, smooth as jade, and wrapped with blood-stained bandages. His long, raven-black hair was tied back with a simple jade hairpin without any decoration. His gaunt, pale face, with its tinge of a blueish-green hue near his temples, gave him an air of cold severity.


    “…Ji Zun had more than a dozen experts compare the handwriting. Ling Yi, who wasn’t a scholar, didn’t know how to write different styles of calligraphy. It was easy to compare – it was Ling Yi’s handwriting!” the Third Prince said disdainfully. “What else do those blind people have to say now? Hmph, they were the ones who promised to support Ling Yi, but now it’s them who have shrunk out of sight!”


    “Your Highness, please don’t say any more,” Huo Buyi said softly, with a hint of hoarseness in his voice.


    “Even after Father confirmed Zisheng’s identity last night, those scoundrels were still chattering away outside, discussing ‘how to break through a huge city with only a few people in Ling Yi’s hand and destroy the family.’ Nonsense! The so-called thousand-mile embankment was destroyed in an instant. There are many ways to do it when you’re scheming but the other person is unprepared,” the Third Prince sneered.


    It seemed that the Emperor had aged several years overnight and had a sorrowful expression. “A’Zheng, did your father say anything before he died? Was he immediately killed? You… you have to speak carefully.”


    Huo Buyi’s heart was already numb with pain, and the scene of his towering father collapsing suddenly flashed before his eyes. In a short moment, his childhood of loving his father, mother, and harmonious siblings came to an end.


    “We had been besieged for a long time, and the city was running out of supplies – food, shelter, everything. Fortunately, Xunyang Mountain was behind us, and the city’s water supply was still intact. That day at noon, A’Li brought two apricots to show off and said he wanted to change into my clothes and go out to play because my aunt kept him locked up. I hadn’t eaten fresh fruit in a long time, so I agreed,” Huo Buyi’s voice became lower and lower as he spoke.


    The Emperor felt a dull ache in his chest.


    The Huo family of Feng County was once renowned for its wealth. No matter how many natural disasters or human calamities struck the outside world, the Huo family always had everything they needed. Yet, Huo Chong’s young son craved a simple apricot. That alone spoke volumes about the hardship they faced during the siege.


    In a daze, the Emperor remembered what Huo Chong had asked him before he left.


    “Your Majesty is going to confront the Cang Hu Army. How long will I need to hold off the barbarians in the rear?”


    “One month to get there, one month to return, and half a month for deploying troops. Three months in total should be enough!”


    “The Cang Hu Army is mainly composed of bandits forced into rebellion. Moreover, their leaders lack unity, so I believe Your Majesty should not resort to brute force but instead weaken them while simultaneously trying to win them over secretly. If you can bring the three hundred thousand valiant Cang Hu soldiers into your fold, Your Majesty’s foundation for ruling the world will be complete!”


    “… That would mean at least six months.”


    “Then I will guard for six months!”


    The Emperor clutched his aching chest, his tiger eyes brimming with tears. He wished he could turn back time, willing to delay the pacification of the world by twenty years to avoid losing his sworn brother.


    “I looked similar to A’Li,” Huo Buyi continued. “He was wearing my clothes, strutting around the training grounds. I ate the apricot and, remembering what my mother had said about my father loving apricots, I didn’t eat the second one. I snuck into my father’s study and placed the apricot on his desk. But as soon as I put it down, I heard voices outside. I became frightened and hid in the secret room behind the bookcase.”


    “It was my father and Ling Yi. I learned that Father had been injured on the city wall the previous day. Father said it was a minor injury, but in fact, the injury was serious. However, in order to avoid shaking the military’s morale and worrying my mother, he didn’t tell anyone. Uncle Li knew a bit about medicine, so he volunteered to treat my father when he learned about the injury.”


    “Father was very impatient with Ling Yi and asked him to quickly take people to the city and not hide. Ling Yi agreed. I watched him stand behind Father, stitching his wounds…” Huo Buyi looked like he was in pain. “Then Ling Yi pulled out a dagger and slit Father’s throat before he could shout. Father could only hold his throat and stare at Ling Yi, then fell into a pool of blood.”


    The Emperor let out a mournful cry, covering his face.


    “Ling Yi didn’t immediately leave after. He searched Father’s study for a while, then cut off his head, hid it in his arms and ran away. Before leaving, he also set fire to the study. I hid in the secret room and thought I was going to be burned to death. Fortunately, it was cloudy and rainy those days, and Ling Yi didn’t bring any fuel on his body, so only half the study burned.”


    “The secret room was made of blue bricks and had an air vent in the back, but I was still knocked out by the smoke. When I woke up, it was completely dark outside, and the city was filled with fighting and scattered bodies.” Huo Buyi remembered that nightmare of a night.


    The corpses and blood were everywhere, the maidservants disheveled, the servants missing limbs. The beautiful maids who embroidered his clothing were stripped naked, their limbs severed. The little guard who always wanted to enter the military camp was missing half his head, his intestines spilled across the ground… And his mother, three sisters, and two older brothers. They were heroes and they would never surrender.


    He didn’t know how long he had been running, but little A’Zheng heard the sound of fighting coming from across the way. He turned around and saw Huo Junhua frantically searching for her son under the protection of a group of guards. She shouted loudly, “Ali, where are you? My A’Li…”


    Then Huo Junhua saw her nephew wearing A’Li’s clothes, and he saw his aunt who was not very friendly. The two of them stared at each other in a daze. A guard who was resisting the approaching enemy shouted, “Madam, the young master has found you!”


    Little Huo Buyi was about to shout out, “Uncle killed Father!” Suddenly, Huo Junhua let out a loud cry, rushed up and hugged him tightly.


    “A’Li,” she cried, her voice a mix of laughter and tears. “Mother has finally found you. Let’s go quickly, the city has already been taken!”


    At that time, he was stunned. Even if the whole world would mistake him and A’Li, his aunt would never! He didn’t know why, but he understood that he couldn’t shout out at this moment, so he let Huo Junhua carry him away.


    “Ling Yi, that scoundrel, wasn’t good at fighting. But he’s clever with his tricks,” the Third Prince sneered. “Those who opened their eyes and looked at Ling Yi’s silk letters should be asked to learn what ‘calculating helplessness’ means!”


    To plot against a strongly defended city, how many men and how much power would you need? Many people get it wrong. All you need is to exploit a lack of vigilance, and then you just need to pour a bit of poison into the crucial spots.


    From Huo Buyi and the Third Prince’s separate accounts, Shaoshang gradually pieced together the truth of that time.


    Huo Chong had originally brought only his army, but the city, recently wrested from the enemy, was still unsettled. He had no choice but to bring his entire family, young and old, into the city to show his resolve to live and die with them. After two months of reorganizing the city, purging spies, taking stock of the population and supplies, and demoting corrupt merchants, everyone in the city respected Huo Chong’s character and abilities.


    As the six-month deadline loomed, there was still no sign of reinforcements. The troops in the city were exhausted, demoralized, and riddled with injuries and sickness. The two hundred thousand barbarian soldiers outside the city had also lost over half of their numbers. Both sides were now fighting with a ferocity born of desperation. Everyone knew that the day the city fell would be the day of its massacre. That’s when Ling Yi hatched his plot.


    The city had four gates, each guarded by one of Huo Chong’s four most trusted generals. One of them, Vice-General Li, was still recovering from a recent injury. Huo Chong had hinted that Ling Yi would be taking his place. After assassinating Huo Chong, Ling Yi took Huo Chong’s token and went to take over the gate. The original guards, without any suspicion, stepped aside.


    At this time, the Huo family retainers had just extinguished the fire in the study, only to discover a headless body. The body was so badly burned that it was difficult to recognize the clothes or flesh. The soldiers couldn’t even imagine that their valiant and invincible commander had been assassinated, so they went to ask Madam Huo for her decision.


    While everyone in the Huo family was focused on the study, Ling Yi, seizing the moment, opened the gates and let the enemy in. He set fires in many places in the city, screaming, “Huo Chong has abandoned the city and fled!” The barbarian soldiers, already outnumbering the city’s defenders, poured into the city like wolves unleashed upon a flock of sheep.


    As the defenders gradually regained their composure and deployed their troops to fight back, Ling Yi, in a final, cruel act, had the barbarian soldiers hang Huo Chong’s head high above the city gate. With their leader gone, the soldiers’ morale shattered. The barbarian soldiers, now unstoppable, stormed through the city, and the entire Huo family was slaughtered.


    “My aunt took me and hid in the Xunyang Mountains,” Huo Buyi whispered. “When we escaped the city, I saw my father’s head displayed on the city wall, beside A’Li, who was wearing my clothes. My aunt broke down after seeing it, and then told everyone that I was traumatized and weak and couldn’t see anyone. While Ling Yi and General Wu were fighting outside the city, she took me and escaped in the chaos.”


    Being a couple, Huo Junhua had clearly sensed something was wrong. She had originally set out to find her son, but when she went outside and saw the corpses scattered throughout the Huo mansion, she finally understood everything. Under the ‘protection’ of Ling Yi’s guards, she accepted A’Zheng as her son.


    However, Ling Yi didn’t know any of this. He stayed hidden, watching the Huo family’s destruction unfold until his heart was finally at ease.


    He had no idea that General Wu would arrive just half a day later. The barbarian soldiers were still lost in their bloodlust and plunder, so Ling Yi received the news before they did.


    Seizing the opportunity, Ling Yi immediately returned to Xunyang Mountain. Pretending to be cowardly and grief-stricken, he expressed his determination to eliminate the bandits to General Wu, who had just arrived. He then helped General Wu close the three city gates, trapping most of the barbarians within the city…


    The Third Prince chuckled wryly. “Father knows how Wu Cheng is. Once he gets bloodthirsty, no one can stop him. Usually, he worries about being accused of being unjust for massacring a city, but this time, he was seeking revenge so he could slaughter without restraint. Even the barbarians who surrendered in the city were killed. The next day, General Wu pursued the remaining barbarians outside the city and achieved a decisive victory.”


    The collusion with Ling Yi was a secret known to only a few barbarian leaders. The incident happened so suddenly that there was no time to make other arrangements. It was Ling Yi’s good fortune that General Wu, in his fury, killed everyone he saw and even burned the enemy’s supplies and camp, leaving no witnesses to accuse him.


    By then, Ling Yi had learned that his wife and son had been separated in the chaos. Terror gripped him. To avoid the Emperor’s wrath, the Ling brothers devised a plan – they could not let the Huo family be completely destroyed while the Ling family remained unharmed.


    Therefore, while General Wu was still fighting at the front, they pushed some of their own people into the chaos, including the family of their uncle who relied on the Ling family, the entire family of the second Ling brother’s wife who had come to seek refuge, and the entire family of the third Ling brother’s sworn brother…


    In short, except for the three Ling brothers, the children left behind in Xunyang Mountain, and the third Ling brother’s wife who was safely giving birth in the countryside, the Ling family could be considered ‘completely loyal and heroic.’


    “Why didn’t you come to me then?!” the Emperor slammed his hand on the table.


    Huo Buyi gave a bitter smile. “Your Majesty, if I wasn’t just five or six years old at the time, I would have gone directly to file a complaint.” If little A’Zheng had the intelligence and bravery that Huo Buyi possessed now, he would have known that there was no need for hesitation; he would have gone directly to report it.


    But he wasn’t.


    He was only five or six years old at the time, terrified and helpless. Huo Junhua was his only hope.


    Huo Junhua believed that neither the Emperor nor General Wu would believe her words. If Ling Yi insisted that A’Zheng was his son, the Emperor would dismiss her as being unreasonable. Once Ling Yi reclaimed his son, wouldn’t A’Zheng fall into the hands of a villain? If Ling Yi wanted to plot against A’Zheng, he would be defenseless.


    After entering the palace, Huo Buyi gradually realized that he and Huo Junhua had lost the best opportunity to seek justice.


    His appearance had changed, and no one could prove whether he was A’Zheng or A’Li anymore. Those confidants who knew about Ling Yi’s collusion with the enemy gradually disappeared within a couple of years.


    He could only endure hardship and secretly search for evidence that Ling Yi had missed.


    For sixteen years, Huo Buyi and Ling Yi seemed to be competing. Huo Buyi grew up desperately, year after year strengthening his own power to secretly investigate, while Ling Yi contracted his claws and teeth, year after year filling in gaps and all the mistakes of that year.


    In the end, it was actually Huo Buyi who lost.


    …


    Get ready for even more pain! It hurts so good.
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    Chapter One Hundred and Thirty-Nine:
Burn the Bridges and Start Anew


    The copper water clock outside the hall trickled softly, the sound gently pattering against the gold-and-silver inlaid water jar. Those present were lost in their own thoughts, and no one spoke for a moment.


    The Emperor’s emotions roiled. At times he recalled Huo Chong’s visage and laughter, at others he pondered how to make arrangements for Huo Buyi’s future. He was a nation’s ruler; no matter his heartache, he could not display a womanly demeanor. He needed a plausible account for the courtiers, yet he must also secure a brilliant path for Huo Buyi, to honor his sworn brother’s noble spirit.


    As the Emperor deliberated inwardly, the impatient Third Prince again voiced his opinion, “I know Your Majesty’s mercy, but the Ling brothers are utterly despicable. I believe only exterminating their clan can appease the martyred heroes! Slay them all – let it serve as warning to any who would betray the realm!” His words aptly reminded the Emperor of another matter.


    The Emperor sat up straight and glared, “Those with the surname of Ling cannot be spared easily, but you won’t escape either! Last night, Zisheng didn’t privately mobilize troops for himself, did he? You two little beasts have been acting like you aren’t close, and when you do meet, you say nothing good to each other. It turns out you have been colluding all along! Tell me, did you instruct Zisheng to do this?” As he spoke, he glanced almost imperceptibly toward the brocade curtain.


    The Third Prince acted as if someone had grabbed his throat and shoved a rotten peach down it. He stammered, “Well, Father, actually… Zisheng and I also argue with each other in private. We weren’t always acting…”


    Huo Buyi gave a bitter smile, “Your Majesty, it’s true that I have been in contact with the Third Prince for some time, but I swear on the heavens that he knew nothing about what happened the other night – because I had already used the Eastern Palace’s seal to lure him away, sending him to the Hongliu Camp to investigate a case of stolen military supplies. The officials who accused me of forging the imperial seal weren’t entirely wrong.”


    The Emperor clenched his jaw, trying not to look towards the brocade curtain. “You, how can you justify this to the Empress and the Crown Prince?!” he roared.


    Huo Buyi lowered his gaze and said softly, “Of course, I am sorry.” He wasn’t only sorry to the Empress and the Crown Prince; there was another person he didn’t even dare to think about now.


    The Third Prince stiffened his neck. “Father, please don’t scold Zisheng. This morning, when he was lifted up from the cliff, he was covered in injuries and burning with fever. It’s not easy for him to even sit up now. If you must scold someone, scold me.”


    “Of course I’ll scold you!” the Emperor roared. “What has the Crown Prince done to deserve your dissatisfaction? You used to fight with the Second Prince, and the Crown Prince almost got his head smashed trying to protect you! And the Empress, you were raised in her care when you were young. You ungrateful, demon-possessed wretch, have you forgotten all this?” The Emperor roared with full force. It seemed scolding his own son was more satisfying.


    “Of course I haven’t forgotten,” the Third Prince said impassively. “But I swear on my life that I have never laid a finger on the Crown Prince. In fact, there have been times when Zisheng was out on campaign, and the Eastern Palace was in trouble, and it was I who secretly intervened. Father, if you don’t believe me, investigate!”


    “Don’t tell me you weren’t secretly pleased when Lou Jing and Wang Chun met their demise!”


    “One was a hypocrite, the other a true villain. Before, there was no reason to act, we just had to watch as the Crown Prince trusted them. Finally, we could get rid of them. Now, Father wants to have them back in the Eastern Palace for the Double Third Festival?”


    “The Double Third Festival1 has already passed!” the Emperor roared.


    Even though Shaoshang was filled with worry, she wanted to laugh at the royal father and son arguing. She looked through the gap in the curtain and saw them shouting at each other. The veins in their foreheads were bulging in the same spot.


    The Empress and Imperial Consort Yue had given birth to a total of ten sons for the Emperor. Although he was known for his gentle nature, he was, after all, the supreme ruler, holding the power of life and death. When he scowled, every prince and princess would be terrified and submissive. Even the Second Prince, known for his reckless behavior, wouldn’t dare talk back. This was the first time Shaoshang had witnessed such a scene.


    The Emperor took two deep breaths and said in a deep voice, “Don’t try to dodge the issue! Even though you didn’t know about Zisheng’s mobilizing troops the other night, I know you’ve been scheming in the shadows, harboring your own designs. There’s no need to pretend anymore. You had the audacity to act, so you better have the courage to own up!”


    The Emperor was truly a seasoned veteran. His words hit the mark. The Third Prince’s face shifted through several expressions before he gritted his teeth and said, “Yes, I believe that the Crown Prince is unfit to be heir. He cannot bear the weight of this country!”


    Those were bold words, and Huo Buyi sighed lightly beside him.


    The Emperor was furious. He pushed himself up from his seat, grabbed the sword hanging on the wall, and struck the Third Prince repeatedly with the scabbard. “You rebellious wretch!” he roared. “He cannot bear the weight of the country, but you can?! The Crown Prince may have his faults, but at least he is more benevolent than you!”


    Before he could strike again, Huo Buyi quickly intervened and stopped the Emperor.


    The Third Prince endured two blows, his jaw clenched so tightly that his cheekbones were tense. He took a deep breath and said, “A ruler does not need to be benevolent or cruel. He only needs to act according to reason. Rewards and punishments are the two weapons of a ruler, to control the officials and govern the people. The Crown Prince’s benevolence abandons these tools. From the Crown Princess to the Eastern Palace officials, my brother has not rewarded those who deserve it, nor punished those who deserve it, creating constant worry around him. Do you think this benevolence is good, Father?”


    “You’re narrow-minded, criticizing your benevolent brother! Very well, I never realized you were like this! I value benevolence, and I admire the Crown Prince’s benevolence. What are you going to do?!” The Emperor’s hand gripped the sword hilt tightly, as if he were about to draw it.


    The Third Prince continued, as if he decided to speak his mind, “Emperor Yuan was also very benevolent. So, even though Emperor Xuan disliked his gentleness and love for Confucianism, he never deposed him. But the chaos of the previous dynasty began during Emperor Yuan’s reign! Emperor Xuan had two other sons, Prince Huaiyang, known for his astute judgment and good laws, and Prince Chu, intelligent and talented. They governed their fiefdoms for decades, with little wrongdoing. If Emperor Xuan had chosen either of them as his successor, how could the government have fallen into such disarray?”2


    “You, you wretch!” The Emperor trembled with anger, drawing part of the sword from its sheath.


    Huo Buyi, enduring his injuries, forcefully shoved the Third Prince. “A light beating for a minor offense, a heavier one for greater. Leave now, Your Highness!”


    Realizing he had gone too far, the Third Prince quickly gathered his robes and fled the inner chamber, vanishing in an instant.


    The Emperor didn’t call for his apprehension. He merely tossed the sword down in frustration and glared at his adopted son. “You two! You’ve done a fine job! …Now sit down. Go, lean against that!”


    Huo Buyi smiled, pressing his injuries, and slowly sat, leaning against the armrest.


    The Emperor took a deep breath to calm himself and turned to his adopted son. “You also think, like Ziduan, that the Crown Prince must be deposed?”


    Huo Buyi remained silent, head bowed.


    Feeling the pain of his adopted son’s ordeals over fourteen years, the Emperor couldn’t bring himself to scold him further. He could only plead earnestly, “Are you foolish? The Crown Prince is honest and benevolent, and he trusts you. When he ascends the throne, you’ll have nothing to worry about for life! If it were the Third Prince, hmph, one day if you two quarrel, he’d banish you in a rage to the deepest forests! The Crown Prince’s rule will benefit the other princes, princesses, the Empress and Imperial Consort too!”


    “Why for the princes and princesses, and the Empress and Imperial Consort?” Huo Buyi suddenly asked. “Why not for the people of the realm, for the country itself?”


    The Emperor was taken aback. “You’re trying to anger me as well?!” he spat.


    “I wouldn’t dare,” Huo Buyi said, his expression darkening. “I’ve been associating with the Third Prince for over a decade, but I only began to consider replacing the heir four or five years ago. Since then, I’ve known that I would inevitably be branded disloyal, ungrateful and a traitor. But, Your Majesty…”


    He slowly lifted his gaze to his adopted father. “I’ve only been by the Crown Prince’s side briefly, yet I already control all the armies, officials, taxes, and intelligence within the Eastern Palace’s jurisdiction. All edicts, seals and tokens are in my hands. When the Crown Prince ascends, I could immediately control the country and wield absolute power. Is that what you want, Your Majesty?”


    The Emperor’s grip tightened, actually cracking the sturdy lacquered armrest. With a grim face, he said, “Then why didn’t you seize control and power?”


    Huo Buyi replied, “When I was young, I overheard my father tell my mother, during the time when heroes vied for supremacy, he was older, richer, and his fame and ability were no less than yours. Yet he chose to assist you, because he saw a light in you – calm like boundless land, powerful like a rushing river, strong yet not oppressive, gentle yet able to overcome the harsh. My father believed you were the true ordained ruler destined to bring peace and care for the people.”


    For the first time that night, the Emperor smiled. “You were just a child then, how could you remember so clearly? Are you making it up?”


    Huo Buyi smiled slightly. “I have always had a good memory.”


    The Emperor nodded. “Just like your mother. After their marriage, your father often boasted about his new wife’s knowledge and memory.”


    Huo Buyi felt a pang in his chest, his eyes brimming with tears, but he still smiled. “My mother truly had a good memory. She could remember all of my siblings’ mistakes, no matter how long ago they happened.”


    The Emperor knew he had touched a sensitive spot, so he changed the subject. “You can’t privately mobilize troops, either! How are you going to pass this hurdle? Have you given any thought to it?”


    Huo Buyi said, “I have no choice. More than one person has spoken to Your Majesty about this. Master Yu hinted at it during a banquet, but Your Majesty pretended not to understand. General Wu complained that the Crown Prince didn’t understand military matters and was useless in the camp, so Your Majesty had me go to the Eastern Palace to help. Even Old Immortal Yan, when the Crown Prince married, said that he wasn’t fit to be heir… Your Majesty didn’t even listen to his words. What choice did I have? I had to make Your Majesty see the consequences of the Eastern Palace losing power! Even if it wasn’t me, it wouldn’t be difficult for anyone who is cunning and ambitious enough to gain the Crown Prince’s trust.”


    “Well said!” A jade hand suddenly emerged from behind the brocade curtain, and the Empress stepped out, gently lifting the curtain.


    The Emperor inwardly sighed. Huo Buyi’s face flushed with shame.


    The Empress stood before Huo Buyi and calmly said, “Zisheng raises a valid point, but you also need to understand that throughout history, few deposed Crown Princes have had a good fate.”


    Huo Buyi closed his eyes in pain, then looked at the Empress directly. “When the scholar came to Changqiu Palace for a history lecture that year, discussing Emperor Gao, Your Majesty said that even though he lacked righteousness, abandoning his children and consuming his father’s flesh, he was still a good emperor. No matter how much he loved Consort Qi and their son Ruyi, since it would harm the court, he didn’t dare depose the Crown Prince, even knowing Empress Lü wouldn’t spare them.”


    The Empress’s fingers trembled as she stared intently at Huo Buyi.


    He continued, “In Emperor Gao’s heart, the realm and its people were more important than his beloved concubine and son. And Emperor Xuan, though knowing the Crown Prince was unfit, still allowed him to rule, valuing his love for the Empress more. Thus, after Emperor Gao, the previous dynasty produced six wise rulers who conquered all. But from Emperor Xuan onward, the court gradually fell into disarray…”


    “Such lofty words of selfless sacrifice!” The Empress’s face was cold. “Emperor Gao endured his beloved son’s inevitable death for the realm. So will you also abandon all affection?”


    Huo Buyi knelt before her, speaking carefully, “I know I have wronged you and the Crown Prince. I am willing to die in atonement.” He paused. “Truthfully, I didn’t expect to return alive.”


    The Emperor half-rose from his seat, leaning on the armrest. He wanted to say something in defense of his adopted son, but he hesitated, afraid of angering the Empress.


    “You’ve misunderstood. I wasn’t talking about myself and the Crown Prince,” the Empress said. “You entered the palace when you were eight years old. You were intelligent and capable, eager to learn, and humble. You were healthy and rarely sick. I didn’t have to worry much about you. If you want to talk about the kindness of raising and the responsibility of educating you, you should thank His Majesty. It was later, when you worked tirelessly for the Crown Prince and helped to deal with the aftermath, that you truly made a contribution. If it hadn’t been for you, the Crown Prince’s reputation would have been ruined. I know you were really doing this for His Majesty, unwilling to cause him anxiety and worry.”


    Despite her words, the Emperor had been married to the Empress for many years and could tell she was still angry. He didn’t dare to speak up.


    “I was talking about Shaoshang,” the Empress said coldly. “In this whole affair, Your Majesty made a mistake in choosing the heir. The Crown Prince is incompetent and useless. The Third Prince has grand ambitions. You have a blood feud. And I… I am a loving mother who has spoiled her children. Only Shaoshang… this has nothing to do with her, yet you’ve dragged her into it!”


    The little blood that remained in Huo Buyi’s face drained away, his lips trembling, unable to speak.


    “You spoke eloquently a moment ago, about sacrificing personal affections for a greater love, for the benefit of the entire world. Fine. Now I’ll ask you this, from the moment you went to the Ling family’s private estate and mobilized the troops, did you make up your mind to abandon Shaoshang?” The Empress’s voice was heavy as she spoke.


    Huo Buyi pressed his hand against his wounds in pain. After a long pause, he said with difficulty, “…Yes.”


    “Well said!” the Empress scoffed. She then walked to the Emperor’s desk. On it was a delicate lacquered wooden stand, half a foot tall, holding a crescent-shaped, flat bronze chime. The Empress took a small copper hammer from the stand and struck the chime repeatedly.


    The Emperor forbade any palace maids or eunuchs from being present when he discussed confidential matters. They were all waiting in the surrounding rooms, and to summon them, he would strike this chime.


    Huo Buyi still didn’t understand, but the Emperor had already placed his hand on his forehead and sighed.


    The Empress walked back to the curtain and, reaching behind the railing, pulled on a rope.


    The ornate brocade curtain, like a waterfall, flowed open on both sides, revealing a slender girl kneeling inside the inner chamber, her long hair cascading down her back and her snowy cheek slightly turned. She was kneeling there, motionless, her back to Huo Buyi.


    …


    
      	The Double Third Festival (or Shangsi Festival) is an ancient Chinese festival traditionally held on the third day of the third lunar month, celebrating the gods of water and fertility. ↩︎


      	Emperor Xuan (Liu Xun) reigned from 74 BCE to 49 BCE. Emperor Yuan (Liu Shi) reigned from 49 BCE to 33 BCE. Out of the two brothers, I could only find Prince Huaiyang and he was known as the Gengshi Emperor and reigned from 23-25 CE. ↩︎
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    Chapter One Hundred and Forty:
Work Hard and Eat More


    Blood rushed to Huo Buyi’s head as soon as he saw her.


    He heard his own heavy breathing, his chest heaving violently. He felt like he was back on that night of the massacre, the unspeakable terror and pain surging through his body like a tide, and he was powerless.


    After falling from the cliff, he lay in the cave, waiting to die. His body was cold, and he was consumed by loneliness and despair. Whenever he thought of her, his heart would warm. He didn’t know heart-wrenching pain before. Even when dying, he didn’t feel much pain. Now he understood – it was like wrapping wire tightly around his heart, watching the blood drip slowly.


    “Shaoshang!” He let out a low cry, like a dying beast, wanting to rush over and embrace the girl.


    Just then, Cen Anzhi led a line of eunuchs into the hall. The Empress shouted sharply, “Hold him down!”


    The Empress had been in power for decades. Though benevolent, she also commanded authority. Immediately, four strong eunuchs restrained Huo Buyi. Cen Anzhi hesitated, and the Empress said coldly, “Cen Anzhi, are my words no longer effective?” He turned pale, hastily ordering four more eunuchs to assist.


    In the past, even eighteen eunuchs wouldn’t have stopped him. But now, weakened by injury and illness, he was firmly held in place.


    “Shaoshang, Shaoshang, turn around!” he croaked, his voice hoarse.


    The girl remained kneeling, motionless.


    “Your Majesty, I have a request for your gracious approval,” the Empress bowed to the Emperor.


    “This…” the Emperor hesitated. Seeing the Empress’s gaze, he quickly said, “Very well, go on.”


    “Zisheng and Shaoshang have been arguing since their engagement,” the Empress said. “They haven’t had many peaceful days and now this has happened. I don’t see the point in letting them remain a couple…”


    “Your Majesty!” Huo Buyi’s eyes filled with tears as he pleaded with the Empress.


    “Well, it’s best to let them decide for themselves…” the Emperor stammered.


    “Shaoshang,” the Empress called, “tell us your thoughts.”


    The girl, her thin shoulders slumped, finally turned around. Her beautiful snow-white face held a quietness born of suffering, and Huo Buyi was hit with a dizzying wave of pain.


    He remembered how she used to be, how she would bounce back with such energy and vitality even after harsh words or reprimands from elders. She was like a child running barefoot on cobblestones, innocent and fearless. Even if the pebbles scratched her feet, she would just cry for a while and then move on.


    But now, she was like a mule just unloaded from a millstone, weary and worn down.


    Shaoshang bowed respectfully to the Emperor and Empress. “I come from a humble background. I lack education and refinement. My nature is arrogant and unruly. I am truly unfit to be Master Huo’s wife. Please, Your Majesties, do me this kindness and withdraw this engagement.”


    “Shaoshang! Let me explain…” Huo Buyi struggled, but he was held down so tightly that he couldn’t move. He forced himself to try harder, his tall frame making the white undergarment he wore look even emptier.


    “No!” Shaoshang suddenly raised her voice. “This time, you need to listen to me.”


    She took a deep breath, forcing herself to steady her trembling voice. “I told you, I’ve had bad luck since I was little. I have never had the good fortune to have something fall into my lap. Even the things that are supposed to be given to a girl like me, I never had. But that’s okay. There are many people in the world who have it even harder, and I can manage. But then, I met you…”


    Tears welled up in her eyes. “You made me like you, and I did. You made me depend on you, and I did. You made me trust you, and I did. And then, you threw me aside and left without a second glance!”


    Someone had once said that loving someone meant putting yourself in a vulnerable position. But it didn’t matter. She was smarter now. From now on, she would never put her heart in danger again.


    “If you still care about our past, please let me go!” Shaoshang’s tears streamed down her face, but her pride and self-respect wouldn’t allow her to cry uncontrollably before the Emperor and Empress. She could only disrespectfully rush out of the hall.


    Huo Buyi was speechless. He could only watch as the girl bowed to the Emperor and Empress before running away. He let out a loud growl, like a wounded beast, expending his last ounce of strength. The wound on his head burst open, and blood ran down his forehead.


    The Emperor strode forward in two long steps and struck his adopted son unconscious with a backhand. He had Cen Anzhi carry Huo Buyi out to have the physicians re-bandage his wound. Then, he dismissed everyone else and turned to the Empress.


    The Empress stared back.


    “Why do you have to do this?” the Emperor sighed wryly.


    “From the beginning, Shaoshang didn’t want to be engaged to Zisheng,” the Empress said in a steely voice. “But because of Your Majesty’s immense power, she could only accept it begrudgingly. Now, this has happened. It shows that marriage should be a natural progression, like water finding its own level. You can’t force a melon to ripen, and you can’t force two people to be husband and wife, like us.”


    The Emperor didn’t dare to meet her eyes and attempted to change the subject. “Now that this has happened, a rift has formed between them. Forcing them to be together would only make things worse. Separating them is for the best.”


    The Empress walked up to the Emperor, her gaze unwavering. “Besides Shaoshang and Zisheng’s marriage, what about the other matter I discussed with you?”


    …


    Shaoshang ran through the dark palace alleys. Palace maids and eunuchs bowed to her along the way, but she didn’t dare look back. She just kept running furiously. She felt a burning pain in her injuries, a splitting headache, and could barely breathe. But she knew she couldn’t stop. If she did, she would be engulfed by the heartbreak.


    She didn’t know how long she had been running. It seemed like she had just passed by Mirror Lake and the gardens. In the distance, she saw a tall tower. Suddenly, a soft but strong hand grabbed her, and she almost fell over, unable to stop.


    “Shaoshang! Shaoshang, what’s wrong? Wake up, what’s wrong?” A familiar male voice called out to her.


    Shaoshang focused her eyes and saw Yuan Shen’s gentle and handsome face. “I went to Fufeng County recently. I only heard about Ling… Huo Buyi this morning. I heard you were carried away in blood. Are you hurt? Where are you hurt?”


    He was sweating profusely, his hands gripping Shaoshang’s shoulders but not pressing too hard. “Are you okay? Say something…”


    Shaoshang collected herself, gently pushed Yuan Shen’s hands away, and replied without any enthusiasm, “Since I’m standing here, I’m obviously fine. Thank you for your concern, Young Master Yuan.”


    “No, it’s just…” Yuan Shen struggled to find the words. He had come with so many questions for her, but now didn’t know where to start. After searching his mind, he finally said, “Don’t worry about Huo Buyi. His Majesty will surely protect him. But secretly mobilizing troops and causing unrest in the capital – it’s a serious crime. He’ll probably face punishment…”


    “You don’t need to say more. His affairs no longer concern me,” Shaoshang said coldly.


    Yuan Shen was taken aback. His voice rose involuntarily, “Does that mean you and he…?”


    Before he could finish, a large group surged forward, led by the Second Prince. He was charging ahead in a rage, surrounded by eunuchs and maids trying to stop him.


    “You lowly slaves dare to obstruct me?! Out of my way. I’m going to see my mother!”


    “You cannot, Your Highness! Her Majesty has expressly forbidden any princes or princesses from seeing her for the next few days!”


    “Nonsense! She is my birth mother! Why can’t I see her? Get out of my way, or I’ll have you all flayed alive!”


    “Your Highness, reconsider!”


    “Stop him! Do you all wish to die?!”


    “If His Majesty and Her Majesty find out, Your Highness will be guilty of trespassing on palace grounds!”


    As they were struggling, the Second Prince saw Yuan Shen and Shaoshang in front of him and shouted, “Excellent! You block princes and princesses, yet you allow these two outsiders to roam the palace freely. You are taking things too far! Get out of my way!”


    Yuan Shen regained his composure and flicked out his sleeves, calmly saying, “Your Highness, the royal family is not like ordinary households. Whether one can enter the palace depends not on blood ties but on the rules. Myself and Shaoshang both have palace passes, so we can naturally enter the palace. Do you have one, Your Highness?”


    The Second Prince became even more furious after hearing that. “Yuan, you’re treating me with disrespect because you see that my mother is about to be deposed!”


    “What?” Shaoshang gasped. “The Empress is about to be deposed? Who said this? Was it His Majesty?”


    Yuan Shen said softly, “You’ve been inside the palace, so it’s natural not to know. It isn’t that His Majesty wants to depose her. Yesterday, a few officials who were blind to the obvious submitted a petition to depose the Empress, but His Majesty has already rejected it.”


    Shaoshang was speechless, her mind frozen.


    The Second Prince said urgently, “So it wasn’t Father who wanted to depose Mother…”


    “Your Highness, be careful what you say!” Yuan Shen shouted, then turned to the eunuchs and palace maids. “All of you, disperse. Go further away. I’ll take care of His Highness.”


    The palace had been tense and full of fear for the past few days. The eunuchs and palace maids knew that the more they heard, the more danger they would be in, so they all scattered quickly.


    Yuan Shen looked at the Second Prince. “The night before last, Huo Buyi wiped out the Ling family’s estate and privately mobilized six of the Eastern Palace’s legions. At the time, His Highness the Crown Prince was flustered and didn’t know what to do. He didn’t have anyone to discuss it with, so he sent someone to find Your Highness. But Your Highness was wise and feigning illness to avoid seeing anyone. Now, it’s a matter of urgency. Don’t you think it’s too late?”


    The Second Prince’s face went red. “That, that’s… I was truly sick. Otherwise… I would have definitely…” He thought to himself, ‘How does this man know so much when he hasn’t been in the Capital?’


    “Let’s be honest with each other,” Yuan Shen said. “There’s no one else here, so Your Highness doesn’t have to pretend. I know that as soon as you heard about Huo Buyi’s actions, you immediately guessed that the Crown Prince was in trouble. You thought, ‘If he falls, it’ll be my turn next!’ But now that the throne is suddenly unstable, you’ve realized that things are bad and you’re rushing to the palace…”


    The Second Prince’s face turned purple as he roared, “Yuan Shanjian, you are being disrespectful! I – I’m going to report you!”


    Yuan Shen completely ignored him. “I have never been in contact with the Third Prince, but I have to say this. On the day things changed, the Third Prince could have stayed out of it, but he didn’t hide. He stood up for Huo Buyi, whose identity was still unclear, even when His Majesty threw a rock at him. He didn’t even flinch. Your Highness, what do you think we, the officials, think? The Way of the King1 is straight and level. Even if the Third Prince has ambitions, he is honest about it and takes the lead. Your Highness, on the other hand, you were full of complaints before, but when it mattered, you hid away. You’ve been shut up in your room, and you don’t need to come out again!”


    The Second Prince had no response. He took several deep breaths and resorted to personal attacks. “Very well!” he sneered. “I’ve always heard that you, Yuan Shanjian, are eloquent. I’ve learned that today. You have achieved success at a young age, but you’ve been hiding for years. You weren’t swayed by the Yue family, and you didn’t participate in the court’s discussions of the princes. His Majesty called you to the Ministry of Personnel several times to take position, but you refused. Other than drafting a few imperial edicts for His Majesty, you pretended to be engrossed in your studies. Now, you’re full of lofty pronouncements. Hmph, you’re only willing to act when you see the opportunity!”


    Yuan Shen brushed off this attack as easily as brushing away dust. “Your Highness has your duties, and I have mine,” he said calmly. “I will serve His Majesty to the best of my abilities, and I will not betray his trust. But you are the Crown Prince’s own brother. When he was in trouble, you had no desire to protect him. You knew that the Empress was anxious and heartbroken, yet you had no sympathy for her. I suggest you go back, Your Highness. If His Majesty sees you now, he will definitely feel, as I have just said, that you are heartless, disloyal, and unfilial… If you don’t believe me, go and ask the Second Princess.”


    As he spoke, there was a hint of wind and thunder in his eyes. His future as a powerful official was already evident.


    The Second Prince, who was always afraid of the Emperor, hesitated before leaving with a begrudging grimace.


    Yuan Shen watched him leave before turning to the girl. “Shaoshang, you…”


    “I’m truly the biggest fool in the world,” Shaoshang said, staring at him as if she had never seen him before. “I thought, how come every time I see you in the palace, you’re either organizing books or discussing the classics. Young Master Yuan, you are truly a noble gentleman who observes silently. You must have known this day would come, right?”


    Yuan Shen remained silent for a long time. “The Yuan family is not a founding dynasty, nor are we related to the royal family or associated with the Eastern Palace. It’s not appropriate for us to be involved in this matter.”


    Shaoshang felt a chill on her face. She wiped her cheek and realized that tears were streaming down her face again.


    “Another person who hides their true nature,” she muttered to herself self-deprecatingly. “Another one whose true face remains unknown. I thought I was smart, but I was just fooling myself. You’re all so capable. Only I am a fool.”


    “Shaoshang!” Yuan Shen anxiously took a step forward. “I know you have a deep connection with the Empress, but this matter of deposing her is not something you can interfere with. You shouldn’t…”


    Shaoshang waved her hand, stopping him from speaking. The image of the Empress’s recent behavior, so different from her usual demeanor, flashed before her eyes. She finally understood.


    “You’re mistaken,” she said softly. “It’s not that His Majesty wants to depose the Empress. I think it’s Her Majesty that doesn’t want to stay in Changqiu Palace anymore. The throne and the crown prince – it’s like two swords hanging over her head for decades. She’s tired.”


    “What are you saying?” Yuan Shen was stunned.


    “I’m going home. I’m tired too. Don’t follow me…” Shaoshang walked away without looking back.


    Yuan Shen stared blankly as the girl walked away. He suddenly came to his senses and took off after her.


    …


    In the inner chamber of the emperor’s palace, the Emperor and Empress were still locked in a standoff. The Emperor slumped back in his chair, sighing. “Why are you doing this?”


    The Empress slowly walked a few steps away from him. “My entire life, I have been pushed along by others. I knew that many things were wrong, but I still went with the flow. When I knew you were already married, my uncle told me to marry you, and I married you. Later, when you wanted to make me Empress, I looked at the court, filled with heroes, and I knew that the throne was covered with thorns. I still accepted the title.”


    The Emperor said irritably, “None of that was your fault! You were a lonely and helpless woman. How could you have possibly made your own decisions?”


    The Empress continued in a low voice, “Later, when Zikun was established as Crown Prince, I can’t say that I wasn’t secretly pleased. Those officials who were your countrymen and allies were still unwilling to see me sitting on the throne, but they would eventually have to serve my son as their ruler. I had to endure it. Eventually, the clouds would clear. But then Zikun grew up, and I watched him become more and more like my father every day. I realized that the clouds would never clear…”


    The Emperor let out a long sigh.


    The Empress turned around. “I knew long ago that many of your key officials did not like us, mother and son. But if Zikun had been as wise and insightful as Your Majesty, or as bold and strong as the Third Prince, I believe he could have secured his position as heir. But he’s just like my father.”


    She saw the kind and carefree face of her late father, Old Master Xuan. A wave of sadness washed over her.


    “I truly, truly never disliked Zikun. He simply took the wrong position,” the Empress continued. “He should be like my father, building a house and tending a garden in the mountains, drinking wine and reading every day, living a peaceful and happy life with his wife and children. When he has free time, he can travel, visit friends, write poetry, sing songs, write books, and establish a reputation. If he were like that, he could be as respected and praised as my father. But he’s become the heir. It’s as if he’s sitting on the edge of a sword. He cannot eat or sleep peacefully…”


    The Emperor let out another long sigh.


    “My father relinquished his immense wealth completely out of sincerity. I believe that Zikun, in his heart, also wishes to relinquish his position as heir,” the Empress sighed. “But if we depose Zikun, wouldn’t Old Second be next? He’s even worse than Zikun. At least Zikun is gentle and kind. So, Your Majesty, why don’t you just depose me instead? Then, make Yue Heng the Empress. That way, Ziduan can smoothly become the Crown Prince.”


    “Shen’an!” the Emperor called out, his brow furrowed with conflict and struggle. “You, you shouldn’t say things like that…”


    The Empress gave a self-deprecating laugh. “I am an incompetent mother. I haven’t raised my children well. The others are too ambitious or don’t need my care. Only Zikun… Your Majesty, if you want to depose him, you’ll need to find a reason. I truly can’t bear to do that. Why don’t you just depose me instead? After a year or two, let Zikun step down from his position as heir on the grounds of being unsuitable according to proper etiquette. Everyone will be happy, then.”


    The Emperor slammed his hand on his desk. “What kind of happy ending is that? What if Old Third is hot-tempered and cruel, and he treats you and your sons badly? What then?!”


    The Empress smiled. “The Third Prince is not my son, but I understand him better than Your Majesty. He will not be lenient with his own blood, nor will he hold grudges without cause. So, Your Majesty, you don’t need to worry about the Yue family gaining power and becoming a dangerous faction. With Ziduan, the Yue family will be powerless. And you don’t have to worry that Ziduan is cold and heartless. At his core, he is as kind as Your Majesty, and he will surely treat us well.”


    “But you’ve done nothing wrong in all these years. Why should you be deposed?!” the Emperor cried out in agony.


    The Empress smiled. “Just say that I’m resentful and I have the temperament of Empress Lü and Madam Huo,” the Empress smiled.


    “Shen’an!” The Emperor stood up abruptly.


    “Actually, it’s not entirely false. All these years, every time I see Your Majesty and Yue Heng together, it’s like ants gnawing at my heart. If I were to become Empress Dowager, who knows what might happen?”


    The Empress looked straight into the Emperor’s eyes. “Only by deposing me can the Crown Prince be free from blame. The Second Prince and the three younger princes will finally give up on the throne. Once they give up, they can live peacefully.”


    She knelt down and bowed her head. “Please grant this mother’s wish, Your Majesty.”


    …


    Once again, thank you everyone for reading, commenting, and the like! 
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    Chapter One Hundred and Forty-One:
Together and Apart


    Shaoshang returned home, exhausted, as the first rays of dawn peeked through. She concealed the details about the Empress’s deposition, but she laid out the whole story of what had happened to her family, including the twists and turns of Huo Buyi’s past, and the cruelty, ruthlessness, and cunning of Ling Yi. The five members of the Cheng family were stunned, unable to speak for a long time. Especially Cheng Shi and his wife. Even though they were worldly and experienced, they were still shocked by the tragic and complex story of Huo Buyi’s past and the depravity of Ling Yi.


    Shaoshang had no interest in asking her family’s opinion. She simply instructed them, “The Emperor will announce this matter to the world soon. At that time, the court will also issue a decree regarding the Ling family and Huo Buyi. Just remember what needs to be done. Don’t spread the word prematurely, especially about Huo Buyi secretly mobilizing troops. You can just say he was reinforcing the army besieging the Ling family. The Third Prince has nothing to do with it. If anyone outside tries to connect it to His Highness, just confront them directly.”


    Cheng Song was a little confused. “Is this the Emperor’s intention?”


    “If we, as courtiers, have to wait for the Emperor to tell us everything, we won’t last long,” Shaoshang said.


    Cheng Shi, straightforward as ever, began to praise his daughter and then rebuked his second son. “You’re going to be the pillar of support for your Uncle Wan’s family. You need to learn to be more composed. Think before you speak.”


    Cheng Song scratched his head, “Niao Niao is always smarter than me!”


    “It’s not about being smart,” Shaoshang said calmly. “You just have to learn to be composed after spending so long in the palace.”


    Cheng Shi looked at his daughter. His heart ached at her weary and detached expression.


    Cheng Yong quickly changed the subject. “No wonder why Uncle Wan wants to take A’Song to Xu County to take up post. Second Brother needs to gain some experience too. Hey, Shaogong, why aren’t you saying anything?”


    Cheng Shaogong, usually so talkative, had been silent up until then. “Niao Niao,” he finally broke his silence, “I’ll go back with you to rest.”


    Shaoshang offered a weak smile. “Thank you, Third Brother, but I’ll go back by myself.” As she stood up to leave, she turned around and said, “I’ve broken off my engagement with Huo Buyi. I hope Father and Mother can forgive my recklessness and stubbornness.”


    Father Cheng was stunned, and Cheng Song immediately opened his mouth to ask about it. Madam Xiao pressed them all down, speaking before they could, “Good. We understand. Go back and rest. Your Third Aunt will arrive at noon today so you can have a good chat then.”


    Shaoshang gave a wry smile.


    Today was supposed to be her wedding day. Her third uncle, Cheng Zhi, couldn’t leave his post, but her third aunt had come specifically for the wedding. When Madam Sang arrived and learned about everything, who knew what her expression would be?


    She didn’t say anything more. She bowed respectfully and then took her leave.


    As soon as Shaoshang lay down, the pain and exhaustion she had suppressed for days surged back with a vengeance. At first, it was just weakness and a sore throat, but before Madam Sang arrived, she developed a fever.


    This illness was different from the one she had the night before. It seemed she didn’t even have the strength to cry out in pain. Whether her wounds were opening or her bones were aching, she was like a newborn lamb, and she could only helplessly bleat softly while waiting to be slaughtered.


    In her haze, Shaoshang heard her father’s cries, Madam Xiao’s weeping (but she suspected she was mishearing that), and her Third Aunt’s calls. She had missed her Third Aunt so much. She had so many things she wanted to tell her, but now, it seemed she had nothing to say.


    Even Old Madam Cheng, who usually looked down on Shaoshang, came twice. The first time, she said something. The second, she mentioned ‘preparing the funeral rites,’ enraging Father Cheng. They had a terrible screaming match, like wild animals, before Madam Xiao kicked them both out.


    Shaoshang’s high fever persisted for days, leaving the whole Cheng household frantic. Though it was early spring, if her sweat infected the wounds, it could easily turn into life-threatening inflammation. Cheng Shi and Madam Xiao, battle-hardened veterans, knew the dangers all too well and grew increasingly worried.


    After sleepless nights tending to her, Shaoshang’s fever finally broke. Seeing everyone exhausted and pale, Cheng Shi refused to let them keep vigil. He ordered them to resume their routines.


    Besides Madam Xiao and Madam Sang, the one who stayed longest was surprisingly Cheng Shaogong. His reasoning was sound – unlike his elder brother Cheng Yong facing an imminent posting, or second brother Cheng Song having to meet numerous Wan relatives.


    Seeing his frail sister bedridden, Cheng Shaogong felt guilt for the first time. He thought maybe it should have been him left behind ten years ago. He wouldn’t have troubled men to deal with. And his sister could have found a good match among Father’s colleagues’ sons, like Wan Qiqi.


    Remarkably, Madam Xiao allowed Shaogong to take leave from school without much of a fuss. Everyone in the Cheng family knew why – Yuan Shen had come.


    Shaoshang had returned home before dawn. Yuan Shen visited that afternoon. At first, he mumbled something about ‘paying respects to Madam Sang,’ but when he learned that Shaoshang was delirious, he didn’t even bother with excuses. He visited the Cheng family four times a day, even more often than mealtimes.


    Sometimes, he brought the doctor who was staying at the Yuan family residence. Sometimes, he carried a big bag of medicinal herbs. Sometimes, he had just come from the School of Classics, empty-handed, but he had to see Shaoshang. If he didn’t get to see her, he would sit for two hours at Nine Zhui Hall. If the curfew started, he would end up sleeping at the Cheng Mansion.


    “He’s finally realized that acting aloof doesn’t work,” Cheng Shaogong commented. “Now he’s not even pretending anymore. He’s thrown away his pride.”


    The Cheng family tried to dissuade him, but they couldn’t lock him out, so they had to let Cheng Shaogong keep him company. What could they do against someone who was shameless? Fortunately, the attention of the court and the public was on the Huo and Ling families, so few people noticed Yuan Shen’s shameless behavior.


    The day Shaoshang woke up, the imperial decree had finally arrived. The Ling family received unprecedentedly harsh punishments.


    First, the Ling brothers’ treasonous acts were recorded on stone pillars. Then, they were whipped to death and their bones hung as a warning to the world. Furthermore, all Ling children over the age of five were put to death – including married daughters (in case any Ling daughters loved their fathers and brothers and secretly taught their children to take revenge). All the women and children under the age of five were exiled to the north, the Ling family tombs were destroyed, and the family was forced to change their surname. Not only that, but all relatives and friends who had close ties to the Ling family were demoted.


    These harsh and decisive measures, with their extensive ramifications, made it clear to anyone with eyes that the Emperor was aiming for a permanent solution.


    Madam Chunyu and her son were sentenced to death. They were given poisoned wine to drink in front of Princess Yuchang, who fainted on the spot.


    Finally, the good days of Old Prince Ruyang were over. The Emperor no longer demanded that he divorce his wife. He thought that a letter of divorce and house arrest were more suitable for his former aunt. Prince Ruyang’s son wanted to defend his mother, but the Emperor kindly said, “I know you are a filial son, and you can take care of the old princess outside the Capital. However, if you do that, you won’t be able to shoulder your responsibilities as the heir.”


    Upon learning the truth, the prince’s wife, without a word, took her children and threatened to kill herself to show her husband what she was capable of. That shut the prince up.


    Thinking that the evidence of Ling Yi’s treason was hidden inside that Nüwa, which the old princess carried with her day and night for sixteen years, everyone in Prince Ruyang’s Mansion was terrified. They knew that the old princess wasn’t that cunning, that she could ignore Ling Yi’s actions without a second thought. But they didn’t dare think about how people outside would speculate.


    So, when the Emperor found a husband for Princess Yuchang with a flick of his wrist and ordered them to marry within three months, no one in the prince’s mansion objected.


    In this storm of punishments, there were only two exceptions.


    One was the daughter of the second Ling brother’s former wife. She was ten years old when the city fell. She vaguely remembered that something about her maternal grandfather’s family and her mother’s death was not quite right. Although she didn’t think much of it at the time, she had always resented her father. Later, the second Ling brother remarried the widowed sister of a powerful general. His life became comfortable, and he disliked his eldest daughter even more. After a few years, he married her off to an old and tyrannical widower from a high-ranking family.


    Fortunately, this Ling woman was lucky. Not long after her marriage, she was widowed. An elderly aunt in her husband’s family pitied her, knowing that she had lost her mother at a young age and her father and stepmother were cruel and ruthless. She arranged for her to remarry in a middle-ranking official’s family, and the couple lived happily ever after with many children.


    When Ling Yi’s crimes were exposed, she was also supposed to commit suicide, but her husband bravely petitioned to spare his wife’s life.


    The other exception was the third Ling brother’s illegitimate daughter, born from his drunken encounter with a maidservant. Her mother was quickly sold off by the third Ling brother’s wife, and the daughter herself was ‘accidentally’ crippled at a young age. He had many concubines, and seeing that his daughter could no longer marry into a good family, he simply married her off to a poor household.


    The officials were speechless.


    In the end, Huo Buyi was stripped of all his official positions and banished to a border city in the northwest to guard against the Hu people. Breaking off his engagement with Cheng Shi’s daughter was also part of the punishment.


    Less than half an hour after the Emperor’s punishment was announced, Cui You’s memorial arrived, bypassing the proper channels. He first quoted some seemingly copied phrases about the hardships of the people along the border under threat of the Hu people, then, he requested to lead the army to guard the border city.


    The Emperor was furious. Alone in the palace, he shouted, “You insolent ape! Since Junhua passed away, you have been whining and crying, wanting to die, complaining of illness every three days. Whenever I ask you to do something, you push back, and if I push you too hard, you cry and threaten to retire. You act like a woman whose husband has died! Now, suddenly, you’re full of life and vigor, wanting to serve the country and plead for the people!”


    Even though he was angry, the Emperor knew that entrusting his adopted son to Marquis Cui was the best choice. He rolled his eyes and signed and sealed the appointment document.


    Cui You wasn’t a striking figure, nor did he enjoy charging into battle, but when it came to organizing things, he was second to none. He was meticulous yet efficient, and in just five days, he had arranged all the supplies necessary for food, clothing, shelter, and travel along the route.


    The spices included roasted, grilled, steamed, and boiled flavors. The bedding had to be appropriate for spring, summer, autumn, and winter. There were multiple physicians specializing in external and internal injuries. Even the mosquito repellent incense came in five different scents. Actually, the Emperor had opened his private treasury and given him free reign.


    On the day they left the city, Marquis Cui led a massive procession of supplies and people. Flags fluttered in the wind, and steeds pawed the ground, looking like they were going on a picnic to anyone who didn’t know better.


    Huo Buyi lay in the carriage, fully clothed and covered with a thick fur blanket. He kept his eyes fixed on the window. When they reached the Ten-li pavilion outside the city, he ordered the carriage to stop and rest. After a long time, Liang Qiu Fei galloped over and shouted, “Young Master, Marquis Cui asks if we should set out!”


    “Wait a little longer,” Huo Buyi said.


    Liang Qiu Qi looked at his pale face. “Young Master, don’t look,” he said with compassion. “She won’t come.”


    Huo Buyi lowered his long eyelashes. “The journey will be difficult. It’s better if she didn’t come…”


    Just then, Cui Da and Cui Er dragged over a young man from the front. Liang Qiu Fei’s eyes lit up. “Hey, isn’t that the Cheng family’s Third Young Master? The young mistress must have a message for him to relay!”


    A flicker of hope showed in Huo Buyi’s deep eyes.


    Cheng Shaogong shook off Cui Da and Er’s arms. “You brats, taking my horse as soon as you saw me – so rude!”


    Cui Da and Er grinned as they kept apologizing.


    Huo Buyi’s voice trembled, “Shaogong…did she…did she have something to say?”


    Cheng Shaogong said nothing, pulling a small brocade pouch from his robes and tossing it to Liang Qiu Qi.


    Liang Qiu Qi felt there seemed to be a small, square hard object inside the brocade pouch. He passed it into the carriage with both hands.


    Huo Buyi grabbed the pouch, opened it, and saw it was the personal seal he had gifted to Shaoshang. His face immediately drained of color.


    Liang Qiu Fei angrily said to Cheng Shaogong, “Your sister is too heartless. Our young master is in this condition now…”


    “The day she left the palace, Shaoshang had a non-stop high fever for three days. Then it came and went for another six or seven days. Even today she still can’t get out of bed. During that time, the physicians told my family twice to prepare her funeral arrangements. Fortunately, she managed to pull through.”


    Cheng Shaogong looked at Huo Buyi and said slowly, word by word, “My father and mother secretly worried that after suffering such a serious illness, my sister’s lifespan may be shortened. I heard you were seriously injured, nearly lost your life. Now Shaoshang has nearly lost hers too. She’s done enough for you.”


    Huo Buyi clenched the seal tightly, his knuckles turning white. The sharp corners dug into his fingertips but he didn’t feel the pain.


    The Liang brothers and Cui brothers looked at each other, bewildered.


    Huo Buyi leaned back against the cushions, closing his eyes. “I understand,” he said. “Third Young Master Cheng, you can go back now. A’Fei, please ask Uncle Cui to set out.”


    …
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    Chapter One Hundred and Forty-Two:
Sorrow Leads to Old Age


    Five days after Huo Buyi departed for the border, the matter of deposing the Empress was brought to the forefront.


    The court was gripped by an eerie silence, with all the high-ranking officials keeping silent on the issue. Only a few scholars from the School of Classics spoke up for the Empress, praising her as ‘virtuous, gentle, and faultless.’ However, the families opposing the Empress and her sons also had their share of educated members. These scholars were often met with scornful laughter and even more vehement rebuttals.


    One time, Cheng Yong came to visit his bedridden younger sister. Shaoshang couldn’t help but ask, “Are there no officials willing to risk death to defend the Empress?”


    “We are the Emperor’s subjects first and foremost,” Cheng Yong replied, “and only secondarily the Empress’s. If we defied the Emperor for the Empress’s sake, would that be the proper conduct of a subject?”


    “But deposing the Empress without cause is unreasonable.”


    “There is a reason – the imperial decree accused the Empress of jealousy.”


    Seeing his younger sister’s dejected expression, Cheng Yong softened his tone, “For the sake of military deployment, taxes, or any government policy, officials are willing to fight for it. But for a woman they hardly know, they won’t. I’ll say this, Niao Niao: unless it is someone like Empress Lü1, who shared hardships with the emperor, or someone like Huo Pingjun2, whose roots are intertwined, officials who argue with the emperor over deposing an empress are using the sword of Xiang Zhuang to target Pei Gong – in short, they are not doing it for the Empress herself.”


    Shaoshang said nothing.


    The days spent recuperating were peaceful and uneventful. Madam Sang didn’t want to talk to Shaoshang about the past. She simply played chess with her, enjoyed music, and occasionally recounted funny stories from Cheng Zhi’s post. Madam Xiao wanted Madam Sang to persuade her daughter, but Madam Sang said, “Niao Niao understands everything. But hearts are not stones. You can’t just turn them on and off. Don’t worry, Sister-in-law. Niao Niao needs some time. In a couple of years, she will see everything clearly.”


    However, the night before they were due to leave, Madam Sang deliberately helped Shaoshang to the porch. “You’re much better off than I was. When I was young, the country was in chaos and there was war everywhere. Sisters who laughed and drank with me one day, I would hear news of their entire families being slaughtered by bandits a few days later. Friends who I met to enjoy the flowers with last month would the next month have fled and disappeared… I know you are angry, but go out and look around. Look at the stars, at the sky, at the world. There are so many hardships in this world. You and I are lucky.”


    Shaoshang leaned against a pillar, looking at the fragrant and lush garden, breathing in the vibrant air of spring. She had already made up her mind. From now on, she would train and improve herself every day.


    Because of the chaos in the court over the Empress’s deposition, Yuan Shen no longer had time to visit four times a day. He still came every day, however. For some reason, he was particularly quiet this time. He would sit with Shaoshang for a while, separated by a privacy screen, then quietly leave.


    Three days after Madam Sang left, the imperial decree deposing the Empress and the decree of establishing the new Empress were issued one after another. As Shaoshang expected, the Emperor prohibited any celebrations or welcoming of the new Empress. At the same time, he treated the deposed Empress with exceptional kindness.


    The Emperor conferred the title of King on the other princes. The Second Prince became the King of Huai’an. Then, he changed the title of the deposed Empress to Empress Dowager of Huai’an, moving her to Yong’an Palace in the northeast part of the Northern Palace, and allowed her to continue enjoying her Empress’s fiefdom. Furthermore, to ensure that the Empress Dowager of Huai’an had ample resources, he added a county to the Second Prince’s fiefdom to provide for her.


    The Emperor also lavishly rewarded the Xuan family. Empress Dowager Xuan’s brother, Duke Xuan, had no military achievements but the Emperor, despite the opposition of many officials, promoted him from Duke of the Inner Court to a high-ranking Marquis, expanding his fiefdom. Empress Dowager Xuan’s cousin and nephew were both granted noble titles and promoted to high-ranking positions. Even Empress Dowager Xuan’s uncle, whose son had died young, was granted a dukedom in order of his son-in-law.


    For a while, the Xuan family basked in the sun of prosperity.


    Two days after Shaoshang was able to move around freely, she sent a letter to the Third Prince’s mansion. She even prepared a pouch full of money for the messenger to bribe the gatekeeper, but the Third Prince was very strict with his staff. The messenger returned with the pouch full of money.


    Shaoshang sighed. For the first time, she thought it wouldn’t be so bad to have a different emperor.


    She thought she had at least a day before he would come, but an hour later, the Third Prince’s carriage arrived at the Cheng mansion’s door. The old steward nearly fell over in surprise, thinking to himself that this girl’s suitors were endless. They came in waves, one after another. It was too much for this old man to handle.


    Madam Xiao rushed over, anxiously asking, “Why has His Highness come? Where are you going? You’re not fully recovered yet!”


    “Mother, why are you looking so pale? Don’t tell me that you’re sick now that I’m better!”


    Shaoshang looked at Madam Xiao in surprise. Even when she was in the rough military camp, she had always been plump and healthy. But now, she looked pale and worn down. “Aunt Qing, you need to take better care of Mother. Medicine isn’t as good as food. Get some bone broth, pig hoof soup, and black fish…”


    Qing Cong smiled wryly as she supported Madam Xiao. Her mother stamped her foot, “Answer her properly!”


    Shaoshang smiled as she allowed A’Zhu to help dress her. “Mother, don’t worry. I’m going to the palace. But since the Empress has been deposed, my passes are no longer valid. So, I’m asking the Third Prince to take me to see her.”


    “I heard the gate of Yong’an Palace is tightly closed and Empress Dowager Huai’an is nowhere to be seen,” Madam Xiao said anxiously. “How can you enter? Besides, why don’t you ask the Crown Prince to help you into the palace?”


    “The Crown Prince?” Shaoshang laughed. “Where would he be able to go?” She searched the vanity table. Cheng Yang, who was kneeling quietly beside her, handed her a pair of earrings.


    Shaoshang put on the jade earrings and shook her head lightly before the bronze mirror. “Once, when Huo Buyi and I quarreled, I stormed into a palace room in anger. The Crown Prince wanted to mediate, but when he heard me smashing a vase inside, he dared not enter – hmph, to get into Yong’an Palace now, I need the Third Prince’s help.”


    With her preparations complete, Shaoshang bowed to Madam Xiao and said goodbye. As she stepped off the porch, she suddenly stopped and turned back, speaking slowly, “Mother, don’t worry about me. I can survive anywhere. But if you don’t take care of yourself, Father will never forgive me.”


    Her eyes then settled on Cheng Yang who was behind Madam Xiao. “Since Aunt Qing needs to take care of Mother, all the chores around the house will be left to you,” she said kindly.


    Cheng Yang responded in a dazed murmur.


    The spring sunshine was dazzling, giving the girl an ethereal quality in its soft warmth, like a fragile primrose that might vanish with a single gust of wind. As she put on her warped-toe shoes and was about to leave the courtyard, Madam Xiao’s trembling voice suddenly called out, “Niao Niao!”


    Shaoshang turned and smiled, “I’ll be back soon.”


    “Be back soon?!” Madam Xiao felt a wave of dizziness. This was the third time she had heard those words.


    In a daze, she could see that day ten years ago, when they were leaving for the frontlines. The young girl, still a child, was held in her nanny’s arms. She was crying, her little face flushed red and shouting with a heart-wrenching voice, “Mother, don’t leave! Father, don’t leave!” Cheng Shi couldn’t bear to watch. He kept looking back, even wanting to run back and grab his daughter, figuring Madam Ge wouldn’t be able to catch up to him. But Madam Xiao calmly stopped her husband. The army was about to depart. There could be no distractions.


    Madam Xiao suddenly struggled to her feet. She lost her composure, crying out, “Don’t let her go! Someone! Don’t let her leave… Stop her! Quickly, someone stop her!” She felt like she was going to lose her daughter; to lose her forever. But maybe she had already lost her ten years ago. She had just realized it now.


    Why had she been so calm and rational all these years? Why had she been so determined to maintain her good reputation? She should have been like a fierce lioness, ripping out the throats of those who had stolen her child! Or she should have been like a shrew at the village gate, grabbing Madam Ge by the hair and dragging her around the mansion. Anyone who dared to say a word against her would have been left without a single tooth!


    It wasn’t that she lacked the means to take her daughter away. She had simply been too cautious, and now, it was too late for any words.


    Madam Xiao’s breathing came in heaving gasps, her blood pounding. Suddenly, a sweet taste filled her throat, and a warm, coppery stream spilled from her lips before she crumpled to the ground.


    …


    Shaoshang, wearing a thick veil, sat in the carriage while the Third Prince rode alongside. He suddenly spoke up, “Why did your steward look at me with such astonishment?”


    Shaoshang pulled the veil tighter around her to prevent people on the street from recognizing her. “People in the countryside haven’t seen the world. Don’t mind him, Your Highness.”


    The Third Prince scoffed, “Did Zisheng have the same reaction when he visited your mansion?”


    As soon as the words left his mouth, he realized he had misspoken. He found it strange. After all that they had been through, shouldn’t the two of them be together now, finding happiness after their hardships? Why had things turned out like this?


    Shaoshang leaned against the rail of the carriage. “Although Huo Buyi is a man of power and influence, he’s always treated others with courtesy and kindness,” she said softly. “Even with the servants, he was always kind and considerate. He’s very different from the way Your Highness described… Oh, by the way, is Empress Dowager Huai’an ill?”


    The Third Prince’s lips curled into a sneer. “After she received the decree to depose her, she didn’t pack anything. She took a few palace maids and went to Yong’an Palace. She’s been eating less, and when she got sick, she refused to see the physicians. Mother not only didn’t dare to hold a celebration for the new empress, but she also didn’t dare to move into Changqiu Palace.”


    “I figured as much,” Shaoshang nodded.


    “Mother is gloomy and depressed, and Father keeps showering the Xuan family with gifts,” the Third Prince mocked. “If Empress Dowager Huai’an continues to be sick, Father might just move the entire national treasury to the Xuan family. Hmph, Father is too kind. If he were as ruthless as Emperor Gaozu or Emperor Wu, who would dare say a word? This world always punishes the kind!”


    Shaoshang rolled her eyes at the Third Prince. “You should stop pouring oil on the fire, Your Highness. Everyone has their own nature. Empress Dowager Xuan once said that she couldn’t become Consort Yue, and Consort Yue couldn’t become her. It’s the same with His Majesty.”


    The Third Prince was quiet for a moment. “Can you really persuade Empress Dowager Huai’an? I heard that she explained everything to Father that day. Why can’t she get over it now?”


    Shaoshang smiled. “His Majesty, the princes and princesses–none of them understand Empress Dowager Xuan’s heart. The truth is, she just needs to be cared for. But since Old Master Xuan passed away, no one has doted on her. Instead, she’s always been the one to care for others, her widowed mother and brother…”


    The Third Prince thought of how dignified and composed Empress Dowager Xuan was. He had a skeptical look on his face.


    “Empress Dowager Xuan has never truly suffered in her life. Even during the chaos outside, someone was always protecting her. Therefore, the passage of time has never worn away her true nature – deep down in Empress Dowager Xuan’s heart, she was still the eldest daughter of the Xuan family, who was loved and nurtured by her mother and father.”


    “But circumstances are stronger than people. At Prince Qian’an’s mansion, she had to endure her older cousins. After marrying His Majesty, she felt indebted to Consort Yue and had to continue to endure her. Also, because her family was weak, she needed to act like a wise and righteous empress, a role model for the world. No matter what happened, even when she was unhappy, she had to pretend not to care. She even had to understand His Majesty’s actions before he explained them. Now, she doesn’t have to pretend anymore. She can act however she wants.”


    “I thought you respected the Empress,” the Third Prince said, frowning.


    “I do,” Shaoshang replied. “But it’s also important to be honest.”


    “There’s nothing we can do,” the Third Prince sighed. “Empress Dowager Huai’an won’t allow anyone in Yong’an Palace, especially members of the Xuan family or the princes. You should go and try to persuade her.”


    “What about the Eldest and Fifth Princess?”


    “My Fifth Sister is still locked up. As for the Eldest Princess…” The Third Prince’s face went cold. “She cried in front of Father for a while, then she understood Father’s difficult position. Now she and her husband are taking turns to persuade Father not to overwork himself. No wonder Empress Dowager Xuan is sick. I would be too.”


    Shaoshang shook her head. The Eldest Princess and her husband were a classic example of how to navigate this situation.


    At some point in their conversation, the two of them arrived at the gates of Yong’an Palace. The gates were closed.


    Shaoshang glanced at the Third Prince, implying ‘Your turn, handsome.’ The Prince shot her a glare, then took a deep breath and summoned a group of burly guards. They fetched a battering ram as thick as two men embracing, and with a count of “One, two, three!” they slammed it against the gates of Yong’an Palace, knocking the eunuch gatekeepers to the ground.


    Before anyone could recover, Shaoshang lifted her skirt and stepped into the palace. The Third Prince told his guards to push back the palace maids who were trying to stop her. “It’s unheard of to use a battering ram inside the palace walls,” he said. “I’m doomed. You need to reason with Empress Dowager Xuan!”


    Shaoshang turned back. “Who said I was going to reason with her?”


    The usually composed Third Prince was startled.


    “Don’t worry,” Shaoshang said with a smile. “If I’m successful, Your Highness won’t just be innocent, but will be credited with a great achievement!”


    The Third Prince choked on his own breath, nearly ascending to the heavens.


    Yong’an Palace was newly built, less than two years old. It was smaller than Changqiu Palace, but it was more beautiful in terms of its buildings and windows. Unfortunately, Empress Dowager Xuan and her staff hadn’t bothered to tidy up. Shaoshang walked in and found the palace empty and desolate.


    The Empress Dowager’s present chambers were hastily assembled, containing only a bed in the center and a small brazier in the corner – no other furnishings. Old Lady Zhai stood beside the brazier in a daze until Shaoshang’s arrival prompted her to hurry and announce the visitor.


    It had been less than a month, yet Empress Dowager Xuan’s once lustrous black tresses were now streaked with white, her whole being exuding weariness and decay. She lay on her side, back turned to Shaoshang, silent.


    Shaoshang stretched her neck to get a better view. She then knelt by the bed. Old Lady Zhai cried, “You should just go back. I’ve tried to persuade her, but Her Majesty won’t listen.”


    Shaoshang smiled at Old Lady Zhai. “Your Majesty,” she said calmly. “I have an interesting story to tell you.”


    Old Lady Zhai was taken aback.


    “The Third Prince brought me to the palace today. He saw my handwriting and asked in surprise, ‘How come it looks exactly like Zisheng’s?’ It was only then that I realized that for the past year, I had been copying Master Huo’s handwriting. Heh, he really is so sly.”


    Empress Dowager Xuan moved slightly.


    “When I was little, people would always call me a child abandoned by my parents. I thought, when I grow up, I won’t have to deal with that anymore.” Shaoshang’s eyes began to fill with tears.


    “If I want something, I’ll find a way to get it. The heavens gave me intelligence and strength, but some fools are too lazy to use them. Then, I met Huo Buyi. My intelligence and strength were gradually shelved, and I became an ordinary fool. And then, when I was most vulnerable, he abandoned me.”


    Empress Dowager Xuan turned her head slightly.


    “I’ve decided to forget about Huo Buyi. But when I wake up in the morning, I remember his advice not to go out on an empty stomach. When I go out, I remember him bringing the carriage to pick me up. Everything from food and clothing to shelter and travel, from laughter to anger – I can remember him everywhere, at all times. So, I decided to get rid of all the things he gave me. But when I picked up my brush, there was his handwriting again. I’m afraid I won’t be able to get married if this keeps on.”


    “I don’t want to stay at home and bear the pity and worry of my family. Please help me, Your Majesty!” Tears were streaming down Shaoshang’s face, soaking her clothes. Old Lady Zhai was also weeping beside her.


    The girl crawled on her knees to the bedside, small hands gripping the covers as she pleaded mournfully, “Your Majesty, I have nowhere else to go. Please, save me! Give me a refuge. Help me overcome this hurdle. Help me forget him! I cannot keep waking to him and sleeping with his memory. I will die, I truly will! Save me, Your Majesty…how else can I live on?”


    “Your Majesty!” Old Lady Zhai cried as well.


    Empress Dowager Xuan finally sat up slowly, revealing her pale face, which was streaked with tears.


    …


    Upon hearing that Yong’an Palace had summoned a physician and food, the Emperor beamed with joy. Empress Yue also breathed a sigh of relief. Both the Emperor and Empress felt a lightness, as if they had been pardoned. Finally, they could sit down and have a meal together.


    The Emperor had initially wanted to give the Third Prince a good beating when he heard he had broken down the palace gate. However, when he learned that he had taken Shaoshang to Yong’an Palace, he sighed and instead rewarded him with a string of pearls. After a satisfying meal, the Emperor immediately ordered Cen Anzhi to deliver a message, “Tell Shaoshang that she can ask for anything she wants and to take good care of the Empress Dowager of Huai’an. I’ll remember her contributions!”


    The Emperor was in a good mood, and the officials from the Ministry of Personnel finally wiped their brows in relief.


    Big Marquis Yue and Master Yu left the palace together. Big Marquis Yue said, “Thank goodness. These past few days, I have been on edge, worried that something might happen to the Empress Dowager of Huai’an. If she were to pass away, the Emperor and my sister wouldn’t be able to be together anymore.”


    “It wasn’t that bad,” Master Yu said. “Women, when deposed as their husband’s official wife, always make a scene. I just never imagined that it would be the Cheng family’s young mistress who would solve this problem. It seems the Xuan family doesn’t have much talent after all. I don’t know if they’re being stubborn or if they really didn’t think of this, but at this crucial moment, they just stood by and watched the Emperor and Consort Yue be put in a difficult situation. The Empress Dowager said they couldn’t enter the palace, so no one entered the palace!”


    Big Marquis Yue was silent for a moment. “I’ll go thank Commander Cheng later for raising such a good daughter.”


    “She’s a good daughter. Intelligent, wise, and brave. I plan to talk to Commander Cheng about marriage when this blows over. My twelfth son and the daughter of the Cheng family are about the same age,” Master Yu said.


    Big Marquis Yue stopped abruptly. “You, you, you wanted to marry your daughter off to Zisheng!”


    “What’s the harm in that?” Master Yu gave a carefree smile. “Marriage is a major affair. You can’t let it drag on. If it doesn’t work out here, try somewhere else. Even if it doesn’t work with the Cheng family, it’s no big deal. Didn’t your mother teach you that?”


    Big Marquis Yue flicked out his sleeve and sighed. “Mother was nothing like you! I wonder where Zisheng is now.”


    Master Yu stroked his beard and laughed, “Zisheng will be fine. He’s so handsome, he’ll attract women wherever he goes. But Cui You… Madam Huo is gone. He can’t stay alone for the rest of his life. I have a widowed niece who is under thirty years old. I was thinking of setting her up with him. What do you think?”


    Big Marquis Yue rolled his eyes. “What do I think? I think you should quit being an official and become a matchmaker!”


    “What’s wrong with being a matchmaker? A few years ago, I set up the Second Marquis’s sister with General Han’s youngest son. Now they’re a happy couple and visit me on every holiday. It’s much better than being an official who’s constantly being blamed!”


    Big Marquis Yue slowed his pace, hesitating. “Ah, I heard a rumor – the Emperor’s man Yuan Shen, Yuan Shanjian, has been frequenting the Cheng Mansion day and night. You heard about this?”


    “Yes, I heard,” Master Yu said.


    “You!” Big Marquis Yue stomped his foot. “Don’t tell me Yuan Shen is going to the Cheng family to discuss the classics. I don’t believe it!”


    “Of course, he’s not going to see them to discuss the classics. What’s the harm? One girl, many suitors.”


    “But isn’t Yuan Shen engaged to Old Cai Yun’s niece?”


    “My brother-in-law, I’ve learned a lesson from Young Mistress Cheng. A cooked duck can fly, and an engagement can be broken,” Master Yu said.


    …


    Madam Xiao lay on her back, waiting anxiously for the entire day. She didn’t wait for her daughter to return, but for a cold, official decree: “Appointing the Cheng family daughter as the Imperial Lady of Yong’an Palace, with a salary of six hundred stones.” There was also a decree granting additional honors and wealth to her husband and eldest son.


    Guests soon arrived to offer congratulations, but they quickly noticed that Cheng Shi and his wife were unusually quiet. When asked, they simply said they were tired from the spring.


    That day, Cheng Yang finished her chores and dismissed all the maids. She went to the study alone. After searching several rooms, she found Cheng Cheng in the back-room’s library, looking for a book.


    Cheng Cheng smiled. “Yang Yang, why are you here? You’re getting married next month. Why aren’t you resting in your room?”


    Cheng Yang didn’t answer. She sat across from Cheng Cheng at his desk. “Father, you mentioned you wanted to bring Mother back?”


    Cheng Cheng was taken aback. “Yes, that’s right.” He then became a little embarrassed. “When I was studying at Bailu Mountain, your maternal grandfather kept sending things over, and your uncle came to visit a few times. They said your mother has changed.”


    “Have you forgotten the insults and abuse Mother directed at you?” Cheng Yang asked.


    Cheng Cheng sighed and looked down. “I’m not like your uncles. I’m just a commoner. I’m also old and crippled. How could I find a good woman to remarry? The families that your elder uncle likes wouldn’t look at me, and the ones who look at me, your uncle wouldn’t approve of. Otherwise, they would be after the Cheng family’s power and have ulterior motives. It’s better to bring your mother back…”


    “I disagree,” Cheng Yang said. “I don’t want Mother to come back. If your remarriage doesn’t work out, why don’t you find a gentle and kind concubine to serve you?”


    Cheng Cheng’s jaw dropped. “You, you….”


    “Father, you know that Eldest Aunt is sick, right?”


    “Of course! But…”


    Cheng Yang had tears in her eyes. “Eldest Uncle told everyone that Eldest Aunt’s illness was a relapse of her old condition. But I know that it’s because of Niao Niao. She’s heartbroken and sick. She regrets it. She regrets abandoning Niao Niao ten years ago. She regrets scolding Niao Niao. She regrets that the peace and joy they could have shared as mother and daughter were cut off by the palace gates.”


    “It’s my fault,” Cheng Cheng said awkwardly. “I was too weak. I couldn’t stop your mother back then.”


    “That’s how you are, Father. Even if Mother didn’t always bring up Grandmother, even if it had just been her, you wouldn’t have been able to say anything to her.” Cheng Yang wiped her tears and turned her head.


    “Father, is that fair? My uncle and aunt have pampered and cherished my cousin for years, but Niao Niao was always treated coldly and cruelly by Mother. She was raised to be crude and uneducated. I didn’t notice when she first came to the Capital. Now I realize how horrible Mother’s behavior was!” Cheng Yang clenched her fists.


    “For ten years, Eldest Aunt sent people back to take Niao Niao, but Mother always tricked and stopped them. I heard Shaogong say that most of the generals stationed outside are related to each other through marriage. If Eldest Aunt had taken Niao Niao with her, she could have found a suitable husband, like Wan Qiqi. There wouldn’t have been any need for Lou or Huo!” The usually gentle and well-behaved girl was filled with indignation.


    Cheng Cheng pressed a hand against his forehead. “I understand what you mean. Mother deliberately tried to make things difficult for Sister-in-law, but she’s impulsive. If Madam Ge hadn’t been there constantly scheming and causing trouble, it wouldn’t have gotten this bad.


    “I’ll write to my aunt and explain everything. No matter if Mother has changed or not, she can’t come back to the Cheng family!” Cheng Yang sat up straight, her body trembling slightly. “How can someone who does wrong get to live their days in peace, while Mother never showed an ounce of compassion for an innocent child for ten years! As long as I live in the Cheng family, she won’t be able to come!”


    “What do you mean, as long as you live in the Cheng family?” Cheng Cheng sensed something was different.


    “I told Eldest Uncle that I don’t like my fiancé and won’t marry him under any circumstances. He agreed to break the engagement for me.”


    “How could you do this?!” Cheng Cheng stood up, his face flushed with anger. “Don’t you know how much effort your aunt put into this marriage? That family has good morals and a good lineage. What’s wrong with them? You, you, you…”


    “Because I can’t leave!” Cheng Yang cried, her voice trembling. “Eldest Aunt is so sick! It’s like all her energy and spirit has been drained away! Aunt Qing has to take care of her, who will manage the household? I can’t leave now!”


    “Eldest Cousin has been given a post. After he marries, he will have to go to Qing County. They’ll be newlyweds. Can we ask Sister Xu’e to stay and take care of Eldest Aunt?!” Cheng Yang wiped her face with her sleeve, smudging her makeup. “My second cousin was adopted by the Wan family. After his wedding to Qiqi, he’ll have to go to his new post with Uncle Wan. Who else will be left at home?!”


    Cheng Yang took a deep breath to calm herself. “Not only is Mother unfit to return to the Cheng family, but I am also unfit to marry and settle down! As long as Niao Niao isn’t settled, I will stay with the Cheng family. Don’t say anything, Father. Just go back to Bailu Mountain and continue studying. I’ll be here. I’ll take care of the family!”


    Cheng Cheng sat back down woodenly. Seeing his daughter, as if she had grown up overnight, he felt a mixture of heartache and pride, as well as self-deprecation at his powerlessness. He could only sigh deeply.


    After father and daughter left, there was a loud crack as the last row of bookshelves moved aside. Two young men emerged from behind – Cheng Shaogong and Ban Jia.


    They had snuck in to find a book and quickly hid behind the bookshelf when they heard Cheng Cheng coming in. They wanted to avoid being nagged by his Second Uncle, who loved books. They were finally able to come out.


    Cheng Shaogong brushed the dust off his clothes and muttered, “Look at my luck, always overhearing things I shouldn’t. What should I do? Should I tell Father and Mother about this? Hey, A’Jia, what’s wrong with you?”


    Ban Jia stood there, his eyes fixed on the doorway.


    “What’s wrong? What are you staring at? That was my second uncle and my cousin. You’ve met them before, haven’t you?” Cheng Shaogong waved his hand in front of his face.


    Ban Jia stood stiffly, his pretty face filled with a dreamy expression. “Shaogong, did you hear the thunder and lightning outside?”


    What?! Cheng Shaogong glanced out the window – not a cloud marred the clear blue sky.


    …


    The sky outside was indeed clear, and for days, the weather had been good. Shaoshang immediately went to work, dividing her team of people into two groups. One larger group would clean up Changqiu Palace, while a smaller group would tidy up Yong’an Palace.


    Especially for Changqiu Palace. Although they were taking the things the Empress Dowager was used to, they couldn’t leave a mess for Empress Yue. They had to leave it clean if they wanted to continue their jobs. Shaoshang instructed the palace maids and eunuchs to ‘leave no garbage behind,’ and as they removed the belongings and furniture, they cleaned Changqiu Palace so that the windows were bright and the furniture was spotless. They made it clean and tidy, without being rigid, and simple without being empty, making it easier for Empress Yue to move in her own belongings.


    Understanding that actions speak louder than words, Shaoshang offered a reward from the Empress’s private funds. The palace maids and eunuchs, dejected after the Empress Dowager’s deposal, regained their vigor. Within just six or seven days, the two palaces were set in order.


    The Emperor was very pleased and had Cen Anzhi carry a chest full of money to reward Shaoshang.


    Empress Yue surveyed Changqiu Palace, her arms crossed. For once, she expressed her satisfaction. “Before, I only thought she loved to eat and play and was quick-witted, but I never realized she could be so efficient.” She also had someone bring a chest of money to Shaoshang.


    Old Lady Zhai grumbled, “As if she’s showing off how much money her Yue family has!” Shaoshang, however, accepted the chest of money without hesitation.


    Only the main hall and inner chambers of Yong’an Palace were in order. Shaoshang asked the Empress Dowager to rest and recover, and then requested the Emperor to create a separate kitchen for her next to the side hall. She wanted independent purchasing rights and some access to the palace gates.


    Shaoshang looked around. Over the next few years, she envisioned creating an art studio, a craft room, a weaving room, and a study within the palace. She would also cultivate a garden behind the palace, where lush flowers and leaves would thrive in spring and summer, offering opportunities for tea under the moonlight and fruit tastings. In autumn and winter, a bountiful harvest would provide ingredients for soups, roasts, and cozy evenings by the fire.


    This would not be a cold and desolate palace. She intended to infuse it with a quiet and cheerful atmosphere.


    “In the future, I will establish rules. Those who deserve it will be rewarded, and those who deserve it will be punished. If someone finds a better position, they are free to leave. … Now, close the main gate. From this point forward, no one can enter or leave without my permission.”


    The young lady, her robes adorned with jingling pendants, stood upright in the main hall. Her eyes were calm, her tone gentle. As she issued the orders, the palace maids and eunuchs obeyed without question.


    Watching the crimson gate slowly close, Shaoshang suddenly felt a sharp pain in her chest. It was so intense that she almost couldn’t stand.


    That was also a day in early spring with a clear sky. The high heavens were as beautiful and vast as a jade pond. Her mother’s face was stern as she talked in the carriage. The fourteen-year-old girl answered absentmindedly, “The city gate is closed again.”


    Actually, she hadn’t told the truth. Before the crimson gate closed, between the golden brass door handles, she had seen the handsome, tall young man galloping back, stopping his horse on a distant hillside to look at her.


    From that distance, she couldn’t see his face clearly, but she knew he was smiling at her. His smile was as gentle and refined as a spring stream, enough to make her remember it for a lifetime.


    At that time, she was already engaged, but in the deepest recesses of her heart, she was still inexplicably happy.


    Those memories came back so suddenly, overwhelming Shaoshang with no time to react.


    At that moment, she remembered him vividly.


    His eyelashes were long, his jawline handsome and graceful. When he smiled, the corners of his mouth curled up slightly, creating a tiny swirl on his left lip. His eyes, deep and clear, held a sincerity and steadfastness when they met hers. His chest was warm, his arms strong and steady. But she had to forget him completely.


    She would erase him from her memory, little by little, slowly. She would never risk that again, never let her heart ache like that again.


    (End of Volume Four)
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    Volume 4: May We Be Two Wild Geese, Soaring High Together


    Chapter One Hundred and Forty-Three:
Fleeting Years (Part One)


    Shaoshang couldn’t believe five years had already passed.


    The flowering trees outside her window had budded, bloomed, and withered, a cycle repeating itself. The ice on the lake had frozen and thawed, the fish growing increasingly plump and lazy. But sometimes, when she looked at her own reflection in the mirror, she felt like not that much time had passed.


    She had always been a determined person. Whenever she decided to do something, she gave it her all.


    Since taking charge of Yong’an Palace, Shaoshang felt like she was a relative who had parachuted into a large corporation. Managing over one hundred people and arranging a peaceful and pleasant palace life was no easy feat. One wrong move could bring chaos and disaster. Shaoshang no longer dared to act on her own. Before taking any action, she would consult with Cen Anzhi, asking whether it violated any palace rules or involved a taboo. Then she would test out the measure on a smaller scale first.


    With such caution, she gained a reputation for being kind and wise, a far cry from her impetuous and reckless past. This time, it wasn’t the Emperor carrying her. She had earned a good reputation. And many of her ideas, which initially sounded outlandish, actually worked well.


    Shaoshang had no previous experience in this kind of work, but she had seen the pig run even if she hadn’t eaten it. In a large, enclosed environment, without a structured and orderly rhythm of life, it was easy for people to become lazy, bored, and resentful. So, in addition to assigning responsibilities and tasks, she issued two new decrees. First, any palace maid who had a suitable place to go could be released from the palace after reaching the age of twenty-two, according to their circumstances. Second, in addition to the three great festivals and five major holidays, Shaoshang would also hold various competitions, including needlework, cooking, gardening, and even the cultivation of plants in greenhouses. Those who excelled would receive substantial rewards.


    Empress Dowager Xuan was the perfect judge for these activities. Her refinement and knowledge finally had a place to shine. She was an expert on food, so she knew which dishes were the most flavorful. Her taste was impeccable, so she could judge which flower arrangements and gardens were the most beautiful. She was a top connoisseur, so she could tell which embroidery was the most exquisite and elegant.


    Though small, Yong’an Palace had all the necessary facilities. After a year or two, everyone in the palace seemed to have grown accustomed to this structured life, interspersed with work and leisure.


    “Mistress Shaoshang, Mistress Shaoshang,” a young palace maid entered the room with a smile.


    “Young Master Yuan has just arrived. He’s waiting for you outside Linglu Gate.”


    Shaoshang was engrossed in reading a cookbook on medicinal foods. She was carefully drafting next month’s menu for the Empress Dowager and frowned at the news. “Didn’t I tell him to use the side gate? What if someone sees him coming through the front gate?”


    The young palace maid covered her mouth and giggled. “It seems Young Master Yuan wants everyone to see him.”


    Shaoshang slammed her brush down on the table, checked her reflection in the mirror, and then went out with a stern expression.


    A young gentleman, twenty-six or twenty-seven years old, stood outside Linglu Gate, his back to her. He was still elegant and graceful, tall and slender. He was smiling warmly at the eunuchs and palace maids. Shaoshang, acting like a thief, leaned against the doorway, scanning the area to make sure no one from outside Yong’an Palace was present. Only then did she step out.


    “Young Master Yuan, what brings you here?” Shaoshang asked, her expression reserved.


    Yuan Shen was still handsome, but he had matured considerably. A couple of years ago, he had tried to grow a beard, but he shaved it off when he noticed the disdain in her eyes. Now, he no longer mocked her for her pretentiousness. Instead, he was calm and polite. “His Majesty has summoned you. I happened to be nearby, so I came to lend a hand.”


    The palace maids and eunuchs around them, realizing they were about to speak, wisely withdrew.


    “Have all of Cen Anzhi’s men died?” Shaoshang frowned. “Did you have to come all the way here to deliver a message? It must have been intentional for you to see His Majesty. Didn’t I tell you? We need to keep our distance. The Cai family…”


    “Master Cai Yun wants to take me on as a disciple. He’s going to teach me the classics when I have the time,” Yuan Shen said with a smile.


    Shaoshang gasped, a wave of admiration washing over her. “I know you’re very capable, but you managed to win over the head of the Cai family! That’s a major feat! Tell me, how did you do it? For the past few years, the Cai family has been trying to either attack or kill you. How did they just let it go?”


    “Let’s talk as we walk,” Yuan Shen said, glancing at the sun. “You’re going to be staying at home for a few days starting tomorrow. If we stay any longer, we won’t be able to leave the palace.”


    Shaoshang agreed.


    Yuan Shen walked on her right, brushing away the soft willow branches along the way.


    “Recently, someone accused Minister Cai of having an old grudge against the Prefect of Shangdang and deliberately downplayed his achievements and exaggerated his mistakes during the evaluation. His Majesty was furious and immediately imprisoned Minister Cai.”


    “Really?” Shaoshang said, her voice laced with curiosity.


    The Emperor was a master at using people. He believed in a balance between inside and outside, and he treated people according to their closeness to him.


    Those who had made great contributions and served as his loyal allies were often given high-ranking positions, but not high-ranking offices. He would give them immense wealth instead. From among these, he would choose a few truly trusted advisors to decide on government matters. As for the prestigious positions of Grand Marshal, Grand Master, and Grand Commandant, he would appoint renowned scholars from throughout the country.


    When granting official positions, the Emperor was very respectful of these scholars. But if he found fault with them, he would punish them severely. It was a stark contrast to his indulgence and leniency towards the Jing Dynasty’s heroes.


    “Minister Cai is not insane,” Yuan Shen said. “Even if he wanted revenge, he wouldn’t be so blatant. I investigated the matter for him. It wasn’t intentional malice. He was simply careless, listened to the wrong people, and was exploited by someone who wanted to make trouble. His Majesty stripped him of his position as Grand Commandant and gave him a scolding. That’s all.”


    Shaoshang looked at him with a smile, eyes twinkling, and said nothing.


    Yuan Shen, feeling comfortable under her gaze, laughed. “You’re thinking bad things about me again.”


    “Alright, I won’t think bad things about you. I’ll say them out loud,” Shaoshang laughed. “Tell me honestly, how long have you been waiting for the Cai family to stumble?”


    Yuan Shen laughed heartily. “The Cai family is very strict with their children. All the elders who have official positions are also very careful. If they didn’t make any mistakes, I would have had to take matters into my own hands.”


    Shaoshang sighed, feeling a pang of sympathy for him. “Why do you have to go through all this?”


    Yuan Shen bowed respectfully. “I’m twenty-seven years old. If I don’t get married and have children soon, I’ll worry about being childless!”


    Shaoshang looked up at the sky. “Honestly, marriage is not all that great. Look at the Fifth Princess. She was married off with more of a send-off than the first four princesses. They even said she had a ten-mile red carpet and a canopy covering the entire city. But since she got married, she’s been arguing and fighting with Little Marquis Yue’s son every few days. Last month, she almost burned down Little Marquis Yue’s mansion.”


    “There is always bigger fish,” Yuan Shen said. “The Fifth Princess and the Marquis are both decadent and cruel. I think they’re a perfect match. Haven’t you noticed how Little Marquis Yue hasn’t been stirring up trouble since the Fifth Princess married?”


    “He wouldn’t have the energy if he wanted to,” Shaoshang whispered. “Six months ago, I was reporting something to the Empress, and I happened to see the Empress scolding the Fifth Princess and her husband. You should have seen the Marquis’s face! There were three long cuts across his cheek…”


    “What about the princess?” Yuan Shen asked eagerly.


    “I heard that a whole clump of her hair was pulled out, and her scalp was bleeding!”


    Yuan Shen clicked his tongue, his face full of glee. Shaoshang knew why. A few months after her marriage, the Fifth Princess went to the palace to thank the Emperor and saw Yuan Shen. She had the audacity to try and recruit him as her lover; Yuan Shen had been terrified.


    Later, Yuan Shen, using some unknown methods, exposed the Fifth Princess’s affair with a secret lover. The Emperor was furious and immediately reduced her dowry land by half!


    Even if you want to keep a lover, at least you shouldn’t start right after getting married! You have to at least bear children and reach middle age! Even if you didn’t care about Empress Yue, the Yue family was powerful and meritorious relatives of the court. She really didn’t give them any face!


    “The princesses of this dynasty are not as impressive as the princesses of the previous dynasty,” Shaoshang shook her head.


    The princesses of the previous dynasty not only kept lovers but also left their mark on famous historical moments. But in this dynasty, the Emperor seemed to dislike princesses meddling in politics, so the princesses’ stories were all about their affairs.


    “Shaoshang,” Yuan Shen stopped and looked at her, his eyes burning. “The Cai and Yuan families have reconciled. The woman who was betrothed to me has already married and had children. After your father’s birthday banquet, I’ll ask my elders to come to your family to propose marriage.”


    “Why do you want to marry me?” Shaoshang asked, slightly troubled.


    Five years ago, covered in wounds, she retreated to Yong’an Palace. This foolish Yuan, however, stumbled all the way after her. She refused to open the palace gate, so he would stand outside for hours, causing quite a stir, until she was forced to let him in to speak.


    “I want to marry you! Remember this. I’ll break off my engagement with the Cai family and come to marry you. This time, don’t rush to agree to marry someone else!” Yuan Shen shouted at her, his face still marked with scars from the Cai family.


    “You know I have a bad temper. Everyone knows that,” Shaoshang said helplessly. “Why do you have to torture yourself? Wouldn’t it be better to find a virtuous and kind wife who worships you?” She seemed to have said these words to someone else before, too.


    Yuan Shen stood before her, teasingly looking at her. “You obviously want to get married. Do you just not want to marry me?”


    Shaoshang recalled an embarrassing incident. “Just speak properly. Don’t say things like that.”


    Yuan Shen suppressed a smile and pulled a willow branch from the lakeside. “My mother, after my father passes away, has decided to never marry again. No one, not even the Emperor, can make her change her mind. What about you?” He turned back to her. “You still want to get married, don’t you?”


    Shaoshang gave a reluctant nod. “I have to get married at least once.” She would get a divorce if things didn’t work out. She was determined not to let the past affect her future.


    Yuan Shen smiled. Seeing they were approaching Changqiu Palace, he quickly said, “Actually, if you think about it carefully, marrying me is the best option. We both know each other’s personalities. We don’t have to pretend. Sometimes, even arguing can be fun. To be honest, Shaoshang, we’re the same kind of person. Have you ever seen a leopard and an elk living together? Only people of the same kind can stay together for a long time.”


    Shaoshang was a little stunned.


    She understood that what Yuan Shen was saying was the truth. She and Yuan Shen were the most suitable couple, and may even be more suitable than marrying Luo Yao. They were cunning, vigilant, and highly defensive, even innately cold-hearted. Over the course of a long life, they would have children and share the same interests. They would trust each other.


    Yuan Shen would never go out in the middle of the night to seek revenge. He would hide in the shadows and slowly take care of the Ling brothers. As his wife, she might even offer some evil advice.


    “It’s been five years. Let some things go,” Yuan Shen said. He turned away from Changqiu Palace. “In a few days, it will be the Lantern Festival. I’ll take you to see the lanterns.”


    He suddenly stopped and turned back, smiling as warmly as spring. “Everything I said about why I want to marry you is nonsense! I want to marry you because I like you.”


    “The first time I saw you at the Lantern Festival, I fell in love with you. But you seemed stubborn and strong-willed. You weren’t the ideal wife. Then, because of Madam Sang, we met a few more times. I thought you were still young. Maybe I could teach you to be a proper wife. But then, I hesitated, and it was too late.”


    Yuan Shen stood ten or so steps ahead of Shaoshang, his light blue brocade robe embroidered with mountains and cranes, even more beautiful and elegant than the surrounding scenery. His expression was a mixture of sadness and joy. “Over these years, I’ve watched you grow up, learning to be cautious and comprehensive, learning to be airtight. I suddenly miss the days when you would fight with anyone at the slightest provocation. And then I think, maybe it’s not bad that you never grow up, that you always have those thorns.”


    Cheng Shaoshang was the most vivid and vibrant girl he had ever seen. No matter what difficulties she faced, she would always walk forward, bathed in the freshest sunshine and dew. Even if she stepped on thorns and left behind bloody marks, she would always find a way.


    “Shaoshang, I like being with you. I like to listen to you gossip, to watch you be yourself and enjoy yourself. Years will pass, and time will flow. We will grow old together and be buried in the same grave.”


    He bowed politely and smiled as he left, leaving Shaoshang standing there, dazed.


    …
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    Chapter One Hundred and Forty-Four:
Fleeting Years (Part Two)


    Shaoshang stood there lost in thought for a while, then scratched her cheek and slowly walked towards Changqiu Palace. She saw the palace maids and eunuchs approaching to greet her, and, as usual, she put on a warm and charming smile. The familiar palace, with its different furnishings, still felt a bit strange to Shaoshang. But when she saw the Emperor, the Empress, and the Third Prince sitting in the middle of the main hall, forming an inverted triangle, she felt a shiver down her spine. There were no palace maids or eunuchs around them, not even Cen Anzhi. She braced herself.


    The Emperor sat in the middle, his posture commanding. His hands rested on his knees, and his left earlobe was strangely red. Empress Yue sat behind him and to his right, leaning against a table and applying rouge to her fingernails. The Third Prince, no, the new Crown Prince, was sitting behind the Emperor to his left, flipping through a scroll of bamboo slips. She couldn’t tell if it was a government document or a classic.


    Shaoshang finished bowing and cautiously looked at the three imposing figures. Her gaze lingered on Empress Yue. The Empress Dowager had aged like a leaf falling in autumn, but Empress Yue was like a spring pond, plump and clear, her beauty growing richer.


    It made her a little uneasy.


    The Emperor smiled at her, beckoning her closer. “Come. I have something to ask you.”


    Shaoshang felt Royal Uncle’s smile was like a wolf in sheep’s clothing. She became even more vigilant and only moved forward half a foot.


    The Emperor asked, “How is the Empress Dowager of Huai’an doing these days?”


    Shaoshang glanced at Empress Yue. “Responding to Your Majesty, she is doing slightly better than before the New Year, but she is still weak and has no appetite… I told Her Majesty this yesterday.”


    Although Royal Uncle cared for his former wife, he still had his duties as Emperor. He couldn’t be concerned with everything. Therefore, Shaoshang inevitably had to report on the Empress Dowager’s condition to Empress Yue over the past few years.


    Empress Yue chuckled. The Crown Prince snorted. The Emperor stroked his beard. “Has the Empress Dowager said that her body is like Old Master Xuan’s again?”


    Shaoshang sighed. “She says that every time she’s sick. She also says that Old Master Xuan suffered from the same ailments. It’s my fault, I didn’t take good care of Her Majesty.” Without laboratory tests and western medicine, they didn’t even know what was causing her illness. People in ancient times went from sick to dead very quickly.


    “It’s not your fault. Two years ago, she was very close to death. If it weren’t for you, she wouldn’t have pulled through,” the Emperor said, waving his hand dismissively.


    Shaoshang bowed deeply. “Thank you, Your Majesty, for your concern.” She looked at Royal Uncle’s oddly red left earlobe. She could guess what happened but didn’t dare ask.


    The Emperor smiled, his face filled with wisdom and intelligence.


    Empress Yue chuckled again. The Crown Prince followed suit with a cold snort. The Emperor ignored them both and suddenly changed the subject. “I heard the King of Donghai 1hasn’t visited the Empress Dowager since the New Year. What’s going on?”


    Shaoshang feigned bewilderment. “Really? It’s been that long? Yes, why hasn’t he visited in over a month?”


    The Emperor’s eyes narrowed. “In your opinion, could it be that the King of Donghai is in a bad mood?”


    “Impossible,” Shaoshang said innocently. “Since he became the King of Donghai, I think he’s been more relaxed than before. Last year, he went up to the mountains with the Second Princess and her husband to escape the heat. He spent his time with a group of idle scholars, writing poetry and essays, living in a cloud of poetry. When he returned, he was relaxed and plump. Her Majesty had to alter his clothes.”


    Empress Yue became impatient. “Your Majesty, I can’t apply this rouge by myself. Why don’t you and Shaoshang continue talking? I’ll leave now.”


    The new Crown Prince, echoing his mother’s expression, said, “Father, if there’s nothing else, I’ll take my leave. I still have much to do…”


    “Don’t be ridiculous!” The Emperor waved his hand at his wife and son as if they were flies. “None of you are going anywhere! Stay here and listen to me!”


    Turning back, the Emperor scowled and patted his leg. He looked at Shaoshang. “Silly girl, you think you can fool me? Tell me. A month ago, what did you say to the King of Donghai that made him fall down the steps of Yong’an Palace and crack his head open?”


    The Crown Prince, holding a bowl of buttermilk, looked at her. “So, my elder brother’s head injury was your fault?”


    “Did you push Zikun?” Empress Yue asked, astonished.


    “No, no, no! How could I?” Shaoshang waved her hands frantically. “Even if I had a hundred lives, I wouldn’t dare fight with the King of Donghai!”


    “You didn’t fight him. You used your words!” the Emperor said, slapping his leg again. “Tell the truth!”


    “I didn’t say much,” Shaoshang said, looking awkward. “I just told him… now that he doesn’t have a wife, why doesn’t he marry me?” She still remembered the look on the King of Donghai’s face at that moment. It was as if he’d seen a ghost. How embarrassing!


    Before she could finish, Empress Yue burst into laughter. The new Crown Prince nearly sprayed the buttermilk in his mouth out.


    Empress Yue laughed until she was doubled over, pointing at Shaoshang. “Was it the Empress Dowager who said she wasn’t feeling well and to see you married before she passes?”


    Shaoshang nodded awkwardly.


    The Crown Prince wiped the buttermilk from his mouth. “How dare you say such a thing?” he said angrily. “You’re just a woman! The Empress Dowager asked you to get married, and then you went and proposed to my elder brother! You’re amazing. So decisive and bold. You don’t hesitate for a second!”


    The Emperor waved his hand behind him again. “Be quiet, you two. I haven’t finished questioning her. Shaoshang, what did Zikun say after you asked that?”


    Shaoshang’s face turned the color of a ripened banana. “His Highness didn’t get a chance to speak. He stumbled down the steps and then, holding his head, ran off. He didn’t even say goodbye to Her Majesty. He just said he was going to get his wound dressed.”


    The Emperor tried to suppress his laughter. “Do you think Zikun would be willing to marry you?”


    “Well… he doesn’t seem to be very enthusiastic,” Shaoshang admitted awkwardly. “…But why? His Highness the King of Donghai is gentle and indecisive. I can help him make decisions. After we get married, I can continue to take care of Yong’an Palace and make the Empress Dowager feel at ease. I thought it was a good match!”


    “What good match?” the new Crown Prince nearly spat. “If my elder brother married you, wouldn’t you bully him until he was unable to lift his head? I don’t agree to this marriage!”


    “I won’t bully the King of Donghai! I’m a very kind person. Everyone in Yong’an Palace says so!” Shaoshang said indignantly.


    “You’re worse than the Sun family. Eldest Brother won’t have any bones left!”


    “The King of Donghai will be perfectly fine!”


    Empress Yue was still doubled over with laughter.


    “All of you, shut up!” the Emperor roared. He finally understood why his wife’s voice had grown louder ever since Cheng Shaoshang had entered her life.


    “Shaoshang,” the Emperor said seriously, taking a deep breath. “Did Yuan Shanjian know about this?”


    “He knows,” Shaoshang mumbled. “He heard the King of Donghai had an injury to his forehead. He came to ask me about it, and I told him the truth.”


    The Emperor said, intrigued, “He wasn’t angry? He’s told me everything. He even said that he’s going to propose to you in a few days.”


    “I wasn’t even angry. Why should he be angry?” Shaoshang inwardly rolled her eyes. “I was planning to quietly spend a few years in Yong’an Palace. Then, when things calmed down, I’d make other plans. But Yuan Shanjian made a big fuss. Everyone in the Capital knew he was breaking off his engagement. He didn’t say it directly, but he goes to my family’s house daily. How could the Cai family not know? Poor Father and Mother have been avoiding the Cai family for the past few years. They’ve always been kind to others. Because of me, they almost had a feud with the prestigious Cai family. If I were to marry him in this situation, it would be like openly stealing the Cai family’s marriage!”


    She couldn’t possibly marry into a prestigious family and leave her family with a powerful enemy.


    The Emperor laughed. “I also scolded Shanjian for going to Yong’an Palace all the time. But he said he was afraid you would marry someone else before he could settle things with the Cai family.”


    “Young Master Yuan has reconciled with the Cai family, but last month they were still at odds,” Shaoshang protested. “I… naturally I had to look for other options…”


    “It seems Yuan Shanjian wasn’t worried for nothing,” the new Crown Prince chimed in with a sarcastic tone.


    Empress Yue continued to laugh, burying her face into the table.


    “I really think this marriage is a good idea,” Shaoshang argued. “His Highness the King of Donghai is too hurtful!”


    The Emperor smiled faintly. “Shaoshang, let me tell you. Zikun’s first love was Madam Qu Lingjun, who was known for her righteousness and self-sacrifice. His next was the daughter from the Sun family. Who do you think you’re like?”


    “Madam Qu is one thing, but I’m still a little better than that Sun woman…” Shaoshang muttered.


    “You’re wrong!” the Emperor said. “For ten years, how could Madam Sun’s behavior remain completely hidden? Zikun tolerated her for ten years. Could there have been no affection between them?”


    Shaoshang had never heard this theory before. She opened her mouth wide in surprise. “No way. Madam Sun’s character…” she couldn’t continue.


    “It’s true,” the Emperor said. “In the eyes of the world, Madam Sun was low-born and ignorant, but it’s possible that Zikun felt pity for her.”


    Shaoshang was stunned speechless for a long time. When she thought about it, it did make sense.


    “Alright, let’s get back to the main topic… A’Heng, stop laughing. I have something serious to tell you!” The Emperor glared in annoyance at the back of the hall. “Shaoshang, there’s something you need to know. Zisheng has made great contributions on the border…”


    He struggled for words, and the new Crown Prince continued. “Over these years, Zisheng has eradicated bandits, opened new trade routes in the northwest, recruited several tribes along the border, quelled the rebellion, and fought battles across thousands of miles. He has saved the court a great deal of food and troops. And last month, during the battle to retake Shu, he launched a surprise attack from Longxi, assisting other generals in surrounding the pretender king. He has achieved great merit!”


    Shaoshang listened silently with her head lowered, not saying a word.


    “If you really agree to marry into the Yuan family, I will immediately send word to the northwest,” the Emperor said. “Zisheng has earned a lot of military merit over the years. He has long atoned for his past mistakes. I will definitely reward him greatly. And he is not young anymore. He is the only one left in the Huo family… When the time comes, I will order Zisheng to choose a wife and marry, so he can have descendants. Think carefully about this!”


    Shaoshang lifted her head, a faint smile on her face. “So, Shu has been pacified. That news hasn’t been spread yet. Congratulations, Your Majesty, on uniting the world.”


    She bowed respectfully and continued, “Master Huo is a soaring eagle. As long as he frees himself from his past grievances, he will surely soar high. In the future, he will become a high-ranking official, and his descendants will flourish. It will be easy. I wonder where his wedding will be held. If it’s in the Capital, I might even go with my husband to the banquet.”


    “Are you sure about this?” The Emperor looked directly at the girl.


    “Your Majesty, I made up my mind five years ago,” Shaoshang bowed again.


    “Fine. You may go now. You have taken good care of Empress Dowager Xuan. The day after tomorrow is your father’s birthday banquet. I will grant you fine wine, gold, and silk,” the Emperor said.


    Shaoshang bowed again and thanked him. She then lowered her head and left.


    Empress Yue finally stopped laughing. She looked at the doorway where the girl had left. “Before, Empress Dowager Xuan always said that she looked cunning and cold-hearted, but she actually had a pure heart. I didn’t understand then, but now I do.”


    “Mother is right,” the new Crown Prince agreed. “Since my elder brother stepped down from his position as crown prince, the officials and noble families have been wary of him. I wanted to find a good marriage for him, but everyone was hesitant and evasive. They’re truly hateful!”


    Empress Yue rolled her eyes at her son. “And you were mocking Shaoshang a moment ago.”


    The Crown Prince sighed. “She’s pure and sincere, it’s true, but she really acts in the most outrageous ways. How could someone as clever as Yuan Shanjian be attracted to her? It’s baffling!”


    “You said the same thing five years ago. It’s a cliché,” Empress Yue sighed. “She really is a stubborn, foolish child. She refuses to take the easy path, the path to wealth and glory. She has to find her own way. Really…” She was a woman of experience. How could she not understand the reasons behind this?


    The Crown Prince scoffed, flipping through the bamboo scrolls with a knowing expression. “The Cheng girl is simply a blockhead! Someone with Zisheng’s talent and good looks, the noble daughters of the cities in the northwest would be falling over themselves to be his wife! They would be crying and shouting to hold his horse and carry his saddle!2 Two years ago, when Zisheng led the Double Third Festival purification ceremony on the border, the young ladies almost pushed Cui You and his sons into the river! Zisheng could have any beautiful, gentle, and virtuous noble daughter he wants!”


    “Why doesn’t Zisheng find a few beautiful, gentle, and virtuous wives?” the Emperor casually asked.


    The Crown Prince immediately deflated, sighing helplessly. “…Because Zisheng is also a blockhead.”


    The Emperor and Empress exchanged smiles.


    The Crown Prince cheered up again, stubbornly refusing to give up. “But it’s fine now. Today, I will send a message to the northwest by messenger. I’ll make sure Zisheng stops dreaming and gets married and has children! Honestly, hasn’t he had enough fun for years? Father, who do you think Zisheng will choose?”


    “You’ve been exchanging letters with Marquis Cui for years now,” the Emperor said with a smile. “Haven’t you mentioned that Madam Luo most often? The one who was the Fifth Princess’s companion. What was her name again?”


    “Luo Jitong, the daughter of former Calvary Commander Luo Bin,” the Crown Prince sighed. “The Luo family is also from a prestigious lineage. But these past few years, the younger generation has been mediocre. I haven’t heard of any exceptional members. The Huo family is small. How can Zisheng rely on his wife’s family? Thankfully, Luo Jitong is known for her virtue and kindness. She was widowed after only a year of marriage, but for years, she’s been taking care of her sick in-laws who are bedridden. She’s earned praise from her husband’s family. In terms of both talent and virtue, she’s the best…”


    “In short, she’s a hundred times more virtuous than Shaoshang,” the Emperor nodded, smiling at his son. “This entire matter, from beginning to end, is your idea. Don’t regret this later.”


    The Crown Prince thought for a moment. “Shaoshang is stubborn. It’s better to separate them and let them both be happy than to let Zisheng waste years on her. Whether it’s Yuan Shanjian or Luo Jitong, they are both worthy matches for Shaoshang and Zisheng. Some things need to be dealt with decisively. The longer you wait, the worse it gets!”


    “Good!” The Emperor clapped his hands and smiled. “I will do as you say. I will send a letter to the border right now and have Cui You arrange for Zisheng’s marriage quickly. I sentenced Zisheng to seven years at the border city. When he returns, I want to see the Huo family’s new wife and children!”


    “You are wise, Father!” The Crown Prince said delightedly.


    Empress Yue looked at her son with pity. She remembered the previous emperor smiling the same way at someone, who was then plotted against and killed within a year. She would have to remind the Emperor not to be too harsh, after all, this is his own son.


    The Crown Prince was about to leave when he suddenly turned back and asked, “Father, why is your left ear red?”


    The Emperor touched his earlobe and coughed lightly, “It was a bit itchy, so I rubbed it.”


    The Crown Prince, without suspicion, said with concern, “Father, you should have the imperial physician come and see you.”


    After the Crown Prince left, the Emperor’s smile vanished. He glared at Empress Yue, touching his ear, “It’s all your fault. You have no manners. You nearly gave the game away!”


    Empress Yue, graceful and alluring, knelt beside the Emperor, her eyes filled with love and reproach. “Your Majesty, now you’re concerned with etiquette? When you were twenty-three and I was only thirteen, you weren’t so concerned about etiquette. If you don’t like me, why don’t you go find a few beautiful, gentle, and virtuous noble women?”


    The Emperor looked at Empress Yue’s alluring and captivating smile and felt a surge of desire. He pulled her into his arms and laughed while he scolded her, “I love it when you nibble my ear! Ah, that foolish Ziduan. I’m afraid he’ll never find a woman who will nibble his ear!”


    Empress Yue giggled and pushed him playfully. The Emperor, tall and massive like a mountain, fell back with the force of her push.


    Empress Yue then lifted her skirt, straddled him, and placed her hands on his chest. She said arrogantly, “I am the Queen of Jinjao Mountain. Today, I was out on patrol when I ran into this rogue. You may have a beard and wrinkles, but you still have some good looks. I want to test your skills. If you’re strong enough, you can come up the mountain and be my bandit king!”


    The Emperor looked at her sideways, “How would the Queen like to test me?”


    Empress Yue smiled mischievously and bit the Emperor’s Adam’s apple.


    …


    Mom and Dad are roleplaying. I repeat: MOM AND DAD ARE ROLEPLAYING. It was ridiculously uncomfortable translating that last part.


    Thanks again for all the love and support! The response to me trying to go full time with translating has been absolutely amazing and I can only keep thanking you all! 


    Next Chapter: Fleeting Years (Part Three)


    
      	The King of Donghai is the previous Crown Prince. Emperor’s sons were often called King once they were granted land. ↩︎


      	To hold the horse and carry the saddle is a figurative expression signifying a woman’s eagerness to serve and attend to a man (usually in terms of marriage or courtship). ↩︎

    


    


    


    


    Enjoyed the chapter? Support me on Patreon to get early access to new chapters, exclusive content, and more! Your support helps me keep bringing you these translations. Thank you!


    Disclaimer: Your support on Patreon goes directly towards my work as a translator and helps me produce more content. It does not constitute support for the original novel or its author.


    
  

  
    Chapter One Hundred and Forty-Five:
Fleeting Years (Part Three)


    “Third Aunt, stop laughing,” Shaoshang said, looking helplessly at Madam Sang who was giggling across from her at the desk. “What’s so funny about this?”


    Madam Sang sat up straight. “Five years ago, you saw how close the Emperor and Empress Dowager of Huai’an were, and you said to me with a sour face, ‘I wonder how His Majesty and Empress Yue get along.’ And now, you’ve seen it. And you’re still being sour. Tell me, he only has two women. What else do you want him to do?”


    “It’s not the same,” Shaoshang sighed. She propped her chin on her hand. “Five years ago, the closest the Emperor and the Empress Dowager ever got in front of us was to lean their heads together to look at the scenery. Even then, I thought something was wrong. Over the past few years, I’ve finally seen what a truly intimate couple should look like.”


    Why had she felt something was wrong back then? Because she had compared it to her relationship with Huo Buyi. She had noticed that the Emperor and Empress always had a sense of distance. Madam Sang didn’t point this out. “You rarely leave the palace. And I rarely come back to the Capital. If you want to keep complaining about the Empress Dowager of Huai’an, I’m going to leave.”


    Shaoshang quickly tried to persuade her to stay. It was strange. She and Madam Sang were like two peas in a pod. They shared the same views on the world, the same hobbies, the same habits, even the same way of criticizing others. But when it came to the Empress Dowager, they were diametrically opposed.


    Especially when Madam Sang learned that Shaoshang had become the Imperial Lady of Yong’an Palace, she was even more insistent in her objections. Over the past five years, she had given Shaoshang countless suggestions: feign illness, hide from harm, get a husband… In short, she wanted her to leave the palace and return home.


    “Aunt, why do you always dislike the Empress Dowager? She’s a good person,” Shaoshang said, puzzled.


    “Your second uncle is a good person as well,” Madam Sang said sarcastically, turning around. “But I’ve never liked him. Although since he married Qing Cong, he’s become much more bearable. You’ve been in the palace for five years, and your vision has become narrow, and your heart has become shallow. You’re obsessed with trivial things. Take a look in the mirror. Do you even recognize yourself?”


    “His Majesty lives in the palace too,” Shaoshang countered. “He governs the entire country. Are his vision and heart also small?”


    “But you’re with the Empress Dowager of Huai’an. You know what they say: ‘Those who stay near ink become black; those who stay near cinnabar become red.’ I’m afraid that if you stay with her too long, you’ll become like a bitter old woman!” Madam Sang walked over and closed the window. She finally got to let everything out. “Although Empress Yue has a bad temper, I’d rather you were in the palace, fighting and arguing, than living a dull and miserable life with the Empress Dowager!”


    “That’s unfair! Back then, the country was in chaos, and His Majesty had to personally lead the battle. But things are unpredictable. Swords and spears have no eyes. So, before he set out, he hastily established the King of Donghai, who was barely two years old, as Crown Prince to pacify the country. His Majesty can’t do this. He uses the Empress and the Crown Prince when it’s convenient. When it’s not, he scoffs and disapproves. It’s not as if they wanted to be Empress or Crown Prince themselves!” Shaoshang said indignantly. “Ultimately, it was the Prince of Qian’an who pushed her into the fire!”


    “Empress Dowager Xuan is lucky,” Madam Sang said, unmoved. “I personally buried my dearest friend. Her family was just as good as the Xuan family. Unfortunately, she didn’t have a push in the fire uncle to protect her. One night, they were caught off guard, and their hometown was massacred by bandits. Her and her daughter died a horrible death. Has your Empress Dowager Xuan ever suffered like that?”


    “You’re being disrespectful, Aunt!” Shaoshang frowned.


    “Go ahead and report me!” Madam Sang simply cursed. “You’ve been living a good life for decades, eating and drinking well. You’re always complaining. And you’re even joining in! If I’d known this would happen, I would have put you on the carriage with me five years ago, when you were unconscious, and taken out to see how the common people lived, their poverty and suffering. Hmph, all the complaints of well-fed and pampered women can be solved by a few days of hunger!”


    “Because I’m taking care of the Empress Dowager, Father and my brothers have been promoted!” Shaoshang retorted.


    “Your father and brothers would feel worse having their flesh cut off if they knew they were promoted because of you!”


    Under her aunt’s fierce gaze, Shaoshang had no choice but to shut up.


    Madam Sang glared at her until she was satisfied. Then she continued, “Remember, in the days when people lived on raw meat and drank blood, they used their skills to defeat powerful, ferocious beasts and became the masters of all creatures. When did people start praising stupidity as kindness and weakness as elegance? It’s ridiculous!”


    “Aunt, you’re getting off topic,” Shaoshang tried to move away, but Madam Sang pulled her back by the arm. “In this world, everyone has to rely on their own skills to survive. Madam Xuan became the Empress because of an old agreement and the Emperor’s respect for her. The Yue family relies on the Emperor’s affection. What will happen if, one day, the Emperor’s feelings cool down? Do you think Consort Yue will accept the consequences of losing the bet?”


    “Empress Yue probably wouldn’t be like the Empress Dowager,” Shaoshang reluctantly admitted. “One time, I reported to her that the Empress Dowager was seriously ill, and she muttered to herself, ‘I won’t get sick. The day the Emperor’s affection for me ends is the day I die.’ Goodness, Third Aunt, it scared me to death!”


    “Yes, she sounds like a woman of sound spirit,” Madam Sang nodded.


    “Empress Yue is truly unique,” Shaoshang said, thinking back. “She really doesn’t care about things like status and titles. The Emperor didn’t hold a coronation ceremony for her, and she didn’t get angry. The Emperor gives the Empress Dowager fresher tribute fruit than he gives her, and she doesn’t get angry either. But if the Emperor asks even once about how the Empress Dowager is doing, she’ll become all grumpy and sulky.”


    After such a safe and stable environment for so long, Shaoshang did feel like her mind had become a little closed off. Now, after Madam Sang’s guidance, she was seeing the situation from an outsider’s perspective for the first time.


    Empress Dowager Xuan’s personality was indeed a bit passive and affected. If she were in Empress Yue’s position, having been a concubine for decades, she would have succumbed to depression long ago. If she had been shown a little less respect during ceremonies, or if she had been given a little less care and attention, she probably would have been sighing and lamenting all the time.


    Why doesn’t Empress Yue care about these things? Because she’s confident in the Emperor’s feelings for her. Unlike the Empress Dowager Xuan’s bitter childhood, Yue Heng grew up in a wonderful environment, both materially and spiritually. She was beautiful and intelligent from a young age and cherished by her powerful family.


    When the Emperor, the Empress Dowager, and Empress Yue came together, the two women, who shared a similar experience of being outsiders, didn’t connect. Instead, the Emperor and Empress Yue, who had completely different personalities, remained a loving couple.


    Shaoshang had personally witnessed the Emperor confide in Empress Dowager Xuan, talking about how his parents had died young. The Empress Dowager had empathized and shared her own grievances from her time at the Prince of Qian’an’s mansion. It seemed like a good and meaningful exchange, but the atmosphere in the hall grew even more somber.


    And Empress Yue, she probably would have said decisively, “I’ll share my father and mother with you!”


    The Emperor had a common affliction of men. He was willing to let his own women suffer a bit, but he would be more polite to ‘outsiders.’ Empress Yue understood this. Children who were brought up on sweet water were often less sensitive1. Therefore, she turned a blind eye to the Emperor’s shortcomings. The Empress Dowager also understood this and was incredibly sensitive, which made her suffer even more.


    Over the years, Shaoshang had watched this all unfold. She noticed that Empress Yue had a particular possessiveness towards the Emperor. In her eyes, the Emperor, from head to toe, even his gray hair and wrinkles, even his ramblings in his sleep and his drunken antics… were all hers. Her greatest pain was that she had to share him.


    That’s why she was so happy when Empress Xuan was deposed. She wasn’t happy because she could be Empress. She was happy because now, the Emperor would be hers entirely. She wouldn’t care about a coronation ceremony.


    Madam Sang carefully observed the girl’s expression. She knew that Shaoshang was interested. She continued to fan the flames. “Besides, no matter how much His Majesty loves Consort Yue, he never deposed the Empress because of it. Empress Dowager Xuan was deposed because of the situation in court!”


    “It’s a good thing the King of Donghai is so honest,” Shaoshang sighed.


    “You’ve lived in the Capital for so long, and you’re constantly hearing about the King of Donghai’s mistakes, so you think he’s useless. But that’s not the case,” Madam Sang said. “I didn’t understand this until I went to Bailu Mountain a couple years ago.”


    “What do you mean?” Shaoshang asked nervously.


    “The King of Donghai has a good reputation,” Madam Sang said. “He’s quite popular among the people. Scholars in the mountains often compare him to Fusu of Qin2, saying he’s kind and virtuous. But what good is it that the people and scholars respect him? He can’t control the powerful officials and noble families. They keep making trouble, big and small, endlessly.”


    “Shaoshang, I used to teach you to read. You should remember two things. First, whenever a new dynasty is established, the first two rulers are the most important. As long as the dynasty lasts until the third ruler, the hearts of the people will settle down, the officials will submit, and the dynasty will last. The Qin dynasty fell after only two emperors because they made the wrong choice in successor.”


    Shaoshang had been listening intently. “And the second thing?”


    “Second, it’s not a good thing when the ruler is weak and the officials are strong,” Madam Sang said softly. “So, here comes the problem. The second ruler is crucial, but the King of Donghai can’t control those powerful and ambitious officials. What can be done? The Emperor has another option. Shaoshang, do you remember the story of how Duke Mu of Qin3 ordered three wise men to be buried with him?”


    “I remember!” Shaoshang nodded earnestly. “You said that the Duke Mu of Qin sought out talented people, gathering an unprecedented group of skilled and capable individuals, but unfortunately, Duke Mu’s son, Duke Kang, was mediocre. Maybe the burial was just a pretense, and the real purpose was to clear the way for Duke Kang. But…” She hesitated. “His Majesty is kind. How could he bear to kill those officials who are like brothers to him?”


    “You finally understand,” Madam Sang nodded, lowering her voice. “Although Duke Kang ascended the throne peacefully, the talent that the Qin state had accumulated over decades withered away. As a result, the Qin state became weak again. But Emperor Gao was much smarter. Besides the few non-royal princes, he hardly touched the founding heroes…”


    “Let me tell you the rest,” Shaoshang said softly, her eyes shining like a blazing sun.


    She leaned closer to Madam Sang’s ear. “Emperor Gao couldn’t get rid of Empress Lü and her sons, but those old brothers who had fought with him to win the world were all strong and capable. Like Consort Qi, who only knew how to charm him with her beauty, and Ruyi, who was young and weak. Facing those fierce and ambitious generals and advisors, they were like lambs thrown into a wolf pack. So, Emperor Gao could only go so far. But it was different with Empress Lü. She could have anyone she wanted executed, even Han and Peng, who were renowned heroes throughout the land. None of the officials dared to defy her.”


    Madam Sang smiled slightly. She felt like she had finally fanned the flames.


    “Even though His Majesty’s personality is very different from Emperor Gao, since he has become the ruler, he needs to put the bigger picture first!” Shaoshang leaned against Madam Sang’s ear. “Actually, the King of Donghai would have been a suitable ruler if he had been the heir after three generations. But the dynasty is newly established, and the hearts of the people are unsettled. Since His Majesty isn’t willing to kill a few key officials to appease the spirits of his ancestors, he has no choice but to change the crown prince.”


    Madam Sang gritted her teeth. “Those rulers and officials, they’re all old hands at this game. They know everything but they just won’t say it. You used to be so sharp and decisive. You’ve become so naive after living in Yong’an Palace for five years. You actually proposed to the King of Donghai! You’ve lost your mind! You deserve a good beating! It’s a good thing the King of Donghai didn’t agree. I’ll tell you this, a deposed heir can never be at peace, even if no one tries to harm him. Do you want to spend your entire life with a man who’s constantly worrying and anxious?”


    “Shaoshang was wrong, Third Aunt!” Shaoshang quickly bowed.


    Satisfied, Madam Sang nodded. “It’s good that the Empress Dowager is considerate enough to let you get married. If you still have your ambitions, you should fly high and far.”


    She flicked her long sleeve. “Actually, I came back this time to find a match for you. It was my brother’s most talented student. He’s delayed marrying because of mourning. He’s a good person with a good appearance and a wealthy family. You could focus on your studies, and he could tinker with waterwheels and kilns. You could travel the world whenever you have time. Wouldn’t that be great?!”


    “Aunt!” Shaoshang said wryly.


    “I underestimated you,” Madam Sang said, smiling mischievously. “All this worrying for nothing. I didn’t realize that you had someone knocking on your door every day while you were hiding in Yong’an Palace. I think that Yuan man is great. He’s better than my brother’s student. He’s the right age to be sent to a prefecture outside the Capital. Then, you can go out with him. Yes, that’s good!”


    Shaoshang was amused by her aunt’s ramblings. She was about to say that she needed to think about it more. After all, if she was going to marry, she should marry well. But at that moment, Madam Qing Cong arrived.


    “You two are closer than a real mother and daughter,” Madam Qing Cong said, entering with a tray and a smile. “You’ve been locked in this room for so long, what are you talking about? Are you going to tell each other everything you’ve been holding back for five years?”


    Madam Sang laughed. “We were just talking about you. We were wondering why you married Second Brother-in-law without a word.”


    Madam Qing Cong set down the tray and sighed. “Even if I were reborn ten times, I wouldn’t have imagined marrying someone like Master Ziyong.”


    “Then who would you want to marry?” Madam Sang said excitedly.


    “Someone like Sister Yuan Yi,” Madam Qing Cong said.


    Madam Sang burst out laughing. Shaoshang almost slid off her chair.


    “I’m not joking. I’ve felt since I was thirteen that Sister Yuan Yi is the most courageous and capable woman in the world!” Madam Qing Cong said with a wry smile. “I was orphaned from a young age and lived with distant relatives. My life was only slightly better than a servant’s. One year, my aunt and Sister Yuan Yi had a fight. They forced me to be my cousin’s concubine. My cousin couldn’t resist, so he took it out on me. But Sister Yuan Yi took pity on me and looked after me. Later, when the Xiao family fell into misfortune, Sister Yuan Yi divorced my cousin and took me with her.”


    A husband and wife getting a divorce, and the concubine going with the ex-wife, was a strange occurrence in those days. Madam Xiao’s mother wanted to make a fuss, but Madam Xiao threatened to have Qing Cong sue them for forcing her into being a concubine. They backed down.


    “I didn’t want to get married. The Cheng family would have taken care of me in my old age,” Madam Qing Cong said, dispirited. “But then, through a twist of fate, I ended up like this.”


    This marriage was quite a whirlwind. Two years ago, Cheng Cheng had returned from Bailu Mountain for the New Year and happened to be passing by a remote estate that Madam Xiao had recently purchased. He brought Madam Qing Cong along, who was auditing the accounts there, back home with him.


    As usual, poor Cheng Cheng was unlucky, but this time, it was unclear if it was good or bad fortune. Their carriage was caught in a sudden avalanche. Madam Qing Cong and Cheng Cheng fell off the cliff together. They were found three days and three nights later.


    To survive the ordeal, they had to help each other down the cliff. When they emerged, everyone saw that they were close together, their clothes disheveled. Cheng Shi was delighted and, with lightning speed, finalized Cheng Cheng’s divorce from Madam Ge. Then, with a mix of emotion and threats, he quickly sent his unfortunate brother and Madam Qing Cong into the bridal chamber. Mission accomplished!


    Madam Xiao didn’t want her sister-in-law to be alone for the rest of her life. She silently agreed to the marriage.


    Madam Qing Cong took in her sister-in-law’s words as gospel. She had promised Madam Xiao to take care of her ‘unpredictable’ and unfortunate brother, Cheng Cheng, she had been meticulously attending to his needs in Bailu Mountain for the past two years.


    “You didn’t want to marry someone like Second Brother-in-law back then. What do you think now?” Madam Sang teased.


    “…It’s fine,” Madam Qing Cong sighed again. “Ziyong is a pitiful man.”


    Shaoshang agreed. No one in the Cheng family had suffered more than Cheng Cheng. He had spent twenty years with a biased and harsh mother and then another fourteen years with the narrow-minded and vicious Madam Ge. For most of his life, he had no idea what a gentle and caring woman was like. When he married Madam Qing Cong, who was kind and thoughtful, the outcome was predictable.


    The three of them had only spoken for a few minutes when Cheng Cheng silently walked over, standing outside the door and hesitating.


    “Second Uncle!” Shaoshang called out cheerfully. “Why don’t you come in?”


    “What is he doing here? Do you think your second uncle needs to see you?” Madam Sang said, playing along.


    The two of them winked at Madam Qing Cong. She flushed, a rare sight, and softly said to the man outside, “If you have something to say, we can talk about it later.”


    “No, nothing,” Cheng Cheng sheepishly said. “I just wanted to see you. If you’re okay, I’ll go back to my room.”


    It was the most boring thing Shaoshang had ever heard. It was even more pointless than the Fifth Prince flirting with the palace maids.


    …
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      	Children who were brought up on sweet water is a metaphor referring to children who have been raised in a pampered and privileged environment. ↩︎


      	Fusu was the oldest son of Qin Shi Huang, the first emperor of the Qin Dynasty. Fusu is often portrayed as a virtuous and capable ruler, but he was ultimately forced to commit suicide by his father. ↩︎


      	Duke Mu of Qin lived from 697 to 621 BCE. He was a powerful influential ruler of the Qin dynasty. ↩︎
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    Chapter One Hundred and Forty-Six:
Fleeting Years (Part Four)


    Cheng Shi’s birthday was six days after the New Year. However, it wasn’t a special birthday celebration. The reason all the members of the Cheng family, from all corners of the country, were gathered together was because Cheng Yang’s wedding was five days later.


    Madam Xiao had been ill for three years after her serious illness five years ago. She had recovered, but she wasn’t as energetic as she used to be. One specific sign was that Cheng Shaogong and his younger brother had not been beaten in those five years.


    She also worried about Shaoshang’s future marriage, but after Yuan Shen broke off his engagement with the Cai family, she realized that her daughter would never have any trouble finding a husband. The only question was who she would marry.


    So, she used this as an excuse to strongly encourage Cheng Yang to get married. Her niece was different from Shaoshang. If she missed her chance, it would be difficult to find a suitable first marriage for her. Therefore, when she learned that Young Master Ban had been visiting the Cheng family frequently and it wasn’t to see Cheng Shaogong, she was quite surprised.


    “It must be Niao Niao’s blooming beauty that has spread pollen to Yang Yang,” Father Cheng concluded.


    At first, Old Master Ban was not satisfied with Cheng Yang. After all, the main branch of the Ban family was weak, and they needed a powerful family to support them. The Cheng family was not that powerful, especially since Cheng Cheng was just a commoner.


    Young Master Ban couldn’t resist his great-grandfather’s authority and had been forced to get engaged twice. Unfortunately, his ill fate was too strong. He had lost two fiancées in three years, plus the one he had been betrothed to as a child had passed away, making it a total of three.


    Old Master Ban could only settle for second best. He asked someone to propose the marriage to Father Cheng. This time, Cheng Shi and his wife were hesitant. No matter how prestigious the Ban family was, they couldn’t risk Cheng Yang’s life.


    Madam Xiao felt that it was better for her niece to marry someone less powerful than the Ban family as long as she lived a long life. She told Cheng Yang that ‘this matter was off the table.’ Cheng Yang, usually obedient and compliant, agreed without hesitation. But for several nights in a row, she quietly cried into her pillow.


    At that time, Madam Qing Cong and Cheng Cheng had just returned to the city from Bailu Mountain for the New Year. She was taking advantage of the time to care for her stepchildren. She quickly noticed Cheng Yang’s behavior and then relayed it to her sister-in-law.


    Madam Xiao softened. She spent the entire day sitting in her daughter’s empty bedroom. When she came out, she asked her husband to go around and find a well-known fortune teller to calculate Cheng Yang and Ban Jia’s birthdates. The conclusion was that they were ‘a match made in heaven.’


    Only then did Madam Xiao agree. Cheng Shaogong added, “My cousin and A’Jia’s descendants will include people who will go down in history, more than one, too!”


    Even so, Madam Xiao observed Cheng Yang for a full year after the engagement was set. She wanted to make sure that Cheng Yang remained healthy and strong and wouldn’t be afflicted by any illnesses before she dared to start planning the wedding.


    On the day of Cheng Yang’s wedding, Shaoshang sat watching Madam Qing Cong and her maids apply makeup and style Cheng Yang’s hair. She teased, “Everyone outside says that our Cheng family is a den of old maids. You two weren’t getting married. It’s a good thing you’re setting an example or Mother would be beside herself!”


    Cheng Yang lowered her head. “At first, I saw Young Master Ban hanging around this area. I thought he had taken a wrong turn, so I told him that Shaogong’s room wasn’t here. But the next day, I saw him again and I directed him again. He blushed for a long time, and then stammered and recited Zi Jun1 to me.”


    Shaoshang pretended to gasp in surprise, teasing her. “And then you immediately agreed?”


    “At first, I ignored him,” Cheng Yang blushed. “But he came to see me every day. Sometimes, he would bring me a book. Other times, he would bring me some silk. Once, he picked a handful of wild fruit for me. He said they were the sweetest he had ever tasted. But I still ignored him, because…”


    Shaoshang finished her sentence for her, “Because you have to take care of the Cheng family. Second Uncle told Aunt Qing. Aunt Qing knows, and now everyone knows.”


    Madam Qing Cong, who was busy fixing Cheng Yang’s hair, reached out and gave Shaoshang a light rap on the head.


    Madam Xiao, realizing why her niece didn’t want to marry, gave Cheng Yang a slap on the hand.


    “Mother is always saying I’m stubborn and strong-willed, but you’re no better. No matter how much Mother scolds or scares you, you won’t change your mind,” Shaoshang shook her head.


    “I decided at that time, if you didn’t marry, I wouldn’t marry either. So, when I heard that Jia had gotten engaged, I wasn’t that upset,” Cheng Yang said. “Until a year ago, he ran over excitedly to say that his great-grandfather was going to propose to my family. When I handed him the buttermilk, his sleeve slipped, and I saw the old scars from the whip on his arm…”


    She suddenly burst into tears.


    Cheng Shaogong had told her that Ban Jia had been severely punished by Old Master Ban for wanting to marry her. After all, as the only grandson, Ban Jia had never been touched since he was born.


    Only then did Cheng Yang understand that when this gentle and timid boy had cried outside her window before he was forced to get engaged, he was truly heartbroken and sorrowful. And he had tried so hard to marry her.


    So, when Madam Xiao decided to reject the marriage, Cheng Yang told herself that it was for the best, that she wouldn’t have to reject Ban Jia directly. But she couldn’t help but cry in secret. She felt so horrible. Her cousin was still trapped in the palace, and she was thinking about getting married.


    “Niao Niao, are you sure you can leave the palace and get married?” Cheng Yang still didn’t believe it.


    “Don’t worry. If I want to get married, I can just shout it from the rooftops,” Shaoshang reassured. “There would be a line of men waiting to marry me from the West Gate to Pincheng Gate! You marry well, and everyone in the family will be relieved.”


    Madam Sang, sitting nearby and eating snacks, let out a loud, hearty chuckle and looked at Shaoshang with a teasing smile. Shaoshang knew what she was thinking and felt a little embarrassed.


    Although Shaoshang’s words were exaggerated, they did have some truth. Before, she had just been an ordinary beauty. But after living in the most prestigious place in the country for several years, she had cultivated a clear and flawless aura.


    Cheng Yang turned her head to look at her cousin. Her cousin’s face, as flawless as jade and as delicate as dewdrops on flower buds, was strikingly beautiful. Her large, black eyes sparkled with intelligence, and paired with her innate gentleness, she had a fragile beauty, like a butterfly’s wing.


    The Twelfth Master Yu was one who had fallen for her.


    It was said that he was initially unhappy with his father’s plan. He thought he was good enough to be a prince consort. Why should he settle for the daughter of a family that had only recently risen to prominence, especially since the young mistress of the Cheng family had been involved with Huo Buyi?


    One day, he saw the girl at the palace gate, leaning against her carriage. From a distance, he saw her frown, looking sad and dejected, like a soft sigh that fell on his heart. Twelfth Master Yu felt as if a sword had pierced his heart. He was filled with longing, realizing immediately that his father was a great judge of character. He became extremely eager to visit the Cheng mansion to greet his elders. (The poor steward was shocked yet again.)


    He was satisfied. But Yuan Shen was not.


    Yuan Shen had been visiting Yong’an Palace every day. He wasn’t watching his beloved get engaged to someone else. His heart was set on her. He immediately decided to create some mischief. And then, letters that the Twelfth Master Yu had written to the Eldest Princess’s widowed sister-in-law, flirting with her, were leaked. This created a scandal throughout the city, and Master Yu had to go to the Eldest Princess’s family to propose marriage.


    Master Yu was quite open-minded. Although the Eldest Princess’s sister-in-law was a little older and she had a bit of a reputation for being flirtatious, her family background was much higher than the Cheng family. After all, his relatives were spread all over the country. He could switch from one family to another.


    The Eldest Princess’s husband, on the other hand, looked at Yuan Shen with gratitude several times, but Yuan Shen pretended not to notice.


    Besides her beauty, Cheng Shaoshang was also known for her bad temper.


    In the past five years, she had chased away two ladies-in-waiting who had come to gossip, shooed away the Fifth Princess three times when she tried to use the Empress Dowager to bully her, investigated five cases of illegal activities in Yong’an Palace, and even, by chance, captured a group of assassins sent by the pretender king of Shu. According to unconfirmed and unsubstantiated rumors, some people had seen Cheng Shaoshang beat and threaten the Fifth Prince.


    Shaoshang strongly suspected that Yuan Shen had spread these rumors to scare off her admirers. (He did.)


    A few days after the wedding was the Lantern Festival. Shaoshang and Yuan Shen had agreed to spend the whole day together, so she got up early and dressed up. Madam Xiao and Madam Sang were excited, wanting to load the girl up with jewels, but Shaoshang politely declined. Their first stop was a tomb.


    Yuan Shen sat in the carriage and looked up at the girl in astonishment. “You’re actually up so early! I thought you would sleep in for another hour. Last time you were home on leave, you slept until noon for four days straight. I came to see you after I was done with my work, and you were just having your first meal.”


    “Do you think I wanted to get up so early?” Shaoshang yawned, looking exhausted. “It’s been complete chaos at home these past few days! Sister Xu’e has a son and daughter, and Qiqi has three little rascals with her, Second Brother’s children. The whole bunch of them are always causing trouble and fighting. I can’t get a moment of peace!”


    One moment, Xu’e’s youngest son would be stuck in a snowdrift. The next, Qiqi’s second son would be tricked into climbing a tree and couldn’t get down. Then, all of them would work together to pull up the seedlings Old Madam Cheng had planted in the greenhouse. And then, they’d turned Father Cheng’s armory upside down. It was utter pandemonium, a whirlwind of confusion. Even Madam Xiao’s stern face couldn’t control them.


    “I was having an endless amount of nightmares the other day while sleeping. I thought I was being oppressed by a ghost. When I opened my eyes, two of the rascals were napping on top of me!” Shaoshang complained. “Mother is only strict with us. When it comes to her grandchildren, she’s at her wit’s end!”


    Yuan Shen laughed heartily. “Now your family is truly thriving.”


    “You’re thinking too much. Qiqi’s three children are all named Wan,” Shaoshang said. “But it doesn’t matter. There are also Shaogong and A’Zhu. When they get married and have children, Father won’t have to worry about all those empty rooms anymore.”


    Wan Song, who had changed his surname, and Qiqi had finally broken the family curse. They had achieved the goal of having two sons in three years and three in five. Last year, Wan Songbai had specifically traveled to the Capital, weeping and thanking Cheng Shi, saying things like, ‘Thank you for giving me three grandsons. You’ve worked so hard.’


    Yuan Shen looked at the girl with a meaningful glance. “My family is also not very large…”


    Shaoshang ignored him. She pulled the blanket over herself. “Keep a close watch on the carriage. Don’t make a wrong turn. I’ll take a nap so wake me when we get there.”


    Yuan Shen didn’t respond.


    It took an hour to leave the city and another hour to reach the main road. By the time they arrived at the Dongbai Cemetery, it was already midday.


    The Second Prince, now the King of Huai’an, arrived early. He stood in the spacious and grand memorial hall, staring blankly at an ancestral tablet. When he heard footsteps behind him, he turned around. Shaoshang could see the tears still on his face.


    “You’re crying again, Your Highness. Didn’t you promise Her Majesty that you wouldn’t be sad anymore?” Shaoshang asked.


    The Second Prince wiped his tears away and laughed. “If you don’t tell her, Mother won’t know.”


    “Of course, I wouldn’t tell Her Majesty,” Shaoshang said helplessly. “But you need to take care of yourself, Your Highness. Don’t grieve too much. Your children are counting on you.”


    The Second Prince readily agreed and then bowed to Yuan Shen. “You’ve come too, Shanjian.”


    Yuan Shen returned the bow. “Your Highness has become thinner. I’m not Shaoshang, I won’t keep it from His Majesty.”


    “You two!” the Second Prince laughed. He turned to Shaoshang. “I heard that there was a birthday banquet and a wedding at your household recently. You really don’t need to come visit her this year.”


    “We’ve been friends for so many years. As long as I’m in the Capital, I have to come,” Shaoshang sighed. “I have to.”


    The Second Prince said gratefully, “You’ve still remembered her all these years. Thank you.” Then, he turned back to look at his wife’s ancestral tablet. The coffin was only temporarily stored here. When he left for his fiefdom, he would take his wife with him.


    Shaoshang pulled Yuan Shen forward and bowed, offering incense and prayers. When she turned back, she saw the Second Prince was gazing at the tablet the same way as before. She couldn’t help but sigh. If she hadn’t seen it with her own eyes, no one would have been able to connect the thin, detached, slightly stooped middle-aged man with the arrogant Second Prince of five years ago.


    The turning point was that night, filled with blood and the sound of agonizing moans. No one could have imagined that the Second Prince’s wife, so vibrant and healthy, with her shrewdness and cunning, would go so soon. Shaoshang, in particular, couldn’t understand how she could have suffered a difficult birth after having three children.


    The Second Prince looked at the tablet. “She was already in poor health during her pregnancy. She was running around everywhere, taking care of things for me. After Mother was deposed, I was so reckless… It’s my fault she died.”


    Everyone in the Capital could agree on one thing: although the Second Prince was unreliable, the Second Prince’s wife was one of the most reliable people in the royal family.


    When she heard the news of the Empress’s deposition at home, she immediately realized that the situation was hopeless. She decisively sent her assassins and advisors to safe places and destroyed incriminating letters. Then, she discussed with the Eldest Princess the best time and way to “understand” the Emperor’s decision – a way they wouldn’t appear heartless towards the Empress Dowager, yet would quickly ensure their safety.


    Meanwhile, the Second Prince was both dejected and furious. He was filled with unspeakable anger. He could only drown his sorrows in alcohol and hunting every day. Two days before the Second Prince’s wife gave birth, she was still sending people to find her husband, who had disappeared on a drinking binge.


    That night, the sky opened, and the rain poured. The gatekeeper of the palace was hastily banging on the door. The messenger said the Second Prince’s wife was dying. The Empress Dowager was still recovering, and Shaoshang didn’t dare to disturb her. She took a chance and went to Changqiu Palace to wake the Emperor. She obtained a special decree to leave the palace and, taking the most skilled imperial obstetrician, went to the Second Prince’s mansion.


    The physician, an old hand at this, declared, “She’s been worrying too much and losing her vital energy. She’s exhausted herself.” The Second Prince was about to draw his sword and kill someone, but thankfully, Shaoshang had brought along a team of guards. They quickly restrained him.


    Finally, the child was born – a frail boy. The Second Prince’s wife was at her end. She couldn’t stop bleeding.


    Before she died, she begged her husband to do three things. First, whoever he married in the future should treat her children well. Second, no matter who became the emperor, he should take care of himself and not blame himself. Third, he should not light incense on her anniversary for ten years. He should act as if she hadn’t died, as if she had just gotten angry and gone on a trip.


    The Second Prince was weeping, unable to speak. He could only nod in agreement.


    The Second Prince’s wife remained calm throughout the entire process. She endured the pain and weakness, issuing instructions to her trusted servants, choosing a wet nurse in advance, and arranging for her funeral in an orderly manner. Only when she was near death did her spirit return for a moment. She cried, frantically clutching her husband, her voice filled with blind despair and grief. “What will you do when I’m gone? You’re so reckless and impulsive. What will people do to you?! I can’t protect you anymore! If someone bullies you, what will you do if I’m not here?!”


    It felt like the Second Prince was struck by lightning. Holding his wife as she grew cold, he finally realized what he had lost.


    The Second Prince’s wife was not only the mother of his children and his wife but also his soulmate, his confidante. He had other children, and they would have their own lives. There would never be anyone else in the world who loved him, worried about him, and wouldn’t let him go like his wife.


    After the news spread, everyone thought the Second Prince would fall apart. They thought he would go on a drunken spree for days and cause chaos in Yong’an Palace. But he simply shut himself in his room for a day and a night. When he came out, he was a changed man.


    When all the adult princes were granted the title of King, even the low-key Fourth Prince took on a few retainers, but the Second Prince dismissed all his guests. Any concubine who had not borne children and wanted to leave was given a substantial amount of money to leave the mansion.


    He remembered how his wife had taken care of the daily affairs in the mansion. He tried to control his own carelessness, diligently managing the income and expenses of the mansion, choosing trustworthy confidants, supervising servants, and taking good care of his children.


    Furthermore, he went to Yong’an Palace every two weeks. He never mentioned his sadness or loneliness. Instead, he always comforted Empress Dowager Xuan and urged her to take care of her health. He even began to show concern for his older brother. Before and after the King of Donghai stepped down from his position as Crown Prince, he stayed by his brother’s side, defending him in front of the Emperor and refuting the rumors circulating in the court.


    The Second Prince had finally become a good son, a good brother, and a good father, exactly as all parents and wives hoped their husbands would be. But the price was too high.


    In the first year after the Second Prince’s wife’s death, the Second Prince had visibly thinned, and his temper mellowed, as if he had become an old man. He remembered his wife’s request and didn’t visit her on her anniversary. Instead, he chose her birthday to commemorate the laughter-loving woman born on the Lantern Festival.


    “Old Second has grown up, but…” the Emperor’s voice held a hint of regret. “The heavens have been too cruel to him.”


    After a light lunch, they were about to leave Dongbai Cemetery when Shaoshang began to chatter, “Your Highness, don’t stay in the cemetery for ten days like last time. You’ll get sick from the cold, and you’ll scare the little princes. You need to eat more fish and meat. Don’t act like you’re a monk.”


    “Actually, monks eat fish and meat too. My mother does,” Yuan Shen interjected. He, too, was dissatisfied with the lunch.


    Shaoshang gave him a playful punch.


    The Second Prince chuckled. “Don’t worry. I’ve promised Father to remarry. I have to live well.”


    “Really? Have you chosen someone?” Shaoshang’s eyes lit up.


    “Yes, I have,” he replied. “Shanjian knows. Actually, he was the one who persuaded me.”


    Yuan Shen smiled and bowed. “His Majesty has been worried about Your Highness, so it’s only right for me, as a subject, to ease his worry. Don’t worry, Your Highness. I’ve done my research. Among all your cousins, this lady is the kindest and most compassionate. She’s gentle with children. And… since she was beaten by her former husband and suffered a miscarriage, she can’t bear children anymore.”


    Shaoshang punched him again. “How can you be so gossipy? You’re like an old busybody!” She turned to face the Second Prince. “You can trust him. He’s been on dates with pretty much every unmarried woman in the Capital. He knows best who is virtuous and kind.”


    The Second Prince covered his mouth with his fist and laughed softly. It was actually quite fun to watch the beautiful and fragile doll-like girl punch someone.


    Yuan Shen rubbed his arm and laughed wryly.


    As the carriage was about to leave, the Second Prince walked over to Shaoshang’s carriage, glanced at Yuan Shen, and earnestly said, “Shaoshang, life is actually very short. Don’t miss out on the people in front of you. You might regret it later.”


    Shaoshang’s eyelashes fluttered down, then she looked up and teased Yuan Shen playfully, “It seems you’ve done a good job as a matchmaker for His Highness. You’re even speaking up for him. Fine, I understand. It’s cold outside. Go back.”


    …


    I was legitimately crushed when I read Second Prince’s wife died during childbirth. I loved her. Second Prince needed to grow up, but the cost was too high. 😦
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    Chapter One Hundred and Forty-Seven:
Fleeting Years (Final Part)


    According to Yuan Shen’s original plan, Shaoshang was supposed to sleep until late morning, after which he would eat lunch with the Cheng family. They would then visit Dongbai Cemetery in the afternoon and arrive back in the city just as the lanterns lit up for the festival. Unexpectedly, Shaoshang woke up early, leaving them with two extra hours to fill.


    Yuan Shen pondered about the situation. He worried that if he sent the girl back to the mansion first, who knows if a bunch of relatives, young and old, would follow him when he retired to leave later. It wouldn’t be good, not at all, so he proposed having dinner at the Yuan household.


    Shaoshang readily agreed. After all, since she was considering marrying him, it was only right to get to know the Yuan family better.


    They arrived at the Yuan Mansion just as the sun was setting. Magnificent, colorful clouds painted the sky with the hues of autumn leaves, the air clear and dry, a stark contrast to the damp chill of the previous days. People on the street remarked that it was a blessing from the gods, a sign of good fortune for the Lantern Festival tonight.


    Yuan Shen had sent a servant ahead on horseback to deliver the news, so when Shaoshang stepped out of the carriage, the Yuan family’s servants and maids stood in two neat rows at the entrance, waiting for her. Rows of sheepskin lanterns, arranged like a flock of geese in flight, shone with a soft, golden glow, creating an atmosphere of grandeur in the twilight.


    For the first time, Shaoshang felt a pang of unease. Over the past five years, whenever Yuan Shen visited her at Yong’an Palace, she either refused to open the door or, when pressed, only opened the side entrance. Compared to this grand, formal welcome at the Yuan Mansion, she felt like she was taking advantage of him.


    “You know, your family could have just opened the side gate,” she whispered. “There’s no need for all this fuss.”


    Yuan Shen immediately took her words differently, responding with displeasure, “It’s already this late. Are you still afraid of people seeing us together?”


    Shaoshang sighed. “Can you stop assuming the worst of people? I’m just embarrassed, that’s all.”


    Yuan Shen’s expression softened slightly.


    Escorted by a throng of servants, they walked inside. Shaoshang, with a natural grace, admired the mansion’s appearance, as if opening a book of ancient stories. The courtyard was spacious, with snow-covered rocks and dozens of strong, towering trees that remained green throughout the winter. Their leaves fell onto the snow, creating a soft, muffled sound. There was an air of comfortable age that permeated the atmosphere.


    It was said that over a century ago, the Yuan family’s ancestor came to this Capital city as an official, appointed by the Emperor of the time. He served for several decades, bringing his wife, children, and extended family to join him. He gradually expanded their small dwelling into the grand estate it is today.


    When the Emperor established this city as the Capital, other noble families either bought new residences or were granted the former homes of rebels– regardless, they all underwent some degree of renovation. Only the Yuan family’s mansion remained untouched, retaining its original character. This was why it possessed a timeless elegance unmatched by any other.


    After a brief wash, a kindly elderly woman, dressed in fine clothes, personally helped Shaoshang change her attire. She was not particularly talkative, only smiling as she looked at Shaoshang. Noticing the girl’s curious look, she said, “I am the young master’s wet nurse. You can call me Nanny Wang.”


    The Governor of Yuanzhou only had one son, so naturally, the ‘young master’ she referred to was Yuan Shen.


    “Don’t you need to attend to Yuan Shen?” Shaoshang asked, feeling a little embarrassed under the woman’s gaze.


    “Young Master has a mind of his own and is quite picky,” Nanny Wang said with a smile. “He decides what clothes and what jade ornaments to wear. Since he was ten, he hasn’t let anyone decide on his clothes. I’m not going to court trouble by trying to dress him.”


    Shaoshang smiled. She liked this amusing old woman.


    The main dining hall was brightly lit. Yuan Shen stood by the door, looking impeccably dressed in a silver crown and silk robes. He was like a handsome piece of jade.


    Shaoshang paused for a moment, then stepped into the hall with a smile. Despite Nanny Wang’s words, it was hard not to notice the subtle traces of a woman’s loving care in Yuan Shen’s attire. For example, while Yuan Shen loved green jade, he would wear smooth, warm sheep fat jade in this weather.


    Unlike Huo Buyi. Although the Emperor would have gladly opened his treasury to adorn his adopted son, some details were overlooked. In the depths of winter, Huo Buyi still wore silk undergarments, fine as they were, but undeniably cold and slippery. In the heat of July, he would sleep directly on an invaluable jade mattress, unaware of the need to first lay down a thin layer of hemp to keep the chill away.


    Shaoshang let out a barely audible sigh.


    A short while later, Yuan Shen’s parents arrived, walking slowly. Yuan Shen led Shaoshang to greet them.


    Shaoshang had met Madam Liang five years ago. She was the same as ever, beautiful yet aloof. Even during the Lantern Festival, she wore a simple white gown. The only thing that stood out against her attire was a blood-red jade pendant hanging at her waist.


    She must have been trying to make a good impression on her son tonight. She kept smiling at Shaoshang and even inquired about the health of everyone in the Cheng family. Yuan Shen seemed quite pleased with his mother’s unusually warm performance.


    The Governor of Yuanzhou’s features were very similar to his son’s. Shaoshang knew he was only two years older than the Governor of Liangzhou, yet his hair was already gray and his expression weary. After the New Year, the Emperor had summoned a group of provincial officials to the Capital to report on their duties, and the Governor of Yuanzhou was among them.


    After Shaoshang paid her respects, he had a servant bring a plate of gold and jade as a gift. He spoke kindly, urging her to eat plenty.


    Once the food and drinks were served, the Yuan family members and Shaoshang ate together. As they moved, Shaoshang noticed that the Governor’s arm, hidden under his sleeve, seemed to be bandaged. She quietly asked Yuan Shen, who sneered slightly and whispered, “Father was attacked on the way here, but it’s nothing serious.”


    Shaoshang nodded. A new question rose in her mind.


    When she had first heard Yuan Shen say he was an only child, she assumed it meant that Madam Liang had only given birth to him. How could the Governor of Yuanzhou not have taken concubines and had children, even if Madam Liang had her own daughters born to her maidservants? Later, Yuan Shen explicitly stated that both his parents only had him. Combining this with the rumors about Madam Liang’s longing for her late husband, Shaoshang had come to her own conclusion: he loved her, but she didn’t love him back.


    But based on how the Yuan couple behaved tonight, they were the perfect embodiment of ‘mutual respect,’ seemingly showing no romantic interest in each other. What was going on here?


    After the meat and wine were cleared away, servants brought in desserts and fruit wine. They were all laughing and chatting when suddenly a commotion erupted outside. The guards seemed to be shouting, “Stop him! Catch him! Spread the net!”


    Shaoshang was confused. If they were dealing with a foolish thief trying to break in, shouldn’t the guards be shouting, “Fire the arrows!”? Before she could process this, there was a loud crash from the ceiling beams above. The roof seemed to be smashed open by some heavy object, and then a towering figure, wielding two massive hammers, leapt down.


    Yuan Shen darted forward, pulling Shaoshang behind him. By this time, the guards had rushed in, surrounding them and the Yuan couple.


    Bits of broken tile, years of accumulated dust, splattered soup and fruit wine from the table– they all rained down on Shaoshang. She coughed repeatedly, spitting out dust particles that had flown into her mouth, thinking to herself how ridiculous this was!


    “Diwu Cheng, when will you stop?” Yuan Shen said coldly. “Attacking a government official is a serious crime. Father has already let this go. Are you going to push it further? Guards! Where are the archers and crossbows?”


    The Governor of Yuanzhou waved his hands frantically. “A’Shen, hold on. Don’t say anything, no one move… Brother, you can’t do this. We’re in the Capital, under the Emperor’s roof. If things escalate, it’ll be impossible to contain the damage!”


    The burly man with a full beard sneered repeatedly, “Yuan Pei, you heartless, ungrateful, shameless, and treacherous villain! Do you think I fear death? Have the guts to kill me with one blow, otherwise, I will definitely take your head to honor my sister in heaven, He Yi!”


    Shaoshang, one hand on Yuan Shen, used the other to vigorously brush the dust off her face, head, and clothes. “Who are you?” she asked with annoyance. “If you were an assassin, you’d be riddled with arrows by now and wouldn’t have time to talk. If you were a mercenary, you’d settle your score with the Governor another time and not involve others. If you were a guest who has taken a wrong turn, then… never mind.”


    Yuan Shen, who had been frowning, relaxed at her words. Madam Liang, who had been observing from a distance, smiled slightly. “Shaoshang, let them handle this. Come with me to change.”


    With that, escorted by guards, she walked over and pulled Shaoshang towards the door. As they left, Shaoshang heard Yuan Shen’s voice, “Father, we should take him into custody first. Otherwise, this won’t end.”


    The Governor of Yuanzhou, as if inspired by Shaoshang’s words, called out loudly, “Listen everyone! My sworn brother came to a feast tonight, but he took a wrong turn. Don’t say anything more about it! Go ahead and bring the net!”


    Diwu Cheng let out a mournful laugh. “Yuan Pei, don’t try to cover for me. I’m here to take your life! A thousand arrows piercing my heart, hah! He Yi died under the arrows of your Yuan family…” The rest was lost in the commotion.


    They arrived at Madam Liang’s room, and Shaoshang was led through another round of washing and changing clothes. Exhausted and still damp, she was taken by servants to a small shrine deep within the room.


    Madam Liang knelt before the altar, whispering silent prayers. She turned around when she heard footsteps.


    Shaoshang approached and noticed that the spirit tablet on the altar had the inscription ‘Late Husband Yuan Yu’ and some other words. She was startled and wondered to herself, ‘How come he also has the surname Yuan?’


    Noticing the girl’s confusion, Madam Liang dismissed the servants and smiled, “There’s no harm in telling you this. The man I married first was the Governor’s cousin.”


    It was an old, sad story.


    Unlike the Qu family, who turned their feud into kinship, the Yuan and Liang families had always been close. Madam Liang and Yuan Yu had grown up together as childhood sweethearts, and when they came of age, their families arranged their marriage.


    Yuan Shen’s great-grandfather had four sons, each of whom had four sons. Yuan Pei was the third son of the fourth branch. When Yuan Pei declared that he had no interest in studying or pursuing a career in government and wanted to be a wandering swordsman, his great-grandfather, a progressive man, readily agreed.


    Before Yuan Pei left to roam the world, Madam Liang had accompanied her fiancé, Yuan Yu, to a farewell feast. She vividly remembered the scene – the Yuan family was full of descendants, incredibly prosperous. The gathering was filled with lively chatter, brimming with youthful energy and boisterous laughter.


    Then, the cruel Emperor usurped the throne and executed a large number of the old officials and nobles. He started promoting those from middle-ranking families, including scholars, and Yuan Shen’s great-grandfather, known for his reputation in scholarly circles, was summoned to Chang’an.


    For the first few years, the cruel Emperor treated them with relative courtesy, repeatedly granting them official positions and rewards. As a result, the great-grandfather gradually let down his guard and brought some of his grandchildren to Chang’an. However, as the Emperor’s ‘new policies’ began to show their flaws, the empire descended into chaos, and the Emperor’s true nature was revealed.


    The Yuan family’s great-grandfather had a lifelong friend, whose son was secretly supporting rebels. When the matter was exposed, the Emperor wanted to execute the friend’s son. The great-grandfather quickly vouched for his friend, and at the same time, sought an opportunity to escape.


    However, the Emperor had anticipated this. When the truth came out, all the family members of both families in Chang’an were killed and their bodies displayed on the city gates. The Emperor then ordered the officials in the Jiao Dong region to pursue and kill the entire Yuan clan. Those family members who were unable to escape were slaughtered– about fifty or sixty people – and their bodies were burned in the county town.


    Yuan Yu was neither in Chang’an nor at his ancestral home. He was traveling with his new wife, enjoying the mountains and rivers. When he received news from relatives and friends, he could have easily escaped. But his family, the elderly, the weak, and the women and children were being hunted and killed. How could he leave them to their fate? So, after ensuring his wife’s safety, he led his household troops back to his hometown to rescue them.


    This act saved the Yuan family from annihilation. Most of the young children were rescued, but Madam Liang’s husband never came back.


    For most people, the Emperor’s cruelty was just a few lines in history books. But for the Yuan family, it was a past soaked in blood and despair. For Madam Liang, it meant a lifetime of shattered dreams and a life that was never the same.


    Yuan Pei’s dream of becoming a wandering swordsman was shattered. All his older brothers, the same age, had been killed. He was now the only valiant and skilled warrior left in the main branch of the Yuan family. Looking at the young men in his family, still too young to come of age, and even younger children, Yuan Pei knew his dream of the martial arts was over– even though he had found a woman he loved deeply, even though he had sworn to her that they would wander the world together, swords in hand.


    At the same time, the Qu family was facing constant pressure and persecution because the Emperor’s nephew coveted their business. Two of Qu Lingjun’s uncles were falsely accused and died in prison. The head of the Qu family died of a stroke brought on by rage and grief.


    Only the Liang family seemed to be unscathed for now. But the new head of the family, the Governor of Liangzhou, was a brave and intelligent man. He declared that if the Liang family stood by and did nothing while the Yuan and Qu families, their relatives by marriage, were destroyed, it would be their turn soon enough.


    On a stormy night, the heads of the Yuan, Liang, and Qu families gathered together, pledging an oath with blood, determined to raise an army and overthrow the cruel Emperor. But rebellion wasn’t a picnic; a few drops of blood on their fingers wouldn’t suffice. They needed the oldest form of insurance, dating back to the Spring and Autumn Era1: a marriage alliance.


    The Governor of Liangzhou’s wife at the time was from the Qu family. Madam Liang, however, had just become a widow and was heartbroken, feeling like a ghost walking through life. So her father pleaded with her, putting the greater good first, to marry again, this time to a member of the Yuan family.


    The Governor of Liangzhou’s wife at the time was from the Qu family. Madam Liang, however, had just become a widow and was heartbroken, feeling like a ghost walking through life. So her father pleaded with her, putting the greater good first, to marry again, this time to a member of the Yuan family.


    In the face of piles of corpses and death, any lingering sadness seemed trivial. Yuan Pei couldn’t stand by and watch his family crumble. Madam Liang couldn’t ignore her father’s pleas. So, they both compromised.


    With everything in place, the three families rallied all their people – soldiers, relatives, and supporters – dug up their stockpiles of weapons, grain, and silk that had accumulated over decades or even centuries. Within a few days, they had eliminated the Emperor’s forces in Jiao Dong, expelled the officials loyal to him, and seized two counties and several districts, establishing strongholds. The ironic thing was, their banner still read ‘Clear the Emperor’s side.’


    This was merely a glimpse of the situation in one region under the Emperor’s tyranny.


    The three families had no ambition to dominate. They only wanted to withstand the Emperor’s persecution and find a suitable master in this chaotic world. Years later, they met the spirited Emperor. Yuan Pei and the Governor of Liangzhou were fortunate to be granted high positions after their military achievements. The Qu family, comparatively weaker, was less lucky. Several of their most talented sons were either dead or disabled, preventing them from joining the government.


    “So, that woman was the mercenary’s sister?” Shaoshang guessed, based on their ages.


    Madam Liang nodded. “Her name was Diwu He Yi. She and her brother were inseparable since childhood.”


    “How did Mistress Diwu die?” Shaoshang asked.


    “It was after A’Shen was born, he wasn’t even a month old,” Madam Liang said. “One day, Diwu He Yi suddenly came to see A’Shen’s father. I don’t know what they argued about in the study, but she suddenly drew her sword and charged at him. She even burst into the inner chambers, grabbing the baby in his cradle and forcing A’Shen’s father to leave with her.”


    “Uh, well…” Shaoshang wasn’t sure how to react.


    “The commotion was loud, and it woke up Yuan Pei’s father, who was seriously ill at that time. In a fit of rage, he had someone carry him out. He convinced Diwu He Yi to release A’Shen and then ordered the archers to fire arrows into her chest…”


    “Oh!” Shaoshang cried out in surprise.


    Madam Liang gave a sigh. “Diwu He Yi was pierced by a thousand arrows and died. A’Shen’s father didn’t want to live anymore, but that night, his father committed suicide. He left a message saying, ‘I’m giving my life for the woman you love. Protect the Yuan family.’”


    Shaoshang was utterly shocked. “So, Young Master Yuan’s grandfather planned it all along?”


    Madam Liang didn’t answer directly. Instead, she said, “The Yuan family had just escaped with their lives from the cruel Emperor. They had to defend their city, find a wise ruler, and face countless challenges ahead. How could they let a wandering woman take away their young and talented head of the family?”


    All three families survived. Over the long years that followed, they gradually healed their wounds and recovered their strength.


    But Yuan Pei and Madam Liang’s hearts were dead. Their bodies continued to serve their families, but all their love, hate, and passion remained trapped in the past, in the lost time of their first loves.


    It wasn’t until they were strolling along the bustling, colorful Lantern Festival that Shaoshang finally came to her senses. She glanced at Yuan Shen, who was frowning beside her, and whispered, “Did your father let that man go?”


    “Father couldn’t bring himself to do it,” Yuan Shen said in a deep voice. “He had to let Diwu Cheng come back again and again to try to assassinate him!”


    Shaoshang gazed at Yuan Shen’s handsome profile for a while and suddenly understood him – why he was so impatient with Huangfu’s constant mention of Madam Sang and why he either sarcastically mocked or ridiculed those legendary tales of true love.


    In his formative years, the three most important people in his life – his mother, his father, and mentor – were all deeply immersed in the past. While Yuan Pei and Madam Liang didn’t neglect their son’s upbringing and care – finding him the most gentle and kind-hearted wetnurse, assigning him the most reliable and trustworthy attendants, and enrolling him in the best schools (and teachers), creating an aura of youthful wisdom… With Yuan Shen’s intelligence, he must have sensed his parents’ absentmindedness long ago.


    Shaoshang now understood why Yuan Shen disliked unwavering devotion. Her lips twitched, and she couldn’t resist asking, “If you die young, I assume you wouldn’t object to my remarriage.”


    The pent-up frustration Yuan Shen had been holding all night, like a deflated balloon, burst with a poof. “Can you stop thinking about the worst-case scenario?” he asked weakly. “Maybe I’ll live longer than you!”


    “But I’m seven years younger than you.”


    “If I live to be sixty-seven, are you going to remarry at sixty?”


    Shaoshang rubbed her forehead, realizing that remarrying at sixty in this era was indeed a bit horrifying. She imagined the Emperor summoning her to have a conversation.


    Yuan Shen suddenly stopped and pointed to a place ahead. “This is where we first met.”


    Shaoshang looked up. Below the bustling restaurant with its full tables of guests, there hung a long row of round lanterns, casting different hues on the faces of passersby.


    “It’s been seven years since we first met at the Lantern Festival,” Yuan Shen said. “Madam Sang waited seven years for my mentor, then married your uncle. We’ve also wasted seven years… Shaoshang, don’t follow the path of my father and mother. Look forward.”


    Shaoshang didn’t say anything, but continued walking towards the nearby juggling stage. Yuan Shen silently followed.


    About ten zhang2 behind the juggling stage, there was a row of quiet, dimly lit shops. Shaoshang stood beside the shops, looking up at the deep-blue night sky studded with stars. Then, she pointed to the brightly lit building across the way.


    “Look. Huo Buyi was standing by the lantern under the eaves of that building back then,” she said softly.


    Yuan Shen followed her finger and couldn’t help but feel a pang of jealousy. “And then you fell for him at first sight?”


    Shaoshang shook her head. “I didn’t even get a good look at his face. To be honest, I didn’t see either of your faces clearly.”


    “What?” Yuan Shen asked, surprised. “I stood in front of you and talked to you for a while. How could you not see my face?”


    Shaoshang smiled. “Young Master Yuan, didn’t you realize you were standing with your back to the light at the time?”


    She turned her head and looked at the lantern under the eaves. “He wasn’t standing with his back to the light, but he was tall, and his face was blocked by the lantern. So…”


    “So what?” Yuan Shen’s lips curled into a smile.


    “So, I forgot about both of you when I returned home,” Shaoshang said helplessly.


    Yuan Shen chuckled. He noticed a glimmer of tears in the girl’s eyes and suddenly asked, “Shaoshang, do you want to go take a look at that lantern?”


    Shaoshang moved towards the lanterns, but stopped a few steps later. She suddenly squatted down, burying her face in her arms.


    Yuan Shen watched her silently from behind, not reaching out to help.


    After a while, the girl slowly stood up. When she turned around, her eyes were clear. She smiled faintly, “In a little over a year, Huo Buyi’s punishment will be over, and the Emperor will surely summon him back to the Capital. We should treat him like an old friend. You two are serving the Emperor in the same court. It wouldn’t be good to have too much tension between you.”


    “That’s true,” Yuan Shen slowly smiled.


    “In the future, when I hold a banquet for Sister Jitong at home, I can’t just allow her to come alone. You should entertain her husband properly.”


    Yuan Shen understood that this ‘home’ was not with the Cheng family, but the Yuan family. The smile in his eyes grew even more intense. “Of course.”


    Shaoshang walked past Yuan Shen, tugging on his sleeve, and walked forward resolutely. “Shanjian, go to my house to propose marriage. In the future, we’ll grow old together, and in the end, we’ll be buried together.”


    Yuan Shen quietly and obediently followed her. His heart was filled with joy, like opening a window to see the moon on a quiet, oppressive night, with the fresh air rushing in.


    “Okay,” he softly replied.


    …
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    Chapter One Hundred and Forty-Eight:
Fleeting and Unpredictable


    Still hungover from the Lantern Festival banquet, Father Cheng was dragged out of bed by Madam Xiao, clutching his head. Though he had no say in the matter, he was forced to sit upright and receive the Yuan family’s matchmaker, looking like a clueless mascot.


    Afterward, he couldn’t help but complain to his wife, “You agreed so readily this time, but when Niao Niao and Huo Zisheng were getting engaged, you endlessly investigated the past of both the Huo and Ling families.”


    “Shanjian is different from Zisheng,” Madam Xiao sighed. “He always waits until he’s absolutely certain before taking action. Five years ago, I thought he would propose immediately after breaking off his engagement with the Cai family, but he waited until now. As for Huo Buyi… he doesn’t care unless it directly affects him. But once he’s involved, he’ll dedicate himself wholeheartedly, even if it means risking everything.”


    Mentioning the former fiancé, Father Cheng fell silent for a moment. Setting aside the hurt he caused his daughter, the man was indeed a person of conviction. After a while, he said, “Let’s forget about the past, about the people who are gone… Oh, right, should we have an engagement banquet?”


    At those words, the couple looked at each other with the same awkward expression. The thought of inviting the same friends and relatives again, treating them the same way, and introducing the new fiancé with the same enthusiasm… even Father Cheng’s face couldn’t bear it.


    So, he sighed. “Yang Yang is like white turnips harvested in the frost – you can pick one and eat it right away. But Niao Niao is like tough beef tendon that can’t be bitten or chewed. We’ve been stewing it for so long, I don’t know if it’ll ever be ready to serve.”


    “Don’t say that,” Madam Xiao retorted. “We should think of it this way. Look, the Wan family has many daughters, and we’ve been to all twelve of their engagements and weddings. General Han also has four or five daughters. Let’s pretend we had more daughters, and each one needs a husband. We’re not greedy for their gifts!”


    “Do you think it’s about the money?” Father Cheng cried out. “It’s about judgement! When they look at me, their eyes are filled with pity. I’ve never felt so defeated after losing a battle!”


    Madam Xiao was speechless. In truth, she had been the subject of heavy sighs from her close friends and noble acquaintances on several occasions. She felt that even if she were to lose her husband and remarry, it wouldn’t be any worse than this.


    …


    Shaoshang spent the next seven or eight days at home. During that time, she went to the Ban family to check on Yang Yang’s work environment and relationships with her companions. She hosted a banquet for Yuan Shen’s parents and then saw off her Second Uncle and Aunt, as well as her Third Uncle and Aunt. Finally, she returned to the palace laden with several packages of dried vegetables, preserved meat, candies, and plums. Cheng Shaogong trailed her to the palace gate, looking gloomy and unhappy. He didn’t say anything, but seemed to have an opinion about her engagement to Yuan Shen. He repeatedly asked if she was sure about the marriage, but would elaborate his thoughts after.


    On the palace street, Shaoshang accidentally ran into Crown Prince Ziduan, who was riding in a sedan chair. As usual, he raised his chin and began to lecture her, “Madam Cheng, I hear you’ve become engaged to Minister Yuan. This is good. From the chaos of Emperor Li’s reign to the unification of the country today, we’ve gone through decades of war. Countless people have been wounded, died in the war, or starved to death. Therefore, we must focus on recuperation, peace, and caring for the people. Marriage is a major societal order, crucial for the continuation of the population… Madam Cheng, are you listening to me?”


    He raised his voice in dissatisfaction over the last sentence. Shaoshang quickly straightened her head and replied respectfully, “I heard every word, Your Highness… But these words sound familiar. Oh, that’s right! Two years ago, when the Fourth Prince married, Your Highness said the same thing!”


    “Do you think what I said is wrong?” Crown Prince Ziduan asked, his tone displeased.


    How can they have children if they don’t get married? How can they restore production if they don’t have children? How can the country be prosperous, peaceful, and celebrated by all if they don’t restore production? Such an unreasonable little girl! Honestly, young people nowadays were increasingly out of touch. Especially his so-called brother, Huo Buyi. He was dragging his feet and stalling, and still has no children. The Huo family has such a good bloodline, how can they not have at least ten children? It’s just not right!


    “Yes, Your Highness is absolutely right! I will follow your instructions to the letter.” Shaoshang wouldn’t dare disagree. Before he became Crown Prince, she had already been wary of this elder brother. Now that he has ascended to the Eastern Palace, she was even more careful.


    Back in Yong’an Palace, Shaoshang was still puzzling over the Crown Prince’s tone. She didn’t have time to dwell on it, though. It had been nearly two weeks since she last saw the Empress Dowager, and she had a lot to tell her. In Yong’an Palace, she received a welcome fit for a ruler who had just returned from overseas. It was hard to explain, but wherever Shaoshang went, things never stayed quiet. Even when she had to discipline people for fighting, she could somehow turn the reprimand into a lively village festival.


    The Empress Dowager lay resting on her sofa, listening to Shaoshang recount the events of the past couple of weeks.


    Three years ago, Cheng Shi and his wife had wanted to arrange a marriage for Shaogong, but he cast divination lots for himself over and over. Each time, the readings said that his ‘red star of marriage1’ hadn’t appeared yet, and if he married now, he would meet a wicked wife who would beat him daily and refuse to give him food. He absolutely refused to meet any prospective brides, so the matter had been put on hold until now.


    Uncle Wan, suddenly struck by a desire for more, wanted to take a concubine. His mother and wives, however, unanimously rejected the idea. “You don’t need to have any more sons,” they said, “so why take a concubine? Save the money and silk to marry your children.” Uncle Wan was heartbroken. It wasn’t surprising, though. Most parents forgot about their children once they had grandchildren. Uncle Wan mourned this loss.


    Yin Xu’e’s first child was a daughter. She compared herself to Wan Qiqi, who had given birth to a son, and cried for a long time. Cheng Yong had to console her by saying, “Our family needs a daughter. Niao Niao is bringing prosperity and promotions to her brothers. What son could compare?”


    Yin Xu’e finally stopped crying and smiled. But years later, she learned that her husband had spent the night kowtowing to the moon, repeatedly praying, “Niao Niao is so unfortunate. Even if her brothers don’t get promotions or become wealthy, I wish my precious daughter a happy and prosperous marriage with children.”


    Wan Qiqi had married back into her own family and was living a carefree life. However, a young woman from a prominent family in Xu County, who had always been passionate about martial arts and admired A’Song’s skills and character, volunteered to become his concubine. Wan Qiqi, wielding a knife, went to confront her but was defeated. To make matters worse, her own parents, instead of supporting her, were actually encouraging her husband to take this woman.


    It was needless to say that Uncle Wan believed a man taking a concubine was as natural as eating and drinking. Madam Wan, while loving her daughter, felt indebted to the Cheng family and thought it was wrong to overly restrict her son-in-law. Wan Qiqi was so angry she cried.


    A’Song, finally realizing that there was trouble brewing in his own backyard, went to fight the woman, declaring, “If you win, I’ll take you as my concubine.” The woman, naturally, couldn’t win. She asked him tearfully, “Does Wan Qiqi beat you?”


    A’Song’s answer was bizarre, “I like Qiqi, and I would marry her whether she could beat me or not. I don’t like you. Why would you even try to force yourself on me if you can’t beat me?” Logically, it made sense.


    …


    Empress Dowager Xuan listened with a gentle smile. Spring was in full bloom outside, but she didn’t even have the strength to get up and sit on the veranda. Shaoshang tried not to notice, and continued to live a carefree life full of laughter. Sometimes, when the kitchen at Yong’an Palace prepared something delicious, she would have a bowl packed away and sent to Yuan Shen, showing she was a very dutiful fiancée.


    Every time she saw this, the Empress Dowager would have a wistful look on her face. “I remember you used to not even think about whether Zisheng had an umbrella when it rained,” she’d say, or, “A few of the times I sent you to the Ministry of Personnel with something was really so that Zisheng could see you.”


    Shaoshang endured it the first couple of times, but finally, she couldn’t take it anymore. “Why do you keep bringing him up?” she said in annoyance.


    Damn it, this was the ex-boyfriend rule, wasn’t it? When he was immature, impulsive, and didn’t know how to care, she was there for him, comforting him, and correcting him. But by the time he finally became a matured, understanding, and responsible man, the girl by his side was no longer her.


    Perfect. Now she could seamlessly apply this ex-boyfriend rule. Huo Buyi was the unfortunate, devoted ex who had put in a lot of effort, while Yuan Shen was the one reaping the benefits.


    “Have I been talking about Zisheng this whole time?” The Empress Dowager seemed to just realize. “Oh, I’m getting old and my memory isn’t what it used to be… But unless Yuan Shen resigns and retires to the countryside, or you never leave the palace, you’re bound to run into Zisheng again someday.”


    Shaoshang pouted. “Don’t worry, Your Majesty. I’ve already thought about it. If we ever meet, I will just say hello. No resentment, no arguments, just polite greetings. Besides, it’s still early!” By the time Huo Buyi returned, she might even have a child or two. When they meet, things will have changed so much, and they would just look at each other wistfully. At best, it would be like the situation between Old Master Huangfu and Madam Sang. What else could be done?


    “Can you truly do it? No resentment, no arguments, just polite greetings?” the Empress Dowager asked, sitting up straighter.


    “Of course!” Shaoshang nodded firmly.


    “That’s good,” the Empress Dowager said, leaning back again. “But I didn’t expect you to settle down so quickly…”


    “You know me, Your Majesty. I hate dragging things out. Since I’ve made up my mind, why delay and hesitate?”


    “Yes…” The Empress Dowager’s eyes closed slowly.


    The Empress Dowager’s decline was evident to everyone. Imperial physicians came and went, but their diagnoses were similar: she was simply living out her remaining days. Shaoshang reported this truthfully to the Emperor and Empress at Changqiu Palace. The Empress remained silent for a long time.


    “…It’s finally come to this.” The Emperor, though prepared for his ex-wife’s declining health, still found it difficult to accept when it actually arrived.


    “Don’t be sad, Your Majesty,” Shaoshang said. “Her Majesty once said that while she couldn’t compare to the gods of longevity, she couldn’t be considered short-lived, either.”


    The Emperor hesitated. “Gods know… does she resent me?”


    Shaoshang pondered for a moment. “Who in this life goes through life without harboring any resentment?” she said softly. “I’ve been with Her Majesty for many years and know her heart well. To be honest, there are many people she holds resentment towards. She resented Old Master Xuan for dying so young, leaving them widowed and orphaned with no one to protect them. She resented you, Your Majesty, for being from the same lineage as the Old Prince of Qian’an, because if it weren’t for that, she wouldn’t have been chosen for this marriage. She also resented herself, for not being fiercer and bolder, for always being obedient and marrying according to her parents’ wishes… Your Majesty, among all these people, you are the one she resents the least. Her Majesty often said that in her youth, she witnessed famine, war, and countless bones scattered across the land. She knew that if you were only thinking of yourself, you would have never married another woman. But with the lives of countless people at stake, there was no choice.”


    The Emperor felt a pang of sadness in his heart at her words. He turned his head. “You’re right.” After a moment, he turned back and smiled. “A’Heng, do you remember when Shaoshang first entered the palace? She couldn’t even perform a proper bow, and her words and actions were completely unrefined. A wild child, really. But look at her now, all grown up.”


    Empress Yue nodded and asked, “Shaoshang, did the Empress Dowager ever resent me?”


    Shaoshang smiled. “The Empress Dowager has harbored resentment toward many people, but she never held any against you. Do you believe me?”


    Empress Yue looked into the young woman’s eyes for a moment. She slowly smiled, “…I believe you.”


    Royal Uncle, his anxiety easing, let out a sigh of relief. “Good, good. Shaoshang, over these past years, you’ve taken such meticulous care of the Empress Dowager. The Empress and I have noticed it all. Next month, when Zisheng returns, the Empress Dowager wants to hold a feast for him at Yong’an Palace…”


    Shaoshang’s ears began buzzing, and she didn’t hear the rest. After a long pause, she asked, “Master Huo is returning next month, Your Majesty?”


    The Emperor was surprised. “You didn’t know? Although I haven’t announced it publicly, the Empress Dowager knows.”


    “But, but… I thought it was… a year or two more?” Shaoshang stammered.


    The Emperor’s eyes widened. “Zisheng is guarding the border, he’s not in prison! Of course, he can come back if he needs to.” He was the Emperor, and he had the final word on all decrees.


    Empress Yue nudged him. “Shaoshang, it’s because the Empress Dowager says she doesn’t have much time left. She wants to see Zisheng before she passes.”


    Shaoshang rushed back to Yong’an Palace after leaving Changqiu Palace to confront her superior. The Empress Dowager calmly replied, “Yes, I was the one who asked the Emperor to bring Zisheng back.”


    “Why?” Shaoshang cried sorrowfully.


    “Didn’t the Emperor tell you? I haven’t much time left, and I want to see Zisheng before I go.”


    Shaoshang felt like life was playing a cruel joke on her. Every time she was close to something good, a complication has to show up. She sat down in front of the Empress Dowager and tried to remain calm. “Your Majesty, let’s talk rationally. A few years ago… actually, three years ago, I remember that one night, Your Majesty was crying in the middle of the night and you said, ‘That heartless Zisheng, I never want to see him again.’ Don’t you remember?”


    “That was because the King of Donghai fell ill after he renounced his claim to the throne. It was said in anger so it doesn’t count.”


    Even though Shaoshang was also a woman, she wanted to scream out, ‘Women are so fickle!’


    “Your Majesty, when did you ask the Emperor about this? How come I didn’t know anything?” she asked, forcing herself to calm down and start her interrogation.


    The Empress Dowager replied, “It was when you had returned home. I had nothing to do and thought about Zisheng, so I mentioned it to the Emperor.”


    “But Your Majesty said you never wanted to see him again!” Shaoshang exclaimed, feeling her emotions getting the better of her.


    “That’s why I said, words spoken in anger – especially when spoken by women – don’t count.”


    Shaoshang weakly pushed herself up from the floor, feeling like life wasn’t just playing a cruel joke on her, but was outright mocking her.


    The Empress Dowager moved closer to the cushions and beckoned the girl to sit beside her. “While you’ve been away, I’ve been thinking a lot. About my life, the things I’ve done, the people I’ve met. When I was young, my father often taught me to be grateful. To be grateful to the gods for giving us healthy bodies and sharp minds, to be grateful for the harvests and plenty of food… But I’ve forgotten all of that in recent years. People can’t only focus on what they’ve lost. They also need to think about what they still have.”


    She smiled. “These past five years, although I’ve been secluded in Yong’an Palace, I’ve been fortunate to have you by my side. You always bring me joy and laughter. It’s like I’ve gone back to the time when my father was still alive. I haven’t thanked you for it yet…”


    “Didn’t you grant me a large estate? It’s bigger than my family’s two estates combined,” Shaoshang mumbled.


    “The Yuan family has even more estates and they’re even larger,” the Empress Dowager teased. “They stretch across two or three counties. Do you really care about the ones I gave you? Well…”


    Her voice became more excited as she continued. “Too bad you didn’t marry Zisheng back then. You’d know how much property he has… Tsk, tsk, tsk. The Huo family of Feng County was already extremely wealthy, not to mention all the gifts the Emperor bestowed upon him over the past decade. If it were known, the officials would be writing petitions against him. I heard that the Emperor was recently discussing land reform with the ministers. Heh heh, you’ll find out then.”


    “Why bring him up again?” Shaoshang became exasperated. As the physician’s diagnoses became more and more grim, the Empress Dowager seemed to grow increasingly cheerful, constantly making light of her impending death and acting childishly. Even Old Lady Zhai was at a loss for what to do.


    “Alright, let’s get to the point,” the Empress said. “Shaoshang, that scoundrel Zisheng may be detestable, but he’s proven a crucial point with his life. The King of Donghai could entrust everything to Zisheng, give him free rein, and if he were to become Emperor in the future, he could also entrust everything to someone else. When that time comes, the throne could change hands, and we don’t know what will happen.”


    “So, Your Majesty has completely forgiven Huo Buyi?” Shaoshang asked.


    “I’ve let it go,” the Empress Dowager sighed. “Compared to the millions of people, compared to the stability of the empire, we are all just ants. People die, but humanity endures. We turn to dust, but the sun, moon, and stars remain. Life is but a fleeting few decades. I no longer hold any grudge against Zisheng. You should do the same. Let him go, and let yourself go as well.”


    Shaoshang sensed the Empress Dowager’s newfound wisdom. Knowing that these words were spoken from the brink of death, however, she couldn’t bring herself to be happy. “I’ve come to terms with it, too,” she mumbled. “That’s why I’m getting married.”


    “That’s good.” The Empress Dowager gave a faint smile.


    “But Your Majesty…” Shaoshang suddenly remembered something. “Why didn’t you tell me about this?”


    “You were going to be polite and not hold grudges when you saw him anyway. What difference does it make whether or not I told you?”


    “But you should know when an old friend returns to the city!”


    “Maybe I just forgot to tell you. Oh dear, my head is hurting. Old Lady Zhai, bring me some medicine…”


    Shaoshang didn’t know how she left Yong’an Palace. She aimlessly walked around the small lake in front of the palace about eight times until Yuan Shen arrived from the Ministry of Personnel.


    Yuan Shen’s face darkened as Shaoshang explained everything that had happened.


    “Someone deliberately kept this from me,” Shaoshang couldn’t help but complain. “You’re at the Ministry of Personnel all day, how come you didn’t know either?”


    “Because the Emperor’s decision to summon Huo Buyi was never announced to the court,” Yuan Shen said in a deep voice.


    “Why? Oh…” Shaoshang understood.


    Huo Buyi still had more than a year left of his ‘punishment.’ If the Emperor had announced it to the court earlier, someone would inevitably have made a fuss. But by waiting until Huo Buyi was already in the Capital, and then revealing the Empress Dowager’s wishes to silence the officials, everything would be foolproof.


    Ugh, politicians were all so cunning! She cast a sidelong glance at Yuan Shen, realizing that he was also a ‘political player’ and instantly grasped the Emperor’s strategy.


    “What are you going to do now?” Yuan Shen raised his head.


    “What? I’ll say hello, long time no see. I’ll say goodbye and that there’s no need to see me off. At the banquet, I’ll say, please enjoy yourself, honored guest. When it’s time to leave, I’ll ask if they want tangerine peel and plum wine to aid digestion, and ask if they want sugar. What else can I do…?”


    Yuan Shen couldn’t help but laugh, but tried to keep a serious expression. “I thought you’d immediately break off the engagement once you heard he was coming back.”


    “Do you want to break off the engagement?”


    “Of course not!”


    “I don’t want to break it off, either. Who likes breaking off engagements all the time?” Shaoshang laughed, noticing Yuan Shen’s teasing gaze. “Well, I have broken engagements off twice already. But things don’t happen three times, do they? Heaven wouldn’t let me fail to get married again, right?”


    Yuan Shen stared at her for a long time, then sighed. “Fine, let’s carry on as usual.”


    …


    We’re getting closer to the unavoidable meet up! *wiggles in anticipation*


    As always, thanks so much for the likes, comments, and just plain reading the chapter! 


    Next Chapter: Within This Lifetime
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    Chapter One Hundred and Forty-Nine:
Within This Lifetime


    The last of winter’s chill wind swept across the towering city walls. The snow in the fields had completely melted, leaving behind damp earth. Farmers bent over, cupping handfuls of the rich, dark soil in their hands and imagining healthy, plump seeds taking root and sprouting in this fertile ground, a promise of a bountiful harvest. Their faces lit up with joy.


    A procession of carriages, orderly and disciplined like an army on the march, slowly approached the west gate of the Capital. Riding at the head was a handsome young man with tanned skin. He inhaled deeply, his expression relaxed. This was Liang Qiu Fei’s favorite season – neither the harsh winter requiring cumbersome fur cloaks, nor the late spring that made one’s bones feel heavy and lazy.


    Reining in his horse at the familiar city gate, Liang Qiu Fei couldn’t help but think of the rough, jagged walls of the northwestern frontier. They were always frosted with ice. The blizzards there could engulf people and livestock overnight. The icy wind rushed into one’s nose, stealing all the warmth from one’s chest in an instant. No matter how large the hearths were in the massive stone fortresses, the cold would always seep in through the cracks. The wealthy families of the northwest had built comfortable and warm mansions, but the young lord refused to move there and wouldn’t build his own. He lived amongst the soldiers. But the soldiers could rotate every three years, while the young lord had endured that icy hell for five years.


    Now, they were finally home.


    Liang Qiu Fei was lost in thought when a female warrior on horseback approached, her face beaming, “Brother A’Fei, our mistress would like to see you.”


    “Alright, I’ll be right there.” Liang Qiu Fei glanced at his older brother, Liang Qiu Qi, who was ahead, then spurred his horse towards the front of the procession and stopped with the warrior beside a dignified and elegant baggage carriage.


    The window slowly lifted. A beautiful and dignified woman appeared. Liang Qiu Fei smiled at her and bowed. “What are your orders, Mistress Luo?”


    Luo Jitong laughed, playfully chiding him, “What orders? I treat you like family. Is it that you want to distance yourself because we’re nearing the Capital?”


    “How could that be?” Liang Qiu Fei quickly protested. “All these years, we’ve been so grateful for your care, Mistress Luo. I’ll never forget it!”


    Luo Jitong’s expression dimmed. “It’s a shame your brother doesn’t feel the same way.”


    “Mistress Luo, don’t mind my brother. He’s always had that unpleasant expression, he’s like that to everyone.” Liang Qiu Fei’s eyes twinkled. He laughed, “Speaking of which, if it weren’t for my brother’s cold heart, ever since the young lord established his own house at fourteen, the door would have been overrun with young ladies trying to get close to him!”


    He had intended to comfort Luo Jitong. But his words, though unintentional, struck a chord. Luo Jitong’s smile faltered, and she sighed softly. “Perhaps in your brother’s eyes, I’m no different from those young ladies.”


    “Of course not!” Liang Qiu Fei stammered, caught off guard. “You’re overthinking it, Mistress Luo… Overthinking it…” He didn’t dare to meet Luo Jitong’s gaze, because he was reminded of another woman.


    In Liang Qiu Fei’s opinion, Mistress Luo, from a noble family, was not only attentive and caring to their young lord and the rest of the men, but also had a strong sense of justice and was kind and approachable. She was much better than that woman. Sadly, the treatment the two women received was very different.


    Three years ago, the young lord had fallen ill with a high fever and Luo Jitong had stayed by his side without leaving, day and night. When he recovered, Liang Qiu Fei, trying to be funny, called her ‘future mistress,’ but the young lord didn’t say anything at the time. He immediately sent Liang Qiu Fei to take care of the horses, and he wasn’t allowed to return for three whole months. Initially, he didn’t understand. When his brother explained the situation, Liang Qiu Fei never dared to act impulsively or make a joke like that again.


    Back then, Liang Qiu Qi had also taken it upon himself to call that woman ‘little mistress.’ The young lord kept a straight face then as well, and later rewarded his brother with two incredibly valuable, purebred horses – two brothers, born of the same father and mother, treated so differently. Liang Qiu Fei couldn’t help but wonder why.


    Seeing Luo Jitong’s gloomy expression, Liang Qiu Fei changed the subject. “I don’t know what’s wrong. The closer we get to the Capital, the more downcast the young lord seems. A few days ago, he was still talking with Master Cui, but now he barely speaks to him.”


    “The general is feeling apprehensive about returning home,” she sighed. “He acted rashly in the heat of the moment, committing a grave error without considering the consequences. Now he has to face his old friends again. It’s natural for him to feel wounded and afraid.”


    “You’re right, Mistress Luo,” Liang Qiu Fei said, impressed. “That’s what I think as well.”


    Just then, a guard came galloping up and whispered something into Liang Qiu Fei’s ear. His eyes lit up and he dismissed the guard before turning to the woman in the carriage. “Mistress Luo, although we’ve arrived two days early, the Crown Prince has come to welcome our young lord. He’s here now.”


    Luo Jitong was taken aback. Her face filled with gratitude. “Years ago, our Luo family depended on the support of the Xuan royal family. Now that Madam Chunyu’s family has been demoted, and the Empress Dowager and former Crown Prince are deposed, my family has no connection to Empress Yue or the Third Prince. My father and brothers have been very worried. Thank you for letting me know so I can use General Huo’s name to pay my respects to the Crown Prince. I truly don’t know how to thank you for this kindness.”


    Liang Qiu Fei was flattered. “The Crown Prince has arrived. Everyone saw it. I simply told you beforehand… it’s hardly something to be grateful for. Mistress, you should hurry. I’ll go ahead!” He was afraid she would offer more thanks and quickly spurred his horse away.


    Moments later, Liang Qiu Fei rode to the front of the procession. The city gates were wide open, and the former Third Prince, now Crown Prince, stood a short distance away. He was simply dressed, his arms wrapped around their young lord in a tearful embrace. Marquis Cui stood nearby, laughing heartily.


    Liang Qiu Fei quickly dismounted and stood beside his older brother. Liang Qiu Qi glanced at his younger brother but remained silent.


    Old friends had been reunited. The Crown Prince scrutinized Huo Buyi and his emotions stirred, unsure how to begin.


    Huo Buyi’s smile was still as handsome and captivating as ever. His figure remained tall and slender. But the Crown Prince remembered how his father often complained that his adopted son lacked a worldly touch, that he was as distant as a wandering spirit. Now, Huo Buyi finally had that worldly touch. It was like the leaves swept up by the autumn wind, the mournful cold rain beating against faded windowpanes, the hoarse sound of a broken, out-of-tune clay flute.


    This kind of worldly touch, the Crown Prince felt, was better left absent. “You… how have you been these past years…?” He couldn’t help but feel a pang of sadness.


    Huo Buyi smiled faintly. “Your Highness has sent letters every couple of months, asking about random things. I’ve wracked my brains trying to respond. I’ve told you everything about my daily life, food, and living arrangements. Is there anything else you want to know?”


    “We’ll settle this later!” The Crown Prince glared at him and then turned to Marquis Cui. “Marquis Cui, I hope you are well. You’re still as imposing as ever. Where are your two sons?”


    Marquis Cui chuckled. “Your Highness, how could we have arrived two days early? We left all the baggage behind. My sons are escorting it, and they will be here in a couple of days.”


    “That makes sense. Since Zisheng returned ahead of schedule, it’s best not to bring a mountain of goods into the city.”


    Marquis Cui groaned. “You think we went to mine gold in the mountains, Your Highness? Where would we find mountains of goods in the northwestern frontier? It’s mostly furs and hides from hunting, heavy stuff.”


    Huo Buyi let out a soft laugh and glanced at Marquis Cui.


    “Alright, Your Highness knows I am a merchant,” Marquis Cui sighed. “Those furs and hides will soon be transformed into a mountain of wealth in my hands. Why are you so eager to expose me, Zisheng? Half of it is yours!”


    The melancholic clouds that had enveloped the Crown Prince for days finally lifted and, in a rare occurrence, he burst into laughter.


    As they were laughing, Luo Jitong, now dressed in an elegant flowing robe, approached with several female martial servants and gave a graceful low bow. “I, Mistress Luo, pay my respects to Your Highness the Crown Prince. It has been many years since we last met. I hope the Emperor and Empress are well and have a long and prosperous reign.”


    The Crown Prince had met Luo Jitong years ago at Changqiu Palace and had often heard of her dignified manners, kindness, and thoughtful nature. Seeing her now among Huo Buyi’s entourage, he was both surprised and delighted. He watched Huo Buyi’s reaction while speaking with a rare warmth, “Mistress Luo, you’re here as well! Please rise. I didn’t expect you to be traveling with Zisheng.”


    Luo Jitong gracefully straightened up. “My mother is ill and my father and brothers called me back to care for her,” she explained. “It happened that General Huo was also returning to the Capital, so I shamelessly asked for his protection.”


    “How could you call that being shameless?” The Crown Prince felt his plan coming closer to fruition and smiled. “You were chosen as a companion for my fifth sister when you were young, and you’ve known Zisheng for over a decade. Zisheng wouldn’t have declined traveling together and looking out for each other. Oh, right. Today, my father is holding a banquet in Xuande Hall to welcome Zisheng and Marquis Cui. Mistress Luo, please join us.”


    Luo Jitong beamed. “This is an immense honor for me, but how could I possibly intrude?”


    “It’s not an intrusion. You never know…” The Crown Prince glanced at Huo Buyi, who stood silently beside him, and cleared his throat. “I hear you’ve taken good care of Zisheng these past few years. Perhaps the Emperor has something he wants to ask you.”


    “It would be an honor.” Luo Jitong gracefully bowed in acceptance.


    The Crown Prince felt a sense of satisfaction. ‘This is the kind of dignified and proper woman I was looking for,’ he thought to himself.


    He remembered a family banquet four years ago. He was about to visit the Empress Dowager at Yong’an Palace when Empress Yue asked him to casually invite Cheng Shaoshang along. The rude little girl responded, “I no longer have an engagement with Master Huo. What kind of status do I have to attend a royal family banquet? To be a potential bride for some prince?”


    He had nearly lost his temper!


    Just look at Mistress Luo. She was so well-behaved and obedient. Her relationship with Huo Buyi was still unclear, but she immediately agreed. Women should be more like her.


    As he watched everyone else mounting their horses and getting into their carriages, Liang Qiu Fei was about to follow suit when his older brother grabbed him.


    “You’re the one who brought Mistress Luo here, aren’t you?” Liang Qiu Qi asked in a low voice. “I think you’re going to be tending to the horses again!”


    “No way!” Liang Qiu Fei quickly denied it. “Besides, even if I did, so what? We’ve followed the young lord for so many years. There have been dozens of women who have tried to get close to him. If he didn’t like it, he would have found a way to get rid of her. But Mistress Luo has been going in and out of our living quarters for the past few years, and our young lord hasn’t said anything.”


    “But Marquis Cui and the Governor have hinted at it so many times, and the young lord hasn’t given his approval,” Liang Qiu Qi whispered.


    “That means the young lord is still undecided. Just a little push, and maybe his marriage will happen!” Liang Qiu Fei tried to restrain his excitement. “He’s almost thirty, it’s time for him to marry and have children!”


    “Li Si said the same thing. He told us to keep nudging things along and not just stand there and watch,” Liang Qiu Qi said.


    “Right!”


    “But Old Zhang told us not to get involved,” Liang Qiu Qi added. “He doesn’t think it’s right.”


    “What isn’t right? The Zhang family used to be potters. That Zhang Shan, whenever he faces any problem, he always says, ‘Well, the heat wasn’t right!’”


    “This time he said it wasn’t the heat, but the wrong kiln entirely.”


    “What?!”


    “Zhang Shan said we should wait and see what other kiln appears before making any decisions,” Liang Qiu Qi said, emphasizing each word.


    Liang Qiu Fei’s mind raced, and after several laps, he finally understood. He stammered, “But, but… that kiln is cold, isn’t it? A few years ago, the young lord said he hoped she would find another good man and live a happy life. Last month, we heard she was engaged to the Yuan family. Didn’t the young lord even have people prepare wedding gifts?!”


    “That’s true, but I still think we should listen to that rascal Zhang Shan.”


    “Why?”


    “Because Li Si is still single, while Zhang Shan has a main wife and five concubines. His household is peaceful, and he has countless lovers outside. And yet, he’s still perfectly calm and content.”


    Liang Qiu Fei had nothing to say to that.


    In Xuande Hall of the Northern Palace, the Emperor had been craning his neck for a long time. Empress Yue, sitting beside him, said coolly, “Your Majesty, if you keep stretching your neck, you’ll pop out of your skin!” The Emperor was so excited to see his adopted son that he didn’t have the time to argue with her.


    The Second Prince sat to the right of the Emperor and smiled. “Father, please take a seat. Zisheng has always been meticulous about his work. If he said he would be here by noon, he won’t be late.”


    The Eldest Princess, seated on the left side of the Emperor, showed a hint of bitterness as she said, “I was planning to go soak in the hot springs at Tu Mountain today. But just an hour ago, Father urgently summoned all of us. It’s for Zisheng’s welcome banquet. It seems that in Father’s heart, we, his own children, are not as important as Zisheng.”


    The Emperor’s brow furrowed. The Eldest Princess’s husband, seeing the situation, quickly interjected, “Look, Your Majesty. The Eldest Princess is a mother herself and she’s still throwing a tantrum because you’re showing a little more affection for Zisheng.”


    The words were well-spoken. The Emperor relaxed his brow and chuckled, chiding his eldest daughter, “You should behave as sensible as Zixun! Zisheng has endured so much hardship in the northwest all these years. What’s wrong with me showing him some extra care? Why don’t you go serve in the northwestern border for five years, and I’ll show you the same affection!”


    “Women are not familiar with matters of the state,” the Eldest Princess’s husband readily added. “Zisheng’s accomplishments these past few years have been truly remarkable. Not to mention how he managed to both fight and appease the various tribes of the northwest. Look at last year’s campaign in Shu. Your Majesty had intended to send another army to enter Shu from the west as a supporting force. But Zisheng, against all odds, managed to train a formidable army in the harsh conditions of the northwest. He then led them directly into Shu. In one fell swoop, he saved Your Majesty the trouble of mobilizing soldiers and avoided a massive logistical effort…”


    “Alright, alright.” The Eldest Princess pretended to pout. “Father and Zixun, father-in-law and son-in-law, are so close. It’s just me who is unreasonable!”


    “So you know that, then!” the Emperor couldn’t help but laugh. “Don’t talk nonsense when Zisheng arrives.”


    The Eldest Princess smiled sweetly at him.


    After reprimanding his eldest daughter, the Emperor turned to his second son, seated on his right. “So… is the King of Donghai really not coming?”


    “My brother doesn’t hold a grudge against Zisheng,” the Second Prince responded immediately. “You know him. He simply doesn’t like to see a lot of people. In a few days, there will be a banquet at Yong’an Palace. It will be small and quiet, and he will have a chance to talk to Zisheng.”


    The Emperor nodded. “I know Zikun’s temperament. That’s good.” His eldest son wasn’t strong-willed. Since the change of succession, he hadn’t attended any family banquets. It was the Second Prince who was the one relaying messages to Yong’an Palace.


    As they were speaking, Cen Anzhi hurried into the hall and announced that the Crown Prince and his entourage had arrived. Everyone turned to look towards the entrance.


    The lighting played tricks with their eyes as several figures appeared in the doorway. The Emperor looked at the tall, slender figure behind the Crown Prince and was momentarily stunned. Empress Yue, who had been casually lounging, slowly straightened up. Both of them thought they saw, walking towards them, the valiant, extraordinary warrior from two decades ago, the one who was always steady and loyal, the leading figure among officials.


    The Emperor’s hand, resting on the table, began to tremble slightly. Empress Yue saw a hint of moisture in his eyes and inwardly sighed.


    The Emperor slowly rose from his seat, bent over, and rested his hand on the broad shoulders of his kneeling adopted son. A single tear fell, and the hall fell silent. He thought he would never see his sworn brother’s face again in this lifetime.


    …


    He’s back! And already causing trouble, haha. Thanks for all the kind words, likes, and just reading the chapters! 


    Next Chapter: Meeting on a Narrow Path
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    Chapter One Hundred and Fifty:
Meeting on a Narrow Path


    It had been five years since they last met, and the Emperor had been longing to see him. He had planned to scold Huo Buyi with, “You were reckless back then. Do you know your mistakes now?” But when he saw his adopted son’s thin, gaunt appearance, his nose soured and he couldn’t bring himself to say a word.


    He personally helped his adopted son to his feet, just like any father who saw their wayward son return home after a long journey. He could only murmur, “You’re back. You’re finally back…”


    The Crown Prince watched his father, overwhelmed with joy and tears, and felt a weight lift from his heart. He then surveyed the seating arrangement in the hall, a slight frown forming on his brow.


    His eyes first landed on the Second Prince, seated at the head of the table on the right side. The Crown Prince had once looked down upon his older brother, but now he held him in high regard. It wasn’t easy for a person to change their ways, and to completely transform oneself and start over was even harder. That’s why he had been sitting on the right side with the Second Prince these past years. After all, they were both single, one widowed and one never married, so they could share a table.


    The Crown Prince then looked at the Eldest Princess and her husband, seated at the top of the table to the left. Without hesitation, he stepped forward and said, “Eldest Sister, Brother-in-law, Father hasn’t seen Zisheng and Marquis Cui for many years. I’m sure he has a lot to talk about with them. Would you mind moving to the next table? It would allow Father to catch up with them.”


    Although it was phrased as a question, the current Crown Prince was different from his predecessor. He was cold and ruthless, wielding power with force. Many officials suffered losses at his hand over the years. The Eldest Princess’s husband was a skilled diplomat, but he had recently gotten himself into trouble with the Crown Prince.


    He immediately rose to his feet, saying with a forced smile, “The Crown Prince is right. We often gather with the Emperor. It’s only right that Zisheng should have this time to reconnect with him after being gone so long.”


    The Eldest Princess was fuming, but her husband pulled her to move to a lower seat. When the Emperor turned back and saw that his daughter and her husband had ‘voluntarily’ given up their seats, he felt quite relieved.


    The palace maid was about to add a seat for Luo Jitong at the end. The Third Princess, who was single and lived alone, beckoned her over. Luo Jitong, overwhelmed with delight and respect, sat down beside her.


    “Your Highness, where is your husband?” Luo Jitong asked, puzzled.


    The Third Princess smiled. “He’s not feeling well today. Don’t worry, he’s truly sick. We’re very happy as a couple now. We finally know how to be husband and wife.”


    Luo Jitong glanced around the room. “Where are the Fifth Princess and her husband?”


    “They had another fight a few days ago,” she said. “They both scratched each other’s faces and they probably haven’t completely healed.”


    Luo Jitong was astonished. She felt the changes within the palace of the past five or six years were truly immense.


    Not to mention major events like the change of succession and change of empress, the impulsive Second Prince had transformed into a calm and composed widower. The Fourth Prince had married a kind-hearted princess. The Fifth Prince, who used to pick fights, was now beaming with smiles. The sharp-tongued Third Princess had gained a considerable amount of weight but had become more measured in her speech and actions. In contrast, the Eldest Princess, who had always been adept at navigating social circles, now seemed unreliable, her eyes darting suspiciously around the room. The younger princes had grown so much she barely recognized them.


    The only ones who seemed unchanged were the Second Princess and her husband. They were still as kind and approachable as ever, their affection for each other evident in their gestures.


    “…I haven’t thanked you yet for allowing me to share your table, Your Highness.” Luo Jitong raised her cup in gratitude.


    The Third Princess returned the gesture. “I’m trying to be friendly,” she whispered.


    Seeing Luo Jitong’s confusion, she explained, “My mother and brother aren’t very fond of me. Things were fine while my brother was around, but now that the Third Prince is in charge, I need to think about my future. He treats Huo Buyi better than a real brother, and his future is bound to be limitless. You never know, I might need your help someday.”


    Luo Jitong’s hand trembled and her cheeks flushed. A few drops of wine spilled from her cup. Ever since entering the palace when she was a child, she always thought the Third Princess to be a dimwit who couldn’t read people’s expressions and didn’t even pretend she could. She deserved to be constantly scolded and disliked by her parents. But now…


    “You’ll have plenty of people trying to be friendly with you from now on.” The Third Princess glanced at the Eldest Princess and her husband, her gaze lingering. “After all, my mother and brother have risen in power. Some people might be feeling a bit more anxious.”


    “Your Highness, I… I…” Luo Jitong was caught off guard by this turn of events and didn’t know what to say.


    “Don’t rush things,” the Third Princess said, almost to herself. “You don’t have any status yet. Has Huo Buyi made any promises for you? Hmm, it seems not. Don’t worry, take your time. First, secure Huo Buyi. After that, unimaginable wealth, glory and power will be yours to enjoy. If things don’t work out…”


    She smiled at Luo Jitong. “Just pretend I never said anything.”


    Luo Jitong’s breath left her and her entire body stiffened.


    The Third Princess leaned forward and patted her shoulder. “We princesses are set for life from the moment we are born. There’s nothing we can really change. But you’re different. You can still fight for a better life using your looks and your skills. In the previous dynasty, there was General Huo Guang, who served three emperors and wielded immense power. It’s also said that his wife, Huo Xian, was originally just a servant girl without a surname. But she knew how to play the women’s game, and it worked! Later, so many noblewomen of high birth had to bow to her. You’ve read more than me, so you should know that what I’m saying is true. So, Jitong, keep working hard. Push yourself. Good things are right around the corner. This is my sincere advice.”


    Mesmerized, Luo Jitong turned her gaze towards Huo Buyi who sat at the head table. The Emperor was chatting warmly with him. The Crown Prince treated him with great familiarity, and Empress Yue kept instructing the maids to bring him more meat dishes and soup. Even the Eldest Princess and her husband were giving him their seats… At that moment, her heart felt a warmth like she had never experienced before.


    She lowered her wine cup as her face returned to its usual color. “Your Highness, I won’t lie to you,” she remained gentle and respectful as she spoke. “I have admired General Huo since I was young. Five years ago, when I met him in the northwest, I saw him covered in wounds and weak. I just wanted to take care of him…”


    “Don’t say that to me. What good does it do me? You need to move Huo Buyi. At the very least, you should move the Emperor and Third Prince to make them stand behind you.” The Third Princess chuckled. “Back then, Cheng Shaoshang just had to say a few sweet words and Huo Zisheng was all smitten. He practically wanted to carry her around in his arms and keep her close. You should learn from her.”


    Luo Jitong managed a weak smile.


    The Third Princess poured herself a drink as she stared at her with a cold and calculated expression. She smiled with satisfaction.


    At the head table, the Emperor felt a pang of sorrow as he looked at his adopted son. “You…” his voice choked up. “How come your hair has turned white?”


    “It’s just a few strands of gray hair,” Huo Buyi smiled faintly. “It’s common in the harsh northwest.”


    “Common? What are you talking about?” Marquis Cui couldn’t help but interject. “I was there too. Why haven’t I gone gray?”


    Everyone turned to look. Indeed, Marquis Cui hadn’t changed much in the past five years. The Second Prince was about to ask why, but Huo Buyi chuckled. “Uncle Cui, you’ve been blessed with good fortune and good spirits. You’ve had a string of happy events these past five years, so naturally, you’ve remained cheerful.”


    “You little rascal. You’re not going to let me off the hook, are you?” Cui You grumbled.


    “What do you mean?” the Crown Prince asked with a smile. He sensed that Huo Buyi didn’t want anyone’s attention on him, so he helped to change the subject.


    Cui You laughed and began to tell his story.


    It turned out that the three members of the Cui family had led incredibly exciting lives these past five years. Except for the first year, when they had just arrived in the northwest and were too busy to think about anything else, their luck with love had been overwhelming. It was like moths drawn to a flame, desperate to find their way into their home.


    One day, the eldest Cui son, Cui Da, met a young woman from a prominent local family. They hit it off instantly, competing in archery, then swordsmanship, then drinking contests… And then, Marquis Cui had his first daughter-in-law. On the day of the wedding, however, there was a shocking case of ‘sister swapping.’ It turned out that the young woman’s mother had died, and her stepmother, hearing that Marquis Cui was a trusted advisor to the Emperor and the Cui family was a founding dynasty family, had a wicked idea.


    It was complete chaos, with everyone running around like chickens with their heads cut off. Finally, after persuasion from many noble families in the northwest, Cui Da took the elder sister as his wife and the younger sister as his concubine, but only after his in-laws divorced the cruel stepmother.


    The Emperor slapped his thigh, pointing at his adopted son as he laughed. “Look how accomplished he is. Only sixteen and he already has a wife and a concubine!”


    Everyone at the table burst into laughter.


    Marquis Cui had just breathed a sigh of relief after his eldest son’s wedding, but then his younger son’s love life took an even wilder turn.


    There were many tribes on the northwestern frontier. Cui Er, a young man just starting to grow his beard, used his smooth talk and charm to win over two girls from different tribes. One was more bold, enjoying horses and hunting, while the other was more romantic, loving to hear stories about talented men and beautiful women from the Central Plains.


    After spending some time together, both girls fell for Cui Er and asked him to propose. Marquis Cui was quite open-minded, telling his son to find out about their families and backgrounds and choose the better match.


    Cui Er was terrified with what he discovered. Both women were daughters of tribal chiefs, and worse, they were from the two tribes that had been enemies for generations. To be honest, the two fathers were hesitant to have their daughters marry a Han man, but hearing that the daughter of their enemy was also competing for the position of Cui bride, the situation quickly escalated from a romantic rivalry to a matter of diplomatic importance. They couldn’t let their enemies outdo them.


    As usual, things were a chaotic mess and everyone was running around like mad. If it hadn’t been for Huo Buyi’s foresight and skillful handling of the situation, a bloody clash between the tribes would have erupted. Finally, the Governor of Liangzhou personally intervened, calming everyone down and smoothing things over. This led to Cui Er taking both women as his wives, with no distinction between their status.


    The Second Prince coughed and choked, the Crown Prince tried to suppress a laugh and patted his back. The Fourth Prince spat wine all over the table and his wife hurriedly wiped his face. The Emperor was laughing so hard he couldn’t speak. He had received a private report from Marquis Cui about this, but he hadn’t realized the details were so hilarious. In any case, the court’s policy towards the northwest tribes was to co-opt the smaller ones to control the larger ones, so an alliance with these two smaller tribes wasn’t a bad thing.


    Just when everyone thought that Cui Er had made up for his father’s lifetime lack of love, Marquis Cui’s own life took a turn. One day, during his border patrol, Marquis Cui encountered a band of bandits. He was outnumbered, and in a desperate moment, he was forced to flee into the snowy mountains where he was rescued by a poor hunter’s widow.


    Marquis Cui later learned that since her husband had died, the woman had been struggling to make ends meet, raising her children and caring for her elderly parents. But she refused to leave them behind and remarry. Marquis Cui admired her resilience and felt respect for her. He said to her, “The place in my heart for a wife has long been filled, but if you are willing, I will take you as my concubine and help you care for your parents and children.” And so, after a lifetime as a bachelor, Old Cui finally had a woman by his side.


    For the simple act of saving a life, a generous sum of money and care would have sufficed. Everyone knew why Cui You had taken the woman as his concubine. Something unspoken must have happened during those days in the mountains.


    “That’s good,” the Emperor said, feeling a sense of relief. “I’ve been feeling so bad seeing you all alone, but you wouldn’t listen to anyone’s advice… Now it’s fine. A’Yuan, you have a woman to take care of you from now on, so I can relax.”


    He couldn’t resist giving his adopted son a stern look after saying that. “Did you hear that? Even your Uncle Cui has someone now!”


    Huo Buyi smiled warmly. “I heard.”


    The Eldest Princess held a deep grudge. She thought that if it hadn’t been for Huo Buyi’s interference, the Crown Prince would still likely be her easygoing brother, and she wouldn’t have to put up with the Third Prince’s behavior. She couldn’t help but say sourly, “Speaking of which, Zisheng has someone, too. He was almost married five years ago. But unfortunately…”


    “Stop it!”


    “What are you talking about, Eldest Sister?”


    Empress Yue and the Crown Prince simultaneously reprimanded her sharply. The Eldest Princess was startled awake. Her husband began to apologize repeatedly. “The princess is drunk, she’s drunk and not thinking clearly. Please don’t mind her Zisheng. Your Majesty, Your Highness the Crown Prince, please forgive her.”


    Huo Buyi lowered his head and said nothing. No one could see his expression.


    The Emperor stared at his eldest daughter for a long time, his face impassive. The atmosphere in the hall was heavy, and no one dared to speak. At that moment, a young eunuch quickly entered the hall and whispered something to Cen Anzhi. Cen Anzhi then bowed to the Emperor. “Your Majesty…”


    The Emperor nodded and then addressed his eldest daughter. “You don’t know how to speak. Go home and reflect on your words. You are not to come to the palace for a year.”


    “Father…” The Eldest Princess pleaded with the Emperor, her eyes filled with sadness. Being forbidden from the palace for a year was a severe punishment.


    The Eldest Princess’s husband was beside himself with annoyance.


    The Emperor ignored them and looked up. “That’s enough for today. Crown Prince, Zisheng, and Cui You, stay. Everyone else can leave. Oh, and Mistress Luo, you stay as well.”


    Empress Yue was the first to stand and leave. The rest of the guests, after bowing their farewells, filed out of the hall in a single file.


    As they exited the hall, the younger princes scattered in a flurry. The Eldest Princess angrily flung her sleeve and strode away, her husband hurrying after her. The Second Prince noticed that the Fourth Prince was flushed and unsteady on his feet, so he went over to help his wife steady him. The Fourth Prince’s wife was unaware of what happened and only thought, ‘Even though he seems down and out, Second Prince is really a kind man.’


    The Second Princess told her husband to go ahead and then grabbed the Third Princess’s sleeve. “What did you say to Mistress Luo just now?” she whispered. “I couldn’t hear, but don’t you know I can read lips?”


    The Third Princess calmly pulled her sleeve away. “Since you know what I said, why are you trying to reprimand me? I didn’t say anything wrong.”


    “Zisheng is pitiful enough,” the Second Princess sighed. “It’s rare for him to have someone by his side. Why do you have to stir things up?”


    “I just can’t stand her seemingly respectful but secretly smug expression.”


    “How do you know she’s faking? She was known for her virtue and graciousness when she was with the Empress Dowager.”


    “Whether she’s genuinely respectful or not, I don’t know, and I don’t need to know.” The Third Princess looked nonchalant. “I’ve made peace with my family and my husband. I’ve reconciled with the messy first half of my life. I don’t have anything else to entertain myself with now. Don’t worry, Sister, I know what I’m doing.” She was smiling, but her smile was tinged with loneliness.


    The Second Princess stopped scolding her and took her sister’s arm.


    A little further away, Yuan Shen was following a young eunuch towards Xuande Hall and crossed paths with them.


    Yuan Shen stepped into the hall and noticed that only the Emperor and a few others remained in the vast Xuande Hall. He was about to kneel and bow to the Emperor and Crown Prince when he suddenly saw Huo Buyi standing nearby. He instantly became flustered.


    Huo Buyi saw him and stared back.


    The Emperor was in the middle of speaking with Luo Jitong. “If you hadn’t been there to watch over him, Zisheng would have acted recklessly.”


    “General Huo is so dedicated to his work that he forgets to eat and sleep,” Luo Jitong smiled. “I simply offered a little care. I wouldn’t dare claim credit.”


    “You deserve credit,” the Crown Prince said. “Marquis Cui’s letters were detailed. You’ve practically been Zisheng’s housekeeper. If it wasn’t for you airing his blankets on sunny days and keeping his rooms warm in winter, who knows what his life would be like.”


    “It wasn’t that bad,” Marquis Cui interjected. “Zisheng and I shared a house. It wasn’t as luxurious as the mansions of the local noble families, but we were always warm and well-fed…”


    The Crown Prince didn’t have to go overboard with praising her!


    “My eldest daughter-in-law joined the family the second year. She had a hard life under her stepmother. After she came to our house, she was very filial to me and treated Zisheng with the respect of an older brother. She did everything she could to take care of all the men in the house, making sure we were fed, clothed, and comfortable.” Of course, she wasn’t as refined as Luo Jitong had been.


    The Crown Prince pretended he didn’t hear Marquis Cui’s words and continued to praise Mistress Luo. Luo Jitong blushed while Huo Buyi simply observed.


    The Emperor then noticed Yuan Shen had arrived. “Shanjian,” he said warmly, “you’ve arrived just in time. Come closer.”


    Yuan Shen did as he was told. The Emperor continued, “Shanjian, draft an imperial decree. Zisheng has returned today. He has endured great hardship for five years and has made great contributions. I have decided to grant him the title of Marquis, to be known as Marquis Gao Yong, and appoint him as a General of the Imperial Guard. He shall receive an official salary of ten thousand worth of grain and retain his positions as Grand Secretary and an additional fiefdom…”


    Huo Buyi suddenly smiled. “Your Majesty, you’ve already bestowed many rewards upon me. I’m all alone, what do I need with all this property? Besides, the court is about to implement land reforms. It’s better to keep a low profile. Are you really going to give me more?”


    The Emperor chuckled. “So cunning! Do you think those are for you? They’re for your father! Whether he’s here or not, no matter how much Marquis Yu has, I won’t let him have less than you. Very well. You’ve done a great service during this recent campaign in Shu. Later, I’ll divide up some of the land, wealth, and estates belonging to the usurper emperor and give them to you.”


    After listening to the Emperor’s long list of instructions, the Crown Prince and Marquis Cui both sat back on their knees with satisfied expressions.


    Yuan Shen agreed to everything. He didn’t have any opinion on what the Emperor was granting Huo Buyi, but why had he been specifically summoned? Couldn’t he have conveyed the message back at the Ministry of Personnel?


    The Emperor leaned forward, placing his hand on his adopted son’s shoulder. “Zisheng,” he said in a deep voice, “you know that Shaoshang and Shanjian are engaged, right?”


    Before the Emperor finished speaking, everyone in the hall was stunned. Luo Jitong, in particular, went pale.


    Huo Buyi slowly lifted his head, “I know.”


    The Emperor said, “Do you have anything to say?”


    The hall fell silent. Yuan Shen realized he had unconsciously swallowed.


    Huo Buyi turned to look at Yuan Shen and slowly shook his head. “Palace Attendant Yuan is a man of composure and decorum. Shao… Mistress Cheng will have a secure future…”


    Yuan Shen and Luo Jitong both felt a sense of relief.


    Marquis Cui glanced at the Emperor. He shook his head knowingly and stroked his beard.


    The Crown Prince was confused. On one hand, he was happy for his brother who had so decisively severed his past and was moving towards the future. On the other hand, he felt as if there had been… a slight tremor in Huo Buyi’s voice just now.


    “Good.” The Emperor slapped his thigh and looked at Luo Jitong. “What about you? What are your plans?”


    Huo Buyi’s posture was rigid, as if he were frozen. “Five years ago, I wronged a woman. She believed in me wholeheartedly, but three days before our wedding, I committed a heinous crime. I’ve often thought about what would have happened to her if the truth hadn’t come out and I had been charged. With a fiancé who had been sentenced to death, wouldn’t Your Majesty have suspected her of knowing something and keeping it quiet? Wouldn’t everyone in the Capital point fingers at her, scorn and mock her?”


    Sensing the sorrow in his brother’s words, the Crown Prince couldn’t help but say, “That’s not necessarily true…”


    “Now she’s found a good husband. I’m happy for her. There’s nothing else to be said,” Huo Buyi continued. “The past is the past. People have to move on. Don’t worry, Your Majesty. Once I rebuild the Huo family tombs and ancestral temple, I will offer sacrifices to my ancestors. I will marry and have children, and carry on the lineage.”


    “Good. I’m happy you’ve come to terms with it.” The Emperor nodded in satisfaction. “That’s settled. I need to speak with Cui You. You all are dismissed.”


    The Crown Prince sighed, then smiled and led Huo Buyi and Yuan Shen out. Luo Jitong followed close behind the three men.


    “That’s right. What’s done is done. Now it’s time to settle down and live a good life,” the Crown Prince said as they walked. “Right, Zisheng, Mistress Luo?”


    “Your Highness speaks with wisdom and righteousness,” Huo Buyi smiled faintly.


    Luo Jitong gazed at him with admiration, her cheeks flushing as she lowered her head.


    Yuan Shen felt a sense of relief. For the first time, he thought Shaoshang’s words might come true. Perhaps, after he and Huo Buyi were both married, the two couples could really become friends.


    The four of them chatted and laughed along the way. It was actually the Crown Prince who did most of the talking while the others responded, but they seemed to get along well.


    Huo Buyi and Luo Jitong had traveled a long distance and gone straight to the palace. They needed to return home and freshen up. The Crown Prince escorted them all the way to the palace gate with Yuan Shen. At that moment, a young eunuch behind the Crown Prince suddenly called out, “Your Highness, it seems something is happening at the palace gate.”


    The four of them turned to look. The Western Gate was wide open and there was a commotion outside the palace gates. They didn’t know what was going on.


    The Crown Prince’s expression turned serious. In a deep voice, he said, “Let’s take a look.”


    The group hurried forward when they heard a rough, angry voice shouting from outside the palace gate. “Little girl, what do you want?”


    The voice was unfamiliar to everyone except Yuan Shen, whose heart leaped to his throat.


    A familiar voice came through, and it sounded like she was laughing.


    “What do I want? Mercenary Diwu, you must be joking! Should I be asking what you want? Was it me who tried to assassinate you the other day? Was it me who came to kidnap someone today? You’re just looking for trouble because you’re bored! Don’t blame me for being prepared. Guards, tighten the net! If you let this man escape, I’ll roast you all!”


    Before the Crown Prince could react, there was a loud crack beside him. He quickly turned and saw Huo Buyi stumble, his foot shattering a brick. His handsome face was pale, but his eyes seemed to have ignited.


    The Crown Prince was taken aback.


    …


    Next Chapter: The Inevitable
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    Chapter One Hundred and Fifty-One:
The Inevitable


    Hearing the voice, two of the four people wanted to turn around and go a different direction. The Crown Prince, though he didn’t want to see his brother entangled with his former fiancée, considered himself a (self-proclaimed) hero, someone who could face the bleak reality and even be a matchmaker. With a deep breath, he strode towards the palace gate. Yuan Shen followed, a wry smile on his face. Then came Huo Buyi, who was trembling slightly. Finally, trailing behind them, was a grim-faced Luo Jitong.


    Outside the Western Gate of the palace, there was a large, open space. When the palace held large celebrations, it was used for the carriages of the nobles and officials. The Crown Prince had planned to scold the guards for their negligence, but as he rushed out of the gate, he realized that they had actually kept watch. They were just stretching their necks, grinning and watching the spectacle unfold. Joining them in their amusement was the Fourth Prince, drunk and foolishly laughing, and his wife and the Second Prince, who were helping him along.


    A short distance ahead, there was a carriage with a dark blue roof. On top of the carriage, a beautiful woman stood in a crisp, practical outfit. Beneath the carriage, a handsome young man held a horse in each hand. About twenty feet in front of the carriage, a dozen well-trained servants were holding a sturdy rope net. Inside the net was trapped a burly man with a thick beard.


    Shaoshang’s face glowed with triumph. “So, you really think you’re a legendary assassin from Records of the Grand Historian: Biographies of Assassins1? Let me tell you, the only reason you’ve managed to escape all this time is because the Governor of Yuanzhou was letting you go. I knew this would happen with the way you looked at me at the Yuan Mansion!”


    The Second Prince frowned. “Since this man has repeatedly caused trouble, it’s better to hand him over to the Imperial Censorate or just execute him just in case…”


    “No, no, Your Highness,” Shaoshang quickly interjected. “This man isn’t actually bad. I’ve asked around. He could have easily assassinated the Governor of Yuanzhou in the crowded streets, but he was afraid of disturbing the people and causing accidental harm, so he always chose remote mountain paths or wilderness areas. This time, he could have laid an ambush along the route I was taking, but instead he chose the palace gate where there weren’t as many people. Diwu Cheng was a well-known and courageous hero when he was young. He’s just become a bit… obsessed.”


    Diwu Cheng stopped struggling and then declared loudly, “Good! Because of what you, a member of the Cheng family, has said, I won’t bother you from now on…”


    “Bullshit! From now on? Do you think I’m the Governor of Yuanzhou, someone who captures and releases you repeatedly? You’re in my hands right now. Do you think you have a ‘later?’” Shaoshang stood with her hands on her hips, voice filled with authority.


    “Then what are you going to do with me?” Diwu Cheng’s face flushed red with anger.


    “We’ll take you back and reason with you and appeal to your better nature,” Shaoshang said. “To prevent you from further going down the wrong path, to uphold justice in the world, to promote the righteousness of Heaven and Earth…”


    Diwu Cheng was furious. “You’re lying!”


    “I thought you were a decent person, but you’re becoming less and less so,” Shaoshang snapped back. “If no one stops you, you’re going to turn into a demon. The Yuan family has their grievances with you. Why are you trying to take me? Am I a Yuan? Am I? Even if I am to be a Yuan in the future, I wouldn’t have been born yet when your sister died. Why drag me into this?”


    The Crown Prince couldn’t help but look at Yuan Shen, whose expression was a masterpiece of surprise.


    The Second Prince chuckled. “Alright, stop with the smart retorts. Hurry up and take him away. This is the palace gate, after all. If things get out of hand, you won’t be able to protect him.”


    Shaoshang smiled and bowed. “Thank you, Your Highness, for your understanding!”


    Diwu Cheng continued to rant and rave. A servant began to smile. “Mistress, should we gag him?”


    “Why gag him? He’s a renowned hero. It would be embarrassing to gag him. Just knock him out!”


    The servants, laughing, followed her instructions. The guards at the palace gate burst into laughter. Shaoshang frequented the palace, so they were familiar with her and her ways. A few of them even began to chant, “Mistress Cheng is amazing!” “Mistress Cheng is a hero among women!” The Second Prince and Fourth Prince’s wife couldn’t help but smile at the scene.


    The Crown Prince looked at Huo Buyi and noticed a strange kind of joy in his deep, amber eyes. It was a mixture of greed and restraint, which was unsettlingly intense.


    Cheng Shaogong led the two horses, one of them yellow and white, towards them. “Are you done causing trouble?” he helplessly asked his younger sister. “Had enough fun? Can we go home now? Do you want to ride or take the carriage?”


    Shaoshang leaped off the carriage, brimming with confidence. “A heroine like me doesn’t ride in carriages. Third Brother, give me A’Niu.” A’Niu2 was her beloved spotted, light-colored horse.


    Just then, the tipsy Fourth Prince pointed towards the palace gate and called out loudly, “Third Brother, you’re here!”


    Everyone turned and saw the Crown Prince and his entourage. They all bowed according to their rank.


    Shaoshang’s heart began to pound. She rose unsteadily from her bow, and finally saw the tall, imposing figure standing beside the Crown Prince. She felt inexplicably anxious and nervous. Wasn’t he supposed to arrive tomorrow? She had already planned to take a leave of absence to avoid him.


    “What are you doing?” the Crown Prince barked, face stern.


    “I, I…uh,” Shaoshang became flustered. She instinctively knew that if she told him everything, the Crown Prince wouldn’t let Diwu Cheng go, but if she didn’t tell him, how could she explain the scene they just witnessed?


    Yuan Shen had the same thought. He didn’t care about Diwu Cheng’s fate, but he stepped forward to explain the old feud between the Yuan family and Diwu Cheng. Before he could speak, the Second Prince interrupted.


    “Your Highness the Crown Prince,” he began. He remembered Shaoshang’s years of devotion to his late wife. “Mistress Cheng is just about to head home.”


    The Crown Prince saw the plea in his brother’s eyes. Realizing it would only create more trouble to continue, he decided to not pursue the matter with this nameless Diwu person. Yuan Shen took a step back.


    Cheng Shaogong, as if gripping a lifeline, quickly said, “Yes, yes, we’re going home. Shaoshang, get on your horse!”


    “Yes, let’s go back… Third Brother, where’s the horse?”


    She felt the intense gaze of the man beside the Crown Prince fixed on her. She hastily took the reins her brother, who was just as flustered, had handed her and scrambled onto the horse. As soon as she settled into the saddle, she realized with a jolt that something was wrong. Beneath the saddle, she felt soft, reddish-brown horsehair – she had gotten on the wrong horse!


    Cheng Shaogong just realized he had given her the wrong reins. The twins looked at each other in dismay.


    It is said that twins have a special connection. Unsurprisingly, the Cheng twins disagreed once again. Cheng Shaogong thought they should switch horses, but Shaoshang wanted nothing more than to fly away from this place, and she refused to dismount.


    Cheng Shaogong finally understood the look his sister was giving him – a look that said she would rather die than get off the horse. Thinking of his former brother-in-law behind him, he showed his agreement with a slow blink and started to pull on A’Niu’s reins.


    “Wait!” Suddenly, a clear male voice rang out, adding fuel to the already tense situation. It was like a kettle ready to boil over.


    Everyone turned to face the speaker, each with their own opinions. Their expressions filled with meaning. The general consensus could be summed up in three sentiments:


    One: Here comes the show.


    Two: Is he going to rekindle the flame?


    Three: The Crown Prince and Yuan Shen look like they are about to drop dead!


    Huo Buyi took a firm step forward. “Cheng… Shaoshang, please wait.”


    Everyone froze, stunned. The Crown Prince and Yuan Shen’s hair stood on end. Luo Jitong cried out in alarm, “General Huo!”


    Huo Buyi ignored everyone’s reactions and continued to walk forward. Each step he took was like an earthquake. The crowd, who had been watching in anticipation, gradually began to show concern. He didn’t hesitate for a moment, moving steadily towards the dazzling woman with her bright eyes and radiant smile.


    It was only a matter of twenty-some steps, but in the blink of an eye, Huo Buyi was standing in front of Shaoshang’s horse. Everyone looked on in a daze.


    Shaoshang was frozen in the saddle. She couldn’t explain it, but she felt her balance was off and her body swayed. Before she could speak, Huo Buyi had already reached out his hand and gently lifted her by her slender waist.


    Shaoshang realized what the problem was. Although Cheng Shaogong had a delicate appearance, he was still a man with longer legs than his sister. She was sitting in his saddle, and her feet couldn’t reach the stirrups.


    Everyone in the courtyard gasped at Huo Buyi’s action. Yuan Shen’s face froze with icy displeasure, his posture rigid like a pillar. Luo Jitong was drenched in sweat, unsure whether she should approach him.


    The Crown Prince, flustered, took a few steps forward before stopping. He didn’t know what to say, so he forced a gentle tone. “Zisheng, do you remember what you just said?”


    Luo Jitong gazed at him with a hopeful expression.


    Huo Buyi didn’t respond. The Fourth Prince, who was still tipsy, innocently asked, “Third Brother, what did Zisheng say just now? Oh, I know! After we leave, Father will talk to you two alone…”


    “Shut up!” The Crown Prince impatiently waved his hand.


    Huo Buyi looked down at the soft waist he was holding, still as slender as ever, small enough for his hand to circle almost entirely around.


    He looked up. This woman of high status in the palace seemed untouched by time. Five years had passed, but she still had skin as smooth as jade, delicate brows, and cherry lips. Her youthful radiance was untouched, like a carefree young girl who had just flown out of her warm nest to experience the world.


    He remembered the cold, brutal night of the slaughter, the howling wind, and how she had cried uncontrollably as she beat herself, as if releasing a lifetime of pain and anger. Since that parting, time had flown by, like stars streaming across the sky, and five years passed in a flash.


    “Let me adjust your stirrups,” he said softly. The sun was shining brightly, but he felt as if he were in a dream.


    Shaoshang felt as if she were caught in a dream. When she was awake, she never revisited the past. Only in her dreams did she catch fleeting glimpses of those days.


    She remembered him back then, dressed in a crimson robe, shimmering with dark gold. His brilliance was unmatched. Now, he wore a simple, worn black robe, unadorned, and his face was etched with the marks of time. Threads of silver glinted at his temples, and his cool, handsome features were heart-wrenchingly beautiful.


    There were at least fifty or sixty people gathered around, and a stunned silence had fallen over them. From the shocked Crown Prince with wide eyes to Yuan Shen, trembling with rage but unsure whether to shout or fight, everyone watched in stunned astonishment as the events unfolded.


    Shaoshang felt her chest tighten and her breath caught. She steadied herself. “Huo… General Huo, please don’t…”


    Huo Buyi had already refastened one stirrup and was about to grasp the girl’s ankle and guide it into the stirrup. He looked up at the sound of her voice and slowly tightened his grip, squeezing the delicate bones of her slender foot.


    “Am I not even worthy of adjusting your stirrup now?” He looked at her intently.


    Cheng Shaogong stood there with his mouth open, silently screaming in his head, ‘That’s not how you speak to your former fiancée! Whose ex-fiancé goes around touching her waist, squeezing her ankle, and adjusting stirrups without a word?’


    Shaoshang noticed the back of his hand. There were several jagged, unsightly scars on his pale skin. Her voice trembled as she asked, “What happened to your hand…?”


    “Frostbite,” Huo Buyi whispered, lowering his thick lashes. “It rotted, but it’s healed now and scarred.”


    Shaoshang glared fiercely at the scars and bit down on her lip, hard.


    Shaoshang nearly bit through her lip. She stubbornly shook her head. “Master Huo, I’m going home now. Please step aside.”


    Huo Buyi grabbed the reins. “The other stirrup isn’t fixed yet.”


    Shaoshang yanked back the reins and gave him a cold smile. “I’m not the same person I was. I’m not afraid anymore, even without a stirrup.” With that, she raised her whip high, gave it a flick, and the light-colored horse bolted forward.


    The girl’s movements were carefree and bold, but to Shaogong, it looked like a hasty retreat. Huo Buyi unconsciously took another step forward, then felt a hand on his shoulder. Turning around, he saw Yuan Shen.


    Yuan Shen said coldly, “Thank you for looking after my fiancée, General Huo. But let’s end things here.”


    Without waiting for a response, he jumped into the Cheng carriage and leaned against the door. “Shaogong, I’m free today so let’s go home together.” Then, right in front of Huo Buyi, he slammed the door shut.


    Cheng Shaogong smiled awkwardly at Huo Buyi, then embarrassedly climbed onto A’Niu. They led the Cheng family guards, who were equally speechless and dusty, along with the unconscious Diwu Cheng, and quickly rode away.


    Huo Buyi watched the Cheng family carriages disappear for a moment. Without a word, he turned around, bowed briefly to the Crown Prince in farewell, and dismissed the black-iron carriage that had been approaching. He grabbed reins from a guard and galloped in the opposite direction.


    Luo Jitong realized that Huo Buyi hadn’t even acknowledged her before he left. She could only force down her own awkwardness, bow to the Crown Prince, and return home.


    Seeing the drama had ended, the palace guards quickly returned to their positions, fearing the Crown Prince’s stern nature.


    The Second Prince saw that the Crown Prince was still standing motionless, his expression more… vacant than severe?


    “Third Brother?” the Second Prince nudged the Crown Prince. “What’s wrong with you?”


    The Crown Prince suddenly snapped out of his daze. He spun around quickly and rushed off, followed by a long line of eunuchs and maids who were just beginning to react.


    “Third Brother, where are you going?” the Fourth Prince shouted, his voice strained.


    “To find Father!” the Crown Prince shouted back. Why didn’t things go as planned?


    …


    Running into an ex for the first time is super awkward.
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      	Records of the Grand Historian: Biographies of Assassins (史记·刺客列传 / Shǐjì·Cìkè Lièzhuàn) is a historical account by Sima Qian that includes stories of various assassins who attempted to assassinate rulers and officials during periods of Chinese history. Shaoshang is referencing the legendary figures who appear in this text. ↩︎


      	Niu means cow. Shaoshang literally named her cow-spotted horse Cow.
 ↩︎
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    Chapter One Hundred and Fifty-Two:
Untitled


    “Hahahaha…”


    A giant old tree, its branches reaching towards the sky, stood before Xuande Hall. A sparrow flapped its wings and flew away. Two eunuchs, standing guard outside, stole a glance back and then quickly returned to their positions.


    Inside the hall, the Emperor was laughing and pounding his hand on the table repeatedly. “I knew something like this would happen. I just didn’t expect it to be so soon. It’s truly a case of enemies inevitably meet.” He broke off into laughter again.


    Marquis Cui was laughing so hard tears were streaming down his face. “My wine jug is still warm and they’re already fighting!”


    The Crown Prince sat down, his face as dark as charcoal. “Father, Marquis Cui, please stop laughing! We have to think of a way to deal with this!”


    The Emperor wiped his eyes. “Deal with it?” he said in a playful tone. “Old friends meet again and just exchanged a few words. That’s all.”


    The Crown Prince was exasperated. “Father, you didn’t see them… They…” He may not have eaten pork, but his own parents had been affectionate and devoted for years, so he had at least seen pigs run. “Zisheng, he….”


    “Zisheng is very happy, isn’t he?” the Emperor quietly added.


    “Father is right,” the Crown Prince conceded, deflating. “Since we reunited, I’ve seen Zisheng calm and composed, laughing and chatting without any trace of arrogance or anger. I thought he had left the past behind. But it turns out… it turns out…”


    “It turns out things aren’t what they seem,” the Emperor said gently.


    The Crown Prince sighed. The moment his brother saw the woman, his eyes lit up, his temper flared, and he seemed to come alive. Compared to now, his earlier warmth felt like a thin veil, a distance separating them.


    “Did you know this would happen, Father?” the Crown Prince looked up at his father.


    “I didn’t know,” the Emperor shook his head with a smile. “I couldn’t say for sure whether Zisheng had truly forgotten the past. Now I know.”


    “If I had known, I wouldn’t have allowed the Cheng family to agree to the marriage,” the Crown Prince said in frustration. “What a mess! And Father, why didn’t you bring Zisheng back sooner?”


    The Emperor stroked his beard and chuckled wryly. “To be honest, Madam Cheng had no intention of marrying again these past five years. Yuan Shen repeatedly went to Yong’an Palace to pay his respects, but she always turned him down. Who would have thought that she would change her mind, get engaged the following month, return home, and even complete the betrothal ceremony. Hmph, the Empress Dowager didn’t see it coming either. It’s really… quite unconventional.”


    “That’s nothing compared to Your Majesty,” Marquis Cui chuckled. “From the moment His Majesty and the Empress developed feelings for each other to the formal proposal, it took three years.”


    “Don’t be so nosy!” The Emperor gave Cui You a playful glare. “At least I’m better than you!” He had never confessed his feelings properly his entire life.


    Cui You scratched his nose and quickly changed the subject. “Even Zisheng, from the moment he developed feelings for Shaoshang until he asked the Emperor to propose, it took several months! This child, Shaoshang, is really impulsive. Is she in a hurry to get married?”


    The Crown Prince finally couldn’t take it anymore and shouted, “Father waited for three years! First, because Father was ten years older than Mother, and second, because Father was poor and powerless back then, and he hesitated. It’s not like Zisheng just waited for a few months! Back then, Madam Cheng was still betrothed to the son of the Lou family. Was he supposed to steal her away?”


    The Emperor continued stroking his beard. Cui You added, “And now, Shaoshang is engaged to Yuan Shen.”


    “Why does Zisheng have to be so stubborn?” the Crown Prince sighed. “I think Mistress Luo is intelligent and refined, kind and considerate. There’s nothing wrong with her!” As he spoke, he noticed his father’s dismissive scoff and quickly added, “Father, did you already know that Zisheng doesn’t like Mistress Luo?”


    “Mistress Luo has been in the palace for many years. It’s not like she just started being intelligent, well-mannered, and considerate,” the Emperor said. “If he was interested, Zisheng would have done something long ago. Why would he wait until now?”


    “What do we do now? I’ve already spoken to Mother and asked her to invite Mistress Luo’s mother for an audience!” the Crown Prince asked anxiously.


    “You’re the Crown Prince, and you were the one who brought Zisheng and Mistress Luo together,” he said casually. “Figure it out yourself.”


    The Crown Prince was at a loss and angrily turned to Cui You. “Marquis Cui, it’s all your fault. You kept mentioning Mistress Luo and Zisheng in your letters, making me think they were a match!”


    “You can’t blame me for that,” Cui You chuckled, expertly deflecting any responsibility.


    “You kept asking in your letters if there were any suitable ladies at the border who would be a good match for Zisheng. But the northwest is rough and has a rugged culture. When it comes to upbringing, family background, talent, and character, Mistress Luo is truly one of the best. I wasn’t wrong about that. Besides, she grew up with the Empress Dowager, so she understands Zisheng’s habits and preferences. She always took care of his clothing, food, and daily life, always doing it perfectly. She’s far better than those clueless girls who just met him. I just reported what I saw.”


    Cui You added, “The most important thing, Your Highness, is you always asked which woman would be best for Zisheng, which woman would be the most suitable match, but you never asked Zisheng how he felt.”


    “You couldn’t have reminded me?!” The Crown Prince was furious.


    “I did remind you! I said you should let things unfold naturally, do it according to Zisheng’s wishes. But you said that Zisheng is a devoted man and that it would take years for him to figure things out. He would be delaying marriage and having children.” Cui You countered every move.


    “You… you’re so cunning! I… I misjudged you!” The Crown Prince was so angry his nose was almost crooked.


    Cui You playfully shrugged.


    The Emperor couldn’t contain his amusement. “See, Ziduan? This is the mouth of an official! Don’t think that just because you’ve become the Crown Prince, or even the Emperor, you can call all the shots. If you make a mistake, the officials will have plenty of reasons to oppose you. A’Yuan is one of us. You can scold him all you want. But if you mess up a major state affair because of your rash decision-making, no one will take the blame for you.”


    The Crown Prince thought to himself, ‘Don’t think that officials won’t try to trick the Emperor. Except for truly loyal advisors who have your best interests at heart, the whole court is full of pitfalls. Becoming Emperor, you naturally assume that all your officials are loyal! That’s arrogance!’


    “I’ve learned my lesson.” For once, the Crown Prince sounded defeated. “I just felt sorry for Zisheng. He was banished to the desolate northwest, then left the Capital injured and ill. Madam Cheng didn’t even bother to visit him. I thought I’d find a woman who would take care of him, cater to his every need. Who knew…”


    Cui You saw the distress on the Crown Prince’s face and felt a pang of sympathy. “Your Highness, it’s my fault…”


    The Crown Prince looked up.


    “I should have said more,” Cui You said. He paused. “To be honest, when it comes to taking care of someone and being obedient, the concubine I took last year is far superior to Junhua. But some people are just so stubborn! I remember one year, in the middle of summer, I went to visit Junhua at the Huo Mansion. She saw I was sweating and, in her haste, brought me a bowl of cold water. It ended up giving me a stomach ache, and I nearly died.”


    Thinking of her and her foolish acts, he shook his head with a smile. “Ah, but even in my dreams, I still think of Junhua often. If she were still here, I wouldn’t care even if I drank a few more bowls of cold water.”


    The Crown Prince looked confused.


    Thinking about the departed, the Emperor sighed softly. “Ziduan, there are all kinds of people in this world. There are those like A’Yuan, who can only love one person their entire life. There are others like Marquis Yu, who has many wives and concubines around them. There are those like your second brother, who has gone through many relationships but hasn’t found the right one. And there are those like General Wu, who found happiness again after his wife passed away. Which one do you think Zisheng is like?”


    The Crown Prince was agitated. “Zisheng said himself, ‘What’s done is done,’ and that he’s going to start over,” he mumbled.


    “Stupid boy!” the Emperor chuckled sadly. “Sometimes, what people say isn’t necessarily what they truly think. Take the matter of land reform that was debated in court these days. Zisheng supports it. That’s true, because he’s a lone wolf. What difference does it make to him if his property, land, and people are investigated? But Marquis Yu and other high-ranking officials, along with several princes, are all pushing for it. Can that really be true? Those families are huge, with many relatives and connections. Even if the heads of the families want it, would their subordinates agree? There are too many entangled parties!”


    He glanced at Cui You and smiled. “And Marquis Cui, saying he supports land reform is mostly true as well. He’s a merchant, so he prefers buying and selling to owning land. As long as I don’t barge into your house and inspect your coffers, A’Yuan won’t be bothered.”


    Cui You sighed with resignation. “Why are you bringing me into this? You were always telling me to buy land. Now it seems doing business is better. You can’t hide land, anyone can find it. Money, however, I can hide it wherever I like.”


    “Idiot! Land has potential. Money just sits there in your house. What good is it?”


    “Money in my hands can also be profitable.”


    “Go read Discourse on Restraining Commerce!1”


    “I only dabble in a bit of business occasionally. I haven’t made everyone in the world a merchant. Besides, Sang Hong Yang2 was also a merchant, wasn’t he? Emperor Wu used him for his entire reign and even made him a senior advisor.”


    “Oh, you dare compare yourself to Sang Hong Yang? It seems you have amassed a fortune, why don’t I have people check your accounts?”


    “No, no, no. Royal Brother, please have mercy. A’Yuan knows he was wrong!”


    “Sang Hong Yang was a master of mental arithmetic. You need an abacus for anything over a hundred. You dare compare yourself to him? You’re only fit to be a petty merchant,” the Emperor scoffed.


    “Your Majesty, you’re an expert at farming,” Cui You argued helplessly. “You can get thirty percent more yield from the same land than anyone else. Of course, you think tending to the land is the most beautiful thing in the world. I admit that I overstepped when I compared myself to Sang Hong Yang, but that fellow, Ma Wu3, was a bandit. Yet, he thinks he was born to catch thieves, and in a time of peace, he wanted to be the Commander of the Imperial Guard!”


    “That’s true. It’s good enough that Ma Wu gave up being a bandit and turned himself in to the authorities.”


    The Emperor and his official grinned at each other before laughing.


    “Father, Marquis Cui!” The Third Prince tried to hold back his frustration. “Let’s talk about Zisheng.”


    The Emperor and his official turned back. Cui You scratched his head, speechless. The Emperor smiled gently. “Go first, son.”


    “Let’s not dwell on the past. Madam Cheng is now engaged to Shen Yuan. What… what should Zisheng do?” Back then, Huo Buyi hadn’t dared to try and take Lou Yao’s fiancée. He couldn’t snatch away Yuan Shen’s fiancée, either.


    The Emperor was unfazed. “Just let things take their course.”


    The Crown Prince stared at his father for a long time, suspicious. “Do you have a plan, Father?”


    “My son, take a guess.” The Emperor smiled slightly, looking like a kind and loving father. “The world will be yours someday. I can’t keep telling you what to do.”


    The Crown Prince took a deep breath. Fine, if he wouldn’t say, he wouldn’t. But his father was just standing by, watching his son jump into a hole and laughing. He couldn’t let that slide.


    When he stepped out of Xuande Hall, his personal eunuch asked, “Your Highness, where are you going?”


    “I’m going to find Mother,” the Crown Prince said in a deep voice.


    The next day at court, all the officials noticed that the Emperor’s ears were flushed red.


    …


    Cheng Shaogong urged his guards to gallop, and finally, he caught up with his sister on the way to the Cheng mansion. Shaoshang had been riding for half a day, her hair was disheveled, and her forehead was beaded with sweat. Without a word, she handed the light-colored horse back to her brother and climbed into the carriage.


    “I’ve already made up my mind,” Shaoshang said, taking the towel Yuan Shen offered her. “We should avoid seeing Huo in the future. It’s awkward, you know. Like how Third Aunt barely speaks to Master Huangfu.”


    Yuan Shen silently poured her a cup of warm water.


    “But I think I still managed to stay calm, composed, and not lose my cool. Don’t you agree?” The girl stared at Yuan Shen with wide eyes. It was as if she was interrogating him.


    “…You were flawless,” Yuan Shen said.


    The two sat in silence. After a while, Shaoshang chuckled bitterly. “Okay, I admit I was flustered, but I thought he was supposed to arrive tomorrow. He just suddenly appeared out of nowhere. How could I not be surprised?”


    Yuan Shen let out a long sigh and laughed as well. “To be honest, when I saw him in Xuande Hall, I was also nervous and flustered. I didn’t know what to say—it was scarier than being publicly impeached in court!”


    “Yes, it’s fine for me. You’ve never been engaged to him. You were panicking, but what about me?”


    Yuan Shen glared at her. “Don’t use the engagement as an excuse!”


    “It’s all your family’s fault,” Shaoshang said. “Otherwise, I wouldn’t have met this talented and fearless Diwu hero!”


    They glared at each other for a moment, then burst out laughing.


    Yuan Shen leaned back against the wall of the carriage and asked with a smile, “What are you going to do with Diwu Cheng?”


    “I’ll leave him to my parents. Father is a master at building relationships and making a logical case. He’ll tell him heart-wrenching stories, and my mother will quote scriptures and explain the hardships of the common people. It’s like water dripping on a stone. We’ll keep him locked up for a month or so and see how he reacts.”


    “Is that a good idea?” Yuan Shen frowned. “My father has asked his acquaintances over the years to try and persuade Diwu Cheng.”


    “It’s different. Your father’s friends were mostly old acquaintances of both of them. Diwu Cheng would think they were all on the side of the Yuan family. But my family has nothing to do with what happened twenty years ago. We’re outsiders, so we can have a better conversation.”


    “Wouldn’t that be too much trouble for your parents?” Yuan Shen didn’t want his future in-laws to have a negative opinion on him.


    “It’s better to handle it now rather than later!” she said confidently. “What if, in the future, I have a child, Diwu Cheng bursts in like his sister, grabs our baby, and holds you and your father hostage? Do we have another arrow volley?”


    Yuan Shen’s eyes darkened, and he said nothing.


    Shaoshang suddenly leaned closer and nudged him. “Hey, hey,” she whispered. “Didn’t you secretly think about getting rid of Diwu Cheng to prevent any more trouble?”


    Yuan Shen glared at her, which confirmed it.


    “I knew it!” Shaoshang said triumphantly. “I know you. You seem so polite, but you are as black as ink inside. Don’t worry. I think we can salvage Diwu Cheng. I’m about seventy percent sure we can talk some sense into him.”


    “What if we can’t convince him? What will you do then?”


    “I’ve thought about that. Why kill him? We should put people to good use.” Shaoshang smirked. “Uncle Wan often complains that Xu County is located a strategic region, and with all the battles in recent years, there’s a shortage of men and many widows left behind.”


    “Isn’t that just Master Wan’s excuse for taking concubines? What does that have to do with Diwu Cheng?”


    “Don’t interrupt! If we can talk some sense into Diwu Cheng, that’s fine. But if not, we’ll tie him up and send him to Xu County, match him up with seven or eight wives who are desperate for husbands. Then, next spring… tsk, tsk, tsk… That’ll be a good deed for the court and the people.”


    In Shaoshang’s opinion, Diwu Cheng was constantly picking fights with the Yuan family because he was alone and had no responsibilities. Just wait until he had children of his own, and then see if he still had the energy to jump around!


    Yuan Shen stared at the girl for a long time, then sighed. “You’ve certainly become more refined in your words and actions, but your thoughts are still as chaotic as ever. But… I do like this idea.”


    “You think it’s a good idea too, right? And the Governor of Yuanzhou won’t stop it, either.”


    “It’s a bit of a crazy idea, but it’s amusingly devious. Now I’m actually hoping Diwu Cheng won’t be convinced by your parents.”


    “Great minds think alike!”


    The two outwardly kind but inwardly devious individuals laughed together.


    From outside the carriage, Cheng Shaogong sighed as he heard the laughter. He recalled how Yuan Shen’s face had been as dark as a storm cloud a moment ago. He thought to himself, ‘Sister still has a knack for getting her way. It’s clear she inherited it from our parents.’


    …


    Luo Jitong was helped down from the carriage, where servants and guards were already there to welcome her home.


    An elegantly dressed old woman stepped forward with a smile. “The Madam had your quarters ready a long time ago once she heard you were coming home. Your father is away on business, but he sent word back saying he will be home soon. It’s been so long, finally, the family can be together again! These past years, the Madam has been sighing all this time, saying that they made a mistake back then, choosing a sickly and short-lived husband for you and leaving you a young widow. The family feels guilty.”


    “How can you say that?” Luo Jitong said softly. “Mother and Father have always loved and cared for me. I’ve also been longing to reunite with my parents and siblings. It’s just that the Crown Prince invited me to a banquet, so I had to enter the palace to pay my respects.”


    The elderly woman helped Luo Jitong walk inside. “We’ve heard about it,” she whispered. “Everyone is saying how talented and beautiful you are, a rare gem. You should have married someone like General Huo, an extraordinary talent. Also, since the Wang family fell from power, your father has been restless. He only calmed down after he heard that His Highness the Crown Prince thought highly of you.”


    Luo Jitong gave a reserved smile. This was only the beginning. She would not give up without a fight.


    …


    The Huo mansion had been completely renovated months ago under the Crown Prince’s personal supervision. The grand, imposing black gate stood open. The Liang Qiu brothers, who had returned earlier, led all the guards and servants, forming a line at the entrance to welcome Huo Buyi.


    Huo Buyi tossed his reins aside after he dismounted and silently walked into the mansion. He crossed the main courtyard and turned a corner, stopping abruptly by a flowering tree near the side gate.


    Liang Qiu Qi glanced at the tree. “This sapling Mistress Cheng planted here five years ago. It’s grown so much.”


    Huo Buyi looked up. It was springtime, the time of renewal. Tender flower buds were pushing their way out of the branches.


    Liang Qiu Fei was about to ask a question, but his brother tugged on his sleeve, stopping him.


    “Young Lord,” Liang Qiu Qi whispered. “Did… did you see Mistress Cheng?”


    Huo Buyi watched the tiny flower buds pushing out, their heads just peeking out. The gentle spring sunlight filtered through the leaves, casting a soft light on his fair, handsome face.


    “I did. She’s still as youthful and vibrant as ever, fresh and green. …But I’ve grown old.”


    …
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    Chapter One Hundred and Fifty-Three:
Spring Banquet


    It took less than twelve hours after Shaoshang’s encounter with Huo Buyi for rumors to spread like wildfire throughout the city. Only three women had been present that day – Shaoshang herself wouldn’t gossip, the Fourth Prince’s wife was shy and reserved, rarely engaging in social circles, and while she couldn’t guarantee that Luo Jitong didn’t do it, she was undoubtedly intelligent and the Luo family wouldn’t spread baseless rumors.


    The conclusion was clear – the fifty or sixty guards at the Western Gates that day were all gossips!


    Men were more prone to gossiping than women. That was nothing new in the Cheng family. Shaoshang didn’t intend to keep a secret, but was her brother exaggerating? He told their parents everything before she even had a chance to change her clothes.


    The news of Huo Buyi’s return was as explosive as an army of rebels at the city gates. Cheng Shi and his wife sat in the Nine Zhui Hall for hours, unable to come up with a solution. Finally, Madam Xiao said they should deal with Diwu Cheng first, while Cheng Shi said they should take their time. “Let’s lock him up for a few days to soften him up. If we change the groom in a little while, we won’t have to waste so much effort trying to convince Diwu Cheng.”


    He nearly got a beating from Madam Xiao for that comment.


    But he wasn’t the only one thinking that way. When the news first broke, General Han whispered to Cheng Shi, “If we had known Huo Buyi was coming back so soon, you could have postponed that betrothal feast last month.”


    Furious, Cheng Shi retorted, “Even if the groom changes again, we won’t have another betrothal feast this time. We already had one, so don’t worry!”


    The Luo family was even more miserable than the Cheng family. The news of the Crown Prince’s intention to set up Luo Jitong with Huo Buyi had only been circulating for a day when the news that the prospective groom and his former fiancée might be rekindling their romance exploded throughout the court. For days, the faces of the Imperial Guard Captain and the members of the Luo family were grim.


    Cheng Shi was extremely embarrassed, but he didn’t dare to guarantee that his daughter wouldn’t have anything to do with Huo Buyi. So, after avoiding the Cai family, he now had to avoid the Luo family.


    The Yuan family wasn’t doing much better, either. They were met with ambiguous smiles everywhere they went. Thankfully the Governor of Yuanzhou was a skilled diplomat and responded to all the good-natured and malicious teasing, making Yuan Shen feel a bit better.


    Even though Shaoshang felt she wasn’t to blame, she still felt sorry for her father and Yuan Shen. So, when Yong’an Palace summoned her to help with the banquet preparations, she agreed immediately. She decided to make a firm statement about her position in public.


    After three days of busy preparations, Yong’an Palace experienced its busiest day since it opened. Besides the two princes and princesses, there were a throng of nobles and their relatives, including Prince Ryuang’s wife who arrived with her two new daughters-in-law. Marquis Yu’s wife, a frequent visitor to the Empress Dowager, came with several of her close friends. Marquis Xuan’s wife came with a few of her sisters…


    The Fourth Princess had come with Marquis Xuan’s wife, who was her aunt. The Fifth Princess arrived with Luo Jitong. Seeing Shaoshang rushing around, she began to sneer. “Oh, look at you, busy and taking charge of everything. You’re practically running the palace like it was your home.”


    Shaoshang immediately retorted, “Your Highness can try to make Yong’an Palace your own home. I am about to get married. You can come to the palace and keep the Empress Dowager company.” – If she could give up all the fun outside.


    The Fifth Princess’s face changed, and she stormed off, flinging her sleeve. Luo Jitong smiled at Shaoshang in apology. “That’s just how she is. Please don’t mind her.”


    Shaoshang still liked Luo Jitong. Seeing her with the same gentle smile and dignified demeanor as five years ago, she went over and took her arm. “I’ve arranged a seat for you and General Huo at the top table. There, you see? He’s inside talking to Her Majesty and the King of Donghai… You know, it’s best to settle any old grievances before the banquet begins. You can go sit there for now.”


    Luo Jitong’s eyes brightened, and she quickly thanked her. Earlier, when she had bowed to the Crown Prince, he wasn’t as friendly to her as before. He had just grunted and said nothing. She was wondering how she could get to sit next to Huo Buyi when Cheng Shaoshang came to her rescue.


    She glanced toward the other side of the room and smiled, “Yuan Shen is here, too. How did Her Majesty invite an outsider to this feast? You’re using your position for personal gain, aren’t you?”


    Shaoshang winked at Yuan Shen, who was sitting alone, and said with a generous smile. “So what? He’s my guest. Her Majesty can’t object.”


    Seeing how close Shaoshang and Yuan Shen were, Luo Jitong felt reassured and went to take her seat.


    At that moment, Huo Buyi was indeed having a long conversation with the Empress Dowager and the King of Donghai in the inner chamber. As Shaoshang left, she overheard the Empress Dowager forcefully patting Huo Buyi’s back, sobbing and scolding. “You careless young man. Why have you become so thin? How did your hair turn gray?”


    Huo Buyi had definitely changed. Five years ago, even with his aloof demeanor, he was still a valiant young noble, raised in wealth and luxury. But now, his youthful arrogance was gone. He remained silent when looking at people, exuding an aura of quiet strength, like a mountain standing firm amidst a raging sea.


    The Crown Prince paced restlessly outside the inner chamber, his anxiety resembling a nervous expectant father waiting outside a delivery room. When he saw Shaoshang, he asked a few nonsensical questions, completely off-topic.


    “Madam Cheng, are you really going to marry Yuan Shen?”


    “Oh, Your Highness, the Yuan and Cheng families are already engaged. Why wouldn’t we get married? We also received a betrothal gift.”


    “… You’ve been engaged twice before.” His implication was that engagement didn’t necessarily mean marriage.


    “Things don’t happen three times. I think it’ll go through this time.”


    The Crown Prince looked at Shaoshang with a mixture of emotions. He said nothing.


    The Empress Dowager, the King of Donghai, and Huo Buyi emerged from the inner chamber. All three had red eyes and a sense of relief. It seemed that not only had they settled their five-year-old grievances, but they had also had an emotional catharsis. The Crown Prince breathed a sigh of relief and took a step forward to put his arm around the King of Donghai.


    Out of respect, the Crown Prince invited the King of Donghai to take the seat of honor, sitting beside him. Next came Huo Buyi. He scanned the hall, passing over an eagerly waiting Luo Jitong, and went straight to sit beside Yuan Shen.


    Everyone was stunned. What was this new trend? Could a former fiancé and current fiancé sit together? Did that mean that ex-husbands and current husbands could be friendly in the future?


    “…What are you doing here?” Yuan Shen asked in a low voice.


    “I’ve been a coworker with Shanjian for years, but we’ve never really had a chance to talk. Let’s rectify that today,” Huo Buyi said flatly.


    “There are plenty of officials in the same hall. Do you intend to have a lengthy conversation with everyone, Master Huo?”


    “Of course not. I just want to talk to Minister Yuan.”


    “What is there to talk about?”


    “Cheng Shaoshang.”


    “…”


    When Shaoshang finished giving instructions and rushed into the hall, she saw that everyone had already paired off into groups, except for the seat next to Luo Jitong, which was empty. Her former fiancé and current fiancé were sitting together—her jaw nearly dropped in surprise.


    She had no choice but to take the seat next to Luo Jitong.


    The Empress Dowager made a few polite remarks, and the formal banquet began.


    Marquis Yu’s wife was a skilled socialite. She praised the Empress Dowager’s complexion, asking if she had made any new rouge. Then, she praised Shaoshang for the well-organized banquet, the delicious dishes, the fine fruit wine, and elegant music. With Prince Ruyang’s wife adding her occasional commentary, the atmosphere was lively.


    Hearing the lively conversation and laughter, the Empress Dowager gradually became more cheerful. She asked Marquis Xuan’s wife and the Fourth Princess if they were getting along well. Marquis Xuan’s wife naturally praised the Fourth Princess as if she were a flower, and the Fourth Princess, in return, said that Marquis Xuan’s wife was an exceptional mother-in-law, and it was her good fortune to marry into the Xuan family.


    The King of Donghai and the Crown Prince both seemed relieved. The Fifth Princess, standing nearby, snickered repeatedly, but she had grown a bit. She no longer dared to make a scene in public.


    Shaoshang quickly asked Luo Jitong as she looked around at everyone, “What’s going on?” She looked across the room, suppressing her surprise. “How did those two end up sitting together?”


    Luo Jitong gave a watery smile. “They probably have something to talk about. They’ve been whispering to each other since they sat down.”


    Shaoshang watched them. Huo Buyi and Yuan Shen were indeed whispering back and forth, seemingly engaged in a lively conversation. They couldn’t hear what they were saying, but it was clear they were absorbed in it. Huo Buyi seemed unfazed, while Yuan Shen’s expression shifted continuously, first filled with doubt, then hesitation.


    Shaoshang turned back. “It’s been years since you moved to the northwest. I never asked how things were going for you.”


    “Whether it’s good or bad, I’m a widow.” Luo Jitong looked downcast and forlorn. “But, I knew from the beginning that my late husband was not in good health. To fulfill the promise our families made many years ago, I considered it my duty. When he was seriously ill, I took care of him day and night. Inevitably, there was gossip that I was just waiting to remarry. Because of those whispers, I stayed with my late husband’s aunt and uncle for several years after he died…”


    Shaoshang felt a pang of sympathy. They had begun to discuss Luo Jitong’s marriage over five years ago.


    Many people back then were outraged by Luo Jitong’s arranged marriage. They urged her to refuse. And because of her reputation for virtue, many noblewomen declared they would gladly take her as their daughter-in-law. Even the Empress Dowager had been willing to personally intervene and plead on her behalf with the Jia family.


    But Luo Jitong refused every offer, insisting on upholding the promise she made to her parents.


    Shaoshang thought to herself, ‘If there were no other options, that would be one thing. But when choices are presented and you reject them, then you should grit your teeth and bear the consequences. Stop playing the victim.’


    When she was a child, she watched melodramas, and she couldn’t understand why those heroines, who clearly had a million options, would stubbornly stick to the same path, enduring all kinds of abuse, humiliation, and rejection, refusing to leave. These people were either masochistic or just had a self-indulgent personality.


    Five years ago, Shaoshang thought that Luo Jitong was just exceptionally loyal to her words. People were different, she thought, not giving it much more thought. But now…


    “Let’s not dwell on the past,” Shaoshang said, her smile a bit forced. “People have to move forward. Good things will happen to you in the future.”


    Luo Jitong giggled shyly. “You’re right. People have to move forward. General Huo is strict, but he is very kind to me. Once, I spilled some soup on a map he had just finished drawing, and he didn’t scold me at all. After that, I was afraid of causing him more trouble, so I stopped going into his study. But if I don’t go in, he’ll forget to eat and drink when he’s working…”


    Shaoshang’s smile faded slowly.


    She wasn’t known for her kindness and gentle nature. If someone made an unintentional mistake, she wouldn’t hesitate to speak up, let alone when someone was trying to imply something. What was this? A warning, or was she showing off her affection?


    “Since you’re so close, I assume you’re engaged then?” she asked directly.


    Luo Jitong didn’t notice her change in tone and continued her act. She dramatically sighed. “Actually, last month, the Governor of Liangzhou received an imperial decree instructing him to urge General Huo to get married soon. At that time, my late husband’s parents and uncle had already proposed marriage to General Huo on my behalf. If it hadn’t been for the news a few days later that Her Majesty was gravely ill and missed General Huo, we would have been engaged by now.”


    Shaoshang’s smile vanished, and she said coldly, “It seems Her Majesty’s illness came at a bad time, hindering Mistress Luo’s good fortune.”


    Only then did Luo Jitong realize that Shaoshang’s expression had changed. She quickly said, “No, no, that’s not what I meant…” When she left the palace to get married, she hadn’t felt that Shaoshang and the Empress Dowager were particularly close. She thought the five years of companionship were just a way for the Cheng family to curry favor.


    “I know that’s not what you meant,” Shaoshang interrupted. “When Her Majesty was Empress, she protected your Luo family more than once. After such kindness, how could you blame her for delaying your good fortune? Wouldn’t that make you a heartless monster?”


    Luo Jitong’s face flushed red and white. She couldn’t speak.


    Shaoshang turned away, not bothering to engage with her anymore.


    They weren’t on the same wavelength. Shaoshang liked Wan Qiqi’s straightforwardness and boldness, admired Madam Sang’s humor and intelligence, respected Old Madam Wan’s deep emotions and decisive nature, even admired the Empress Dowager’s gentleness and patience, Madam Xiao’s wisdom and strategy, Yin Xu’e’s romanticism, and Cheng Yang and Madam Qing Cong’s quiet devotion… She could appreciate the good in each of them. Hmph, let’s just forget about Luo Jitong.


    This banquet was essentially one giant gossip session. None of the women were genuinely there to see the Empress Dowager, her son, and Huo Buyi reconcile. Everyone was looking at each other, but no one knew how to begin.


    As expected, the Fifth Princess was the first one to lose her patience.


    “Eleventh Lang,” she raised her cup. “It’s been so long since we met. It brings me great comfort to see you still so valiant. Let me toast to you first.” With that, she downed her drink.


    Huo Buyi smiled and returned the toast.


    “Eleventh Lang, I recall you only had a casual acquaintance with Minister Yuan. Why are you sitting together today?” The Fifth Princess raised her eyebrows, looking at the two men she had been attracted to.


    The Crown Prince frowned. “Zisheng and Shanjian have something to talk about. What does it have to do with you?” He didn’t particularly like the Fifth Princess, but with the Empress Dowager and the King of Donghai present, he couldn’t help but soften his tone. His usual sharpness was dulled by half.


    The Fifth Princess, seeing that the Crown Prince wasn’t being as strict, boldly teased, “I’m just curious what they could be talking about. Could they be… reminiscing? Old times, old people…?”


    The Crown Prince’s face darkened. He was about to give the Fifth Princess a scolding to wake her up, but Huo Buyi spoke first. He smiled faintly. “What I was discussing with Minister Yuan was actually about Mistress Cheng Shaoshang.”


    The entire hall gasped in excitement. Many faces were flushed with anticipation!


    “About Mistress Cheng?” the Fifth Princess stammered, surprised. “What did you say?”


    Luo Jitong’s expression changed drastically. Shaoshang was incredibly nervous. Her eyes flashed with a threatening glint, and she forced a smile which didn’t quite reach her eyes. “Master Huo, you… don’t say anything reckless…”


    “I told Minister Yuan that although Mistress Cheng and I were meant to be, it was not her fault. In fact, she’s a very good person. Except for the fact that she sometimes says things without thinking, and when she’s angry, she likes to punch and kick, and always forgets to add salt to her soups. Other than that, she’s perfect.”


    “What are you talking about?!” Shaoshang furiously leapt to her feet. “Yuan Shen lowered his head and rubbed his temple.


    No one in the hall spoke.


    Realizing that everyone was staring, Shaoshang softened her tone and forced a smile. “General Huo is quite the comedian! I don’t lose my temper anymore. My soup is delicious. If you don’t believe me, ask Her Majesty. Right, Your Majesty?”


    The Empress Dowager turned her head, trying to stifle a laugh, and nodded with some effort. “Yes, yes…”


    “Oh, I see,” Huo Buyi said impassively. “It seems Shanjian is a lucky man.”


    Shaoshang was so angry she wanted to kill him.


    Huo Buyi turned to the Fifth Princess. “You were hoping to hear what I said just now, weren’t you?”


    The Fifth Princess was taken aback.


    Huo Buyi addressed the entire hall with a straight face. “This was all a joke. What Shanjian and I were talking about were just some things that happened after the campaign in Shu. I hope you won’t make unfounded statements.”


    Even a fool could see he was not in a good mood. And with the Crown Prince’s fierce glare, the wives had to tuck away their gossip instincts.


    Shaoshang clutched her chest in alarm. Taking a deep breath to steady herself, she picked up her wine cup and walked straight towards him. Everyone in the hall turned to watch.


    Standing before the table, Shaoshang raised her cup towards Huo Buyi and smiled. “Master Huo, everyone knows we were once engaged. There’s no point in pretending. Let’s clarify today.”


    She spoke loudly enough for everyone in the hall to hear. “I’m now engaged to the Yuan family. Master Huo, I imagine you will also find a talented and beautiful woman to marry someday. Let the past be gone, and things have changed. Let’s just be friends from now on.”


    She finished the drink in one bold gulp.


    Yuan Shen’s eyes gleamed with delight, his joy almost bursting from his chest. The Empress Dowager smiled subtly, offering no comment. The Crown Prince looked troubled. The rest of the people, whether happy or surprised, wore a variety of expressions.


    Huo Buyi stared intently at the girl, his deep amber-like eyes swirling with emotions.


    “Good,” he said and then drank his wine in one go.


    Shaoshang returned to her seat, setting her wine cup down heavily on the table. She leaned in to whisper in the ear of the stunned Luo Jitong.


    “Two things. First, I never went into Yuan Shen’s study or brought him soup or meals. But from the moment I agreed to it, to when the Yuan family came to propose marriage, it only took a few days. If Huo Buyi wanted to marry you, he would have done it a long time ago. You should save up some money before you try to show off to me!”


    “Second, I originally planned to pull you along to offer a toast, and while we were at it, I would have announced to everyone here your situation with Huo Buyi. That would have been helping you. Now, you can do it yourself!”


    Seeing Luo Jitong’s face full of regret, Shaoshang felt an immense sense of satisfaction. Why she felt this way, she didn’t know.


    …
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    Chapter One Hundred and Fifty-Four:
Alas, the Past Refuses to be Swept Away by the Wind (Part One)


    The banquet ended. The King of Donghai personally escorted the Empress Dowager back to her quarters. The Fifth Princess led the way, and the Crown Prince, with a stern face, silently repeated to himself, ‘Women and villains are both difficult to deal with. Once they’re full, they love to gossip.’ Luo Jitong was waiting to talk with Huo Buyi, but he was gone in a flash, his footsteps swift as the wind. The rest of the onlookers left, feeling slightly disappointed.


    Shaoshang had a mountain of cleanup tasks. She waved to Yuan Shen and hurried to the back hall. She instructed the palace maids to make sure all fires were extinguished, to shoo away any servants who weren’t supposed to be in the palace, to count the dishes and tables, and to clean up the mess left from the food tables. As she finished giving instructions in one area and was about to move to another, she nearly bumped into someone around a corner in the corridor.


    Huo Buyi stood there, staring at her intently.


    Shaoshang took a silent step back. “What are you doing here?”


    Huo Buyi stretched out his long fingers and lightly traced the pattern on the pillar. “…Come for a walk with me. There are no buildings to the north of Yong’an Palace, and no one walks this way in the afternoon. No one will see us together.”


    Shaoshang hesitated for a moment, looking into his deep eyes. “Okay,” she said softly.


    The Northern Palace was built by the Emperor over the past decade. The court was always in need of funds, so many of the grand designs for the palace complex remained just as blueprints. Many areas were still wild, with forests, rocks, hills, and streams.


    They walked silently along a long row of trees, their branches bursting with colorful blossoms. No one tended to this garden, so the wildflowers bloomed freely, basking in the spring sunshine and rain.


    The afternoon sun slanted down, casting soft, golden rays on Huo Buyi’s face, giving his features a dreamy and handsome glow. It was March, the heart of spring, and he was, for once, dressed casually in a light robe. He looked elegant and graceful.


    Shaoshang didn’t want to spend much time with him. Seeing that there was no one around, she spoke first, “Master Huo…”


    “You always called me Master Ling,” Huo Buyi chuckled. “I said so many nice things to you, but you said you’d call me Zisheng after our wedding.”


    “…Perhaps I should address you as Marquis Gao Yong?” Shaoshang said with a serious expression.


    Huo Buyi ignored her provocation and continued, “What do you call him when you’re with Minister Yuan? Do you call him Master Yuan?”


    “That’s a matter between another couple,” Shaoshang said with displeasure. “Why are you asking so many questions, Master Huo?”


    Huo Buyi stopped walking and turned to face her. His eyes held a deep unyielding intensity. But his voice, when he spoke, was like the clash of metal, “Shaoshang, you know how I am. If I want to create chaos, I can. If I don’t intend to give up, I won’t care about titles or power. Right now, I want to let you go. So speak to me properly.”


    Shaoshang was about to retort, but remembering her resolve to be polite and avoid arguments, she held back her anger. “Well, then, I thank you, Master Huo, for letting me go. When I am with Yuan Shen, I call him Yuan Shanjian or A’Shen. Is that good?”


    Huo Buyi said nothing, but continued walking. Shaoshang could only follow, simmering with frustration.


    “How have you been these past five years?” Huo Buyi said as they walked.


    “Thanks to you, I’ve been well-fed and cared for at Yong’an Palace with the Empress Dowager,” Shaoshang said sarcastically. “I haven’t been bullied, either! Ouch! …What are you doing?”


    Huo Buyi suddenly grabbed her wrist, his palm burning hot and his gaze deep. “Are you really going to marry Yuan Shen?”


    Shaoshang pulled back as if burned. “Yes! We have common interests and we talk things through. And the Yuan family is wealthy and powerful, and we don’t fight anymore. It’s the perfect match. Hey, hey… Let go!”


    “You’re right,” Huo Buyi said, slowly releasing her wrist. “The Yuan family is a good family. Yuan Shen is calm and resourceful, diligent and meticulous. He’s a suitable match. No matter how you look at it, it’s a good marriage.”


    Shaoshang rubbed her wrist, grumbling, “I knew you’d say that!”


    “I made a huge mistake that year, and you cleared the Huo family’s name before the Emperor and court officials. I never thanked you for that,” Huo Buyi said. “I underestimated Madam Chunyu. No one imagined she had such incriminating evidence.”


    “It’s like they say, ‘It’s hard to see the forest for the trees.’ Only outsiders can see the bigger picture. You’ve been caught up in this for over a decade. You’ve become too attached. It’s no surprise you couldn’t see it,” Shaoshang pouted.


    “I still have to thank you. If you ever need anything, I will do everything I can to help.” Huo Buyi turned to look at her.


    Shaoshang couldn’t help but laugh sarcastically. “Don’t mention it. Just try not to physically or verbally threaten me in the future. How could I possibly put you through so much trouble…”


    “Fine. I’ll just thank you verbally, then. No need for favors.” Huo Buyi raised his eyebrow.


    “Wait!” Shaoshang took a deep breath.


    She wanted to lash out and tell him to go away, to let her marry in peace. But she was also a practical person. Life was long, and if she ever needed his help, it would be good to have him on her side.


    “A few things?” Shaoshang asked.


    “What few things?” Huo Buyi was confused.


    “As a thank you, would you be willing to do a few things for me?” In that instant, Shaoshang thought of the three things Zhang Wuji1 promised Zhao Min, the three golden needles Yang Guo gave to Guo Xiang.


    Huo Buyi smiled faintly. “As long as I am alive, I will help you with whatever troubles you have. That promise stands for the rest of my life.”


    Shaoshang was taken aback and stared up at him.


    “In short, I hope you have a long, peaceful life, free from hardship, filled with joy and peace,” Huo Buyi said each word clearly, as a golden light from the sun fell on the side of his prominent nose, making him look like a golden statue of a deity enshrined in a grand temple.


    “That’s not right,” Shaoshang said, lowering her head. “You will have a wife and children someday, and you’ll have many people to care for. Three things. Just do three things for me.”


    She knew how valuable that promise was. With his abilities, anything was possible, even reaching for the heavens or diving into the depths of the sea. It was like a blank cheque, good for anything. But putting herself in his shoes, even if it were to repay a favor, she wouldn’t be happy if her husband continued to do things for his ex-fiancée.


    “Don’t worry about it. I’ll handle it,” Huo Buyi said. He put his hands behind his back and began to walk again.


    Shaoshang watched his lonely figure receding, her heart a mix of emotions.


    Something came to mind, and she hurried to catch up. “Hey, listen, I am glad you are settling down, but I don’t think Luo Jitong is a good match. You need to think carefully. This isn’t the harsh northwest anymore. You can take your time picking from all the noble ladies in the Capital… Don’t laugh. I’m not jealous! Fine, I’ll stop!”


    Huo Buyi couldn’t help but chuckle. Just as he was about to say something, a man emerged from behind a huge plum tree about three or four people wide.


    Huo Buyi’s smile faded. He stopped. “We’ll end things here… Goodbye.”


    “Oh, okay,” Shaoshang didn’t think too much about it.


    They parted ways. One went towards the old plum tree and the other walked in the opposite direction. Fragrant petals from the dense trees scattered down, covering the ground evenly. Only where people walked was there dark tracks left behind.


    As Huo Buyi walked, he couldn’t help but look back. The two figures were moving further and further away. The dark soil markings left on the ground formed a giant ‘Y’ shape. He felt a sharp pain in his chest as he looked at the ‘Y.’ The two of them were truly parting ways.


    He hurried away, forcing himself to not look at the two people standing beneath the plum tree.


    “What are you doing here?” Shaoshang asked, running a few steps forward.


    Yuan Shen brushed off the fallen plum blossoms on his clothes. “Waiting for the two of you,” he said slowly.


    A thought crossed Shaoshang’s mind and she immediately asked, “Did you and Master Huo just talk at the banquet?”


    Yuan Shen’s expression stiffened. “He said he wanted to talk to you, and then, as if speaking to you, he said, ‘Let the past be gone.’ Have you two settled things?” His gaze followed the tall figure retreating into the distance.


    “We’ve settled everything,” Shaoshang said, waving her hand dismissively. “Not only has the past been forgotten, but he’s also promised to do a few things for me in the future, as a way to thank me for clearing the Huo family’s name.”


    Yuan Shen let out a sigh of relief. “I hope so. I’ve been terrified for the past few days, worried he would cause trouble and ruin our marriage. Whether he does favors or not doesn’t matter. As long as Huo Buyi lets it go, we can talk.”


    “Really doesn’t matter?” Shaoshang leaned closer, teasing. “They say that you can’t escape the consequences of your actions in this world. Have you thought about it? For the rest of your life, really, absolutely, you won’t need Huo Buyi’s help?”


    Yuan Shen’s handsome eyes widened. “No! Absolutely not!”


    “You’ve got ambition!” Shaoshang narrowed her eyes. “But I will need it.”


    “Can’t you try to be a bit more ambitious?” Yuan Shen asked, exasperated.


    Shaoshang chuckled. “Between the two of us, you’re the ambitious one. I’m more of a pragmatist.”


    Hearing her say ‘between the two of us’ so casually, Yuan Shen felt a wave of joy wash over him, like a clear spring flowing through his heart.


    “Fine, do whatever you want,” he smiled.


    Shaoshang looked at his genuine smile and thought to herself, ‘This time, things will surely go smoothly. There won’t be any more surprises.’


    After that, she continued to serve the Empress Dowager at Yong’an Palace. Yuan Shen went home and had his father consult a fortune-teller to calculate the best day to get married. They occasionally met at a pavilion by the lake, talking and laughing, and then went to Yong’an Palace for a snack. The two of them enjoyed the beautiful season.


    Unfortunately, bad luck always followed Shaoshang. Life’s events were like a mudslide, no one knew what it would carry down. Others always got what they wished for, but for her it was the opposite. This peaceful period lasted only a week or so. Then, she heard rumors circulating the palace – Huo Buyi was accused of falsely claiming credit for killing innocent civilians. The crime was unforgivable!


    Shaoshang had intended to ask Yuan Shen about the matter, but she was summoned by the Emperor before she got the chance.


    She rubbed her head, confused, and followed the eunuch. When she arrived at the inner chamber of the Ministry of Personnel, she realized that besides the Emperor and the stoic Crown Prince, the Imperial Censorate Minister, Ji Zun with his thinning hair, was also present.


    “Greetings, Master Yang.” After bowing to the Emperor and his son, Shaoshang turned to bow to Old Minister Ji.


    Ji Zun returned the gesture.


    “Your Majesty has summoned me. What are your orders?” Shaoshang asked respectfully.


    “It’s a long story,” the Emperor sighed. “Ziduan, you explain it.”


    The Crown Prince, a master of summarization, said, “Zhang Yao has accused Zisheng of falsely claiming credit for killing innocent people.”


    That was way too simple!


    The Emperor rubbed his forehead. Ji Zun tried to suppress a smile. “Your Highness, who is Zhang Yao?” Shaoshang asked helplessly. “When and where did he accuse Master Huo of falsely claiming credit for killing innocent people? And did you call me here because of this? What does this have to do with me?”


    “First, you’ve met Zhang Yao,” the Crown Prince said. “Five years ago, he was the one who pushed Zisheng off the cliff.”


    Shaoshang was startled. “Is he the one who had those hammers? I remember him now. I heard he held a grudge against Master Huo for not being appointed commander of the Imperial Guard.” Actually, it was the Crown Prince who told her about it. He had found a way to demote him to guarding the imperial tombs. How did he resurface now?


    The Emperor gave her a knowing smile, thinking that she was still very clever. Ji Zun, face impassive, said, “Mistress Cheng, don’t spread gossip without evidence.” Accusing the plaintiff of harboring resentment right off the bat… women in the palace were truly cunning.


    “Secondly,” the Crown Prince continued, “Zhang Yao’s accusation dates back five years, to before the army marched out to defeat Peng Zhen.” He paused, then added, “To be precise, it was the last six or seven days of October.”


    Shaoshang’s heart skipped a beat when she heard this.


    “Two to three hundred miles west of the Panqing Military Camp, a band of bandits about several dozen strong were terrorizing the area. They would ambush travelers on mountain passes. At that time, Zisheng was training new recruits at the camp. When he heard about the bandits, he volunteered to go after them,” the Crown Prince continued. “It was the end of October. Zisheng led a group of men out of camp, and six or seven days later, he returned with the heads of dozens of bandits.”


    “Well, that’s good, right?” Shaoshang said, confused.


    The Crown Prince glared coldly at her. “Somehow Zhang Yao found a group of old people, women, and children. They said that five years ago, an army had raided their village, killing without mercy. They especially targeted the men. After killing them, they took their heads. They barely escaped and had been hiding for years before they dared to come forward.”


    Shaoshang was stunned.


    Ji Zun furrowed his brow. “If he really falsely claimed credit for killing innocent people, the villagers would indeed be afraid to come forward for fear of being silenced. A few days ago, I sent people to investigate. The land below Gu Mountain is infertile. Seven or eight years ago, dozens of households were granted permission to farm from the government and settled there, clearing the land and planting crops. Villages nearby all say that for some reason, those families disappeared five years ago. They thought they had fled because the land was poor and produced bad harvests. I followed the plaintiff’s directions and had them dig up the burial pits where they were living. The bodies found inside were clearly villagers. And several women described in detail the appearance and weapons of the leading general in black armor. It matched Huo Buyi’s description perfectly!”


    “Zisheng has been leading troops since he was fifteen, killing bandits and defeating enemies countless times. How could he possibly do such a thing?” the Crown Prince was furious.


    Ji Zun remained expressionless. “Your Highness, I know you trust Huo Zisheng deeply, but we must treat each case individually. The wounds on those bodies were clearly inflicted by military weapons, and there are witnesses. You cannot simply protect him without reason this time, Your Highness.” He directed his words to the Crown Prince, but his eyes were on the Emperor. It was clear what he meant.


    The Crown Prince was fuming but stayed silent.


    “…What about the soldiers who went after the bandits?” Shaoshang asked, startled. “Did they say that Master Huo ordered them to kill innocent people and claim credit for it?”


    “At that time, Zisheng was leading new recruits,” the Crown Prince said coldly. “There were three senior officers and two of them died in battle. The other one was a member of Zisheng’s personal guard. The rest of the soldiers either died in battle over the years, or were disbanded and sent back to their hometowns after the campaign in Shu last year. To call them all back now would be extremely difficult.”


    Shaoshang’s gaze shifted, slowly moving towards the Emperor seated at the head of the room. He subtly nodded, their shared understanding as clear as day.


    “Third,” the Crown Prince said, furrowing his brow. “I don’t know why Father called you here, either.”


    Shaoshang felt the Crown Prince and Ji Zun’s questioning looks, along with the Emperor’s encouraging gaze. Her thoughts began to race. She lowered her shoulders, feeling defeated. “Your Highness, Master Ji, I don’t know if there was a case of falsely claiming credit for killing innocent people five years ago, and I don’t know who did it. But I do know that Master Huo could never have done it.”


    The Crown Prince’s eyes brightened. Ji Zun was skeptical. “How do you know that?”


    Shaoshang sighed. “The army marched out to defeat Peng Zhen, right? It was the last few days of October? During that time, Master Huo was traveling with me to Tu Mountain.” She couldn’t help but blush as she said this.


    The Crown Prince slammed his hand down on the table, eyes gleaming. “I knew it! I knew Zisheng wouldn’t… uh, who led the soldiers to fight the bandits then…” His initial joy turned into hesitation.


    “Mistress Cheng, be careful what you say!” Old Minister Ji looked serious.


    “Master Ji, don’t doubt me!” Shaoshang cried out. “The Emperor knows about this! Your Majesty, say something!”


    Ji Zun and the Crown Prince both turned their eyes to the Emperor.


    The Emperor smiled. “That’s right. When Zisheng returned from Tu Mountain, he told me about it. The one who led the troops against the bandits was a soldier under his command. His name was… Li Si.”


    Ji Zun was less than pleased. “Huo Buyi has neglected his duty!” “How can Your Majesty protect him to this extent!”


    “Oh, just neglecting his duty. We’ll sever his pay.” The Crown Prince, who was usually stern as a judge, now sounded extremely amiable. “Besides, if Zisheng wasn’t even at Gu Mountain, how could those women identify him? There is something suspicious going on here!”


    Ji Zun snorted through his nose. After a moment of anger, he solemnly said, “Your Majesty, I trust you deeply. But in recent years, you have repeatedly bent the rules and shown favoritism to protect Huo Buyi, and many officials are unhappy. Now this matter is creating a big fuss in the streets. Therefore, I believe we should follow the proper procedures.”


    “Marquis Yang is right!” the Crown Prince exclaimed, brimming with enthusiasm. “Let Zisheng defend himself before the Imperial Censorate. Mistress Cheng should go as well!”


    “What?!” Shaoshang cried out in alarm. “What would I go there for? General Li Si can explain everything!”


    “Li Si is a soldier under Zisheng, and he is from the Huo family’s private army. If he says Zisheng wasn’t at Gu Mountain, who would believe him?”


    “But I’m his… uh…” Shaoshang hesitated.


    “You are engaged to be married to the Yuan family. You are no longer connected to Zisheng. If you go and speak up, it will quell the rumors.”


    “Well…”


    “Mistress Cheng,” the Crown Prince’s face hardened. “Even though you are no longer connected to Zisheng, you cannot just stand by and watch him die!”


    “It is unlikely things will go that far…” Shaoshang said with a sneer.


    “Shaoshang isn’t that kind of person. Don’t scare her, Ziduan.” The Emperor’s expression softened. “Shaoshang, what do you say?”


    Shaoshang bit her lip and took a deep breath. “Very well, Master Ji. I’m willing to go to the Imperial Censorate and tell them exactly what happened. I won’t let court procedures be obstructed.” Damn it, what else could she say?


    Ji Zun said, “Excellent. The trial will be held at the Imperial Censorate three days from now. I await your arrival, Mistress Cheng.”


    …


    After Ji Zun and Shaoshang left, the Crown Prince stared intently at his father. The Emperor remained calm and composed, his demeanor refined and dignified.


    “Father, Zhang Yao has been guarding the Western Tombs for years.”


    “Didn’t you send him there?”


    “I remember the commander of the Western Tombs Guard was a trusted soldier who used to serve under Father’s command.”


    “Yes. You have a good memory, my son.”


    “You must have been the first to know that Zhang Yao met with those elders, women, and children,” the Crown Prince said.


    “If the Empress Dowager hadn’t said she missed Zisheng last month, would you have called Zisheng back to defend himself in court?”


    “What do you think, my son?”


    …


    Next Chapter: Alas, the Past Refuses to be Swept Away by the Wind (Part Two)


    
      	Zhang Wuji is the protagonist of the martial arts novel The Heaven Sword and Dragon Saber by Jin Yong.
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    Chapter One Hundred and Fifty-Five:
Alas, the Past Refuses to be Swept Away by the Wind (Part Two)


    The Crown Prince had overestimated his father’s cunning. Last month, when he learned of Zhang Yao’s intention to accuse Huo Buyi, he had planned to quietly suppress the matter. Originally, he hadn’t intended to call his adopted son back to the Capital. It wasn’t like a year or two mattered, so why create a stir?


    But then, one day, after waking up, the Emperor had learned that Cheng Shaoshang had gotten engaged to Yuan Shen. He was distraught and immediately thought he could use Zhang Yao to call his adopted son back. Later, when the Empress Dowager initiated the request to see Huo Buyi, the Emperor, known for his frugality, decided to hold onto Zhang Yao and save him for later use.


    “The Yuan and Cheng family engagement truly caught me off guard,” the Emperor sighed.


    The Crown Prince nodded emphatically. “Who can say otherwise? Those families were too impulsive about the wedding” – As if he hadn’t been delighted when he heard that Cheng finally had a husband.


    Shaoshang walked back to Yong’an Palace with her head hung low and told the Empress Dowager what had happened. The Empress Dowager encouraged her to give a good testimony, and thankfully asked if she wanted to take a few days of leave to gather her thoughts and recall the events.


    Shaoshang was speechless. She went to find Yuan Shen. After sitting in silence for a while, Yuan Shen said, “Things have gotten to this point, so you cannot avoid this. It depends on how you do it.”


    Shaoshang’s eyes lit up as she held onto his wide sleeve. “That’s what I think as well!” she exclaimed excitedly. “There shouldn’t be too many people in court, and they can’t be too talkative!”– She wasn’t afraid of giving her testimony, but she was worried about being in the public eye, with everyone watching. If it made Yuan Shen look bad, she might also be labeled as someone who couldn’t forget her previous relationships.


    Yuan Shen watched her, her hand tugging at his sleeve, her smile radiant. He playfully glared at her. “I must have been the worm in your stomach in my past life.”


    “How can that be?” Shaoshang’s skill at flattery had been improving lately. “We were two worms in the same stomach in our past lives. That’s why we always think alike.”


    Yuan Shen burst into laughter, delighted.


    Afterwards, Shaoshang took a leave of absence to prepare her testimony at home, aiming for being truthful without causing unnecessary speculation. Yuan Shen went to the Imperial Censorate to meet with Old Minister Ji, where he charmed and flattered him for half an hour. Three days later, when Shaoshang entered the back hall of the Imperial Censorate, she realized that her fiancé had done a fantastic job (even though the Crown Prince felt rather dejected about it).


    Ji Zun had cleared the surrounding area of the back hall, leaving only two scribes and a few close associates. The plaintiffs were four timid village women, with Zhang Yao sitting in front of them, legs spread wide to indicate his support. The defendant was only Huo Buyi. The three officials in the hall sat in a mountain formation. From left to right it was General Chen Chi of the Tiger Guards, the Crown Prince, and Imperial Censorate Minister Ji Zun.


    When Shaoshang entered, her movements slow and hesitant, the plaintiffs had already finished a round of crying. One woman continued to wail, “…We watched helplessly as our fathers, brothers, and husbands were all killed. If we hadn’t been lucky enough to hide in a pile of firewood, we wouldn’t have escaped! Master Ji, please do us justice! Behead this monster and make an example of him!” The remaining three women joined in and began crying together.


    General Chen Chi shook his head. Ji Zun slammed his hand down on the table and ordered the women to be silent.


    “Enough of this,” Zhang Yao said with a smug grin. “Bring Li Si out, let him explain it himself! Why did he become a monster who killed innocent villagers?”


    “Because the Empress Dowager was gravely ill, Zisheng arrived in a hurry, and many military matters still have to be settled,” the Crown Prince said in a deep voice. “Li Si and the others are still in the northwest taking care of things.”


    “Then asking Marquis Huo is the same thing! I’ll take the liberty of asking, uh…” He saw the officer bringing in a beautiful young woman, and he stopped his question.


    Already unhappy with the situation, the Crown Prince sneered sarcastically, “Mistress Cheng, you finally arrived. I thought you were going to wait until after the execution before showing up.”


    Shaoshang ignored him. She wasn’t deliberately late. Yuan Shen had been talkative on the way here and delayed them.


    Huo Buyi remained seated, his expression calm and composed. He didn’t react to the accusations, as if observing someone else’s trial. He then exclaimed, “Shao… Why are you here?”


    “I heard Master Huo has been falsely accused,” Shaoshang said, looking serious. “I have come to testify and clear your name.”


    Huo Buyi was bewildered and quickly looked at the Crown Prince. The Crown Prince turned his head, acting as if nothing was wrong.


    Ji Zun ignored their exchanges of looks and gestures, and had Shaoshang sit down. He spoke in a formal tone. “Zhang Yao, try to be patient. While these women are adamant in their claims, Mistress Cheng has informed me three days ago that, at the time of the Gu Mountain massacre, Marquis Huo was traveling with her to Tu Mountain. What do you say to that?”


    Zhang Yao was startled and looked at the girl with suspicion. “Aren’t you the wife of the Huo family…”


    Before he could finish, Shaoshang cut him off. “General Zhang, have you become senile guarding the tombs? The wild mountains stay the same, but the Capital is constantly changing. I am now engaged to the Yuan family of Jiao Dong.”


    “Hmph, one-sided words,” Zhang Yao snorted disdainfully. “Who’s to say that Huo Buyi even went to Tu Mountain? Who’s to say you two haven’t been secretly seeing each other…?” He didn’t finish the question, but everyone in the hall understood his insinuation.


    The Crown Prince suddenly found Zhang Yao less repulsive.


    Shaoshang’s face flushed with anger. “There are so many maids and eunuchs at the Huo family’s hot spring estate. Are they all blind? Master Ji, just ask them! Yes, the maids are servants of the Huo family, but those eunuchs in charge were sent from the palace. They were assigned by the Emperor to manage the estate. And my brother, Cheng Shaogong, was also there!”


    Zhang Yao grunted.


    “When did Marquis Huo return to Pan Qing Military Camp?” Ji Zun asked.


    “Master Huo and I… spent three days together. We left on the morning of the 29th of October. He first escorted my brother and me back to the Capital, then he went back to the camp on his own.” Shaoshang hesitated for a moment, unnecessarily adding a pause.


    Ji Zun nodded. “It takes two days to travel from Pan Qing to Gu Mountain. Traveling from the camp to the Capital to Tu Mountain takes a day and a half. But Li Si and his troops returned to camp and reported back on the 30th of October, presenting the heads. Marquis Huo could never make it to Gu Mountain and falsely claimed credit for killing innocent people. Woman, how do you know what Marquis Huo looked like?”


    “The, the…” the leading woman flinched, her face filled with fear. She was trembling like a sieve.


    Zhang Yao stepped forward. “Were you at the hot springs’ estate for all three days? Huo Buyi left the Pan Qing camp six or seven days before that. If he left earlier, and bypassed the Capital, he could have gone straight to Gu Mountain.”


    Shaoshang hesitated for a moment before stammering, “…We only stayed at the hot spring for one day. Then we went down the mountain to enjoy ourselves.”


    “I told you!” Zhang Yao said, his spirits lifting. “If Huo Buyi left a day earlier, with his amazing horse, it wouldn’t be impossible to catch up!”


    Ji Zun said, his face hardening, “Mistress Cheng already said they went down the mountain together. How can we trust them when they’re the only ones who were there?”


    “My nephew studies with Third Young Master Cheng,” Chen Chi chimed in. “He’s known to be very sincere but likes to tattle to the teacher. He is very easygoing and mild-mannered, easy to get along with.”


    Zhang Yao was still skeptical.


    “Well…” Shaoshang blushed. “Third Brother didn’t go down the mountain. It was just me, Marquis Huo, and a few guards and servants.”


    As soon as she said that, everyone turned to look at her and Huo Buyi. Their gazes were filled with a mix of suspicion, worry, and hidden glee.


    “But, but… We met many people along the way! It’s not just my word!” Shaoshang said, facing the intense stares of everyone. The flush on her cheeks that had just faded returned.


    “Oh really?” Zhang Yao gave a thin smile. “Then, Mistress Cheng, tell us in detail what happened over the next two days.”


    “You don’t have to go into detail,” Chen Chi hurriedly said. He was a man of good nature and couldn’t bear to see the young woman uncomfortable. After all, His Tiger Guards had often enjoyed snacks, fruit juice, and emergency medicinal herbs from Yong’an Palace. There was even a time when one of his comrades from his hometown had an affair with a palace maid and almost charged with sexual misconduct. It was Shaoshang who helped cover it up and mediate the situation.


    “Be quiet, General Chen!” the Crown Prince sternly said, with righteous indignation. “The matter has reached this point, there is no need to hide anything. Let’s get it all out so Zhang Yao cannot deny it, and the rumors will stop. Mistress Cheng, tell us everything that happened after that. In detail!”


    Huo Buyi gave him a thoughtful look. The Crown Prince shifted his gaze away again.


    “That’s right, we need a clear explanation!” Zhang Yao said, feeling emboldened. “The weather was getting cold. The hot springs estate was perfectly comfortable. Why did you have to go down the mountain? Tell us!”


    Why go down the mountain? Shaoshang and Huo Buyi exchanged a quick glance and then looked away.


    There’s a saying that hot springs paired with ice wine was something even the gods wouldn’t refuse. Cheng Shaogong, that unreliable boy, must have either been knocked out by the hot springs or drunk. Before long, he was carried away to the inner chambers. He didn’t wake up until after Shaoshang and Huo Buyi went down the mountain.


    From the moment Huo Buyi had entered the hot springs, he’d been acting clingy. First, he claimed the water was bothering his old injuries and needed Shaoshang to rub them. Then he said the hot springs was making his shoulders and neck ache and wanted her to give him a little massage. Lastly, he even said the heat was making him feel breathless and asked her to fan him.


    If only Shaoshang had said she was also feeling breathless and weak, it would have been perfect. Huo Buyi would have been willing to personally carry her out of the water.


    It had been years, and many of the details had blurred.


    Shaoshang only remembered the swirling steam, the tall, fair-skinned young man reclining on a lounge chair by the spring, watching her silently with a smile. His amber eyes were more intoxicating than any fine wine. The thin silk robe he wore was semi-transparent from the water, revealing his strong, muscular body beneath. But this perfect physique was marred by many scars, large and small. She reached out to touch them, feeling a mix of shyness and heartache.


    Huo Buyi turned his head to look at the girl. He remembered the scene as well, but he had a clearer memory than she did.


    He remembered how the warm steam had made her skin soft and fragrant, her eyes hazy and alluring without being overtly seductive. He remembered the delicate flesh beneath her jaw. When he gently rubbed it with his fingers, she would whine like a kitten to express her displeasure.


    Shaoshang was quick-witted, however. Sensing the situation was getting out of hand, she decided that they couldn’t stay at the hot springs. She suggested going down the mountain the next day. Huo Buyi, distracted by her presence, agreed with a smile.


    Shaoshang’s face flushed red with anger and embarrassment. “I went down the mountain because I wanted to! Just ask about the next two days. Why does it matter why we went down the mountain?”


    Zhang Yao was taken aback by her outburst and paused. He snorted coldly, “Fine, go on.”


    “We went down the mountain in the early morning and reached the town at the foot of the mountain by sunset…”


    Zhang Yao’s mouth stretched into a wide grin. “I’ve been to Tu Gao County. It only takes half a day to go down the mountain and into town. You say you walked for a whole day? Hahaha, what a terrible liar you are, Mistress Cheng!”


    Chen Chi sighed. “Zhang Yao, you don’t need to know how they got there. The important thing is they were in the county by the third day.”


    The Crown Prince waved his hand with an air of authority. “Master Chen, don’t interrupt. If there are questions, we need to clarify them one by one. Mistress Cheng, tell us everything that happened after that. In detail!”


    Shaoshang fought back the urge to spit blood. She said in a tight voice, “I twisted my ankle. Master Huo carried me down the mountain, and we stopped multiple times. That’s why it took so long.”


    “Weren’t you traveling with carriages? Why did he have to carry you?” Zhang Yao wasn’t missing a single detail.


    This time, even Ji Zun couldn’t take it anymore. “They were engaged, so what if they were affectionate? Zhang Yao, stop causing trouble!”


    The Crown Prince sighed and thought to himself, ‘Cheng Shaoshang and Zhang Yao, one a woman and one a villain. She’s sharp-tongued, and he’s nitpicking. They’re a perfect pair for a verbal sparring match.’


    Shaoshang’s ears were burning red. She stubbornly refused to look at Huo Buyi. “On the way down the mountain, we met two groups of travelers,” she said solemnly. “One was the family of Master Zuo Cao, the Minister of the Left, and the other was the family of Master Li, the city gate commander.”


    Ji Zun nodded and said to Zhang Yao, “Did you hear that?”


    Zhang Yao angrily turned his head.


    “We only found out about the Lantern Festival the next day after we entered the town, so we stayed,” Shaoshang said, taking a deep breath. “We spent the night at the inn, explored the town the next day, went to the Lantern Festival that evening, and then set off back to the Capital early the next morning.


    “Is that all?” Zhang Yao asked, squinting skeptically at her.


    “That is all!” Shaoshang said with conviction. “If General Zhang doesn’t believe me, I have witnesses. That night at the Lantern Festival, we ran into a foolish, disrespectful rogue at the tavern, and I beat him good. He was from a wealthy family in the neighboring county. Many people at the tavern that night recognized him. Master Ji, I will write his name, background, and the names of prominent citizens who were there that night. You can verify it yourself.”


    Ji Zun smiled and nodded. He was impressed by the girl’s sense of justice.


    Zhang Yao was still hesitant. “With Marquis Huo right there, how dare any rogue be disrespectful to you?”


    “Are rogues not allowed to have courage?” Shaoshang glared at him.


    Huo Buyi chuckled softly. Shaoshang was annoyed and rolled her eyes at him. Of course, the rogue had courage, because it wasn’t Cheng Shaoshang who was being disrespected, but Huo Buyi! So she was especially angry and had to beat that rogue up.


    Huo Buyi lowered his thick eyelashes. He gently placed his hand on his chest, feeling the powerful beat of his heart. He felt like the ice that had encased him for years was slowly melting.


    They spent a whole day coming down the mountain because they had stumbled upon a field of flowers, like a pile of colorful clouds, halfway down the slope. It was late autumn, and most flowers had already withered, but the climate on Tu Mountain was mild, so the flowers remained vibrant even during the winter.


    The girl sat amongst the dense flowers and told him softly that her aunt and uncle were barely better than strangers when they first married. One day, her uncle took her aunt to climb a mountain and enjoy the flowers. He clumsily made a flower crown for his wife, and Madam Sang thought, ‘To marry a man who is clumsy with words but kind at heart, it’s really wonderful…’ At that moment, the air was filled with the fragrance of flowers, the sunlight was warm, and the girl’s delicate face, amidst the blossoms, appeared hazy and translucent. She was captivatingly beautiful, and he was captivated.


    “My parents are a very loving couple,” she said, “and my uncle and aunt are too. I’ve seen how much they care for each other. It makes me envious. I hope someday we can be like that—not like your parents, who weren’t so well-matched.”


    He longed to tell her that his parents were perfectly matched. They had fallen in love at first sight, and after many challenges, became husband and wife. Their love for each other was profound. They had children, and no matter what storms raged outside, their hearts were always together. They faced life’s difficulties side by side. If it hadn’t been for the treachery of Ling Yi, they would have grown old together, sharing their lives until death, just like the couples Cheng Shi and Cheng Zhi.


    He had never attempted to weave a flower crown before. He tried several times, but each attempt ended in failure. The best he could manage was a sturdy lasso for catching horses. The girl watched him, laughing and urging him to give up. But he refused to be defeated. He discreetly instructed his attendants to collect some flowers and hide them in the carriage.


    That night, after they settled in the town, he spent the entire night practicing, determined to learn the art of crown-making. He used up every flower he had gathered, and finally, he succeeded in creating a beautiful, elegant crown. He kept it a secret, waiting for the perfect moment. On the second night, during the Lantern Festival, when the entire street was aglow with a dazzling display of lights, he placed the crown on the girl’s head.


    “We’ll be just as loving and inseparable as your uncle and aunt,” he assured her.


    The girl’s eyes filled with tears, a hint of sadness lingering in their clear depths. “I’ve always been alone,” she whispered, “surrounded by unkind people. But now I have you. I won’t have to be afraid anymore, will I?”


    “Yes,” he said, his voice firm and tender. “We’ll be together forever.”


    Huo Buyi looked up and saw Shaoshang, her face flushed with anger, still arguing with Zhang Yao.


    “Didn’t you twist your ankle?” Zhang Yao scoffed. “How could you go downstairs to beat that rogue?”


    The Crown Prince couldn’t help but chuckle. “Zisheng was there, wasn’t he? Maybe he carried her downstairs to do the beating.”


    “Your Highness,” Ji Zun said sternly, “please refrain from such comments. These are irrelevant details. We shouldn’t waste time on them.”


    “Yes, yes, yes…” Chen Chi quickly agreed.


    Shaoshang refused to let the matter drop, insisting with a determined tone, “Not entirely. I walked down the last three or four steps of that staircase myself. That makes a big difference!”


    Huo Buyi could no longer contain himself. He burst into laughter, tears welling in his eyes.


    He had endured so much hardship, the pain of separation cutting deep. Sometimes, he questioned the meaning of his life. Was it merely to witness his father’s murder, to see his mother and siblings hanging from the city gates, to live for vengeance for over a decade, hiding his true identity?


    He had almost forgotten the joyful, beautiful, and affectionate moments of his life after the age of five.


    Now, he remembered it all.


    …
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    Chapter One Hundred and Fifty-Six:
Alas, the Past Refuses to be Swept Away by the Wind (Part Three)


    Seeing Zhang Yao relentlessly picking apart details, Shaoshang snapped in annoyance, “General Zhang, you should have been a merchant, not guarding tombs. Why are you always so fixated on trivial matters?”


    Zhang Yao hated it when anyone brought up his post guarding the tombs. The girl had mentioned it twice now, and his already short fuse ignited. “Little girl, you’re being insolent and presumptuous,” he snarled. “Why are you even pretending to be a witness? I’m sure you only settled for the Yuan family’s son because Huo Buyi didn’t want you. Now you’re trying to win him over. Are you hoping he’ll change his mind?”


    Chen Chi looked utterly mortified, wishing he could disappear. The Crown Prince sighed inwardly, secretly wishing it were true.


    Shaoshang’s face turned green with anger. She trembled, pointing a finger at him. “You… You… Fine…” This Zhang was a real piece of work. She had never been bested in an argument before, but today, she was speechless. If she hadn’t already reformed, she would have unleashed a torrent of insults in return!


    For the third time, Ji Zun slammed his hand down on the table, demanding, “Enough! We’ve had enough of these pointless arguments!”


    Zhang Yao, still unconvinced, argued, “I can’t truly trust anyone close to Huo Buyi.”


    “Zhang Yao!” Ji Zun roared, his voice booming with frustration. “You won’t trust this person, you can’t trust that person. Do you think everyone in power wants to protect Marquis Huo, and everyone below him is simply trying to curry favor? Are you claiming your word is the only one that’s trustworthy? If you can’t believe anyone in this entire court, then I suggest you resign and retire. Why even bother staying here?”


    Zhang Yao noticed the Crown Prince’s displeasure and realized he had gone too far. He quickly bowed low, “I wouldn’t dare, Your Highness. I’m simply worried that the injustice won’t be rectified, and innocent people will suffer…”


    “Zhang Yao,” Huo Buyi interjected, his voice cutting through the tension. “We’ve known each other for quite some time. Even if I were falsely claiming credit for killing innocents, do you honestly believe someone with my abilities would leave such a glaring flaw for others to exploit?” This was the first time he had spoken since the questioning began.


    Zhang Yao was momentarily stunned, then sneered, “Who knows? If you were truly a master strategist, you wouldn’t have been caught red-handed that night five years ago when you killed the Ling family. I was the one who sent you tumbling down the cliff.” This was a matter of great pride for him.


    Shaoshang, her voice laced with icy disdain, retorted, “Are you suggesting that you, Master Zhang, were the mastermind behind that ambush five years ago? Even boasting has its limits. If you’re trying to embellish your achievements, at least ensure the accuracy of your claims – don’t paint your face with gold1! Five years ago, it was I who accused Marquis Huo, allowing you to break free from your usual gloomy demeanor at the martial arts arena and display your bravery. If you’re going to boast about this, do it when I’m not around!”


    The Emperor, a man of both intellect and prowess, had established a vast training ground in the open spaces of the Northern Palace. He often invited the Imperial Guards, the Tiger Guards, and various generals to demonstrate their skills. Huo Buyi wouldn’t boast of invincibility, but he had defeated Zhang Yao in combat at least twenty times.


    Zhang Yao recalled this, his face turning the color of blood. He wasn’t actually bragging about his “master strategist” skills. He merely intended to point out Huo Buyi’s lack thereof, but the girl had completely dismantled him with her words, leaving him stammering, “You, you…you…”


    Accusing one’s own fiancé, regardless of the era, was never considered honorable. But Cheng Shaoshang, without a second thought, tore through all pretense and spoke her mind. The hall erupted in awkward laughter, leaving everyone speechless. The Crown Prince rolled his eyes, “Mistress Cheng, your boldness is remarkable. You clearly have no qualms about the implications of your words.”


    Shaoshang remained silent, her face tight with a stubborn defiance. Huo Buyi quickly intervened, “Shaoshang’s accusation is entirely accurate. It was my fault.”


    His voice, gentle and warm, held a hint of amusement. It was as if a refreshing spring breeze had suddenly swept into the dim hall. The Crown Prince stared at him in disbelief, wondering if he was hallucinating. Shaoshang, equally startled, almost toppled off her low stool.


    Ji Zun took a deep breath, poised to strike the gavel for the fifth time. But Huo Buyi, with sharp eyes, swiftly intervened, raising his voice, “Master Ji, please understand the truth. I will provide a detailed explanation. First, please have the officers restrain these four women.”


    Ji Zun complied.


    Huo Buyi began his defense, “Five years ago, after escorting Shaoshang back to the Capital, I raced back. However, halfway, I heard that the Emperor had appointed Master Cui as commander and begun reorganizing the troops. Therefore, I did not return to the new recruit camp. Instead, I went directly to the main camp at Pan Qing.”


    Ji Zun nodded, “So, you did not see Li Si and the others, and you were unaware of what transpired at Gu Mountain.”


    “Precisely,” Huo Buyi continued. “Following that, I remained at Marquis Cui’s command post. Then, I joined the campaign against the rebel Peng. Li Si, realizing the urgency of the situation, never found an opportunity to inform me. He planned to tell me after the war. But before the campaign against Peng was concluded, the case of the Tongniu County magistrate’s family being murdered came to light. I returned to the Capital ahead of schedule, leaving Li Si in Shouchun to handle the aftermath. As soon as he finished his duties, I dispatched him back to his hometown on another mission. By then, I had already resolved to die with the Ling family. Many of the officers by my side were dismissed similarly.”


    Huo Buyi looked at the girl, his face filled with regret. Shaoshang silently turned her head away.


    “Later, I went to the border city in the northwest. A year later, Li Si caught up with me, and I finally had time to hear the full story,” Huo Buyi continued.


    “What exactly did Li Si say?” Ji Zun inquired.


    Chen Chi blurted out, “Could those people have been killed by mistake?”


    Zhang Yao scoffed, “How do you accidentally kill so many people? They even cut off their heads! Clearly, they were silencing witnesses and claiming credit!”


    Huo Buyi calmly stated, “They were civilians, but Li Si and the others did not kill the wrong people.”


    “What do you mean?” The Crown Prince, now also puzzled, asked.


    Huo Buyi turned his gaze towards the four women being held down on the floor and said slowly, “During the chaos of the empire, besides war and famine, the most vile scourge was banditry. In every province and county, wherever mountains and forests provided refuge, bandits would emerge. But as the country began to stabilize, the Emperor ordered the eradication of bandits, one by one, clearing the land and encouraging farming. These bandit camps could no longer sustain themselves.”


    Shaoshang knew about that. Madam Ge’s wet nurse had once mentioned, “The bandits in Qingzhou have been wiped out. They’re migrating there to clear the land and farm.”


    As Huo Buyi spoke, a collective gasp of understanding rippled through the hall. All eyes turned towards the four women on the floor.


    The four women, trembling violently, had faces ashen with fear.


    Huo Buyi looked at the women, his gaze steady and piercing. He continued, “You bandits were quick to see the writing on the wall. You knew that the Imperial Army would eventually arrive. So, over two hundred of you, men, women, and children, disguised yourselves as refugees and came to the foot of Gu Mountain. You pretended to be families, claiming you had been granted the ‘persuasion to farm’ decree and land. You pretended to farm, feigning friendliness with the surrounding villages. But as soon as an opportunity arose, you would rush to the mountain passes on the other side of Gu Mountain to ambush wealthy travelers and their caravans. Am I right?”


    The trembling women were unable to utter a word. Zhang Yao, still refusing to concede his error, shouted, “It’s just Li Si’s word! Does that automatically make them bandits?”


    Huo Buyi’s lips curled into a sardonic smile. “I already explained. The men I lead are not so careless as to leave evidence for others to accuse them.”


    Cold sweat dripped down Zhang Yao’s forehead.


    “Based on the bodies of the victims, there were at least seventy or eighty bandits. But when Li Si and the others reached Gu Mountain, they found the mountain was flat and sparsely wooded. It was impossible to hide such a large group of bandits there. They followed the tracks and located several villages at the foot of Gu Mountain. The bandits, completely unprepared, were exposed. Sadly, Li Si was leading a new regiment, and many male and female bandits escaped during the fierce battle. To prevent any remaining bandits from hiding in the surrounding villages, Li Si ordered his soldiers to dig a large pit. They buried all the gold and silver they had found, covered it with a thick layer of soil, and then buried the bandit bodies on top.”


    Huo Buyi bowed to Ji Zun. “Master Ji, you may order your men to continue digging the pit. I assure you, there will be more evidence.”


    Chen Chi, his eyes wide with admiration, slapped the table, “Brilliant! Even if the bandits’ accomplices return, they wouldn’t expect the gold and silver to be buried beneath the bodies. This is solid evidence! A good general always has capable soldiers under his command!”


    Zhang Yao’s face turned ashen with embarrassment.


    “According to Li Si, the loot wasn’t abundant, but it was varied,” Huo Buyi said. “They had gold camel ingots from Youzhou, sea beads from Jiaozhou, snowflake silver from Jingchu, and hibiscus jade from Longxi. It came from all corners of the land, a testament to their crimes.”


    “What a vicious group of villains!” The Crown Prince said grimly. “They robbed and plundered, deceived the government, and still haven’t learned their lesson!” The most frightening thing was that if they had stopped, settled down, and farmed the land, no one would ever know what they had done.


    The truth was clear by this point. Shaoshang realized she was unnecessary. Huo Buyi had clearly planned everything out. She felt like a joke and was about to leave when Ji Zun spoke, causing her to stop.


    “Zhang Yao, the case is now clear. What do you have to say?” Ji Zun asked, his face stern as he ordered the officers to arrest the four women. He was rather intimidating when he looked serious.


    “What can I say?” Zhang Yao mumbled, his voice lacking conviction. He offered a perfunctory bow to Huo Buyi. “This time, I wrongly accused you. It was all those wicked and deceitful commoners. I was fooled as well. But you are also at fault. Why wait until now to tell us about something that happened five years ago? You made me run around like a fool!”


    “You’re trying to shift the blame!” The Crown Prince finally erupted in anger. “Zisheng has only been back from the border for less than two weeks. He had to perform ancestral rites, repair family tombs, settle into his new home, and deal with the court’s land reform decree. When has he had a single moment to spare? While it’s true that the bandits intentionally misled you, you shouldn’t have jumped at the chance to spread the accusations all over the place. It is honorable for a general to falsely claim credit for killing innocent civilians? Even if you don’t believe in heaven and earth, you should trust Marquis Yang. You could have at least asked Marquis Yang in private first. If Zisheng had truly been suspicious, then you could have spread the news. You’ve gone too far, and you’re still defending yourself, refusing to admit wrong. Your true character is clear to see.”


    Zhang Yao’s face turned purple from the scolding, but he stubbornly refused to back down. “Of course, I can’t compare to Marquis Huo. He’s from a noble family, favored by the Emperor, while I’m just a commoner…”


    “I’m just like you. We’re both commoners from the Six Counties. Would I deliberately try to harm you?” Chen Chi tried to reason with him. “No matter how much the Emperor favors Eleventh Lang, he still has to charge into battle himself. Swords and spears don’t have eyes. Are the enemy leaders going to hold back because he’s the Emperor’s beloved adopted son?”


    “Humph!” Zhang Yao snorted defiantly. “The Emperor gave him the best horses, the most courageous officers, and the cleverest scouts. Of course, he wins every battle. I’m a simple soul. I know the Crown Prince is angry with me now, so whatever punishment you decide, I will accept. I don’t dare to disobey. But I fear that if my loyal heart is treated this way, the Crown Prince will turn cold towards the commoners from the Six Counties!”


    “You…” Chen Chi was speechless. The Crown Prince’s face turned green with anger, his hand trembling.


    “I find this strange,” Shaoshang said, her voice soft but firm. Everyone looked up to see her standing by the doorway, her hand resting on the frame, as if she were about to step out.


    “Marquis Huo is the descendant of loyal heroes and the Emperor’s adopted son. Everyone knows that. Master Zhang, your parents are still alive, and your family is happy. What do you have to compare to Marquis Huo? If you really want to compare, you should compare yourself to General Chen.”


    Shaoshang gave a wry smile. Chen Chi sighed and rubbed his forehead, but didn’t try to stop her.


    “General Chen and you are both commoners from the Six Counties. You’re both from the same county, entered the Imperial Guard during the same year, and were selected for service at the same time. Yet, he’s always one step ahead of you. He was appointed a deputy commander of the Tiger Guards, and you were still just a regular guard. He became a Lieutenant General of the Tiger Guards, and you just became a deputy commander. So, why don’t you compare yourself to General Chen?” Shaoshang pretended to act confused.


    The Crown Prince, always quick-witted, instantly sneered. “Of course, he wouldn’t dare compare himself to Chen Chi. After all, anyone could see that he’s not as capable or competent, not as kind or considerate, nor as honest and virtuous. He can only compare himself to Zisheng, but he stubbornly refuses to admit that he is simply not as good!”


    Zhang Yao, like a fish stripped of its scales, was a mixture of shame and anger. His entire body twitched, and he seemed to shrink. He could no longer argue with a defiant attitude.


    Everyone stared at him coldly. They knew he was no longer worth worrying about.


    …


    Shaoshang had assumed she would be the first to leave, but the Crown Prince was quicker. His robe billowed behind him like a surging river. “Your Highness, please slow down!” Shaoshang called out. “Watch your step… Oops!”


    The Crown Prince actually did stumble. Once he regained his balance, he said loudly, “Do you think I have as much free time as you? The court is drowning in matters. I came here today despite my busy schedule!”


    Shaoshang desperately wanted to say that he could have just stayed away from the entire thing (to listen to the gossip), but she didn’t dare.


    “Zisheng,” the Crown Prince said to Huo Buyi, who was behind him.


    Huo Buyi bowed. “Please go ahead, Your Highness. I will be there shortly.”


    The Crown Prince glanced at Shaoshang, snorted, and then left, his sleeve flapping behind him.


    Shaoshang was very cautious. As the Crown Prince and Huo Buyi spoke, she quickly walked away. After Huo Buyi said goodbye to the Crown Prince, he immediately grabbed the hem of his robe with his left hand, taking long strides to catch up, and caught her just as she was about to descend the stone steps.


    “What are you doing! Let go!” Shaoshang felt a searing heat on her wrist and looked around anxiously.


    Huo Buyi held onto her left wrist. “I have something to say to you. This place…”


    “Huo Buyi, what are you trying to do?!” Yuan Shen, who had been waiting at the bottom of the steps, was shocked, his eyes bulging. He quickly rushed up the steps.


    Huo Buyi remained calm. “I have something to say to Shaoshang.”


    “What do you have to say? Can’t you say it in front of me?!” Yuan Shen was a refined man, skilled at debating articles at a podium. His performance right now, however, was lacking.


    Huo Buyi looked at Yuan Shen for a moment and then smiled. “Well, Minister Yuan, why don’t you come along…”


    What?! Yuan Shen and Shaoshang, the engaged couple, were both stunned.


    “But this isn’t a good place to talk. My carriage is down there. Let’s get in first, and then we can talk.” As he spoke, Huo Buyi held onto her wrist with one hand and placed his other on Yuan Shen’s shoulder. With a slight push, he moved them forward.


    Yuan Shen and Shaoshang were caught off guard. Their minds went blank as Huo Buyi pushed them along.


    They had only descended halfway down the steps when a smooth and flippant voice called out from a distance, “What’s this? Well, well, well, if it isn’t Marquis Gao Yong, Minister Yuan, and Mistress Cheng!”


    The three of them stopped. The Fifth Prince, with a mischievous grin, sauntered towards them, twirling a flamboyant, multicolored feather fan in his hand.


    “What are you doing here, Your Highness? The Imperial Censorate isn’t a place you can just wander around. Have you done something wrong?” Shaoshang asked.


    “Psh! Can’t you say anything auspicious?” The Fifth Prince spat, annoyed. “I’m not here for the Imperial Censorate. I just came from the Ministry of Affairs…” He grinned triumphantly. “Father is granting me a fiefdom!”


    “Oh, congratulations, Your Highness,” Shaoshang said without a trace of enthusiasm. “Farewell.”


    Huo Buyi continued to push them forward.


    “Hey, hey, don’t go! I came on horseback, and I’m tired now. I want to ride in a carriage back to the palace. Eleventh Lang, would you give me a lift?” The Fifth Prince had a clear look of amusement on his face. He kept glancing from one to another. “Besides, it’s fate that we’ve met. I’m going to my fief soon, and who knows when I’ll see you again!”


    Yuan Shen said impassively, “If Your Highness acts improperly in your fiefdom, you will be summoned back to face charges. In that case, you will see us again.”


    The Fifth Prince’s face turned green. “Yuan Shanjian, can you even speak?”


    “Are you really going to ride in my carriage, Your Highness?” Huo Buyi asked.


    “Yes!” the Fifth Prince loudly declared.


    “Alright.”


    Moments later, the four of them were seated in Huo Buyi’s newly built, massive black-iron carriage. They recalled the stunned looks on everyone’s faces at the Imperial Censorate’s gate. Yuan Shen and Shaoshang looked gloomy. The Fifth Prince was beaming. Huo Buyi remained expressionless.


    “What exactly do you want to say to me, Marquis Huo?” Shaoshang asked, looking annoyed.


    Huo Buyi looked at her intensely. “Shaoshang, break off your engagement with Yuan Shen and marry me.”


    …


    With 156 chapters, are we really surprised by Huo Buyi anymore?
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    Chapter One Hundred and Fifty-Seven:
The Final Scandal of My Life (One)


    A layer of silent fog seemed to descend upon the carriage, muffling all sound and sight. Yuan Shen and Shaoshang were stunned. The Fifth Prince used his colorful feather fan to shield the bottom of his face, revealing only two excited, expectant eyes.


    “Huo Buyi, you have gone too far!” Yuan Shen finally snapped out of his shock, erupting in rage—something he had never done before in his twenty-seven years of life.


    Shaoshang stared at Huo Buyi as if he were a monster. “Are you crazy?”


    Huo Buyi remained calm and collected. His tone was neutral. “These words come from the heart, Shaoshang. Think about it again.”


    “I thought she had already thought about it and picked Yuan Shen,” the Fifth Prince said, grinning as he twirled his fan.


    Shaoshang stiffened her neck and roared back, “Think? I don’t think! There’s nothing to think about! Who do you think I am? You just speak, and I should immediately break off my engagement and marry you? Why didn’t I just go to the northwest and find you in the first place?!”


    “You’re angry with me, so you wouldn’t have come looking for me,” Huo Buyi said.


    “It’s good you know that!” Shaoshang shouted.


    “Of course, he knows,” the Fifth Prince whispered. “He’s still going to try and steal her.”


    “You, you, you! You dare to disregard the Yuan family of Jiao Dong! To speak such nonsense in front of me! You’re… you’re utterly outrageous and absurd!” Yuan Shen trembled with rage.


    “Minister Yuan,” Huo Buyi began sincerely. “I know you are furious right now, but please calm down and listen. You and Shaoshang are not a good match…”


    Yuan Shen thought that no noble young man in the entire Capital would ever experience anything like this. He had certainly learned something today. He sneered, “Shaoshang and I aren’t a good match, but you think you and Shaoshang are a good match? That’s absolutely ridiculous! Why didn’t you tell the usurper of Shu, ‘You’re not fit to be emperor,’ and see if he immediately surrendered?”


    “I actually did say that in the proclamation last year. But he didn’t listen,” Huo Buyi said.


    Shaoshang and Yuan Shen were speechless.


    “Then we went to war,” Huo Buyi added.


    The Fifth Prince hid behind his fan, struggling to hold back his laughter.


    “So what?” Yuan Shen tried to control his anger. “Are you saying you’re going to declare war on me, Marquis Huo?”


    Huo Buyi chuckled. “Why would I do that? I’m hoping for a long and happy life for you. Otherwise, how could I ever hope to have a chance with Shaoshang?”


    “Minister Yuan is skilled in the six arts,” the Fifth Prince interrupted. “I saw him participate in archery and horseback riding at the training ground. He’s very good. If you two really fought, it wouldn’t be clear…” He was thrilled, excited that squeezing into the carriage wasn’t for nothing.


    “Shut up, Your Highness!” Shaoshang said, eyes wide. “You’re just trying to stir up trouble. Watch out you don’t get so caught up you lose a leg on the way to your fiefdom!” Her hand itched, thinking she hadn’t gotten to beat this guy up enough over the past five years.


    The Fifth Prince was confused. “Why would I lose a leg?”


    “Because I will tell the Emperor that you are the one instigating a fight between them. Let’s see if he won’t break your leg!”


    “You’re lying!” The Fifth Prince slapped his fan against his leg and glared at her.


    Shaoshang looked at him sideways. “You’re right. Your Highness clearly saw that the three of us had something to talk about, and yet you insisted on joining us. You’ll tell the Emperor it was just a coincidence, but do you think he’ll believe you?”


    The Fifth Prince’s face changed several times. He gritted his teeth. “Fine, if you’re going to be cruel, so will I.” He smiled at Huo Buyi. “Eleventh Lang, there’s something you probably don’t know. I can’t let you be in the dark about this…”


    Shaoshang’s eye twitched, and she inwardly cried, ‘Oh no!’ Yuan Shen was still clueless, but the Fifth Prince had gone on like flowing water. “Eleventh Lang, do you know that Cheng Shaoshang once proposed to the King of Donghai? She asked Elder Brother to marry her!”


    Yuan Shen’s face darkened. He wondered how the Fifth Prince knew about this. Shaoshang groaned and covered her forehead with her hand.


    The Fifth Prince said with a smug smile, “What do you think, Eleventh Lang? Didn’t expect that, did you? Cheng Shaoshang actually did that! It’s unbelievable…”


    “And then what?”


    “Huh?” The Fifth Prince was surprised.


    Huo Buyi remained expressionless. He patiently asked again, “What happened after? Did the King of Donghai refuse, or did Shaoshang change her mind?”


    “Uh, it was Eldest Brother who refused…” the Fifth Prince said dumbly.


    Huo Buyi nodded, turning his gaze to the girl.


    Shaoshang’s heart began to pound. She grabbed Yuan Shen’s arm tightly. “Your Highness, don’t be so self-righteous,” she said loudly. “Do you think I care what people say? If I can do it, I am not afraid of people talking. Besides, I already told Shanjian about this. Don’t waste your time.” Although she said this, her eyes still nervously darted around, as if she was unsure what to be afraid of.


    “Why did you do that, Shaoshang? From what I know, you didn’t like the King of Donghai. You often criticized him.” Huo Buyi remained calm, without a hint of surprise or anger.


    Shaoshang snorted and turned her head away, acting like she was unconcerned. “It’s none of your business!”


    Yuan Shen was almost pulled off balance by the girl. He managed to catch himself by bracing against the side of the carriage. He sighed and glanced at his fiancée. “The Empress Dowager hasn’t been well lately. She said she needed to see Shaoshang get married before she could rest easy. So, Shaoshang went looking for a suitable match.” He still glared at her with disapproval.


    Huo Buyi grunted. “That’s probably true. Shaoshang likely saw the King of Donghai as kind, easy to manage. And she could continue to serve the Empress Dowager after marrying him. That’s why she proposed to him, right?” It was as if he had personally heard Shaoshang’s explanation, his guess was so good.


    The Fifth Prince was extremely unhappy with Huo Buyi’s reaction. “You’re not going to say anything to her? Sure, there are poems from ancient times about women expressing their feelings, but women are supposed to be graceful and refined…”


    “Fifth Prince, stop it!” Shaoshang glared at him angrily.


    The Fifth Prince ignored her. There was actually a secret between the two of them. He was certain that Cheng Shaoshang wouldn’t dare reveal it.


    “It’s my place to correct Shaoshang,” Yuan Shen said coldly. “As long as I don’t mind, why are you being so petty, Your Highness? I don’t mind you revealing this. To be blunt, I would rather see Huo Buyi lose interest in Cheng Shaoshang.”


    “You’re completely smitten with Cheng Shaoshang. Why would you correct her?” the Fifth Prince snorted. “Eleventh Lang, do you really have nothing to say?”


    Huo Buyi turned his head, lost in thought, like he was pondering something. “…I have something to say.” He looked back at the Fifth Prince. “How long has it been since Shaoshang proposed to you again?”


    The Fifth Prince’s fan clattered to the floor. All three were shocked, but had differing reactions. Yuan Shen was completely taken aback. Shaoshang and the Fifth Prince both were thinking, ‘How did he know? I didn’t tell anyone!’


    The Fifth Prince began to panic and tried to laugh it off. “What are you talking about, Eleventh Lang? You’re joking… Heh heh…”


    Huo Buyi calmly stared at him.


    Shaoshang slowly moved behind Yuan Shen. But Yuan Shen, furious, yanked her back out. “You really did that?”


    Seeing his fiancée giving him a fawning, sheepish smile, practically admitting it, Yuan Shen almost choked. Since he had gotten engaged to Cheng Shaoshang, his life had been a whirlwind of excitement.


    Huo Buyi grunted. “That’s probably true. Shaoshang likely saw the King of Donghai as kind, easy to manage. And she could continue to serve the Empress Dowager after marrying him. That’s why she proposed to him, right?” It was as if he had personally heard Shaoshang’s explanation, his guess was so good.


    “How did you guess she proposed to the Fifth Prince again?” Yuan Shen asked.


    Huo Buyi glanced at the young woman. “She’s a bold and determined person. She wouldn’t give up just because of a little setback. If she’s decided to get married, she’s going to look everywhere for a suitable husband.”


    It sounded like a compliment, but Shaoshang didn’t dare smile. She ducked her head, hiding behind Yuan Shen.


    Yuan Shen clenched his teeth. He longed to drag that unreliable little girl out, slap her hands and starve her for three days. He wanted her to memorize fifty verses from Xunzi’s Encouragement to Learning1 and copy a hundred verses from Yang Xiong’s Fa Yan2 so she could learn her place in the world!


    Huo Buyi put his hand on the Fifth Prince’s shoulder. He tightened his grip slightly, and the Fifth Prince shrieked like a porcupine that had been shot by an arrow. “Ouch, ouch! Stop it! If you don’t let go, I’ll tell Father! I didn’t agree. I really didn’t agree! She hit me, threatened me, and scared me, but I am a man of steel and I said no!”


    Huo Buyi loosened his grip slightly. The Fifth Prince, catching his breath, whispered, “…Do you think I don’t know what kind of woman Cheng Shaoshang is? If I actually married her, I don’t know how much longer I would live. Ouch, stop it! Okay, I was blind not to recognize a jewel encrusted with gold. Cheng Shaoshang was engaged to you, and we grew up together. How could I marry her…”


    Once he realized that Huo Buyi had loosened his grip again, the Fifth Prince quickly grabbed his fan and used the jade handle to tap on the side of the carriage forcefully. He thought to himself, ‘I have the worst luck today. Although the show was worth watching, all those awful memories of being punished as a child have come flooding back. I’ve gotten complacent over the years and have forgotten how dangerous he can be!’


    The Fifth Prince rubbed his shoulder and noticed the carriage stopped. Without waiting for anyone to say anything, he jumped out and ran, shouting behind him, “No need to see me off! I’m refreshed now. I’m going to ride back to the palace! Goodbye everyone. Come visit my fiefdom someday, and I’ll be your gracious host. Okay, goodbye now… Ouch! You fools, why didn’t you grab me…”


    He had finished the last part of his sentence by the time he was out of the carriage. He tripped and fell, landing awkwardly, and then roared at his guards.


    The carriage door closed, leaving just the three of them inside.


    Yuan Shen felt a sense of satisfaction when he heard the Fifth Prince’s cries. He started to think about whether he should hand the girl behind him to Huo Buyi for a little discipline. Shaoshang noticed her fiancé’s disapproving look and forced a smile. “I was just joking. Who would want to marry him? It was a silly thing to say. No one else heard, anyway…”


    Yuan Shen took a deep breath, deciding to address the external threat before the internal one. He bowed and said, “Marquis Huo, I know you know Shaoshang very well. Since that’s the case, you should understand that her engagement to me is a decision she made carefully, not a frivolous act like her interactions with the King of Donghai and the Fifth Prince. What do you think?”


    Shaoshang nodded emphatically behind him.


    Huo Buyi’s long eyebrows slanted upwards as he gazed at the girl. His deep amber eyes, like crystal, held a mix of light and shadow. “…Sometimes, what Shaoshang says and does isn’t necessarily what she truly wants.”


    “Marquis Huo, those are some pretty strong claims,” Yuan Shen suppressed his anger. “Shaoshang doesn’t even know what she wants. Do you think you do?” Why doesn’t this Huo go argue with old scholars at the Hanlin Academy!


    “You could say that,” Huo Buyi said.


    Yuan Shen was speechless. Shaoshang patted his arm and comforted, “I think he’s lost his mind. Don’t pay any attention to him.”


    Yuan Shen said firmly, “Marquis Huo, your words are ridiculous. I cannot accept them. There is no need to continue this. Shaoshang and I will get out of this carriage now…”


    “Every word I have spoken is the truth,” Huo Buyi interjected. He looked at the girl again. “In the Imperial Garden on Tu Mountain, there is a type of cold spring shrimp. Shaoshang was very fond of them…”


    “Nonsense!” Shaoshang couldn’t stop herself from interrupting. “I’ve eaten that kind of shrimp many times. I wasn’t particularly fond of it.”


    “No,” Huo Buyi said firmly. “You loved them.”


    “You think I don’t even know my own food preferences?” Shaoshang gave an exasperated laugh.


    Huo Buyi turned to Yuan Shen. “The first time Shaoshang tried this cold spring shrimp was at a banquet the Empress Dowager held at Changqiu Palace. Before the dish was served, Old Lady Zhai warned her that the shrimp was quite delicious but Her Majesty unfortunately couldn’t eat it. Even if she accidentally touched it, she gets a rash. After that, Shaoshang never asked for that specific shrimp again.”


    “That’s because I really didn’t like the shrimp,” Shaoshang argued stubbornly.


    Huo Buyi ignored her and continued, “Shaoshang tells everyone that, but if Minister Yuan observes carefully, he can easily understand her eating habits. Sometimes Old Lady Zhai craves it, and sometimes the Emperor gifts me some shrimp raised in tanks. Whenever there is cold spring shrimp on the table, whether it’s boiled, roasted, or pickled… Shaoshang always eats several extra bowls, and she even uses the shrimp broth to mix with rice.” As he said the last part, a quiet pang of pain went through his heart.


    The carriage fell silent. Yuan Shen was stunned. Shaoshang was momentarily dazed, wondering if it were true, but then… she recalled that the cold spring shrimp sent to Huo Buyi’s house… it seemed… it all ended up in her stomach. Huh?


    “It’s common in the palace for people to be fond of foods their master doesn’t like,” Huo Buyi said. “But most people take one of two paths. The cunning ones pretend to be patient, but they let everyone know they’re doing it for the Empress Dowager, which gives them a virtuous reputation. The kind-hearted ones just endure it quietly and don’t mention it. But Shaoshang is different. She tells everyone, and she tells herself, that she doesn’t like the shrimp either.”


    Yuan Shen turned to look at his fiancée.


    He understood her deep, subtle kindness and pride. The kindness was her willingness to endure the Empress Dowager’s affection for her without complaint. The pride was her unwillingness to be praised for it.


    Huo Buyi looked at Shaoshang and spoke every word clearly. “For anything she considers pointless, she’ll convince herself so completely that she truly believes it. That’s the kind of foolish girl she is.”


    Shaoshang avoided his gaze, turning her head and loudly stating, “Don’t try to mislead people, Marquis Huo! Is a shrimp dish the same as a lifelong commitment? Shanjian and I won’t fall for your tricks!”


    Yuan Shen thought about it more. Years ago, Madam Xiao had treated her own daughter poorly, and Shaoshang had repeatedly shown she didn’t care. Everyone believed her. But, could it be that his fiancée wasn’t as truly indifferent as she appeared?


    “People say that Marquis Huo is a man of few words. But after meeting you today, it seems what people say isn’t always true. Though you’re known through your military achievements, you are clearly quite skilled with words,” Yuan Shen said slowly. Since he was fifteen, he had become famous throughout the land for his debate skills and education. Over the years, he spent his time between teaching and the Ministry of Personnel, interacting with learned scholars who loved to argue and cunning, powerful officials.


    Now, the initial shock had subsided. He calmed himself, preparing to face his formidable rival. “But Marquis Huo, even with your eloquence, you haven’t considered this. How do you know that Shaoshang agreed to marry into my family out of true conviction or merely self-deception? To try and win over an opponent with just a few words, Marquis Huo, you are being a bit presumptuous.”


    Huo Buyi looked at Shaoshang again. “If only Minister Yuan was truly my opponent,” he said calmly. His true opponent was never Yuan Shen.


    Yuan Shen was confused. Huo Buyi tapped on the side of the carriage. “The court has been arguing over the land reform decree lately, and I need to return to the discussions. The Cheng residence is right here. It’s just a short walk. I won’t escort you any further.”


    He had effectively kicked them out, so Yuan Shen and Shaoshang quickly got out of the carriage.


    Standing on the northern side of the quiet market district, with guards and servants of both the Yuan and Cheng families standing behind them, they watched Huo Buyi’s black-iron carriage disappear into the distance. The two of them remained silent for a moment.


    “That man is truly skilled,” Yuan Shen said, folding his long sleeves behind his back. It was as if he was analyzing a battle strategy. “He launched a surprise attack, leaving his opponent flustered. When the opponent was ready to counterattack, he deftly interrupted, retreated three steps, and then waited for a more opportune moment. It’s as the saying goes, ‘After doing this, the opponent naturally loses the advantage.’”


    Shaoshang looked up at the sky, then lowered her head. “Um… are you going to break off our engagement?” It wasn’t that she was trying to diminish her family, but if Huo Buyi went all out, few people in the Capital could stand up to him.


    “Of course not!” Yuan Shen firmly said. “It was my fault for underestimating him. I saw how dejected he was the other day and thought he had given up. But he suddenly attacked. Back when you were engaged to him, I even considered how to break the two of you up. How could I back down now?”


    “What?!” Shaoshang couldn’t believe it. “You actually thought about that?”


    Yuan Shen showed no shame. “I can assure you that when you were engaged for the first time, Huo Buyi must have thought about how to break you up with Luo Yao. It was just that he had too many concerns and didn’t actually do anything.” From that perspective, they had actually been on the same team.


    “You two really are the same!” Shaoshang was speechless.


    “Don’t be so quick to mock me. Let’s figure out how to deal with Huo Buyi. Are you seriously going to break off the engagement?”


    Shaoshang gave two dry, emotionless laughs.


    Thinking back to how Huo Buyi had completely controlled the conversation made Yuan Shen annoyed. “That Huo Buyi is truly infuriating!”


    Shaoshang sighed. “I told you before, he seemed quiet and harmless, but his words are venomous! If he wants to drive you crazy, he won’t hesitate. I’ve been on the receiving end of his sharp tongue countless times!”


    “And you! Why didn’t you tell me about the Fifth Prince? You made me look like a fool!” Yuan Shen’s face turned serious. He was ready to settle the score.


    “The Fifth Prince was just bragging, saying ‘Once I have my fiefdom, I’ll be far away from the Emperor and I can do whatever I want,’” Shaoshang said helplessly. “I was bored and momentarily interested, so I tested him. It wasn’t serious.”


    “Marriage is a serious matter. You can’t joke around about it!” Yuan Shen said sternly.


    “Alright, I get it!” Shaoshang said. “It’s your fault for dragging things out with the Cai family for five years. Who would dare to consider you as a potential husband? Of course, I had to find another option!”


    “From now on, tell me everything! Huo Buyi clearly is trying to find a way to get back in. We need to work together.”


    “What do you think he’ll try next?”


    The two of them looked at each other, at a loss. Shaoshang thought that no matter how much Huo Buyi flattered or apologized, she wouldn’t waver. Yuan Shen, however, was wondering if Huo Buyi would try to use his power to intimidate them, to subtly undermine them. But the Yuan family wasn’t a pushover either.


    They continued to speak as they walked until they reached the entrance to the Cheng mansion’s alley. Shaoshang suddenly remembered something. “Hey, Huo Buyi has to discuss the land reform decree. Don’t you have anything to do?”


    Yuan Shen slapped his forehead. “I’ve been so flustered. Tomorrow the Emperor is holding court. I need to go to the Grand Commandant’s mansion to discuss my report. You…”


    “Go ahead, go ahead. You can go now I’ll make my way home from here. How can you be so forgetful, you’re going to be a high-ranking official someday! Go, go, go. I’m waiting to be the wife of a high official.”


    Yuan Shen quickly mounted the horse his guard brought him. He had only taken a few steps when he stopped and looked back. He saw his fiancée walking into the alleyway, her hands clasped behind her back. She looked quite mature and composed. He couldn’t help but smile.


    He thought to himself, ‘It’s rare in this lifetime to find someone I like. I can’t just give her away because my opponent is powerful. I don’t want to end up like my master, regretting my life and then singing beneath someone else’s window.’


    …


    Next Chapter: The Final Scandal of My Life (Two)
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    Chapter One Hundred and Fifty-Eight:
The Final Scandal of My Life (Two)


    Shaoshang walked into her home with a straight back. On her way to her residence, Cheng Shaogong sidled up to her, eager for gossip. “So, did Huo Buyi get off? Was your testimony useful?”


    “Testimony?” Shaoshang was furious. “He’s so powerful, he can do anything. He had all the evidence ready! Even if I hadn’t gone today, he would have been fine. He would have walked out of Tingwei Prison unscathed.”


    Cheng Shaogong was disappointed. “I thought that Zhang Yao was sure to win. Turns out he’s useless. He didn’t even last a round.”


    Mentioning that nitpicking bastard made Shaoshang even angrier. “Don’t even talk about him. Master Ji is probably sentencing him right now. I heard from Shanjian that falsely accusing a meritorious official without evidence usually results in dismissal from office and exile.”


    “So, Huo Buyi is fine now? Ugh, you made a wasted trip, Niao Niao. He doesn’t owe you any gratitude.”


    Shaoshang stopped, frowning, and turned around. “Third Brother, you’ve been acting strange lately. First, you had no reason to support my engagement to Yuan Shen. And since Huo Buyi came back, you’ve constantly been asking about him. I remember you used to be terrified of him. If you bumped into him by accident, you would pretend not to know him and go a different way.”


    Cheng Shaogong laughed nervously. He ran away, saying, “Niao Niao, what are you saying? With Eldest and Second Brother gone, I’m the oldest now. Of course, I have to look after my little sister. Heh heh…”


    Shaoshang glared at her brother’s retreating back for a while, then continued walking back to her residence. Once she stepped inside, her shoulders slumped. A’Zhu, noticing the girl’s worry, asked with concern, “What’s wrong, Young Mistress? You’re already tired after being out for just a short time.” She instructed Sang Guo to bring some tea and asked Lian Fang to prepare a hot sandbag for Shaoshang to ease her fatigue.


    Shaoshang sighed softly. “I don’t know why, but I feel like something bad is going to happen.”


    A’Zhu observed the girl’s expression. “Is it because of Master Huo?” she gently asked.


    After a moment of hesitation, she said, “Yes.”


    When Huo Buyi held great power, Yuan Shen was lying in wait. It was only after he had been exiled that Yuan Shen made a name for himself. Only by observing from the sidelines, overcoming hostility, and racking his brains to deal with it, can one truly understand the other party’s methods.


    If mere theory was enough, Han Feizi1, who compiled the system of statecraft, imperial strategy, and power tactics, wouldn’t have died so easily at the hands of Li Si’s cunning.


    Unlike Yuan Shen, Shaoshang and Huo Buyi had spent several months together. She had a deep understanding of his ruthless methods, his deep scheming, and his decisive actions. Huo Buyi was right when he said that if he truly didn’t care about consequences, only Royal Uncle, who was even more cunning and experienced, couldn’t stop him. Even the Crown Prince might not be enough. That was what made this so hopeless.


    In the court, Huo Buyi was the Emperor’s most useful minister. However, when it came to marriage, Royal Uncle was Huo Buyi’s loyal dog. If Huo Buyi wanted to braise himself, he would immediately hand over the soy sauce. So, the Emperor probably wouldn’t stop him. It would be a great deal of restraint on his part if he wasn’t cheering him on from the side.


    A wave of anxiety washed over Shaoshang. To distract herself, she went to ask Madam Xiao about how her father was ‘reforming’ Diwu Cheng. Madam Xiao smiled with satisfaction, casually stating that victory was near. If they played their cards right, her son and nephews would have their martial arts instructor secured.


    Shaoshang was impressed by her parents’ ingenuity and eagerly asked how they did it. Madam Xiao recounted the process.


    First, they locked Diwu Cheng in an empty cellar. They provided him with food and drink, but never spoke a word to him. They let him stew in isolation, driving him mad with frustration. When he was close to snapping, her father went to talk to him. Diwu Cheng no longer acted cold and aloof but instead erupted in fury, cursing the entire Cheng family for eighteen generations.


    First stage a success: anger and rage!


    Next, Father Cheng used the same skills he once employed to convince the villagers to rebel (scratch that, to rise up). He began his speech, “In those days, the officials in the neighboring county were greedy and tyrannical, constantly bullying and abusing the people. A nameless hero descended from the heavens, slaughtering the county officials in one night. No one could arrest him. After that, every official who took office didn’t dare to overstep their bounds.”


    This resulted in the officials in several counties near the Cheng family’s village being very understanding. They stopped imposing excessive taxes and forced labor, fearing that they might be murdered in their sleep. When Father Cheng raised his flag and began the rebellion, they turned a blind eye and deaf ear. When bandits and rebellions rose, they even cooperated with Father Cheng, maintaining a harmonious relationship between the people and the officials.


    “…Back then, I was still young, but I learned that it wasn’t just wise rulers and virtuous officials who could save the people from ruin. Brave and righteous heroes could also bring relief to the suffering! Cheng Shi, who had directly benefited, spoke with deep emotion.


    “I heard that Diwu Cheng’s martial arts master was a renowned hero from the previous dynasty. In one month, he destroyed seven bandit strongholds, all to find a granddaughter for an orphaned elderly couple. To prevent the government from slaughtering several villages suspected of having the plague, he came out of retirement in his old age. He wielded his sword, his body still stained with blood, and stole a famous physician from a royal mansion to treat the villagers. I hear that people in that area still worship his memorial tablet with incense. Ah, he was truly ‘a true man should be like this’ man!”


    Father Cheng smacked his thigh in admiration, his face full of longing and respect. Diwu Cheng blushed with shame and shifted uneasily.


    The second stage was a success: knowing that he had accomplished nothing in the past twenty years.


    At this point, Father Cheng finally began to speak for the Yuan family.


    The Yuan family had truly been on the brink of destruction. Their flag of rebellion had been raised, and the soldiers of the cruel Emperor were chanting battle cries and preparing for a massacre. If they made one mistake, their entire clan, old and young alike, would perish. In this situation, Yuan Pei, the only adult male heir with any ability, would never have been able to leave with Diwu He Yi. As for Diwu He Yi, who was oblivious to the danger and obsessed with staying with Yuan Pei, the anxious elder Yuan clan members wished they could spit on her and eat her flesh.


    Father Cheng was naturally a kind and good-natured man. When he spoke words of comfort, they had a doubled effect. Diwu Cheng finally opened up, “My parents died when I was young. My younger sister followed me around the world since she was a child. I spoiled her, and she grew up wild, with a fiery temper. She would rather break than bend.”


    The moment he heard about the Yuan family’s misfortune, Diwu Cheng knew that his sworn brother, Yuan Pei, would have to return. He told his sister, “Either you go to the Yuan family as a concubine, or we sever our ties.” Diwu He Yi was stubborn, however, and had never faced any setbacks. She insisted that her beloved keep his promise and live with her forever. She constantly pestered him. Diwu Cheng had been wandering the world for many years, experiencing many hardships. He knew that his sister’s actions were extremely inappropriate, like rubbing salt on the wounds of the Yuan family.


    The third stage was a success: beginning to reflect on the incident with the Yuan family.


    “…I see that you are a reasonable man, Diwu Cheng. Since you understand this in your heart, why didn’t you try to dissuade your younger sister back then? If you had, the tragedy wouldn’t have happened,” Father Cheng asked.


    Diwu Cheng fell silent for a long time.


    He had tried to persuade her, but he hadn’t been strict enough in disciplining his sister.


    On one hand, he loved his sister and couldn’t bear to see her heartbroken. On the other hand, he secretly hoped that his sworn brother was deeply in love with his sister and might be willing to abandon his family and choose her. However, he knew that this thought was base and unjust, and he felt terribly guilty towards the Yuan clan. As a result, he didn’t dare speak of it, nor even think about it too much.


    At this point, Madam Xiao stepped in.


    “The Governor of Yuanzhou has been cursed with bad luck for the past eight generations. He met you siblings, and even became sworn brothers with you! Hmph, if you truly considered him a brother, you would feel his pain. When the Yuan family was engulfed in a sea of blood, why didn’t the noble warrior Diwu offer his help?”


    Diwu Cheng’s face contorted with pain. When the Yuan family was in trouble, orphans and widows hid everywhere. Those who couldn’t escape were captured, imprisoned, tortured, and hung. What was he doing at that time? Oh, he was desperately comforting his sister, who had lost her lover.


    Madam Xiao chuckled coldly. “My husband also has a sworn brother, Wan Songbai, the Governor of Xu County. For the past twenty years, the Wan and Cheng families have shared their hearts and destinies, enduring both fortune and misfortune together, like one family. I dare say, if it could save my husband’s life, apart from Madam Wan, the entire Wan family, including Wan Songbai’s life, his wife, concubines, and children… he would willingly give them up!”


    Diwu Cheng was filled with shame. Father Cheng shifted uncomfortably in his seat. To be honest, if asked to trade his wife, Xiao Yuan Yi, and children for his sworn brother, Wan Songbai, he… well, he probably… wouldn’t be too keen.


    “Sharing heart and destiny is easy to say and hard to do. In Noble Warrior Diwu’s heart, your sworn brother’s family is facing a mountain of corpses and death hangs in the balance. IS that less important than your sister’s tears?”


    Madam Xiao’s words were sharp and unforgiving. “Mistress Diwu Cheng died tragically, but Old Master Yuan paid with his life. What more do you want? Are you saying your sworn brother’s father’s life is less valuable than your younger sister’s? For these past twenty years, privately, you have betrayed your sworn oath, Noble Warrior Diwu. You’ve been selfish and self-absorbed, only caring about yourself. Publicly, you’ve betrayed the kindness of your master who taught you. The world was in chaos, people were suffering, but you were fixated on pointless vengeance and resentment. You weren’t of any use to the people of the world! Hmph, your master was blind to choose you as his student!”


    The fourth stage was a success: Diwu Cheng was completely lost.


    “What about now?” Shaoshang asked about the fifth stage.


    Madam Xiao smiled faintly. “Appeal to his emotions, reason with him, and give him a wake-up call. Now, let him calm down and let the anger pass. A’Zhu and Ou’er both like him. They spend their days talking to him, teaching martial arts. I will arrange a marriage for Diwu Cheng later. Once he has children and grandchildren and establishes his family, the matter will be settled.”


    Shaoshang didn’t believe it. She snuck over to Cheng Zhu and Cheng Ou’s residence to spy on them. Sure enough, she saw Diwu Cheng sitting in the courtyard, guiding the two boys on how to grab an opponent’s wrist. He was carving two delicate wooden swords with his hands. The harshness that had been etched on his face for years was gone, replaced by endless patience.


    “Father and Mother are truly skilled!” Shaoshang exclaimed in admiration.


    “People are like that,” Cheng Shaogong said. “They’re helpless when it comes to their own family, but they can handle other people’s problems with ease. You still refuse to reconcile with Grandmother. Even Father and Mother have no solution.”


    Shaoshang frowned. “I heard that Grandmother is ill.”


    “That’s right. It’s hard to say what’s wrong. She isn’t eating well and she’s becoming thinner each day. The physicians say it’s an illness of old age,” Cheng Shaogong said. “Grandmother is quite old, after all. Mother said that if Grandmother doesn’t get better, Mother will summon Uncle and our older brothers back.”


    Shaoshang understood that this meant preparing for her grandmother’s passing. But she remained silent, refusing to offer her grandmother any end-of-life care. It wasn’t that she was heartless. It’s just that someone had to remember the real Cheng Shaoshang; the one who died unjustly.


    Her mind successfully distracted, Shaoshang slept soundly that night, dreaming of nothing. But on the other side of the Capital city, in the Luo residence, a renowned lady known for her virtue and grace lay awake all night.


    The next morning, before the sky had even begun to lighten, Luo Jitong rose and began to wash and dress. Without even informing Madam Luo, she summoned her servants to prepare the carriage and set out. Half an hour later, Luo Jitong barely managed to arrive as the grand gates of the Huo residence swung open, and a group of people prepared to depart.


    Huo Buyi, clad in scarlet court robes, his tall figure striking, sat astride a magnificent steed, looking even more handsome, noble, and dignified.


    “Greetings to the General,” Luo Jitong said softly, filled with admiration.


    “Why are you here?” Huo Buyi was slightly surprised.


    Luo Jitong slightly raised the carriage curtain, her expression somber yet composed. “I have something to say to the General. My Father has… yesterday… I’m truly flustered and helpless.” She didn’t finish her sentence.


    “I thought you were intelligent,” Huo Buyi said calmly. “An intelligent person would know what to do next.”


    “Five years we have been together. Shouldn’t you give me an explanation?” Luo Jitong pleaded.


    Huo Buyi looked at her. “I have been with another woman. We ate together, laughed, argued, and were intimate. I know what being together means. You and I have never been together.”


    The guards and servants around them, standing and mounted, all watched. Luo Jitong was utterly embarrassed and on the verge of tears. Liang Qiu Qi stood expressionless nearby, while Liang Qiu Fei felt a pang of sympathy.


    “If I cannot receive an explanation, I will find it hard to accept,” Luo Jitong said softly.


    Huo Buyi thought for a moment. “Today is the Emperor’s grand court assembly. I will speak to you upon my return.”


    Watching her beloved depart without looking back, Luo Jitong was consumed by pain. Glancing down, she noticed her palm was bleeding from her fingernails digging into it. She didn’t want to return home, nor did she want to wait at the Huo residence. After a moment’s thought, she instructed the driver to take her to the Cheng mansion.


    Although the Cheng family was a newly risen clan, their servants were quite courteous. Upon learning that Madam Xiao was not at home, Luo Jitong was led by a maid to Shaoshang’s residence. It was only then she discovered that despite the sun being high in the sky, the Cheng family’s young mistress was still fast asleep.


    A bitter taste filled Luo Jitong’s mouth. She thought to herself, ‘This is my rival, lacking decorum in every way. And yet, Huo Buyi is devoted to her.’


    Shaoshang was also feeling down. She had finally gotten a day off, and she thought it was only fair to the nation and its people to sleep until lunch. But now she had to tidy herself up and sit politely opposite Luo Jitong. She stifled a yawn. “What brings you here, Mistress Luo?”


    Mistress Jitong let out a dry laugh.


    This was Cheng Shaoshang’s nature. Once she had a grievance, she wouldn’t even bother with the pretense of politeness. Since the incident at Yong’an Palace, she refused to call Luo Jitong ‘Sister Jitong,’ and only stiffly addressed her as ‘Mistress Luo.’


    “…My words were inappropriate that day. It is understandable that my sister blamed me for being disrespectful to Empress Dowager Xuan, she said softly. “But please forgive me. My marriage to General Huo was about to take place, and now it’s been interrupted. I… I’m quite anxious.”


    Shaoshang tugged at the corner of her lips, noncommittal.


    It didn’t matter how eloquently she spoke; Luo Jitong still hadn’t gone to pay respects to the Empress Dowager since returning. Why bother with this insincere act? But Shaoshang was too lazy to expose her, so she said languidly, “It’s alright, it’s alright. I’m anxious too. Anxious to continue my rest. Mistress Luo, what exactly brings you here? Please tell me quickly.”


    Luo Jitong’s face stiffened, then she resumed her pitiful, sorrowful expression. “I have admired General Huo since I was young. Before, we both had marriage arrangements. I thought I would never have a chance. But then, by heaven’s grace, I met General Huo again in Liangzhou. Shaoshang, you can’t imagine how happy I was… uh…”


    “Three things,” Shaoshang interrupted her, playfully wagging her finger. “First. How many noble ladies in this Capital city have admired Marquis Huo since they were young? If you gathered them all, could you fill an entire vanguard camp?”


    Luo Jitong’s expression soured.


    “Second. You say you’ve admired Marquis Huo since childhood, and were overjoyed to meet him in Liangzhou. So, while you were still married to your late husband, you were still thinking of Master Huo?”


    “How can you say such things! My late husband, my late husband…” Luo Jitong was both shocked and angry. “My late husband and I were respectful and harmonious. How can you make such baseless assumptions?”


    “Yes, yes, let’s say you have ‘admired’ Marquis Huo since you were young, right up until you were about to get married. And then, after your husband died, your ‘admiration’ resurfaced. How about that?”


    Luo Jitong was so angry, she couldn’t speak.


    Shaoshang’s smile gradually faded. “Third. You know my temperament. I’m not generous or understanding, and I am not easily swayed by pity. So, you won’t be able to fool me with your sob story. Once I form an opinion of someone, I won’t bother with pretense. Mistress Huo, what are you here for? Just say it. I have to get back to sleep.”


    Luo Jitong said softly, “You aren’t afraid of the rumors that will spread about you bullying me and disrespecting me.”


    “No matter. My reputation has never been good, and it hasn’t stopped me from getting engaged again and again. Oh, and each fiancé has been quite good. You don’t need to worry about me, Mistress Luo.” Shaoshang was a master of self-deprecation. As long as she wasn’t the one getting hurt, she would infuriate the other person.


    “Fine. I’ll tell you.” Luo Jitong was a master of restraint. Even after being so harshly mocked, she maintained her dignified, sorrowful demeanor. “My father has been working outside the city for the past few days. Yesterday evening, he suddenly sent a trusted servant home, saying that Master Huo had given him a screen in front of many people, stating specifically it was for my dowry. I can’t even imagine how humiliated my father must have been!”


    Shaoshang was taken aback. “Why didn’t your father go to Master Huo to reason with him? Wasn’t your engagement in the northwest almost finalized?”


    Luo Jitong gave a sad smile. “Isn’t it because it wasn’t finalized?”


    “Isn’t the Crown Prince very fond of you?”


    “The Crown Prince is more fond of General Huo.”


    Even though Shaoshang didn’t like Luo Jitong, she felt that a woman abandoned at the altar was truly pitiful. “So… what are you going to do?”


    “I don’t know.” Tears welled up in Luo Jitong’s eyes.


    Shaoshang scratched her head.


    A man who doesn’t want to marry a woman, unless there was a vast disparity in power or advantage, it would be difficult to force the issue. However, even Royal Uncle couldn’t force Huo Buyi, and Luo Jitong’s father would have even less power. Moreover, Huo Buyi and Luo Jitong never had an official engagement.


    “Hey, don’t look at me. I don’t want to deal with Huo Buyi.” Shaoshang saw the hope in Luo Jitong’s eyes and understood what she was thinking. “I will not plead your case to Huo Buyi, and I won’t beg him to marry you. This is your business.”


    Luo Jitong dejectedly hung her head.


    “…Besides, if I begged him, he would do it. So, if I begged Huo Buyi to stop bothering me, do you think he’d listen?” Shaoshang grew increasingly agitated.


    Luo Jitong knew she was right, which made her even more flustered.


    Just then, A’Mei entered the room and offered them freshly-made fruit wine. Before leaving, she noticed that the wind chime hanging on the porch was no longer moving or making sounds. She wanted to take it down to fix it. Shaoshang saw that she was too short to reach it, even on tiptoe. She smiled and got up to help.


    It was the fragrant month of April, and the weather was warm. Shaoshang was wearing a loose, soft, slightly-worn, half-length robe.


    She raised her right arm, and the wide sleeves slid down her soft, white arm. Just as it was about to reach her upper arm, near her shoulder, she instinctively covered the sleeve. Then, she lowered her right arm and used her left arm to reach for the wind chime.


    Luo Jitong’s heart skipped a beat.


    Shaoshang handed the wind chime to A’Mei, turned around smiling, and saw Luo Jitong’s strange expression. “What’s wrong?” she asked.


    “Let me see your arm,” Luo Jitong said flatly.


    “What are you talking about?” Shaoshang was confused.


    “Let me see your right arm.” Luo Jitong stood up.


    Shaoshang instinctively pulled her right shoulder back. “What are you talking about… Alright, we’ve said what we needed to say. Mistress Luo, you should leave now. Have a safe trip.”


    Luo Jitong’s expression held a hint of madness. Seeing that Shaoshang was about to call for her maid, Luo Jitong went up to her, grabbed her arm, and with a swift, knee-driven maneuver, forced Shaoshang to the ground. Shaoshang gasped in pain. That was the difference between an amateur street thug and a true scholar-warrior noble lady.


    Luo Jitong pulled up Shaoshang’s right sleeve, staring intently. She saw two rows of neat teeth marks on the soft, snowy white, round arm. The bite marks had long healed, leaving only a faint ring of pale yellow.


    She remembered that in the border town of the northwest, Huo Buyi often did a strange thing – he would occasionally touch his upper right arm and remain silent for a while, showing a subtle tenderness and sadness.


    “Good. So that’s it!” Luo Jitong laughed bitterly. “Now I understand everything!” She felt there was no point in speaking with Cheng Shaoshang further, so she released her hand, stumbled back a few steps, and strode away.


    Shaoshang rubbed her arm and climbed to her feet, shouting after Luo Jitong’s back, “You’re sick! You need medicine!”


    …


    Next Chapter: The Final Scandal of My Life (Three)
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    Chapter One Hundred and Fifty-Nine:
The Final Scandal of My Life (Three)


    The meeting concluded, and the Emperor, with a displeased expression, announced the end of the court session. He then summoned a handful of his trusted ministers to the Northern Palace for further discussion. He initially wanted to call Huo Buyi as well, but catching sight of the Crown Prince’s face, black as a pot, he winked at his adopted son. Huo Buyi didn’t want to go anywhere. He wanted to quickly return home and deal with Luo Jitong. But since he had been caught by his adoptive father, he could only follow the Crown Prince back to the Eastern Palace.


    “Such an outrageous act! Audacious and reckless!” The Crown Prince ripped his crown from his head and smashed it onto the table with a resounding thud. Several bright pearls rolled off and scattered on the floor.


    In the Eastern Palace’s back hall, the meeting room was filled with people seated on either side. They were either ministers in crimson or black court robes, or strategists with wide-sleeved long robes. Hearing the Crown Prince’s outburst, they all chimed in.


    “Your Highness is right!” One man stood up, bowed, and proclaimed in a clear voice, “The court has issued an order to measure land. It’s to clarify the amount of land and population in each prefecture and county for the sake of future tax collection and management. The world belongs to the nation; the nation belongs to the court. It is only natural for the court to investigate the land and population. How dare anyone question it!”


    Another man echoed loudly, “That’s right! After decades of war and turmoil, the world is finally unified and peaceful. Yet, the land and population records from the previous dynasty are vastly different from today. If we don’t investigate, how can we govern the country?”


    A young man with sharp eyes sneered, “You haven’t hit the nail on the head yet! Land and people are inherently without owners. The reason why the land reform decree is met with such resistance is because some people fear that the court will limit their ability to seize land and accumulate slaves! If the people and land of the world eventually fall into the hands of the powerful and wealthy families, where will the court collect taxes? From whom will it extract forced labor? At this point, will the world still be the court’s world?”


    “Shao Cheng, be careful what you say!” the Second Princess’s husband, seated in the first seat to the Crown Prince’s right, spoke softly. “Don’t spread rumors. It’s not that serious. If this gets out, it won’t be good for you.”


    The Crown Prince had been about to praise Shao Cheng, but his brother-in-law had interrupted him. “Zisheng,” he said, “what do you think?”


    Huo Buyi, seated in the first seat to the Crown Prince’s left, smiled slightly. “You are all correct.”


    “I can’t agree with the Prince Consort’s words. The world is newly settled, and there shouldn’t be any land and population annexation. This shows that those powerful families…” Shao Cheng exclaimed.


    “Let me say something,” a middle-aged scholar interrupted. “If you two had said these things in the grand court assembly today, you would both have been criticized. Either people would say that the Prince Consort’s family has been high officials for generations, and they have so much land and people that they can’t even count them, hence their casual attitude. Or they would say that Shao Cheng comes from a poor family and is waiting for the wealthy to give up their land so he can seize it.”


    Shao Cheng was furious. “Nonsense!”


    The Second Princess’s husband turned to Huo Buyi. “Zisheng, what do you think?”


    Huo Buyi looked at the sky outside. “They are both right.”


    The Crown Prince exhaled loudly and slammed his fist on his knee. “My father is too kind. Those powerful families with long histories have land, people, and weapons, and they dared to declare in front of court officials that they would never comply with the land reform decree! The local officials were afraid of them and even took bribes. They allowed them to hide the truth, and they placed the shortfall on the common people, making them bear the burden of heavy taxes and forced labor. Hmph. I see another case of the government forcing the people to rebel!”


    The Second Princess’s husband chuckled. “Your Highness, look at it from the bright side. It shows that the powerful families don’t control everything, and the corrupt officials are not a united front. Some collude with local powerful families to harm people, while others are righteous and upright officials who feel injustice. They have reported these illegal activities to the court within just a few days.”


    A young man with thick eyebrows and large eyes laughed loudly, “Since marrying the princess, every word from the Prince Consort’s mouth is like sweet music, a gentle breeze!”


    The room was filled with laughter. Shao Cheng said, “May I ask Your Highness, what is your intention?”


    “I intend to petition my father,” the Crown Prince said in a deep voice. “Any powerful family that has concealed or falsified their land and population information will be punished. They will be beheaded if they deserve beheading, and their entire clan will be wiped out if they deserve it!”


    As soon as he said this, several people, led by Shao Cheng, cheered loudly.


    “Your Highness, I believe this is inappropriate,” the Second Princess’s husband said. “His Majesty will not agree.” Several people behind him echoed this sentiment.


    The Crown Prince turned to Huo Buyi. Huo Buyi looked around the room. Everyone remained silent. He initially thought that perhaps he should let the Emperor personally ‘guide’ his son. But thinking of the Emperor and the Crown Prince’s kindness to him, he could only patiently say, “Your Highness, may I ask you, if we investigate and find that almost every powerful family in the world has concealed information, will you behead and exterminate them all?”


    The Crown Prince remained silent. Shao Cheng loudly proclaimed, “During the previous Dynasty, Emperor Wu 1issued the ‘Order to Move to Maoling,2’ forcing all the powerful families to relocate at set times, to weaken their power. Why can’t His Majesty do the same?”


    “Emperor Wu was also a warmonger,” someone sneered. “Do you want His Majesty to imitate him?”


    “You!” Shao Cheng was furious.


    “Enough!” the Crown Prince said.


    Silence descended upon the hall. The Crown Prince glanced at the assembled courtiers, then spoke in a low, commanding voice, “You are all dismissed. The Prince Consort and Zisheng will remain.”


    The courtiers bowed in response, filing out of the hall one by one. Only Shao Cheng remained, his face contorted with resentment, before being finally dragged away by his colleagues.


    Only three figures remained in the hall. The Crown Prince directed a pointed look at Huo Buyi, his eyes narrowed, “You seem remarkably unconcerned. You don’t appear to be worried at all. Are you not afraid that these powerful families with long histories will wreak havoc and bring misery to the people?”


    Huo Buyi offered a faint smile, “Most of the powerful families will not dare to defy the Emperor. The ‘New Policies’ of the former Emperor Li still cast a long shadow over them. If they truly fear for their interests, they will remember the ‘Wangtian system’ – the seizure of all lands by the court. His Majesty is simply undertaking a land survey, and their unhappiness is merely a matter of their own dissatisfaction. If His Majesty displays unwavering resolve, they will ultimately comply.”


    “Why can’t my father implement the ‘Order to Move to Maoling?’” the Crown Prince asked.


    Huo Buyi thought to himself, ‘Why? Once His Majesty gives you a good beating, you’ll understand. If one isn’t enough, it can be two.’


    He still patiently explained.


    “Before Emperor Gao unified the world, the land had been at war for hundreds of years. Under the Zhou Dynasty, the feudal lords and princes attacked each other incessantly. Later, the First Emperor swept across the land, conquering everything. Sadly, he didn’t get a moment’s peace, and the heroes rose up to resist the tyrannical Qin Dynasty, leading to another round of war. After the King of Chu finally defeated the Qin, unfortunately, the land was divided among the feudal lords unfairly, so soon after, Emperor Gao rose up and rebelled against the King of Chu, leading to yet another round of war. Finally, the King of Chu committed suicide at the Wu River. Of all the heroes who originally competed for the throne, less than a handful remained. After the founding of the nation, Emperor Gao nearly fought the whole world again, eliminating the princes of different surnames one by one. Empress Lu, Emperor Wendi, and Emperor Jingdi each took measures to pacify the princes of the same family. By this point, the land had been continuously at war. The common people were suffering terribly, and even the powerful families were reduced to just a breath of life.”


    “Why are you saying all this?” the Crown Prince asked, furrowing his brow.


    “My point is, this is also His Majesty’s fault,” Huo Buyi said.


    “Zisheng, don’t talk nonsense,” the Second Princess’s husband said nervously.


    Huo Buyi gave a gentle smile. “His Majesty is too brilliant and powerful. He unified the world too quickly. It is easier to rebuild from a heap of ruins than to reform an established system. Emperor Wu was able to implement the ‘Order to Move to Maoling’ because, first, he was severe and ruthless in his nature, and second, the powerful families at that time were not as strong as they are today. To put it bluntly, after Emperor Li usurped the throne, the world was in chaos, but it didn’t last long enough. These noble families were only bruised and battered in the chaos of war, but their roots were not destroyed. But this is a very harsh statement. Can you say it outside?”


    The Crown Prince remained silent. The Second Princess’s husband breathed a sigh of relief.


    “Our dynasty inherited the world from the previous dynasty. It’s true that it took much less time to unify the land, but we also inherited many of the same problems. Families like the Lou, the Liang, the Yuan, the Geng, and oh, the Prince Consort’s Dou family… these weren’t families that His Majesty established. On the contrary, His Majesty’s founding of the nation relied heavily on their help. For example, the Yuan and Liang families brought several prefectures with them when they defected to His Majesty. Your Highness, your father-in-law once controlled the four prefectures of Hexi. His people were peaceful, his troops were strong, and he wasn’t at the end of his rope. Yet, he still defected to His Majesty sincerely. What do you expect His Majesty to do?”


    “If they come to join us, can His Majesty refuse? For all these years, all of you officials have worked tirelessly for His Majesty, fighting wars and governing. You have done nothing wrong. Can His Majesty just take up his sword and kill you? Just arbitrarily forcing loyal subjects to commit suicide and exterminating entire clans – not every emperor can do that. At least, our emperor can’t.”


    The Crown Prince thought of Zhou Yafu, a renowned general who was unjustly executed by Emperor Wu for his perceived threat, and inwardly sighed.


    The Second Princess’s husband’s eyes welled up. He sincerely bowed to Huo Buyi. “Zisheng, I thank you for those words!” He raised his head. “The term ‘loyal subject’ sounds good, but it’s hard to live up to. It’s understandable that His Majesty and Your Highness have concerns. To achieve peace in the world, land measurement is necessary. However, we, the descendants of those who have contributed to the dynasty, have so many people in our families. Sometimes, accidents happen, and we might obstruct the court’s grand plans…”


    “Alright.” The Crown Prince glared at his brother-in-law. “You are you, and your family is your family. If not for your elder cousin, you wouldn’t be hiding for so long, spending your days composing poetry and music, doing nothing.”


    The Second Princess’s husband laughed. “Actually, composing poetry and music, living a leisurely life, is quite enjoyable.”


    “Don’t be ridiculous!” the Crown Prince said impatiently. Turning his head, he looked at Huo Buyi with a hint of confusion. “Why do I feel like… you’re happy today…?”


    “Oh, is that so?” Huo Buyi’s long eyebrows were straight and his handsome eyes like pools. Although he didn’t say much, it was evident that he was relaxed and at ease.


    The Second Princess’s husband chuckled and answered the Crown Prince’s questioning look. “Your Highness, you don’t know. A few days ago, Zisheng asked me to inquire about something – whether Governor Wan Songbai’s land measurement in Xu County was going well.”


    The Crown Prince didn’t understand at first, but the Second Princess’s husband reminded him, “Governor Wan is sworn brothers with Commander Cheng.”


    The Crown Prince was taken aback. He then let out a sarcastic “oh.”


    Huo Buyi said gently, “Might I ask, Prince Consort, how is Governor Wan doing?”


    “Don’t worry, I carefully inquired,” he chuckled. “Governor Wan has a strained relationship with his family, so his relatives can’t bully anyone. The Wan family’s land measurement went smoothly. As for Xu County, Governor Wan has soldiers and wealth, so he’s not afraid of the local powerful families’ threats or tempted by bribes. Therefore, the land measurement is going smoothly.”


    Huo Buyi was relieved. Then, he abruptly changed his expression. “You are a real pain, Prince Consort. Back then, you asked me about the Second Princess’s daily habits, and I never told anyone else. But you went ahead and blabbed about the matter I entrusted to you. Well, I’ll have to tell His Majesty and Your Highness about this too. Your Highness, do you know that back then, before His Majesty granted the marriage, you, the Prince Consort, and the Princess…”


    “Stop it, stop it!” The Second Prince’s face flushed red. “Okay, okay, okay, it’s all my fault! Don’t say any more. Out of consideration for how the princess has treated you all these years, and because of that time… oh…”


    He suddenly remembered something. “Right, I haven’t settled the score with you yet! Your Highness, I’m telling you, three years ago, I traveled a long distance, climbing mountains and crossing valleys to go to the border city to see this rascal. He actually pretended not to know me! I searched the camp the whole day and thought I had gone to the wrong place!”


    Huo Buyi laughed. “Who told you to dress up so elaborately? The border is cold and harsh, and the soldiers hate seeing those richly-dressed noble sons!”


    The Crown Prince finally couldn’t hold back and burst into laughter. Once he finished, he composed himself and asked seriously, “Zisheng, what do you think my father will do about the local families defying the land reform decree?”


    Huo Buyi thought for a moment. “His Majesty will first punish those prefects who concealed their land and population information. He will probably execute a few. After all, they are high-ranking officials of the court. They violated the law, and they are the first to be punished. Then, the court will intensify the land measurement and observe the attitude of the local powerful families. If they become submissive and obediently follow the order, then that’s that. But if they continue to resist and even start a rebellion…” He didn’t finish, but his cold eyes revealed his determination.


    The Crown Prince nodded. He thought the same thing, which was very much in line with his father’s habit of giving people a chance to choose a new path. Then he asked, “What do you think, Prince Consort?”


    The Second Princess’s husband was still holding his handkerchief, wiping away the cold sweat he had broken out in from being frightened by Huo Buyi. Hearing the question, he started to complain, “This rascal, except when it comes to his own marriage, is always right about everything else.”


    The important matters had been discussed. Huo Buyi stood up to leave. The Crown Prince wanted to ask him a few questions about his marriage, but the Second Princess’s husband stopped him with a look. The Crown Prince could only watch Huo Buyi leave.


    Watching Huo Buyi’s tall, strong figure leave, the Second Princess’s husband couldn’t help but sigh. “If not for that beast Ling Yi and his actions leading to the death of his family, Zisheng would have been the most dashing and forthright young man in the Capital. Fate truly is cruel.”


    The Crown Prince also sighed.


    …


    Huo Buyi was informed that Luo Jitong was still waiting for him when he returned to his residence. He went back to his room and changed into his normal clothes before going to see her.


    Luo Jitong was sitting nervously in the side hall. Upon seeing Huo Buyi enter, she straightened up anxiously.


    Huo Buyi didn’t look at her and walked straight inside the room. “I thought you knew, but I only found out at court today that your father was still outside the city. I believe you don’t know what I said to your father.”


    “I saw the bite marks on Cheng Shaoshang’s arm!” Luo Jitong suddenly exclaimed.


    Huo Buyi turned around and looked at her for a moment, then slowly rolled up his sleeve. Sure enough, there was a ring of healed bite marks on his right upper arm, a deep pink color.


    “…So it was,” Luo Jitong slumped onto the seat, muttering to herself. “I wondered why you kept touching your right arm.” She suddenly looked up. “All these years, you’ve never forgotten about her?!”


    Huo Buyi didn’t deny it.


    “Why… why do you treat me like this?” Luo Jitong’s eyes welled up with tears. “You have always been unwilling to let anyone get close to you, but you allowed me to meddle in your affairs. I thought you were accepting me, but it was all just a dream! You… you’ve been deceiving me so cruelly!”


    “Deception is a bit strong,” Huo Buyi corrected her. “It’s more like misdirection.”


    “How could you do this to me?” Luo Jitong cried. “I have poured my heart out to you. If you weren’t willing to accept me, fine. But why did you deceive me and waste all these years of my youth?” She looked at him with teary eyes. “All these years, haven’t you had even a bit of affection for me?”


    Huo Buyi thought for a moment, then said calmly, “No.”


    Luo Jitong turned pale.


    “I met you long before Shaoshang appeared. In consideration of all the things you have done for me over the years, I’m letting you understand completely today.” Huo Buyi stood with his hands behind his back, facing the window. “I knew long ago what kind of person the Fifth Princess was: tyrannical, narrow-minded, extravagant and indulgent. But you, Mistress Luo, known for your virtue and reason, get along so well with her. What do you think I see in you?”


    “I did it for my father, brother, and family!” Luo Jitong cried out in protest. “The Luo family is full of mediocrity. If I hadn’t relied on the Fifth Princess, how would Empress Dowager Xuan have spoken up for my family?”


    “So you watched the Fifth Princess brutally beat a young palace maid to death, and you watched her drown a young girl who was secretly watching me. And you even covered for her in front of the Empress Dowager?”


    Luo Jitong was speechless.


    Huo Buyi’s gaze was cold. “But at the time, I thought you were just an ordinary woman who craved power. It wasn’t until that year, during the Empress Dowager’s birthday banquet, that I realized I had misjudged you. I never imagined you could be so cruel.” He sneered. “Tell me, how did your personal maid, Chun Tiao, die?”


    Luo Jitong was hesitant and stammered, “She, she… it wasn’t the Fifth Princess…”


    Huo Buyi scoffed. “Everyone thinks it was the Fifth Princess who did it. But I only realized later that something was wrong. For women of your noble background, your personal maids aren’t randomly bought from the street. They usually are from families who work for your residence. Look at Shaoshang. Her personal maids are all daughters of Commander Cheng’s soldiers. Maids like that, whose entire families are in the Luo family’s hands… how could they be so easily bribed by the Fifth Princess?”


    “Furthermore, after the incident, the Fifth Princess quickly confessed to framing Shaoshang. With her crude, headstrong personality, she wouldn’t go to the trouble of killing a maid to cover up the crime because she wasn’t afraid of being exposed. You were the one trying to cover it up, Mistress Luo. Unfortunately, by the time I figured it out, you were already on your way to get married in the Northwest.”


    “It seems you’ve made your judgment about me?” Luo Jitong sneered, wiping away her tears. “If that’s the case, why did you allow me to get close to you?”


    “If you were truly a kind and virtuous girl, I would definitely stay far away from you.”


    “You only see my bad points,” Luo Jitong said with resentment, “but you don’t see my good points at all! I kept my promises and served my late husband and his parents with all my heart and soul…”


    “Mistress Luo, stop pretending,” Huo Buyi laughed mockingly. “Your intentions are hidden from others, but not from me. The Luo family has been weak for the past few decades, and all the marriages of your female relatives have been used to connect with powerful people. Your aunts and sisters accepted their fate, but you refused. You knew that the Jia family’s son was frail and sickly, yet you still insisted on marrying him with an air of noble righteousness. You put on a show of being wronged and acted dramatically, both in public and private. As a result, your parents agreed to let you choose a husband when it’s time for you to remarry. Am I right?”


    “So what?” Luo Jitong asked loudly, her chest burning with anger. “A woman obeys her father when it comes to her first marriage. She can do as she pleases when she remarries. Once I became a widow, I was finally able to make my own decisions. What’s wrong with me looking out for myself? You think I didn’t investigate those families who wanted to marry me? Those families seemed prosperous, but all the ones who wanted to marry me were their good-for-nothing sons. They were hoping I would discipline them! The Jia family is also a prominent family. Marrying those good-for-nothings was worse than marrying into the Jia family. At least with them, I could remarry quickly! Do you know how envious I am of Cheng Shaoshang? She might not come from as good a background as me, but her parents truly care about her. She’s beautiful, but her parents would never think of using her to curry favor with powerful families!”


    Huo Buyi thought of her, a gentle smile unconsciously playing on his lips. “Actually, her parents were afraid she would cause trouble and bring shame on them, so they never dared to marry her off to a wealthy family. You’re such a good actress. Virtuous, wise, kind, and insightful. Of course, your family would marry you off to someone powerful. You should learn from Shaoshang, ruin your reputation a little… oh, no, you can’t. You cherish your reputation, cherish your future. You can’t give anything up, so you can only give up other people’s lives.”


    “What do you mean?” Luo Jitong shuddered.


    “How exactly did your late husband, the seventh son of the Jia family, die?” Huo Buyi’s words were slow and direct.


    Luo Jitong felt dizzy and almost couldn’t stand. “You, you…” She steadied herself. “I didn’t do anything. You cannot just slander me to get rid of me!”


    “I never shoot without aiming.” Huo Buyi stared her down as if aiming at a target, his gaze cold and unforgiving. “Everyone says that Seventh Jia’s new wife was the most virtuous woman in the world, but I know the truth about you. There was an old, frail physician in Changqiu Palace. You spent several months by his side. I remember that physician was skilled at using food for medicinal purposes. He knew about certain hidden incompatibilities that no one else knew about.”


    “After Seventh Jia passed away, the physician that Marquis Cui brought to the border city was confused. His weakness was something he was born with. He had seen many cases like this and had treated Jia Qilang before. He did not think he would not live to see twenty years old.”


    “Jia Qilang’s parents were very attentive to their only son, and they should still have records of his diet back then. Mistress Luo, if I were to ask them to try the food you gave Jia Qilang back then, what do you think the result would be? Hmm, for ordinary people, it might just cause discomfort. But for sickly and weak Jia Qilang, it could be fatal.”


    Luo Jitong swayed, pleading miserably, “I didn’t mean to do it. I was doing it for you, Eleventh Lang! I have liked you since I was a child, and when I saw you sick and injured in Liangzhou, I wanted to take care of you! I couldn’t just let you go!”


    Huo Buyi stared at her coldly. “Shaoshang might be mean-mouthed, but she has never harmed innocent people. You speak beautifully, but have no scruples when it comes to harming others. What crime did Jia Qilang commit? The elderly parents of the Jia family were innocent, yet they lost their son!”


    “He was going to die anyway!” Luo Jitong shouted.


    “Everyone is going to die, the difference is only the length of their lifespan,” Huo Buyi said sternly. “The physician said he had seen people with the same weakness as Jia Qilang. With proper care, not only could he marry and have children, but he could also live to be over forty years old. Hmm, you definitely couldn’t wait that long.”


    Luo Jitong straightened up, wiping away her tears forcefully. “Very well,” she laughed self-deprecatingly. “If you see me as a venomous creature, why didn’t you expose my actions?”


    “Because you saved A’Fei’s life.”


    Luo Jitong was stunned.


    Huo Buyi said, “Liang Qiu’s father, grandfather, uncles, and cousins all died with my father. It was my duty to take care of their widows and orphans. That year, if it hadn’t been for you releasing your hunting dogs to find him, A’Fei would have frozen to death in the mountains. That’s why I didn’t expose you.”


    Luo Jitong’s eyes lit up, but the next words dashed her hopes.


    “I told your father yesterday. When he returns to the city, he will deal with you,” Huo Buyi said. “I told him you can either be married off far away, never to return, or imprisoned. In short, you saved A’Fei’s life, and I saved yours. We are now even.”


    Luo Jitong felt a chill in her heart. “I… I don’t understand. If you knew everything, why did you let me get close to you? Why did you let everyone, including myself, believe you wanted to marry me? If you didn’t want to marry me, then why…”


    She shuddered, seeing Huo Buyi’s dark, gloomy eyes. “Oh, I understand. I get it. You were using me as a shield. You did this on purpose!”


    Huo Buyi stood by the window, silhouetted against the light. “Five years ago, I decided to let Shaoshang go. I wanted her to be free from hardship, to marry well, and live a peaceful life. I didn’t want to stand in her way, and I couldn’t let the Emperor or the Crown Prince stand in her way either. With you around, everyone would be reassured.”


    “But you can only delay it for so long,” Luo Jitong said, still not understanding. “Once Cheng Shaoshang is married, you will eventually have to marry. Even if it isn’t me, it will be someone else. Why…?” She trailed off.


    Huo Buyi gave a wry smile. She suddenly understood, her face a mix of shock and disbelief. “You… you weren’t going to marry anyone at all! No, that’s impossible. You have to continue your ancestral line. The entire Huo family is gone. How could you be so selfish and cut off your lineage?”


    “Why not?” His profile, illuminated by the sunlight through the window, was as perfect as cold jade. “Thousands of years ago, there was no Huo family.”


    Luo Jitong was speechless with rage. She felt like her chest was about to burst. She gritted her teeth and laughed. “We’ve all been fooled by you! But the Emperor won’t let you get away with this. The Crown Prince will be furious. You, you…”


    Huo Buyi gazed out the window, his eyes cold and deep. “As long as I don’t want to get married, there will always be a way. If I ever marry, it will be because I have feelings for that woman, not for any other reason.” – Just like his loving and devoted parents.


    No matter how many trials by blood and fire he faced, a stubborn and proud young man always lived in his heart. He wanted to find love like his parents had, and he wanted his future children to be born out of genuine, beautiful love, not entangled in matters of gain or the continuation of a bloodline.


    He never blamed his aunt, Huo Junhua. Although she had been mistaken about the man she loved, her intention to marry him was not wrong.


    Huo Buyi felt he had said all that was needed to be said. “You saved A’Fei’s life. I’ve spared your life in return. You framed Shaoshang, and I used you as a shield for years. Now, we’re even. Goodbye, Mistress Luo. Safe travels.” He turned and walked away, his figure tall and handsome, silhouetted against the golden light of the setting sun.


    Luo Jitong gazed after him, her heart filled with both pain and sorrow.


    She knew she hadn’t been wrong about him. The man she loved was unlike any other man in the world. Beneath his quiet demeanor, he possessed the purest and most ardent love. Sadly, it wasn’t meant for her.


    “There’s something I need to tell you,” she suddenly shouted at his back, her voice laced with malice. “The mark on Cheng Shaoshang’s right arm, the bite mark, is almost gone. I doubt she remembers you anymore.”


    Huo Buyi stopped walking but didn’t turn around. “I guess I didn’t bite hard enough,” he said calmly. “But you don’t need to worry about it, Mistress Luo.”


    Luo Jitong slumped to the ground, her heart heavy with despair.


    …
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    Chapter One Hundred and Sixty:
The Final Scandal of My Life (Four)


    Shaoshang tossed and turned all night. The next morning, before dawn, she had someone deliver a message to the Yuan Mansion, specifically requesting Yuan, the ‘top card,’ to escort her back to the palace. Consequently, Yuan Shen, dressed in his finest clothes, had his servants prepare a luxurious carriage adorned with gold and jade and hurried to the Cheng Mansion, just before going to court. He was met by his swollen-eyed fiancée, who, with a serious expression, demanded he break off the engagement.


    “What are you saying?” Yuan Shen asked, doubting his own ears. “The day before yesterday, you said you would never break off the engagement. It’s only been a day and a night, and you’ve changed your mind? Did you sleep through the day?”


    The court had been chaotic these past few days, with people in the provinces protesting the land reform decree. Huo Buyi shouldn’t have had time for any shenanigans.


    Shaoshang pressed her hand against the side of the carriage, confirming. “You heard me correctly. I advise you to break off the engagement quickly. It’s dangerous to wait.”


    “What happened yesterday? Who came to see you?” Yuan Shen asked, his tone sharp.


    Shaoshang told him about Luo Jitong’s visit. Yuan Shen’s expression turned progressively serious. “…So soon. I didn’t realize he had no feelings for Mistress Luo. I thought he was hesitant to turn his back on her so quickly.”


    Shaoshang turned and leaned against the carriage wall, remaining silent.


    Yuan Shen pounded his fist into his palm and sneered, “But this is nothing new. The Empress Dowager of Huai’an and the King of Donghai treated him with such kindness and trust, yet Huo Buyi betrayed them without hesitation!”


    Shaoshang found those words harsh, but she could not retort.


    Yuan Shen muttered a string of curses under his breath, then pretended to joke, “Even if he broke things off with Mistress Luo, what do you want me to do? Break off the engagement? Are you going to run to him the moment he is free to marry?”


    “You know I wouldn’t,” Shaoshang said with a cold smile. “I loathe the word ‘forgiveness.’ Because of that word, some people act without any restraint, harming others. They apologize and make amends, and everyone says, ‘Forget about it, it’s fine.’ Hmph. In this world, some things are done and done. Once you’ve been hurt, you’ve been hurt. Why should you have to forgive?” Like her, she would never forgive Grandmother Cheng or Madam Ge.


    Father Cheng and Madam Xiao could argue they were fighting for the future of the family and their children. And she has enjoyed the wealth and stability they earned. But Grandmother Cheng was so selfish and greedy. She hurt an innocent child just to maintain control over her son and daughter-in-law. Even if she died tomorrow, Shaoshang would never forgive her. Not all elders deserve respect!


    Yuan Shen was silent for a moment. “Why are you so eager for me to break off the engagement? The Luo family is no ordinary family. After this insult, do you think they’ll easily let Huo Buyi off? Things aren’t that simple.”


    Shaoshang didn’t answer, but instead said, “Do you know Huo Buyi’s way of doing things? The year the King of Donghai renounced his claim to the throne, I helped clean out the Eastern Palace. I found some old files documenting Huo Buyi’s achievements and letters he had written to the King of Donghai.”


    Yuan Shen looked at her with suspicion.


    “There was this incident. He was about sixteen or seventeen at the time, and the Emperor assigned him and Zhang Yao to eliminate two bandit camps in Yu County. One camp was in Liang County and the other in Lu County. To be honest, the camp in Liangzhou was smaller and weaker, so the Emperor originally wanted Huo Buyi to go there. But Zhang Yao was resentful, complaining to everyone that he was just there to be a sidekick to the Emperor’s adopted son. So, Huo Buyi volunteered to switch places with Zhang Yao.”


    Yuan Shen said, “That Zhang Yao is truly narrow-minded. He’s actually competing with a young man who had just come of age. No wonder, even though he’s skilled in martial arts, the Emperor doesn’t think much of him.”


    “The King of Donghai was worried about Huo Buyi, but in his letter, Huo Buyi reassured him, saying that the bandits in Liangzhou, though few in number, were all from the same clan. They were closely related, connected by blood, and worked together in unity. But the group in Lu County, though numerous, was a motley crew from all over the country, brought together by greed. They would scatter as soon as their profit was gone.”


    Yuan Shen noticed a detail and asked, “When was that letter written?”


    “Not long after the two groups left the Capital.”


    “So, even before the Emperor had decided to send them to suppress the bandits, Huo Buyi had already thoroughly investigated both camps.”


    “Exactly.”


    Yuan Shen stroked his sleeve, lost in thought.


    “Things unfolded exactly as Huo Buyi had predicted,” Shaoshang continued. “Zhang Yao couldn’t break through their defenses and suffered heavy casualties, while Huo Buyi, after dividing and weakening them, easily captured the bandit camp… Hmph. Some of the bandit leaders’ heads were even cut off by their own people, trying to redeem themselves.”


    Yuan Shen frowned. “…It was a coincidence. If Zhang Yao hadn’t been so narrow-minded, and if the two groups hadn’t been switched, who knows what the outcome would have been?”


    “Don’t worry, what you’re waiting for happened two years later,” Shaoshang said with a touch of annoyance. “The Emperor had just taken control of Longdi and needed to chase after several groups of fleeing soldiers. I don’t know if it was intentional, but someone decided to make Huo Buyi pursue the enemy leader’s brother. Sadly, Huo Buyi had just come out of a battle himself, and his men were exhausted, horses weary, and there were many casualties. The enemy soldiers weren’t just long-trained assassins, they were soldiers from the same families.”


    Yuan Shen’s face darkened as he remembered. “I know that. Huo Buyi caught up with the fleeing soldiers and, without a second thought, fought them to the death. He brought back the enemy leader’s head to report his victory and spent half a year recovering from his injuries at Marquis Cui’s Mansion.”


    The Emperor was heartbroken. When the time came to reward the soldiers, he deliberately downgraded the awards for several people. It was clearly a way to support his adopted son. However, it was also because of this head-on battle that the officials began to admire Huo Buyi, who was still quite young. They all said, “General Huo Chong has a worthy successor,” completely ignoring Ling Yi.


    “Now you understand,” Shaoshang nodded. “He dared to suddenly sever ties with the Luo family. Either he has something up his sleeve, something that would make the Luo family afraid to turn on him, or he’s just going all out and doesn’t care about the consequences.”


    “What are you trying to say?” Yuan Shen asked suspiciously.


    “It’s the same principle,” Shaoshang said. “He dared to suddenly tell me to break off my engagement with you. Either he has a plan, or he’s willing to risk everything. Young Master Yuan, what are you planning to do?”


    Yuan Shen, annoyed, replied, “Do you think I’m afraid of him?”


    “If it’s the former, it’s fine. Your Yuan family is no pushover, and you are just as cunning as Huo Buyi. But, if it’s the latter, if he throws all caution to the wind, then the entire Capital will be buzzing with rumors and people will point fingers at you. What will you do then?” Not many men would want to be the subject of a scandal, especially if there is a suggestion of being cheated on.


    Yuan Shen was speechless.


    They reached the palace gate. Shaoshang patted Yuan Shen’s shoulder. “Think about it carefully. If Huo Buyi goes crazy, he’ll bite. You can’t bite back. Don’t worry about me. I’ve been on the losing end with him before, but he hasn’t come out unscathed either.”


    Yuan Shen thought Shaoshang was using a metaphor when she mentioned biting, but she was speaking literally.


    The two parted ways at the palace gate. Yuan Shen was so preoccupied that he nearly took the wrong turn on his way to the Ministry of Personnel.


    Meanwhile, Huo Buyi, with a grand procession of carriages laden with rare treasures—tiger bones, bear gall, deer antlers, wild ginseng, sable furs, hunting falcons, and gold jewels, ivory, spices, horses, and fierce mastiffs brought from distant merchant caravans of the northwest—was making his way to the Cheng Mansion.


    Cheng Shi remembered the image of his daughter, heartbroken and ill. He was so angry he wanted to hit someone. Huo Buyi knelt before him, enduring the scolding and threats from his former father-in-law. It was Madam Xiao who tightly held her husband back – even the Emperor hadn’t hit him, so how could he?


    The three of them stood there in an awkward stalemate for half a day, and finally, each had something to say.


    Madam Xiao’s words were dignified. “You do not need to come apologize to us. Though we are Shaoshang’s parents, we failed to care for and guide her when she was young. Whatever path Shaoshang wishes to take in the future, and whomever she wishes to marry, we will leave it to her to decide. As for all these things, you should take them back.”


    Huo Buyi naturally refused. “I am not asking for your help. I am here because of the trouble I caused years ago. The Cheng family almost suffered because of my actions. I feel uneasy every time I think about it.”


    Cheng Shi clenched his fist and said in a low, heavy voice, “Five years ago, Niao Niao was so sick she almost died. Don’t think you suffered in exile while she was recovering from a near-death experience. If you don’t believe me, go look in the side building of the backyard. The half-finished coffin for Niao Niao is still there.”


    Huo Buyi suddenly raised his head. With a calm silence, he took his leave.


    After he left, Madam Xiao asked her husband, “Why did you tell Huo Buyi about Shaoshang’s illness? I thought you always supported Yuan Shanjian as a son-in-law.” This would make that Huo person even more determined.


    Cheng Shi sighed. “If Yuan Shen did something that hurt Niao Niao, do you think she would have gotten that sick?” The deeper the love, the deeper the hate, and the more profound the pain. He knew this from experience, and he hoped his daughter wouldn’t regret her choice.


    In the courtyard, the old steward was overwhelmed by the mountain of gifts. Among them was a set of antlers so massive it was astonishing. There were over twenty thick branches, spreading out almost ten feet wide. They were too big to fit through the front gate, so the old steward had to remove the doors on either side of the gate to get them in.


    After sorting through the gifts, his hands were sore, and his mouth was dry. He was barely able to catch his breath. With a satisfied grin, he remarked to Fu Yi, the son of an old friend, how much more splendid their family would be if the master had more daughters.


    Fu Yi thought to himself that just one daughter had already caused such a huge mess. If there were more daughters, the gates of the Cheng Mansion would be beaten down many times.


    Cheng Shaogong saw the commotion in the mansion and called for Diwu Cheng to help move the things. Diwu Cheng glared at him, “Why do I have to do it?”


    “Because you should be very happy,” Cheng Shaogong said with a grin. “The future bride of the son of the Governor of Yuanzhou, the man you hate so much, is about to be snatched away!”


    Diwu Cheng was stunned.


    After such a grand display, the entire Capital, from the highest-ranking nobles and officials to the common people, was buzzing with excitement. Their eyes were all focused on the three families – Huo, Yuan, and Cheng. In restaurants, taverns, and even after the Emperor’s court dismissed for the day, everyone was talking about it.


    It was said that Old Marquis Ban had sighed and said, “I wonder if I’ll live long enough to see Huo Chong’s son get married.”


    It was said that Imperial Censorate Minister Ji Zun quietly withdrew his resignation letter, saying he would only step down after witnessing Huo Buyi’s marriage.


    It was said that Yuan Shen had fought tooth and nail to break off his engagement with the Cai family, all for the sake of the young lady from the Cheng family. Was this karma catching up with him?


    It was said that Prince Ruyang, after drinking too much, ‘slipped up’ and described in detail how Huo Buyi and Cheng Shaoshang had been affectionate during their trip. Once the floodgates opened, the gossiping crowd spread word about the intimate moments they had witnessed between the two of them in the past…


    For a moment, the thick branches and leaves of the ancient trees towering above the Yuan Mansion seemed to grow even more verdant and lush.


    The most intriguing question for the people of the Capital was, how would this all play out?


    One person said that Mistress Cheng would listen to her family and abandon Yuan Shen for Huo Buyi. Another said she would eventually be reunited with Huo Buyi in tears, overcome with emotion. Someone else said she would stubbornly refuse to break off the engagement, and Huo Buyi would forcibly take her and leave Yuan Shen and Shaoshang as star-crossed lovers. Others said Huo Buyi was ruthless and determined to find a way to get rid of his rival. Of course, some countered, saying Huo Buyi was a man of honor and would probably challenge him to a public duel, fighting for the beautiful woman… Goodness, just thinking about it is enough to make one excited!


    The Crown Prince, having also heard the gossip, sighed. “Zisheng, what is with people? Father just ordered the execution of a dozen county magistrates who were corrupt in handling the land reform, and nobody is talking about that. They’re all focused on your matter.”


    Huo Buyi was silent for a moment. “I didn’t anticipate this, either.”


    He had deliberately chosen this time to go to the Cheng Mansion, avoiding the Luo family. He thought everyone would be focused on the land reform decree, but he underestimated the gossip-hungry nature of the Capital. Now, the situation had reversed. With his scandal taking center stage, fewer people were bothering the Emperor about enforcing land reform.


    The Emperor expressed his satisfaction with his adopted son, saying he was doing a good job.


    The rumors spread like wildfire. Even Cai Yun, who was now retired from official life, felt a bit sorry for his former student and nephew-in-law. He couldn’t help but say, “Shanjian, why did you insist on breaking off the engagement back then? If you hadn’t, you’d have children with my niece by now.”


    Yuan Shen said nothing.


    At home, Yuan Shen changed clothes and went to see his father. But when he saw his mother, Madam Liang, also there, he was startled.


    “…That’s what happened. Father, Mother, please believe me. Shaoshang didn’t do anything wrong. It’s all Huo Buyi’s reckless behavior. I’m to blame for bringing this shame upon the family.” Yuan Shen bowed low and apologized.


    Yuan Pei had also heard the rumors swirling around outside, but he laughed generously. “A beautiful woman, a gentleman loves her. If he can’t have her, he can’t sleep. In ancient times, men and women expressing their affections were considered a refined matter. It’s fine if people gossip about it.” He coughed softly.


    “Father…” Yuan Shen was shocked.


    Madam Liang chuckled. “When your father returned home from his travels, he told his parents he wanted to marry Diwu He Yi. The house was in an uproar. Your grandfather beat your father countless times, and your grandmother cried and said she didn’t want to live anymore. The entire county was laughing at the Yuan family. When the women of the family went out to banquets, they were constantly teased, ‘Has your A’Pei calmed down yet?’ Heh, but things worked out in the end, didn’t they?”


    She accepted the outer robe from a servant and gently placed it on Yuan Pei. Yuan Shen watched his parents interacting with such affection and began to feel uncomfortable. He said softly, “But, how can you compare those situations? This is a case of ‘stealing a wife.’ If we back down, the Yuan family will be ridiculed!”


    “Shanjian, come here,” Yuan Pei said kindly, gesturing to him. Yuan Shen went to his father’s side and knelt down.


    Yuan Pei gently placed his hand on his son’s elegant shoulder. “You have always been disciplined and motivated, studying and practicing without needing any prodding from your elders. You’ve excelled in your studies, learned from great masters, and served the court. You have brought honor to the Yuan family. Time flies. You’ve grown up and you are capable of handling your own affairs. But as your father, I feel regret that I haven’t really spoken to you properly.”


    “When you broke off your engagement with the Cai family and sought to marry Mistress Cheng, that was the first time in your adult life that you made a decision without thinking of gains or losses.” Yuan Pei looked at his son lovingly. He could see him when he was a toddler, a chubby adorable little boy, with his soft mouth making bubbles and clinging to his father’s robes, refusing to let go.


    “I hope you will think things carefully. You are refusing to let go of Mistress Cheng. Is it because you truly love her and want to marry her, or is it about saving face and refusing to back down? If it’s the latter, you should be magnanimous and let it go. Help them have their happy ending. It would make you a true gentleman, noble and carefree. Marquis Huo will remember your kindness, and he will undoubtedly offer his full support to our Yuan family. But if it’s the former… my son, have you thought it through?”


    His father’s eyes, weathered yet wise, were like beams of light piercing into his heart. Yuan Shen felt a wave of confusion.


    Truthfully, when he first saw Shaoshang at the Lantern Festival, he wasn’t particularly interested. He had seen her a few more times, and he found her clever and amusing. Even when she was arrogant, defiant, and aggressive, he liked her. He thought to himself, ‘Marrying her wouldn’t be bad.’


    But then, he was always a step behind. Over time, it became an obsession. Since Huo Buyi was standing in the way, however, he had settled back down and found another woman to marry. Until, until five years ago…


    He saw that cold, moonlit night in his mind’s eye. He had rushed to the palace after hearing the news, and he saw her walking down the palace corridor. She was frail and she moved slowly, her steps sluggish and vacant, as if a fish had been cruelly stripped of its scales. Her former vivacity had been stripped away, leaving only the exhaustion of endless grief and resentment bearing down on her shoulders.


    When she looked up, her eyes dry from crying, were bigger and darker than usual. The cold, mocking gaze she shot at him instantly burned his heart. Yuan Shen felt a breathless surge of excitement and near-reverent pity, an emotion he had never experienced in his orderly twenty-one years of life.


    He just never knew how to deal with that feeling.


    …
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    Chapter One Hundred and Sixty-One:
The Final Scandal of My Life (Five)


    The world outside buzzed with commotion, but Shaoshang remained serene within the confines of Yong’an Palace. The deep walls of the palace served as a formidable shield, blocking out all the whispers and rumors, both well-meaning and malicious. Old Lady Zhai, still unable to forgive Huo Buyi, enthusiastically reinforced several gates of Yong’an Palace. Shaoshang kindly reminded her, “Even if you set up the Heavenly Stems and Dipper Formation and combine it with the Buddha Palm Technique,1 it wouldn’t stop him if he truly wished to enter.”


    Old Lady Zhai, filled with anticipation, waited for two or three days. However, Huo Buyi, engrossed in his official duties, never found the time to barge in. Instead, the Governor of Liangzhou finally returned to the Capital to report on his term of office, conveniently taking the opportunity to inform the Emperor of the impressive progress of land reform in his region.


    Empress Yue was overjoyed to hear that Qu Ling Jun had returned as well.


    It was a pity, really Qu Ling Jun’s mother had been close friends with Empress Yue in their youth. However, her beauty faded prematurely, and Empress Yue often summoned Qu Ling Jun to the palace to care for her. In Shaoshang’s view, if it hadn’t been for the age difference, Empress Yue would have eagerly welcomed Qu Ling Jun as her daughter-in-law (the Third Prince sneezed). Later, Empress Yue even considered the young prince from the Emperor’s deceased brother’s family, but fate had other plans. Qu Ling Jun had fallen for the King of Donghai, setting in motion a series of regrettable events.


    Shaoshang had heard from Huo Buyi about that year. Qu Ling Jun had been suspected of murdering her husband, and Empress Yue had even confronted the Emperor about it. She had been direct and fierce, stating that Liang Shang was a useless good-for-nothing, and that even if Qu Ling Jun had mistakenly killed the Emperor, she should not be punished. Thankfully, the murder case was quickly resolved within a couple of days, preventing the argument from escalating further. The Emperor’s beard also remained thick and lush.


    Now, time had passed, and Qu Ling Jun finally had a place to call home. Empress Yue, eager to welcome her back, arranged a banquet in her honor.


    Shaoshang had been simply listening to the gossip, but then Empress Yue sent a servant to invite her to the banquet. After spending so many years in the palace, Shaoshang understood that declining the Royal Uncle’s invitations occasionally was acceptable. However, if Empress Yue extended an invitation, it was best to comply.


    On the day of the banquet, Shaoshang arrived at Changqiu Palace just before the banquet began, timing it perfectly. As she stepped into the main hall, she found the Third Princess and the Fifth Princess engaged in a heated verbal battle, their voices sharp and loud. Several tables of nobles and their wives sat around, watching the drama unfold with amusement.


    The Fifth Princess glared, her voice sharp, “Don’t tell me it wasn’t intentional disrespect. Mother only had two daughters, me and the Eldest Princess. Why isn’t the Eldest Princess here for the banquet today?”


    The Third Princess, leaning against her rounded waist, leisurely peeled an orange. “You should ask Father. He’s the one who told the Eldest Princess not to come to the palace. Why are you questioning Mother? You’re picking on the easy target… Oh, right, you were there when Father scolded the Eldest Princess. What are you asking now? You’re so forgetful at such a young age. You need to exercise your brain…”


    In recent years, it seemed as if Empress Yue’s sharp-tongued genes had awakened in the Third Princess. Her words were both spicy and pointed, leaving the Fifth Princess trembling with anger. The Second Princess nudged the Third Princess and softly said, “Say less. Why must you sisters pick fights?”


    The Third Princess giggled, “It’s not my fault. The Fifth Princess is in a bad mood today. First, she complains about the seating arrangement being disrespectful, then she finds the flower-shaped serving trays displeasing. As her elder sister, I simply have to reason with her.”


    The Second Princess sighed. She suddenly felt a pang of nostalgia for the days when she could scold the Third Princess until she couldn’t even raise her head.


    The Fifth Princess sneered, “Stop with the sweet talk. If the Empress truly cared for the Eldest Princess, Father would have agreed long ago! When the Third Princess was punished, our mother pleaded for her constantly. Now, the Empress is deliberately refusing to speak up for the Eldest Princess. Clearly, she is jealous and mistreating the children who aren’t her own.”


    Marquis Xuan’s wife nervously waved her hands. “Fifth Princess, you can’t just say things like that. The Emperor and Empress have been incredibly kind to us. Last year, when your maternal great-grandmother passed away, the Emperor even personally visited the Xuan mansion to pay his respects.”


    The Fourth Princess supported Marquis Xuan’s wife and said coldly, “Don’t mind her, Aunt. The Fifth Princess loves to talk nonsense! The Emperor cut off her allowance, but he showered the Xuan family with so much wealth and money. If anyone is jealous, it’s her.”


    The Fifth Princess burst into a rage. “Father deposed Mother’s older brother without any regard for their years of marriage, and you’re still praising them and thanking them. It’s no wonder people outside say you have no backbone.”


    “Fifth Sister!” The usually mild-mannered Second Princess stood up, her expression darkening with anger. “You dare speak ill of Father? You have no respect for your ruler or your father! You are rebellious and outrageous! I think you’re enjoying your life too much!”


    The Fifth Princess stood there defiantly, refusing to back down. Seeing this, Shaoshang silently moved along the wall and slipped into a seat.


    The Third Princess gently calmed her sister, urging her to sit down. “Oh, Second Sister, why are you so upset? You’re just going to hurt yourself. Princes and princesses are normally punished by having their allowance reduced or land taken away when they make a mistake. At worst, they are beaten and scolded and barred from the palace. But Fifth Princess is a woman. Father can’t beat her or take away her allowance. She doesn’t have a title.”


    The Second Princess sat down, still fuming. The Third Princess continued, “Years ago, Father could forbid me from entering the palace for months on end and take away all my allowance. But out of respect for the Empress Dowager of Huai’an, Father couldn’t possibly do that to the Fifth Princess. Especially now that the Eldest Princess was just punished, he wouldn’t dare punish the Fifth Princess. So, Second Sister, do you understand now? She has nothing to fear. Am I right, Aunt?”


    The wife of Big Marquis Yue spoke in a cold voice, “The Third Princess is absolutely right. Recently, my third brother and his wife have been driven to illness by this. To have the Imperial Censorate demand an arrest at their doorstep, it’s a disgrace to the family!”


    “What happened?” The wife of Prince Ruyang asked with a smile.


    The wife of Big Marquis Yue remained silent, feeling superior because of her status. The Third Princess, with a playful smile, took over, “It was the Fifth Princess’s personal stable hand. He committed murder and was brought before the court.”


    “What happened after that?” the wife of Prince Ruyang asked.


    “Minister Ji is not one to be outdone. Years ago, the servant of my aunt, the Empress Dowager’s sister, committed murder. Dong Xuan2 brought him to justice, and the Emperor didn’t say a word. Minister Ji couldn’t let that happen to him, could he? So, that stable hand was executed recently. You should have seen it! He was truly a handsome man. When they stripped him for the execution… tsk, tsk. What a strong and beautiful physique…”


    Most of the women present were married, and they all understood perfectly well. They began to laugh knowingly at the Fifth Princess. Only the wife of Middle Marquis Yue, who had brought her young daughter with her, covered her daughter’s ears and scolded, “Third Princess, your words are too indecent! There is a young lady here!”


    Shaoshang rubbed her ears, feeling slightly overwhelmed. The Third Princess was becoming rather audacious with her comments, and even Shaoshang couldn’t take it anymore.


    “Alright, alright. I’ll be more refined. Fifth Sister, let me give you some advice. Don’t be too upset about that stable hand. I heard he bullied men and women, killed and stole, and even took two concubines. Clearly, he didn’t care about you at all.” The Third Princess tore off a piece of fragrant, dark-red dried meat and savored it leisurely as she spoke.


    “You…” The Fifth Princess’s face turned a ghastly shade of green. “You are all a bunch of sycophants. You see the Yue family rising in power and you are all eager to flatter and curry favor. What do I care? I would rather die. It’s all the same to me. I’ll stay locked up in Yong’an Palace with Mother. Even a torrential downpour won’t extinguish our mother-daughter resentment!”


    With things reaching this point, no one dared to interject. The Third Princess picked up the last piece of dried meat from the serving tray and casually said, “Don’t use that to scare others. Whether or not the Empress Dowager is resentful is not for you to decide. Shaoshang, do you think Empress Dowager Xuan is resentful now?”


    Everyone’s gaze turned towards Shaoshang, who was sitting in a corner. The Fifth Princess’s eyes narrowed, “You, you’re here too!”


    Shaoshang, now seasoned and hardened by countless trials, said with an unfazed expression, “Her Majesty invited me to the banquet.”


    Shaoshang offered a gentle smile to the noblewomen present. “Replying to the princesses and ladies, first, Empress Dowager Xuan is not confined to Yong’an Palace. She comes and goes as she pleases. For the past five or six years, unless she is unwell, we visit the palace’s estate outside the city several times a year. We enjoy the blossoms in spring, the snow in winter, and escape the summer heat.” Everyone laughed, finding amusement in her words.


    “Secondly, Empress Dowager Xuan harbors no resentment. She plans to live for another hundred or two hundred years. She is too busy taking care of her health to have time to resent anyone.” Shaoshang, having faced countless acts of malice over the years, had become adept at handling such situations.


    Everyone knew that the Empress Dowager’s health was declining. They were satisfied with Shaoshang’s clever and appropriate response and laughed.


    “Such a cunning girl!” the Fifth Princess said shrilly. “What gives you the right to speak for my mother? You’re just a lowly climber, a leech who wins the Empress Dowager’s favor and acts like you’re in charge!”


    “Fifth Princess, even if I come from a humble background, I still serve your mother. I am the Empress Dowager’s appointed palace director for Yong’an Palace,” Shaoshang said calmly. “I hold a government position and have the Empress Dowager’s trust. I don’t need to rely on others for my power.” Her eyes were cold and hard, each word clear and impactful.


    The other ladies thought, ‘What a strong woman!’


    The Fifth Princess, speechless with rage, spat out, “You have a despicable character! You don’t deserve to serve my mother!”


    “Where have I shown a despicable character?” Shaoshang asked.


    “You’re fickle and promiscuous. You’ve caused a huge scandal and tarnished my mother’s reputation. If you have any shame, you should leave the palace immediately!” The Fifth Princess, finally having found a point to attack, unleashed her fury.


    Shaoshang smiled faintly, “Let’s talk about fickleness first. I broke off my first engagement to fulfill the dying wishes of General He, a man from a noble and loyal family. I broke off my second engagement because of Marquis Huo’s recklessness. I couldn’t condone his actions. Are you saying women shouldn’t remarry, Your Highness? If remarriage is a common practice, what’s wrong with changing grooms?”


    To put it bluntly, the wife of Middle Marquis Yue was a widow who remarried, and the wife of Prince Ruyang had also been engaged before breaking it off and marrying into the Ruyang family. They both did it quietly, without causing a stir. However, Shaoshang made a huge commotion. She was simply incredibly unlucky.


    “Now, let’s talk about promiscuity. I have indeed been engaged three times, but I have always maintained my virtue and conduct. I have never crossed any lines, Fifth Princess. Don’t you agree?” Shaoshang sneered at the Fifth Princess, her eyes gleaming with a clear message: ‘You, a flirt who has taken many lovers before marriage, have the audacity to judge others.’


    The wife of Big Marquis Yue joined in with a cold, sharp laugh. The Fifth Princess, enraged and ashamed, roared, “You little-!”


    “I think Shaoshang is right,” the Third Princess interrupted. “She hasn’t done anything wrong. As for why the rumors are spreading, you should go ask the men outside. What kind of hero picks on women?”


    The Fifth Princess laughed bitterly, furious. “Fine! You’re all ganging up on me, mocking me, laughing at me! Fine! You say I’m improper. I’ll show you what I can do!”


    “What are you going to do?” A familiar, cold voice called out. All the women rose and performed the proper kneeling bow.


    The Fifth Princess was stunned and hastily bowed as well. She wasn’t truly a complete rebel. Over the years, she had been scolded and punished by Empress Yue numerous times. If it hadn’t been for the tragic death of her beloved stable hand, she wouldn’t have gone wild again.


    A young eunuch announced, “The Empress is here!”


    Qu Ling Jun supported Empress Yue as they entered.


    Empress Yue stood in the center, her gaze cold and authoritative. She looked at the Fifth Princess, “It seems you’ve been too comfortable. You’re acting up again, and you don’t know what’s good for you!”


    “No, no, Your Majesty. They provoked me…” The Fifth Princess was eager to shift the blame.


    “I heard every word. You don’t need to say anything,” Empress Yue said, staring at her coldly. “Your father has a reputation to uphold. I’m not afraid of people saying I’m harsh. If you dare to rely on the Emperor’s respect for the Empress Dowager and continue to talk nonsense and act recklessly, I’ll make sure you lose your title of princess!”


    The Fifth Princess bowed so low her forehead pressed against the ground. Beads of sweat formed on her brow.


    Shaoshang caught a glimpse out of the corner of her eye. She silently cursed. If the Fifth Princess had truly stood her ground, Shaoshang would have respected her as a strong woman. But now, it seemed she was just a bully, all bark and no bite.


    “Ling Jun has finally found happiness,” Empress Yue said. “We are all here today to welcome her home. If you’re not happy for her, then don’t pretend. Go back and think about it.”


    The Fifth Princess clenched her teeth in anger, but she didn’t dare to lash out at Empress Yue. She left, her head hung in shame.


    Shaoshang, feeling a surge of petty delight, was about to sit down when she saw Empress Yue quickly glance over. Her gaze lingered on Shaoshang for a moment.


    Her heart skipped a beat. She wondered what that was about.


    …
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    Chapter One Hundred and Sixty-Two:
The Final Scandal of My Life (Six)


    A content warning for this chapter. The last half of it has scenes of assault. Nothing too graphic, but still worth a content warning nonetheless.


    Empress Yue’s banquets were always harmonious. No matter how much drama unfolded among the guests, once they stepped into her territory, they were forced to maintain a facade of harmony. Even if you couldn’t reconcile your inner turmoil, you had to wear a mask of peace.


    Inside the hall, everyone ignored the Fifth Princess’s departure. They all bowed with smiling faces, radiating warmth and camaraderie. Among them, the one who smiled the brightest was Madam Qu Ling Jun. When she saw Shaoshang, she playfully winked at her.


    Empress Yue patted her hand, and she gracefully walked down to pull Shaoshang over to sit with her. Most of the women were old acquaintances of Qu Ling Jun, and they were shocked to see her again after so many years.


    Six years of hardship had not changed Madam Qu Ling Jun’s appearance in the slightest. Her complexion was even more rosy than before, and when she smiled, her skin glowed with radiance. Her eyes sparkled with life, eclipsing the beauty of all the women in the hall.


    The wife of Middle Marquis Yue was the first to laugh. “My goodness, Ling Jun! You’ve been reborn! I wouldn’t have recognized you on the street. Everyone else gets older year by year, but you’re getting younger. What kind of elixir are you taking?”


    The wife of Prince Ruyang winked, “What elixir? Marrying a man who loves you is better than any elixir! You see, a woman has to marry well to age slowly.”


    Qu Ling Jun chuckled, tacitly acknowledging the sentiment.


    The wife of Middle Marquis Yue laughed and scolded, “You’re such a sly one. You clearly have an old face. At twenty, you looked thirty, and at thirty, you look like an old woman. Now you’re pushing all the blame onto the Prince Consort! It’s all his fault!”


    The wife of Prince Ruyang laughed heartily, unfazed. Since her mother-in-law, Old Princess Ruyang, had been banished to a separate courtyard, she had been living a very comfortable life. Now, she was happy to add to the fun of Empress Yue’s banquet, and all the women joined in the laughter.


    Even more surprised was the Second Princess, who, upon seeing Qu Ling Jun’s large, swollen belly, exclaimed, “Ling Jun, why did you come to the Capital while pregnant? The journey must have been bumpy and exhausting…”


    “I’m five or six months along, and everything is stable,” Qu Ling Jun laughed. “When I was pregnant with my first child, I even accompanied the Governor to the countryside to supervise the digging of wells. Besides, Ying Chuan is close to the Capital. A trip only takes ten or so days. If it hadn’t been for the need to supervise the land measurement, we would have been among the first to arrive in the Capital this time.” It was precisely because it was close to the Capital that the Governor of Liangzhou was the first among all the prefectures to implement the land reformation decree.


    “Besides, I was thinking of Your Highness. As soon as I arrived in the Capital, I didn’t see anyone else, I went straight to the palace gate,” Qu Ling Jun smiled.


    Shaoshang glanced at her belly with concern, “Madam, you could come after you give birth. Empress Yue won’t run away.”


    As soon as those words were spoken, the women all burst into laughter.


    The Second Princess smiled gently, “You can tell that those words were spoken by a young unmarried lady.”


    A lady sitting next to the wife of Marquis Xuan covered her mouth and laughed, “After you give birth, it won’t be the time for the Governor of Liangzhou to return to the Capital to report his duties.”


    Shaoshang finally understood. They were supposed to travel together as husband and wife.


    Qu Ling Jun coughed lightly to cover up, then raised her cup and toasted Empress Yue first, thanking her for many years of care and concern. Her second cup was for Shaoshang, thanking her for clearing her name six years ago, despite the trouble it took.


    The Third Princess couldn’t keep her mouth shut, “…You should also thank Eleventh Lang. It’s unfortunate he isn’t here right now.”


    Shaoshang pretended not to hear, then began speaking casually with Qu Ling Jun, “Counting this one, you have two children with the Governor of Liangzhou?”


    Qu Ling Jun blushed and said softly, “I gave birth to a son the first year of our marriage, and a daughter two years ago.”


    “Three children in five years! The Governor of Liangzhou is quite capable, isn’t he?” Shaoshang couldn’t help but tease.


    Qu Ling Jun was too embarrassed to bear and tried her best to explain, “Actually, only the first child was planned by us. The other two were accidents… The Governor said that after I give birth to this one, he’ll take good care of me and make sure I recover properly…”


    Shaoshang pretended not to understand, but she could clearly hear the implication. Her ears were getting hot. Having such ‘accidents’ at his age… did it need to be so intense and frequent? Was the townhouse on fire?


    After a few rounds of toasting, the Second Princess walked over with her cup of wine, her expression serious. “Ling Jun,” she asked, “Does the Governor of Liangzhou treat you well?”


    Shaoshang was tempted to launch into a speech about the Governor of Liangzhou’s vigor despite his age, but Qu Ling Jun clearly understood that the Second Princess’s question was genuine and sincere. After a moment of thought, she said earnestly, “If I may speak arrogantly… I feel like the first twenty years of my life were wasted after I married the Governor.”


    Shaoshang was taken aback by her passionate declaration. Was she really exaggerating?


    Qu Ling Jun, who had been close with the Second Princess before her marriage, didn’t hesitate to share her thoughts. “Speaking honestly, Your Highness, I originally agreed to remarry for the sake of my family and children. But in these past five or six years, I’ve never been happier. When I was with the King of Donghai, I knew he was betrothed since childhood, and I was always troubled and insecure. Later, I followed Liang Shang, and it was even worse. It was my fault, coveting another’s fiancé. So, the heavens punished me with ten years of misery. I thought that was how my life would be, but now I’ve finally tasted the sweetness of true love between husband and wife. Now I feel like I’ve finally found solid ground, my heart has a place to rest, and I am no longer drifting aimlessly without a place to belong.”


    She spoke with such passion that the Second Princess’s eyes welled with tears. Returning to her seat, she saw that the Third Princess had already started on her third tray of dried meats. She reprimanded, “Eat less! You’re getting too plump. It isn’t good!”


    The Third Princess didn’t care, “What’s there to fear? Even if I become a fat barrel, my husband can’t divorce me. Besides, haven’t you seen my husband lately? He’s even more well-fed than I am. Father even teased us, saying we’re looking more and more like a married couple.”1


    The Second Princess choked on her words. After a moment, she said, “I just heard Ling Jun say that she and the Governor of Liangzhou are a loving couple. Everyone is envious. How do you feel about that?” She hoped that the Third Princess wouldn’t just be obsessed with pleasure but have some aspirations.


    The Third Princess curled her lips mockingly, “Loving couples like that are rare. You are lucky, Second Sister. Others aren’t necessarily so fortunate. Qu Ling Jun suffered for over ten years before she earned her current good life. Mother was a concubine for half her life. If the King of Donghai had been incompetent and Third Brother wasn’t successful, who knows if she would have had the chance to be vindicated like this…”


    “Stop talking nonsense. Empress Dowager Xuan and Father have never wronged Mother,” the Second Princess refuted.


    “Well, that’s true. Mother has always had the same status whether she was Empress or not,” the Third Princess chuckled, “In the end, I don’t have those ambitions. I am fine with living a peaceful and carefree life.”


    She glanced across the table, “Cheng Shaoshang seems to be laughing and joking, and she’s suffered a lot these years. Who knows what her future will be like. I have wine, meat, and entertainment. I have servants and hunting dogs to keep me busy. I live the life of a noble, so why go against Father and make things difficult for myself? Fifth Sister just doesn’t understand. Ordinary people in this world should accept their fate and live the life of ordinary people.”


    The Second Princess was helpless. Since she and her younger sister weren’t seeing eye to eye, she went over to continue speaking with Qu Ling Jun. Seeing this, Shaoshang used the opportunity to say she needed to change her clothes and left the hall.


    She knew Changqiu Palace like the back of her hand. Even after the palace had changed hands, she frequently visited to give work reports, and most of the palace maids and eunuchs recognized her. After changing her clothes and washing up, Shaoshang didn’t want to return to the banquet right away. She walked along the palace corridor to the courtyard behind the side hall and looked up at a lush flower tree, its branches bursting with blossoms.


    She didn’t know how long she’d been standing there. Shaoshang let out a wine-tinged puff of air, but her chest still felt heavy. She disliked the banquet, the playful banter of the noblewomen, and Qu Ling Jun’s contented smile. Even the taste of the wine felt tart and acrid.


    Oh, how wonderful it would be if people could live according to their own wishes, to just put on a straight face when they didn’t want to smile, to bluntly refuse when they didn’t want to socialize. To take their heart out, wash it, put it back in, and continue using it when they didn’t want to feel bad.


    Since the banquet in the front hall was in full swing and the palace maids were busy serving, the courtyard was deserted and quiet. It was so quiet that even the faintest whisper of wind seemed audible. But perhaps it was Shaoshang’s slightly drunken delusion.


    “Shaoshang…”


    A voice came from afar, as if someone was calling her. Shaoshang thought it must be an illusion.


    “Shaoshang!” A man’s voice, unmistakable, came from behind. She turned around quickly.


    Huo Buyi was leaning against a pillar, his brow furrowed with a smile. “So, you’re here.” He was wearing a clean, simple white silk robe, and a pair of silver-threaded jade bracelets, adorned with beast motifs, gleamed faintly in the pale golden sunlight.


    Shaoshang suddenly didn’t want to pretend anymore. There was no way she could treat Huo Buyi like an old friend. It was better to avoid each other completely. So, she gave a short bow and turned to leave, hoping he would take the hint.


    Huo Buyi lightly pressed down on the vermilion railing and leaped across the palace corridor like an arrow leaving the bow. In two or three steps, he caught up to Shaoshang and grasped her wrist. With a swift move, he flipped her over and lifted her sleeve to her upper arm. As Luo Jitong had said, there was a faint circle of teeth marks, the scars almost healed. His face suddenly darkened.


    Shaoshang was startled. She pulled at his large hand, trying to maintain a serious tone, “What do you want?!”


    The girl under the flower tree was pale and frail. Her delicate cheeks were flushed with a warm rosy hue, like rouge painted on delicate, translucent white jade. A few pink and white petals had fallen onto her black hair. Huo Buyi let go of her sleeve and stared intently at her, but the hand that was gripping her wrist remained firm.


    “I have something to say to you,” he said.


    Shaoshang was furious. “We’ll talk later. Let go first! Ouch… let go…” Huo Buyi not only didn’t let go of her wrist but also took the opportunity to wrap his arm around her slender waist. His grip was so strong that it almost made her lose her breath.


    “Let’s talk now,” he said calmly.


    Shaoshang reluctantly conceded, “We can’t talk here. Let’s find another place.” Her reputation was already bad enough; she didn’t want to make it worse.


    Huo Buyi also knew Changqiu Palace well. Upon hearing her words, he dragged Shaoshang towards the garden. Shaoshang quickly protested, “No, no, no. It’s a beautiful day. After the banquet, the ladies will definitely go to the garden to sober up… Let’s go to the side hall. There are several secluded rooms there…


    Huo Buyi raised an eyebrow but still followed her instructions.


    After turning a few corners, they arrived at an empty room. Huo Buyi strode with long steps, while Shaoshang stumbled along. Huo Buyi tried to hold her several times, but she firmly refused each time.


    Once they entered the room, Shaoshang pushed the man away forcefully and stepped back a few paces, “Alright, say what you have to say.”


    Huo Buyi stood in the doorway, his back to her, as he closed the delicate, newly pasted paper-covered lattice door. He walked slowly towards her, like a somber deity. Shaoshang couldn’t help but take a step back.


    Huo Buyi pulled up the sleeve of his right arm, revealing a circle of small, deep pink teeth marks. “Why are your scars so faint? I should have bitten you harder than that.”


    Shaoshang’s left hand slowly moved to her right upper arm, pressing down on the scar. “Over the years, I found the best healers for external injuries and used the best scar removal creams,” she said coldly. “I wanted to completely erase this mark. It’s almost gone now. By the time I get married, it will disappear completely!”


    The girl stood there arrogantly, her eyes cold and distant. Huo Buyi suddenly felt a surge of hatred. He was terminally ill, beyond the reach of medicine. Yet she was going to escape unscathed, marry another man after recovering from her injuries. How dare she?


    He had practiced martial arts since childhood, and the steps for subduing an opponent were second nature to him. Even if he was drowsy on horseback, once he engaged in combat, his body could react naturally and freely. This instinct had helped him win countless battles when he was exhausted. But he couldn’t care less now. He took a big step forward, twisting the girl’s arm without any finesse, half-pinning her down. He pulled up her sleeve and bit down.


    Shaoshang was pressed onto the bright floorboards. After a moment of shock, she finally realized what was happening. It was as if she had seen a kind-faced deity suddenly shed their disguise, revealing the true face of a demon.


    Huo Buyi had always been gentle with her. Even when he had bitten her arm those years ago, he had been polite and discussed it beforehand before biting. How could he have gone to the border for six years and regressed from an advanced, developed feudal society to a primitive tribe that lived by hunting and gathering?!


    A sharp pain ripped through her upper arm. Shaoshang’s right arm was trapped, unable to move. She could only retaliate with her left hand. First, she grabbed his thick, strong black hair and pulled it back. She thought that with enough force, at least his scalp would hurt, but Huo Buyi’s face remained unchanged. His teeth continued to bite with force, and his cold eyes glared fiercely at her.


    “Let go! Release me! It hurts, it hurts… Release me first!” The sharp tips of his teeth tore through her skin, piercing the layers of muscle. Shaoshang was in agony. She slapped his shoulders and arms wildly. In her rage, she grabbed his flawless face, but her fingernails, meticulously manicured for her life in the palace, shattered one by one, and her own fingertips bled.


    Huo Buyi finally released his grip. Shaoshang pulled back her arm, crying. She saw that a fresh ring of blood had formed around the scar that was about to disappear, the teeth marks clear and the flesh raw. It was obvious that even if an immortal physician appeared, she would never be able to erase this scar in a few months. Years of effort had gone to waste in an instant.


    Huo Buyi knelt on one knee on the ground, simultaneously reaching into a small pouch at his waist.


    Shaoshang looked at her bloodstained arm, her anger flaring uncontrollably. She had been in street fights before. She wasn’t some meek, kind, and submissive girl. She couldn’t let this injustice slide. She immediately lunged at him, biting and punching him.


    Huo Buyi received a few blows to his cheek and jaw. He didn’t mind and felt no pain. But now, he remembered the steps for subduing his opponent.


    He held a small white jade bottle in his right hand. Bending his left arm, he grasped the girl’s right hand. With his backhand, he pressed against her chest, her slender back pressed perfectly against his chest. Holding the white jade bottle, he used his fingertips to pull up her right sleeve and revealed the bloody wound. Then, he bit down on her sleeve, preventing it from falling and pushed aside the velvet stopper with his thumb. He sprinkled the powder inside evenly on the bite wound.


    Shaoshang let out a pitiful cry, like a small animal that had been skinned. The wound where the medicine was applied burned like fire. She knew that the powder could prevent the bite wound from becoming inflamed and festering. But the last time he applied medicine, he had been so gentle, coaxing and teasing her, his eyes full of love and tenderness. Why was he treating her so harshly now?


    Trapped in his iron-clad embrace, she thrashed wildly in agony. But his chest was firm, his arms strong, and no matter how hard she punched him with her left hand, it was useless. In her rage, she noticed that her right hand was still firmly held in Huo Buyi’s left hand. She bit down on the back of his hand in a fit of rage.


    A trace of blood seeped between her teeth, and the white skin on the back of his hand cracked in an instant. Huo Buyi seemed oblivious, like a dashing young man lighting a candle for his sweetheart. His expression was focused and captivating as he carefully sprinkled powder on each wound on her arm.


    Shaoshang, weary from biting, released her grip and angrily turned back to curse at him, “You’re crazy!”


    Huo Buyi’s expression didn’t change. “You’re not much better.”


    “You scoundrel!”


    “How are you any better? Heartless, unprincipled, selfish, and cold.”


    They glared at each other, like sworn enemies from past lives who had a deep grudge against each other. Neither of them would back down an inch.


    Shaoshang snarled, “I’m terrible, so why are you still bothering me?!”


    Huo Buyi didn’t answer. He leaned down and fiercely kissed her slightly bloody, charming mouth, as if biting the throat of his prey. Shaoshang cried out in pain and pushed his face away. As always, he couldn’t bring himself to be truly cruel and had to let her go.


    …


    Huo Buyi needs to back off. He caused this. He’s doing this because he’s angry at her. Ugh.


    Next Chapter: The Final Scandal of My Life (Seven)


    
      	Looking like a married couple refers to the idea that people who have been together for a long time will start to look like each other. ↩︎

    


    


    


    


    Enjoyed the chapter? Support me on Patreon to get early access to new chapters, exclusive content, and more! Your support helps me keep bringing you these translations. Thank you!


    Disclaimer: Your support on Patreon goes directly towards my work as a translator and helps me produce more content. It does not constitute support for the original novel or its author.


    
  

  
    Chapter One Hundred and Sixty-Three:
The Final Scandal of My Life (Seven)


    Exhausted, Shaoshang sat slumped against the overturned desk, a casualty of their scuffle, panting as she watched Huo Buyi bandage her wound. The bandages were neatly wrapped around her arm, the thick, breathable linen a comforting off-white, highlighting the paleness of Shaoshang’s arm, which now appeared tinged with blue. Huo Buyi had also been roughed up considerably. His hair was disheveled, his face and neck marked with thin red scratches, and a disturbing bite mark marred the back of his left hand. They had fought playfully before, but never to this extent, never drawing blood.


    Shaoshang’s gaze lowered, noticing a plain pouch lying on the floor. She was familiar with this type of pouch. It didn’t look big, but it could hold a lot of things. She had often seen Madam Xiao personally wash the linen bandages, air-dry and iron them, and then roll them into tight bundles, which she would stuff, along with the best wound-healing medicine, into this type of pouch.


    Military men were prone to external injuries. Even if they weren’t on the battlefield, sparring or martial arts competitions could easily result in injuries. People had long understood that using unclean things for bandages was extremely inappropriate, so generals would often carry these items with them.


    Huo Buyi noticed Shaoshang’s gaze and smiled slightly, “You promised to make one for me, but you never gave it to me.”


    Shaoshang came to her senses. Seeing that the wound was almost fully bandaged, she said coldly, “Alright, I’m leaving.”


    Huo Buyi placed a hand on her shoulder, “I haven’t finished what I have to say.”


    Shaoshang was exasperated. She sneered, “Fine, say it. I’m listening.” Would he let her go if she said, ‘No, no, I won’t listen’? Hadn’t he just pressed down on her shoulder, and she was instantly unable to move?


    Huo Buyi knelt down beside her and sighed softly, “I didn’t expect to meet you.”


    Those simple words brought tears to Shaoshang’s eyes. She turned her head away, “I believe that. Meeting you was my disaster. Meeting me was your bad luck.”


    “No, meeting you was the best thing that happened to me since I was six,” Huo Buyi said, not looking at her. Instead, he gazed at the faint glow on the ground not far away. The pale sunlight streamed through the curved, carved windowpanes, like her eyes when she smiled, soft and bright.


    Shaoshang scoffed with a sarcastic smile, “Well, that’s true. I still had to defend you to His Majesty about the Huo family case.”


    Huo Buyi gave a wry smile. “You’re right.”


    Shaoshang realized her mistake and said with annoyance, “No, you saved me first. At least during that time when Uncle Wan was ambushed in the narrow forest path, if you hadn’t saved me, I probably wouldn’t be alive.”


    They had only been together for a few months, but when scrutinized, it felt like a lifetime. Their lives were entangled, inseparable.


    “I carry a deep grudge and never intended to marry. For years, I’ve been troubled about how to politely refuse His Majesty’s kind intentions,” Huo Buyi said, mimicking Shaoshang by leaning back against the overturned desk. “I heard that you were engaged to Lou Yao, and I felt relieved. Otherwise, it would have been difficult. I actually admire Lou Yao. Though his talents are ordinary, he is upright and honest, proper and courteous. But later, when I heard you call me ‘brother’ in front of him, I wanted to strangle him.”


    Shaoshang straightened up and said with emphasis, “A’Yao is a good person.”


    “Yes. So that he could live well, I even planned to attend your wedding banquet.”


    Recalling the past, it felt like a previous life. Shaoshang let out a soft sigh.


    She had once been so eager to start a family and career, to become independent and live a fulfilling life to show Madam Xiao. Now, years had passed. Luo Yao and He Zhaojun probably had three children by now, yet she was still entangled with her former fiancé. It was a case of ideals clashing with reality, and her carefully planned life was doomed to fail amidst all this absurdity.


    “I never intended to hurt you. At that time, I received news from the remaining members of the Huo family. I thought I could properly settle the Ling family’s affairs, so I had the idea of marrying you,” Huo Buyi said.


    “Couldn’t you have waited until after you truly dealt with Ling Yi before coming for me?” Shaoshang fumed.


    “I couldn’t wait,” Huo Buyi said, lowering his gaze. “People are like that. For something they’ve been thinking about for a long time, if there’s no hope, then it’s fine. But as soon as there’s a glimmer of possibility, they can’t help but rush in.”


    Shaoshang felt like she had been cursed for eight lifetimes. She made a move to stand up, “Are you done? If you are, I’m leaving.”


    “There’s more…” Huo Buyi grabbed her hand. Noticing the bloodstains on her fingertips, he frowned, “You didn’t like to have long nails before.”


    “How can I paint with flower juice with long nails?!” Shaoshang didn’t know why she said that.


    “You didn’t like to dye your nails, either,” Huo Buyi said, pulling her to sit across from him. Since weapons were forbidden within the palace walls, he could only carefully trim her broken nails and then apply ointment to each fingertip.


    Shaoshang held out her hand, allowing him to apply the ointment. From this angle, she could see his high nose bridge and long eyelashes. She suddenly felt restless, “Why don’t you just say everything you have to say? I can’t be away from the banquet for long.”


    Huo Buyi paused for a moment before saying, “Luo Jitong is not a good person. If she writes you a letter or tells you anything, don’t believe her.”


    Shaoshang was startled. “What?!” She had simply thought that Luo Jitong was a person of bad character, but if Huo Buyi said someone was ‘not a good person,’ then that person must have done something terrible.


    Huo Buyi looked up. “The one who killed the maid Chun Tiao wasn’t the Fifth Princess. It was Luo Jitong. That’s right. She was also involved in framing you. I suspect the plot to frame you was her idea. The Fifth Princess isn’t that cunning.”


    Shaoshang opened her mouth slightly in shock.


    “And, her former husband, Seventh Jia, was also connected to her death. You need to be careful of this person.”


    Shaoshang’s hair stood on end. “Since you know all this, why did you still intend to marry her?” she exclaimed.


    “I never intended to marry her,” Huo Buyi smiled faintly. “I was just using her as a smokescreen. Otherwise, do you think His Majesty and the Crown Prince would have allowed me to live peacefully at the border for six years?”


    “You’re right,” Shaoshang nodded, then jolted upright, “Wait, no! You can’t use a smokescreen forever. Even if you don’t marry Luo Jitong, you’ll still have to marry someone else. Instead of wasting time with a woman of questionable character, why don’t you find someone who is virtuous and kind…”


    She looked at his calm and deep eyes, and her heart skipped a beat. “You did this on purpose. You never intended to marry. You, you’re not going to get married… ever…?” She had guessed the reason, but she didn’t dare to guess his intention.


    “You’re crazy! The Huo family is waiting for you to carry on the family line. If you dare to stay single your whole life, His Majesty will eat you alive!” she whispered, her astonishment hard to contain.


    Huo Buyi laughed, a clear and bright sound that betrayed no concern.


    Shaoshang’s eyes welled with tears. She gently and kindly persuaded him, “Can’t you just let go? What’s past is past. We can each go our separate ways, start families, and have children. In ten or twenty years, we can meet as old friends, laugh and talk together. Wouldn’t that be nice?” If he were to spend his life alone and solitary, what would she do? Just watch?


    Huo Buyi wrapped his arms around her thin back, holding her tightly. He mumbled, “I don’t want to be old friends with you. We’re going to be an old couple.”


    Shaoshang felt a wave of hot breath wash over her as a warm head buried itself in the crook of her neck. The air around her was filled with a clean masculine scent, mingled with the familiar aroma of herbs and the metallic tang of blood.


    She silently shed tears, then steeled herself and pushed him away forcefully. Standing straight, she said coldly, “If you want to marry, then marry. Marry whoever you want. It has nothing to do with me! We’ve said everything we need to say, I’m leaving.”


    Huo Buyi grabbed her, kneeling on one knee and holding her slender waist tightly. “Don’t be so cruel,” he pleaded. “Six years ago, I wronged you. Others might not understand, but I do. You never want to trust anyone, and you don’t want to rely on anyone. But I forced you to accept me. And when you were ready to spend your life with me wholeheartedly, I left you…”


    Tears began to fall again, a fresh crack opening in Shaoshang’s already-scarred heart.


    There was a tall wall of ice in her heart. On one side of the wall, she stood alone, with no one allowed to enter. Six years ago, Ling Buyi had smashed through this ice wall with a force like thunder, saying that they could warm each other from then on. She had put all her strength into believing him, but then… She had made up her mind; she would never come out again.


    “I will never forgive you!” she cried, gritting her teeth, her voice filled with fury. “Don’t dream about it. I’ve managed to live well until now because I’m hard-hearted. I will never forgive those who wrong me. Once unfaithful, a hundred times untrustworthy. Six years ago, you abandoned me. How can I be sure you won’t repeat the same mistakes? I know everyone is secretly helping you, even my family. But I refuse to do what you want! I can live without you. I will never believe you again, never!”


    Huo Buyi also shed tears as he humbly pleaded, “They’re not helping me, they’re helping us. Look at yourself in the mirror. The way you look at Yuan Shen is completely different from the way you look at me. I’m not blind, and neither are others!”


    Shaoshang’s tears flowed freely, her voice choked with sobs. “Without you, I can still live well. Yuan Shen and I will grow old together, spend our lives together…”


    “Yes, I deserve to be alone my whole life,” Huo Buyi said softly. “You always manage to forget me.”


    Shaoshang’s throat tightened. She felt choked up.


    Huo Buyi looked up at her, “I never intended to hurt you. I always hoped that you would have a smooth and happy life, free from worries. I even found a place for you and Lou Yao. It’s a beautiful place with clear mountains and rivers, and simple people. You can burn bricks and tiles if you want, or you can brew wine if you want. No one would criticize you.”


    “For the past six years, I’ve had this dream. I dream that my parents, siblings, and everyone are alive and well, that the massacre never happened. I go to your family to propose marriage, and you agree. Then, we get married happily…”


    Shaoshang’s eyes blurred with tears. She thought, how wonderful it would be if Huo Chong and his wife were still alive, if everyone was still alive.


    Huo Buyi would surely be the most valiant and cheerful young man in the entire Capital city. They would still meet at the Lantern Festival. But this time, he wouldn’t hesitate. He would walk straight up to her. And as soon as she saw his face, she would fall head over heels for him.


    Perhaps Madam Xiao would think he was reckless, and Father Cheng would think he was abrupt. But considering the Huo family’s illustrious status, Shaoshang would inevitably end up marrying him. When she had children, she would tell everyone it was actually the cabbage who made the first move.1


    Huo Buyi’s eyes were bloodshot, his eyelashes wet with tears. He grabbed her hands and placed them on his cheeks. “Don’t be so cruel. Please, don’t be so cruel to me.”


    Shaoshang could no longer maintain her cold façade. She cried like a child, tears and snot running freely, her composure completely shattered. Today, she was utterly defeated, completely powerless.


    At that moment, a clamor of voices came from outside, as if a group of people were walking towards them. Leading the way was the loud, drunken laughter of the Third Princess. “Madam Qu Ling Jun left too quickly. She hasn’t even tasted the chilled, sweet chestnut fruits from Mother’s palace. And Cheng Shaoshang, who knows where she’s gone?”


    “Ling Jun is pregnant,” the Second Princess said. “You think you’re her? You’re always stuffing yourself and playing around without stopping. Shaoshang probably went back to Yong’an Palace. I heard that Empress Dowager Xuan’s health has been declining lately.”


    The wife of Prince Ruyang said, “The weather is so beautiful today. Why don’t we move the banquet to the garden behind the palace? We can enjoy the breeze and sober up a bit.”


    The Third Princess laughed heartily, “The spring weather is lovely, but there are also lots of mosquitos. This room is better. The three sides with screens can be removed, so we can enjoy the breeze and the view.”


    “Oh, Third Sister, you’ve become so considerate and thoughtful!”


    “Go away! You’re being disrespectful!”


    The ladies all laughed heartily.


    Both Huo Buyi and Shaoshang were so stunned by their tears that they were dazed. Just then, the door of the room was flung open with a whoosh, connecting the inside and outside. Shaoshang stood up straight, and Huo Buyi knelt on one knee before her. Both of them had tears on their faces, and their clothes were stained with spots of blood. The desk on the floor, along with the objects on top of it, lay scattered in disarray.


    The ladies, unexpectedly witnessing this scene, all gasped in unison.


    There was a moment of stunned silence. No one spoke. The wife of Prince Ruyang, being the highest-ranking woman present, felt obligated to speak. She said in a dry voice, “Uh… You… You two are here as well? What a coincidence…”


    Those words would have been better left unsaid. The room, both inside and out, fell silent again. After a moment, everyone came to their senses, and a murmur of discussion arose, mingled with hushed laughter.


    The ladies thought, could these two be meeting here secretly? But looking at the mess on the floor, the bloodstained clothes, it looked more like a fight. Then, seeing their postures – one standing, one kneeling – was this a desperate plea? But would a proud and arrogant young official like Huo Buyi kneel down and beg someone? … Uh, they couldn’t figure it out.


    Shaoshang’s head buzzed. She was at a loss, not knowing how to react.


    With great composure, Huo Buyi slowly rose to his feet, shielding the girl behind him. His gaze towards the women was cold. He adopted a completely protective stance, and the hushed laughter and whispers outside the door immediately fell silent. Given their status and background, they weren’t the gossiping busybodies of the marketplace. They had a certain level of awareness.


    The Second Princess gave a slight smile and stepped forward, “Zisheng, we’ve had a bit too much to drink today. We’ll sober up here.”


    Huo Buyi’s expression softened. He then said, seemingly out of nowhere, “…Second Princess, do you remember that time in the palace alley when you, I, Shaoshang, and the Third Princess all met?”


    The Third Princess remembered.


    She scratched her ear and rolled her eyes. She had long forgotten that embarrassing incident. Why did Huo Buyi have to bring it up? How annoying!


    The Second Princess said, “I remember. It was the first day Shaoshang came to listen to lessons and learn from Empress Xuan.”


    Shaoshang remembered too. It was just like that. The Third Princess was trying to cause trouble for her, and he stood in front of her, like a tall and towering mountain, shielding her from the storm.


    Huo Buyi’s expression was cold and serious, “Before we parted that day, do you remember the last words I said, Second Princess?”


    The Second Princess looked at him quietly, then smiled. “…I remember. Don’t worry.”


    She turned to face the ladies, her gaze both stern and gentle. “Zisheng and Shaoshang haven’t seen each other in many years, so they have things to say. I hope what you saw today will not be spread as gossip outside.”


    Intelligent people don’t need much explaining. They naturally understood. The women immediately realized that if they spread gossip, they would not only be making an enemy of Huo Buyi, but also of the Emperor’s most favored Second Princess. They all chuckled and pretended to be clueless.


    Shaoshang slowly clenched her fist. She remembered everything. That day, Huo Buyi’s final words to the two princesses were, “It wasn’t until I met her that I even considered marriage. There is no one else beside her.”


    …


    I’m still not liking the aggressiveness of Huo Buyi. At least Shaoshang got a few good licks in.


    Next Chapter: The Final Scandal of My Life (Final)


    
      	A cabbage is used metaphorically to refer to someone who is plain and unassuming, as Shaoshang is implying that she is the one who is genuinely interested in Huo Buyi, while he is the more desirable “prize.” ↩︎
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    Chapter One Hundred and Sixty-Four:
The Final Scandal of My Life (Final)


    Shaoshang didn’t know how she managed to get out of that room. First, she formally bowed to the ladies, then descended the corridor with steady steps. Huo Buyi seemed to want to follow her, but the Second Princess stopped him. “…Let her calm down first.”


    The women were all polite, their faces adorned with playful smiles laced with kindness. They all stepped aside, letting Shaoshang pass. Everyone thought, ‘We might have to go to the Huo Mansion for a wedding banquet someday. We shouldn’t upset the bride right from the start.’


    Shaoshang walked stiffly out of Changqiu Palace. Once out of sight, she gathered her skirts and ran as fast as she could, as if a monster was chasing her. She hadn’t run like this in many years. In Yong’an Palace, she was the second in command, managing people and arranging affairs. When she left Yong’an Palace, she was even more reluctant to give people a reason to gossip.


    She didn’t know how long she had been running. She collapsed on a rock by the lake, gasping for breath. She thought to herself, “I used to be able to fight back against Huo Buyi a few times. Now, I’m just relying on scratching with my nails. Even Luo Jitong could easily subdue me. It’s true that if you don’t exercise regularly, your physique will decline.”


    Her mind filled with a jumble of random thoughts, Shaoshang felt flustered and angry. She fixed her hair and clothes using the water’s reflection as a mirror. Thinking that she couldn’t make sense of things right now, she continued walking aimlessly along the lakeshore. It wasn’t until the patrolling guards saluted her that she realized she had unconsciously arrived at the Upper Western Gate of the palace.


    Was she subconsciously trying to go home? But home was even more dangerous. In Yong’an Palace, Huo Buyi wouldn’t dare to act recklessly. At the Cheng mansion, however, he could even scale the walls and climb through windows in broad daylight!


    Just as she was about to turn back, she noticed a few familiar figures a short distance from the palace gate. Without knowing why, she instinctively hid behind a bronze tiger statue.


    Six years had passed, and Uncle Liang’s charm remained undiminished. He still stood tall and straight, with a dignified bearing. As he held his wife, Madam Qu Ling Jun’s hand with one hand and supported her waist with the other, he gently helped her into the carriage. Just this simple gesture of care could easily outshine many dashing young men in the Capital.


    Shaoshang had always been curious. How could a man like Liang Wuji, such a fine specimen, have been widowed for so many years? Were the eyes of all the noblewomen truly blind, or was her sense of aesthetics just unique?


    On the other side, Liang Wuji whispered something, making Madam Qu Ling Jun smile so widely that her lips trembled. The two of them gazed at each other through the window of the carriage, their love overflowing so much that even the guards at the palace gate couldn’t help but look at them strangely.


    Shaoshang narrowed her eyes. How come Uncle Liang was dressed so youthful today? This light blue brocade was meant to be worn by a young man with a tall and slender frame, like Yuan Shen.


    Everything had gone wrong today. Shaoshang returned to Yong’an Palace in a foul mood. Sitting by Empress Dowager Xuan’s couch, she recounted her encounter today. Old Lady Zhai trimmed her nails while adding fuel to the fire, “Shaoshang did the right thing. You should have scratched him good, until you drew blood. Good, good. That’s right! That rascal deserves to suffer a little…”


    “Old Lady Zhai, don’t talk nonsense. Shaoshang knows what she’s doing,” Empress Dowager Xuan said, leaning softly against the cushions. She didn’t offer any opinion on the matter, but simply teased, “But Shaoshang, take a look at yourself. Apart from your arm and fingernails, you are not hurt at all. According to you, Zisheng is covered in scratches. The Crown Prince is bound to reprimand you later.”


    Shaoshang sighed silently. This was also a source of worry for her. If she had known, she wouldn’t have been so harsh earlier.


    Old Lady Zhai chimed in, “Don’t worry, don’t worry. If anyone comes to cause trouble for our girl, we’ll just lock the palace gates!”


    Shaoshang looked at her fingers, sighing sadly, “It’s such a shame. My nails were so well-maintained. I just dyed them with flower juice. Ouch! Old Lady Zhai, don’t cut them all off. Leave some for me. I want to grow them long again in the future.”


    Empress Dowager Xuan also stared at her fingers, “It’s better to trim them short. With long nails, how will you do woodwork or draw with charcoal?”


    Shaoshang clenched her fist under her sleeve, maintaining a calm expression. “Then I won’t do it. The palace has the Bureau of Craftsmanship, with the best craftsmen in the world. Why would I even try to show off?”


    Empress Dowager Xuan was silent for a moment, “Never mind anything else. How long has it been since you played the flute? Take advantage of the fact that your nails are trimmed and play a tune for me. Don’t use the excuse that the palace has the best musicians.”


    Shaoshang had no choice but to send a palace maid to fetch her flute from her room. Because she hadn’t practiced in a long time, her fingers trembled as she pressed on the holes. The melody she played was disjointed and out of tune, making no sense.


    Shaoshang put down the green bamboo flute. A long silence fell over the chamber.


    Empress Dowager Xuan let out a deep sigh. Shaoshang asked why, and the Empress Dowager mumbled, “I’m thinking… maybe I made a mistake…”


    Shaoshang didn’t understand, but still tried to comfort her, “Your Majesty, don’t be upset. I’ll go back and practice the flute. My aunt said I have a natural talent for it. I can learn quickly and excel at it. Don’t worry, in a few days, I’ll play for you again. I promise it will be as beautiful as before.”


    Empress Dowager Xuan smiled, neither confirming nor denying her words.


    …


    Empress Yue’s banquet was truly spectacular. The noblewomen promised the Second Princess not to spread gossip, so they wouldn’t deliberately share it with others. However, a person’s husband is not a stranger. Even if they didn’t talk about it outside, they would tell their husbands in bed.


    That night, two-thirds of the witnesses shared their stories and observations. The wife of Big Marquis Yue was more mature and reserved, so she told her husband two days later. He then reprimanded her, “I thought to myself, how come Eleventh Lang’s face is full of scratches, as if they were made by fingernails? And Governor of Yu and my younger brother were laughing so oddly. You too, you should have told me sooner. You made me look like a fool.”


    To be honest, Huo Buyi wasn’t intentionally trying to embarrass Shaoshang. Unfortunately, the recent land reformation decree had faced unprecedented resistance. Some powerful families and military leaders had begun to incite rebellion, rallying the common people to their cause. At a time like this, he couldn’t afford to be absent from court, so his facial injuries couldn’t be concealed.


    The Emperor, though fully aware of the situation, didn’t say anything. He simply glanced at his adopted son’s face with amusement. The Crown Prince, wide-eyed, directly asked why. So Huo Buyi, with a serious tone, fabricated a story, “I was riding a horse and fell. I was scratched by a branch.”


    The Crown Prince refused to believe it. It was his cousin, who was also his younger brother’s concubine, who told him the truth. Enraged, he was about to go to Yong’an Palace to file a lawsuit against the person responsible for inflicting civil harm. Luckily, the Fourth Prince managed to stop him.


    “Brother, my dear brother, spare yourself the trouble,” the Fourth Prince said. Though he was a bit straightforward, he was at least married with a family. “Zisheng’s important matter is at a critical juncture. Don’t go and make things worse.”


    “Being beaten up by a woman is a good thing?!” the Crown Prince was incredulous.


    The Fourth Prince looked completely relaxed. “Don’t blame your brother for reminding you. Mother has already said that you are forbidden from interfering in other people’s relationships until you marry and take a consort. If you don’t listen, Mother will… well, I don’t know what Mother will do. You figure it out, Brother.”


    The Crown Prince was so angry he was speechless.


    In short, unlike the previous incident with the Fifth Princess causing a ruckus at the palace gate, which was spread far and wide, this time, even though the events were more intense and serious, the whispers and smirking gossip were limited to just a few of the most influential families in the Capital.


    When she noticed the incident hadn’t blown up, Shaoshang couldn’t help but feel secretly grateful to the Second Princess, and, yes, also to Huo Buyi.


    However, since several families now knew, it was inevitable that the Yuan family would find out. It turned out that the Fourth Princess had secretly told Madam Qu Ling Jun, and then the Governor of Liangzhou informed the Yuan family.


    Liang Wuji was an upright man. He also had received favors from Huo Buyi and Cheng Shaoshang in the past, so he didn’t blame them. He simply asked his brother-in-law, Yuan Pei, in a gentle tone, if they should reconsider Yuan Shen’s marriage.


    It wasn’t that he disliked the daughter of the Cheng family because of her past issues. The Fourth Princess had explicitly stated that Huo Buyi had knelt down and begged. And it wasn’t that he feared Huo Buyi’s high position and power, but… as an experienced person, Liang Wuji felt that marriage was a matter of great importance, and it was better not to force it.


    Therefore, one day, Young Master Yuan strolled leisurely to Yong’an Palace after just leaving court. After finding Shaoshang, the two of them sat on the empty steps, talking as the sun set.


    Shaoshang couldn’t help but complain, “I sent people to look for you so many times, why didn’t you come? I had something to tell you.”


    “I was afraid you would break off the engagement as soon as we saw each other, so I planned to hide for a couple of days,” Yuan Shen said, not looking at the girl. Instead, he picked up small pebbles from the steps, one by one.


    “Then why did you come today?”


    “Because I realized that whether I break off the engagement or not, Huo Buyi doesn’t care at all.”


    Shaoshang understood that Yuan Shen knew everything. She slumped her shoulders and said apologetically, “I’m sorry. I made you look bad. Did anyone make fun of you?”


    Yuan Shen opened his palm, revealing a dozen gray and white pebbles. He said calmly, “I don’t care about being laughed at. Back then, I refused His Majesty’s invitation to join the Ministry of Personnel. No one knew about that, and those scholars thought I was not favored by the Emperor. I was ridiculed even more back then.”


    Shaoshang sighed helplessly, “I told you so. I warned you that Huo Buyi is difficult to deal with. We should have broken off the engagement sooner.”


    Yuan Shen clenched the pebbles in his hand. He suddenly turned his head, “What did Huo Buyi say to you?! Did he also say that he would cherish and love you in the future, that the two of you would support each other and build a flourishing family? Did he also say that he would entrust all his family affairs to you, making you infinitely prosperous, ensuring that no one would dare to bully or neglect you? Did he also say…”


    “He didn’t say any of that,” Shaoshang interrupted, “He never talks to me like that…” She hesitated, seeing the slight agitation in Yuan Shen’s eyes, “The only word he ever uses is ‘love.’”


    Yuan Shen released his grip, and the hard stones left red marks on his soft, white palm.


    Shaoshang looked at the clouds in the sky, her cheeks flushed with color. She said softly, “He doesn’t need to say anything. Because I know he would do all those things you mentioned.”


    “…I see,” Yuan Shen said, dejected.


    “You’re right. I’m not going to hide it from you. I’m a little scared of Huo Buyi now,” Shaoshang said. “He’s different from you and me. He’s the kind of person who would draw his bow under the scorching sun, even if it meant death and ruin. He’s the kind of person who would chase the sun, even if it meant exhaustion and death. He’s the kind who would move rocks day after day…”


    “Hou Yi shot down the sun, Kuafu chased the sun, Yugong moved the mountain. You could simplify it. I’ve been to school,” Yuan Shen said with a hint of sarcasm.1


    Shaoshang continued, “Everyone says that Huo Buyi is mature beyond his years and deeply calculating. But sometimes, he’s more pure and simple than any of us.” His love and hate were both strong and eternal.


    Yuan Shen nodded, “You’re right. His Majesty’s affection for him isn’t just because of the Huo family’s reputation for heroic deeds or because of his sworn brotherhood with General Huo Chong. It’s because… I once heard Middle Marquis Yue say after a few drinks that whenever His Majesty looks at Huo Buyi, his expression is like returning to his youth. Back then, the sky was high, the water was clear, and times were good. The young men of Feng and Liang counties were either leisurely reading or busy farming, and they would drink and laugh together when they had free time. Back then, the blood of youth ran hot, the world was pure, and everyone was simple and straightforward.”


    Shaoshang sighed softly, “Yes. Decades have passed. Back then, they were slaying snakes and killing dogs, and now they’ve become kings and marquises. Those bright young men who protected His Majesty from the pursuit of death-dealing soldiers are not who they were. Everyone has power, land, obedient private soldiers, and a strong local influence. Only Huo Buyi…”


    Yuan Shen smiled. “I know what you mean. If you asked Huo Buyi to give up all of his power now, take you back to the old Huo family mansion in Feng County, raise children, and live a peaceful life, I believe he would be willing. His Majesty knows this, and the Crown Prince will know eventually.”


    “But you wouldn’t be willing.”


    “Do you really want that?” Yuan Shen asked with a sideways glance.


    Shaoshang smiled.


    Yuan Shen looked at the girl with a determined expression, his words heavy. “I’ve said this before. In the future, I want to be one of the Three High Ministers, and my descendants will also become Three High Ministers. Powerful officials will emerge in abundance, and the Yuan family will prosper and flourish. I hope that when I am at the pinnacle of power, you will be by my side.”


    He looked earnestly at the girl, “I’m not the same as Huo Buyi, but my feelings for you are just as precious.”


    Shaoshang lowered her head, her gaze falling upon her freshly trimmed, perfectly rounded nails.


    Yuan Shen said, “I’ve never been able to express my true feelings to you. Instead, I spoke of worldly matters because… because…”


    “I know,” Shaoshang said softly. “It’s because you don’t know how to express it. And what’s worse, you don’t even know how you truly feel.”


    She looked up and smiled. “How could I not understand you? I say a line, and you can continue it. We’re both the same kind of person – dull and cowardly. We know everything, we’re clever about everything, but we just don’t understand ourselves.”


    Yuan Shen’s gaze softened, as if he were looking back at the young girl who had gazed at the lanterns under the night sky all those years ago. His eyes were both clear and bewildered.


    “But we should break off the engagement first,” Shaoshang said, smiling. “Next time I get married, I won’t get engaged. I’ll simply get married directly.”


    Yuan Shen remained silent, his gaze fixed on her.


    Shaoshang patted her skirt and stood up, facing the golden-red glow of the sunset. “This time, I won’t be so driven by ambition and impatience. I need to figure out some things first. What kind of life do I want in the future?”


    “A’Shen, I’m sorry. This is the only way. I must do this.”


    This is the only way – to let everything return to the starting point, to think carefully about who she truly was.


    …


    I feel so bad for Yuan Shen. 


    Also, you guys have been killing it with the likes, comments and views lately! It’s getting to the point where I’m having trouble keeping up with everything sometimes. Thank you SO SO MUCH!!!


    Next Chapter: The Chronicles of Assassins (Part One)


    
      	Hou Yi is a mythological Chinese archer who shot down the sun. Kuafu was a figure in ancient China and is seen as a symbol of unwavering ambition and determination. Yugong is an old man who moved a mountain. ↩︎

    


    


    


    


    Enjoyed the chapter? Support me on Patreon to get early access to new chapters, exclusive content, and more! Your support helps me keep bringing you these translations. Thank you!


    Disclaimer: Your support on Patreon goes directly towards my work as a translator and helps me produce more content. It does not constitute support for the original novel or its author.


    
  

  
    Chapter One Hundred and Sixty-Five:
The Chronicles of Assassins (Part One)


    That very day, after speaking her mind to Yuan Shen, Shaoshang wrote a letter back to the Cheng Mansion, instructing Father Cheng to quietly break off the engagement with the Yuan family. In her letter, she sincerely apologized to her parents, acknowledging that her marriage had caused much turmoil within the family.


    Madam Xiao’s reply was swift and decisive: Don’t worry about it. You are now the only unmarried daughter in the family who is of marriageable age. Cheng Yang is already married. Cheng Wei has long been betrothed to a man from Bailu Mountain. Yin Xu’e’s youngest daughter is still learning to walk. In short, the Cheng family won’t have to worry about marrying off a daughter for another ten years. My daughter, continue making your mischief. Just settle down when you’ve had enough.


    Shaoshang read the letter, her heart filled with remorse. She made a silent vow that this would be the last time she would cause trouble for her family.


    The Empress Dowager asked her, “Will you regret this in the future?”


    Shaoshang sat upright on the couch, pondered for a moment, and replied, “When I was young, I always yearned to leave home, become independent, stand on my own two feet, and be free from the limitations of my parents. So, initially, I hoped Lou Yao would take me away to a different region. Later, I hoped someone else would marry me and allow me to do as I pleased. But now, upon reflection, why do I need to rely on others? Thanks to Your Majesty’s blessings, I am now wealthy. I have a guard, and His Majesty has ensured the prosperity and flourishing of the nation. So, why not travel the world and enjoy my freedom?”


    Empress Dowager Xuan gazed upon the girl’s calm and confident countenance, letting out a sigh so faint it was barely audible.


    “So, Your Majesty, hurry up and regain your health. Only then can we go out and have fun together. If you keep on being so sickly, I might just leave on my own.” Shaoshang’s smile was bright and full.


    “Whether or not I can join you in seeing the world outside, you must take care of yourself,” Empress Dowager Xuan said, reaching out with her thin, withered hand to pat the girl’s shoulder. They both knew, deep down, that that day would never come.


    Time flowed differently in the mountains, and in the palace, days moved at a leisurely pace. Shaoshang settled into her role as caretaker for Empress Dowager Xuan, and several days passed without incident. If it weren’t for the Empress Dowager’s steadily declining health, with half a dozen imperial physicians gathered in Yong’an Palace, anxiously rushing around, Shaoshang would have felt a sense of peaceful ease.


    Unexpectedly, that morning, the Second Prince burst into the room, covered in sweat. He grabbed Shaoshang and shouted in a low voice, “Disaster! Something terrible has happened to the Yuan family!”


    Shaoshang’s heart clenched. “What happened?”


    “Have you heard of General Weng Junshu, the Grand General of the Shu Expedition?”


    Shaoshang forced a smile. “Your Highness, the Prince of Huai’an, you are joking. I am not so ignorant. General Weng was one of the earliest loyalists who followed the Emperor. Over the years, he has served His Majesty with utmost dedication, earning great merit. Alas, Heaven envies talent. Last year, on his way to conquer Shu, General Weng was assassinated. His Majesty was devastated and even wore mourning clothes to visit the Weng family and offer condolences.”


    The Second Prince wiped his brow. “Do you know who assassinated General Weng?”


    “Of course. It was Gongsun, the usurper king of Shu. He was afraid of the imperial army’s power, so he resorted to such despicable tactics. Didn’t he also try to assassinate the succeeding General Wu? Fortunately, they were prepared that time.”


    “Everyone knows the Gongsun family orchestrated it. I’m asking who the assassin was,” the Second Prince whispered.


    Shaoshang was startled. “Who?”


    “It was Diwu Cheng!”


    Shaoshang struggled to support herself on the floor, cold sweat dripping down her face. “…But what does this have to do with the Yuan family? Could it be because the Governor of Yuanzhou and Diwu Cheng are sworn brothers?”


    The Second Prince pulled Shaoshang aside and explained the cause and effect in detail. “This came to light at court earlier today. Last year, when the army was conquering Shu, a scholar from Shu invited General Weng to meet him. He claimed he was willing to persuade the Gongsun clan to surrender to the court. General Weng agreed to the meeting…”


    “That’s too reckless! The army entered Shu – do they simply exist to be admired? In a matter of life and death, everyone is on edge. How could General Weng easily risk himself?” Shaoshang exclaimed.


    “General Weng was a resolute and courageous man. He didn’t fear a den of dragons or a tiger’s lair. Besides, he had persuaded local princes to surrender before. So, he agreed to the meeting. When General Weng went to the meeting, he brought a full guard of attendants, and he chose the location himself. If he sensed anything amiss, he could retreat to the rear in an instant. Especially his trusted Imperial Bodyguards, they were heroes who could take on ten men alone. Alas, who would have known that a group of masked assassins would break into his tent that night? Among them, one tall assassin possessed incredible martial skills. His bare hands were unmatched, capable of splitting rocks. He cleaved a bloody path through the Imperial Bodyguards’ encirclement. Just then, another assassin shot an arrow from his left arm. General Weng was struck immediately and died of his wounds a few days later.”


    The Second Prince swallowed, then continued, “Afterward, our army defeated the Gongsun clan. General Wu, seeking revenge for General Weng, followed the clues and pursued the assassins. He discovered that all those who had killed General Weng were dead. Upon further investigation, it was revealed that they were sent by the Yuan family. At the time, General Wu didn’t think much of it. He assumed that, being fellow officials, the Governor of Yuanzhou was grieving the death of General Weng and had taken action. But, but…”


    “But now,” Shaoshang murmured, “knowing that the leader of the assassins was Diwu Cheng, then the Governor of Yuanzhou’s actions weren’t to avenge a colleague, but to silence his sworn brother.”


    The Second Prince slapped his thigh in frustration. “Who wouldn’t agree? This morning at court, things went haywire. Didn’t General Weng’s sister marry the Prince of Anyang? The Prince of Anyang’s son burst into tears and begged the Emperor to seek justice for his uncle! General Wu confronted the Governor of Yuanzhou right there, grabbing him by the collar and demanding an explanation. The Governor of Yuanzhou said nothing, his face ashen. The Emperor was so furious his hand trembled. He immediately had the Yuan family’s father and son thrown in prison and ordered Ji Zun to interrogate them immediately!”


    “A’Shen was arrested too?!” Shaoshang exclaimed.


    “Shanjian is the Governor of Yuanzhou’s only son. He’s already reached adulthood and entered officialdom. How could he escape?”


    Shaoshang felt a surge of immense fear. Even when Huo Buyi had slaughtered the Ling family in a single night, she hadn’t been this scared. Because she knew, deep down, that as long as Huo Buyi didn’t rebel, His Majesty would always spare his life, the only difference being the severity of the hardship he would endure.


    But the Yuan family was different. They weren’t Feng County’s meritorious officials, nor were they close friends of His Majesty. If they were truly interrogated according to the law, Yuan Shen would either die or be skinned alive. Amitabha!1 Old Ji, please don’t be so hasty with the torture!


    The Second Prince leaned closer to Shaoshang and whispered, “I remember that Diwu Cheng is still at your mansion. Not many people know this, but I think it’s only a matter of time before the Minister of Justice’s office comes to arrest him. Luckily, because of the matter between you and Zisheng…” He struggled to find the right words. “Luckily, a few days ago, the Yuan and Cheng families were discussing breaking off your engagement. Everyone hasn’t categorized your family as part of the Yuan family’s faction.”


    “Oh no, I’ve gotten Father and Mother into trouble again!” Shaoshang cried out. “I just made a vow to stop causing problems for my family!” She then paused, as if she thought of something. “Wait, Diwu Cheng, although he’s a bit clumsy and foolish, he’s not someone who can’t tell right from wrong. How could he possibly assassinate the Imperial Army’s commander?”


    The Second Prince sighed. “Let’s not talk about who Diwu Cheng is. The Governor of Yuanzhou silenced all the assassins who went with him, surely to cover for Diwu Cheng. Things are still chaotic up front. I snuck over here. You should leave the palace right now and tell your parents about this before the Minister of Justice’s office comes to arrest him!”


    Shaoshang rose to her feet and bowed deeply to the Second Prince. “Your Highness, I am deeply grateful. I will repay your kindness in the future!”


    The Second Prince waved his hands repeatedly. “Don’t say that. When you risked everything to leak information and went to Changqiu Palace to knock on the door, seeking a physician for my late wife, it was incredibly dangerous… Just now, when the Weng family cried out for justice, Shanjian was also completely unprepared and at a loss. Alright, go, go! Clear your family’s name first. We can figure out what to do about the Yuan family later!”


    Shaoshang bowed again, then sprang to her feet and rushed out of the palace. She asked the guards for a horse, but didn’t even have time to change her shoes. She simply stepped into her soft, upturned-toe bird shoes and leaped onto the horse, urging it forward with a flick of the reins. She galloped home, bursting through the door, gasping for breath. Father Cheng was still at work, so she told Madam Xiao about the situation. Madam Xiao was startled and immediately called Diwu Cheng over to ask if there was any truth to it.


    Diwu Cheng was baffled. “When did I assassinate General Weng? The Gongsun clan is ignorant and arrogant. I despise them. Some of my brothers from the martial arts world asked me to serve the Gongsun clan, but I flatly refused.”


    “Did you assassinate anyone else last year?” Shaoshang pressed further.


    Diwu Cheng pondered for a moment. “Yes. Last autumn, a close friend invited me to go with him to eliminate a traitor. He said the target was a former court official, a traitor, who was hiding in Shu with a fortune in treasure, living a secluded life in the mountains. He had heavily armored guards protecting him, making it difficult to approach. They were determined to kill the traitor and asked for my help. The traitor’s guards were indeed formidable. More than half of my friend’s brothers were killed or injured. I fought my way in, and then one of my brothers took the opportunity to shoot an arrow at the traitor. I don’t know if he got him or not.”


    Shaoshang gasped in surprise. Madam Xiao said helplessly, “Hero Diwu, you’ve been tricked! I’ve heard that the Gongsun clan of Shu loves to buy off mercenaries with large sums of money. Your friend must have been bribed by the Gongsun family, and that’s why he tricked you into the assassination.”


    Diwu Cheng’s face turned pale. “Could it be… could it be that the traitor was General Weng?!” He slumped to the floor, filled with confusion and anxiety. “I told you, something felt off…” The brothers his friend had brought with him, each had dark expressions and were silent and taciturn. They moved in a coordinated and fierce way, not like ordinary criminals, but more like well-trained assassins.


    “That was my best friend, someone I’ve known for thirty years!” Diwu Cheng cried out in disbelief.


    “Let’s leave that aside for now. What happened afterward? Didn’t you know that the commander of the Imperial Army was assassinated?” Shaoshang asked, regaining her composure.


    Diwu Cheng’s face was filled with regret. “I was also seriously injured that night. The pursuers were hot on my heels. I didn’t dare go home, so I had to flee into the vast mountains. I stayed with a hunter in a remote, secluded valley for two or three months before I came out… Actually, the old servant at my house, seeing that I hadn’t returned after so long, went to find Yuan Pei. It was the Yuan family that spread the word and found me. Anyway, when I came down the mountain, the Imperial Army had already broken through the first two lines of defense of the Gongsun clan. I heard people say the commander’s surname was Wu.”


    Hearing this, Madam Xiao understood the entire sequence of events and sighed, looking away.


    Shaoshang saw that Diwu Cheng was unwilling to acknowledge the Yuan family’s kindness, and her anger flared. “Hero Diwu, you are a man who lives by the code of vengeance and freedom. You don’t know that the Governor of Yuanzhou is about to lose his entire family trying to cover for you! Now, the Yuan family is on the verge of destruction! Hero Diwu, you’ve finally gotten your revenge. I’d like to congratulate you in advance!”


    Diwu Cheng was startled. After Shaoshang explained the situation, his face flushed red and pale in turn.


    Madam Xiao lightly chided her daughter, “Don’t be rude. Hero Diwu, now that things have come to this, what will you do?”


    Diwu Cheng gritted his teeth. “One person does the deed, one person takes the blame! Since I’ve caused such a disaster, I’ll go to the Minister of Justice’s office to confess my guilt. I will not implicate the Yuan family, nor will I implicate the Cheng family!”


    Shaoshang had been waiting for him to say that. She said clearly, “Alright. I will go with you, Hero Diwu.”


    Before they left, Madam Xiao abruptly said, “Hero Diwu, Niao Niao, do not be hasty with the Minister of Justice. If we were to delve deeper, Hero Diwu was merely a pawn, while the Governor of Yuanzhou’s crime…”


    She did not finish her sentence. Diwu Cheng was puzzled, but Shaoshang understood. Gritting her teeth, she said, “We can make things happen. We must try. Even if I am not going to be Yuan Shen’s wife, I cannot simply let him die in prison!”


    Madam Xiao watched her daughter’s retreating figure, recalling the time when Shaoshang, despite her illness, had defended Huo Buyi. She let out a sigh – how could she have ever thought that her daughter was inherently cold-hearted and selfish?


    Shaoshang and Diwu Cheng rode out of the Cheng Mansion, only to reach the alleyway and encounter a group of agile guards in light armor, each with a bow and arrow. The man at the front, dressed in black armor, with stern and cold brows, was none other than Huo Buyi.  


    Shaoshang was taken aback, but Diwu Cheng shouted first, “Are you here to arrest me on behalf of the court? No need, I’ll turn myself in at the Minister of Justice’s office!”


    Huo Buyi saw that the girl’s hair ornament was askew and her forehead beaded with sweat. He frowned slightly, turned his head, and gestured. The guards silently stepped aside, and then he said, “I saw the Prince of Huai’an slipping away while things were chaotic. I guessed he would go to warn you.”


    “Did His Majesty send you?” Shaoshang pulled back on her horse’s reins, her expression taut with tension.


    Huo Buyi did not answer, but instead asked, “You are going to turn yourself in with Diwu Cheng. What are you going to say? Are you going to say that although Diwu Cheng killed the wrong person…”


    “Hero Diwu did not kill anyone. He merely opened a bloody path through General Weng’s Imperial Bodyguards. Someone else wounded General Weng.” Shaoshang herself found this explanation rather pointless, but it was better than nothing.


    Huo Buyi looked at the girl with an unusual tenderness in his eyes. “At this point, you still want to protect Diwu Cheng? Young Master Yuan has been trying to get rid of him on multiple occasions… But then again, you’re right. If they had gotten rid of this foolish man earlier, none of this would have happened.”


    Diwu Cheng’s face flushed crimson. “It’s true that I was foolish, but I did not intentionally implicate the Yuan family… How could I have known I would be recognized?”


    “If you had remained in the outer prefectures and counties, you wouldn’t be in this predicament. It’s a pity that you refused to listen to the Governor of Yuanzhou,” Huo Buyi said, glancing at him coldly. “That night you assassinated General Weng, your hands could break swords and split rocks…”


    Shaoshang interrupted, “Hey, I remember you can also break rocks with your bare hands. Is that such a rare skill? I thought all skilled martial artists could do that.”


    This time, even Diwu Cheng gave her a disdainful look, his eyes clearly conveying, “A woman’s knowledge is shallow.” “My sworn brother… that Yuan Pei also trained in this skill. We learned it together from a master in the mountains years ago. As far as I know, there are not more than a handful of people in the world who possess this ability.”


    Shaoshang sheepishly closed her mouth.


    Huo Buyi suppressed a smile and continued, “You have only been in the Capital for a few days, and you already displayed this skill in front of some thugs while standing up for someone. Unfortunately, a servant from the Weng family happened to see it. The Weng family, known for their caution, then found several of their Imperial Bodyguards who had fought alongside you in the past to identify you. Your scar on your brow and your unusually tall and strong build, those three things combined, confirmed your identity. The Weng family was going to arrest you right away, but you ended up hiding with the Cheng family. When the Weng family couldn’t find you, they started investigating the Yuan family.”


    In fact, for the past twenty years, Diwu Cheng had been busy battling Yuan Pei. He rarely “worked” in the underworld, and very few people knew of his signature skill. Otherwise, they would have remembered Diwu Cheng the night General Weng was assassinated.


    Shaoshang felt it was a dead end. If she left with Diwu Cheng outside, the Weng family would capture him, and the Yuan family would be implicated. If she hid Diwu Cheng, the Weng family would investigate the Yuan family, and the Yuan family would still suffer. She bit her lip and asked, “I dare to ask, Master Huo, what are you doing here today?”


    Huo Buyi said, “Hand Diwu Cheng over to me. I will take him to the Minister of Justice to confess. Then you return to Yong’an Palace and don’t do anything. Just wait.”


    Shaoshang frowned, saying nothing. Huo Buyi stared at her. “I know you don’t trust me, but this is not something you can interfere with. If you get involved, you will drag the Cheng family down with you.”


    “No,” Shaoshang turned her head away. “You are not someone who would kick someone when they’re down.” Then, she bowed to Diwu Cheng. “Please, Hero Diwu, go with Master Huo to the Minister of Justice.” She figured the Governor of Liangzhou might have a plan, so she would observe and then take action. If it really came down to it, she could ask Empress Dowager Xuan to intercede. Yuan Shen was innocent, so he should at least be protected.


    Diwu Cheng dumbly said, “Oh.” He wanted to say that he could go by himself, but he didn’t say anything.


    “Shaoshang…” Huo Buyi said tentatively.


    “Don’t say anything,” Shaoshang stopped him from continuing. Her eyes stared straight ahead at a stone on the ground. “I haven’t decided what to say to you. I won’t be impulsive or reckless anymore… I’ll tell you when I’ve figured things out.”


    Empress Dowager Xuan did not have long left. She wanted to focus on caring for her during this time. She would deal with the mess between her and Huo Buyi after the Empress Dowager passed. Until then, she didn’t plan to see Huo Buyi again. But this unexpected encounter today was truly a surprise.


    Huo Buyi laughed softly. “Okay. I’ll do whatever you want.”


    Shaoshang pursed her lips, subtly turning her horse’s head. She rode past Huo Buyi without a word, galloping away without looking back. Throughout the entire encounter, she made a conscious effort to avoid meeting his gaze.


    Diwu Cheng gazed at the stone on the ground, his mind suddenly recalling the way his sister, Diwu He Yi, had interacted with Yuan Pei. A realization dawned on him, and he abruptly asked Huo Buyi, “My Lord, does the young lady from the Cheng family have feelings for you?”


    Huo Buyi lightly pulled on the reins, remaining silent. The issue between them was not about love or lack thereof. It was whether she was willing to risk everything for him again.


    …


    Next Chapter: The Chronicles of Assassins (Part Two)


    
      	Amitabha is a Buddhist chant expressing hope and wishing for good fortune. ↩︎

    


    


    


    


    Enjoyed the chapter? Support me on Patreon to get early access to new chapters, exclusive content, and more! Your support helps me keep bringing you these translations. Thank you!


    Disclaimer: Your support on Patreon goes directly towards my work as a translator and helps me produce more content. It does not constitute support for the original novel or its author.


    
  

  
    Chapter One Hundred and Sixty-Six:
The Chronicles of Assassins (Part Two)


    For the next few days, Shaoshang remained in Yong’an Palace, patiently waiting. She had not received any news about the Yuan family case, but she did receive word that Old Madam Cheng was critically ill. Cheng Shi and Madam Xiao, unable to delay any longer, had sent someone to request leave from their superiors and return home.


    During this time, the Second Prince was constantly running around, with various groups of people appearing in turn. The Crown Prince was not pleased. In his opinion, the most important thing for the court right now was the implementation of the land reformation decree. Yet, there were always messy and chaotic things happening, stealing the attention from the decree – like someone’s engagement and break up, and the constantly changing gossip.


    The Emperor chuckled and patted his son. “Ziduan, you will understand later. The art of governing is about being subtle and effective, like a gentle rain nourishing the earth. Anything flashy and boisterous, even if it’s successful, will likely be twice the effort for half the result.”


    The Crown Prince pondered for a moment. “Father, I also want to avenge General Weng. But in my opinion, Yuan Pei was simply blinded by loyalty and affection, and he has no rebellious intentions. Now, the Weng and Yuan families are at odds, like fire and water. Why?”


    The Emperor said, “Hmm, actually, you’ll understand later. The court doesn’t fear that noble families are at odds; it fears that they will work together. It’s fine if there is friction. As a ruler, you simply need to keep them under control.”


    General Weng was a renowned figure in his lifetime, with many old friends and admirers. When he was assassinated, his family and supporters couldn’t help but feel outrage and regret. The current drastic measures were partly driven by a desire for revenge. However, the Yuan family of Jiao Dong was not to be underestimated. They were not someone who could be easily manipulated or bullied.


    Shaoshang’s worries about torture and forced confessions did not materialize. This was because, though Ji Zun was known as a ruthless official, he was not foolish. After listening to Diwu Cheng’s confession, he quickly pieced together the events of that night. It was clear that after Diwu Cheng was tricked into assassinating General Weng, Yuan Pei learned the truth. Knowing that his sworn brother had been manipulated, he sent men to take advantage of the chaos and eliminate those who had participated in the assassination.


    After being imprisoned, Yuan Pei also admitted to these charges without hesitation. He expressed his willingness to accept whatever punishment the court deemed fit, but refused to admit to other charges fabricated by the Weng family.


    On the fifth day, Shaoshang went with the Second Prince to visit the prison. She even carried a round food basket, filled with the sweet aroma of delicious treats, attracting the attention of the prison guards along the way.


    Malt sugar was precious and difficult to obtain at the time. However, Shaoshang knew that when it came to lifting spirits, sweets were unmatched. She used all her ingenuity, bringing out various dreamy and delicious pastries, pies, and layered cakes. She wrapped them in thick, sealed oilcloth, making them easy to preserve and able to relieve fatigue and hunger.


    When Shaoshang and the Second Prince entered the prison cell, they encountered the plump Prince of Anyang, who was pointing at the iron bars and furiously shouting, “…You don’t know where Yuan Pei is locked up? Alright, if that’s the case, then confess for your father! Did you collude with the treacherous Gongsun clan?! When the court was conquering Shu last year, did your family betray the court?!”


    The Second Prince glanced around, realizing that Yuan Pei was not present. He whispered, “So, the Yuan father and son have been separated. Seeing our cousin of Anyang so enraged, I fear this matter will be troublesome.”


    Shaoshang whispered, “Don’t worry, Your Highness. Prince Anyang is not a threat.” She noticed that Yuan Shen’s clothes were still relatively neat, so she assumed the Yuan family’s servants were allowed to enter and attend to him. She felt reassured.


    “How do you know?” The Second Prince asked, puzzled.


    “If he had the power, he would go and yell at the main culprit. He wouldn’t be here bothering A’Shen, who is just a minor player. It’s clear he can’t even get into the cell where the Governor of Yuanzhou is being held.”


    The Second Prince chuckled.


    Yuan Shen sat upright on the mat, his expression serious as he retorted, “Don’t slander us, Prince Anyang. When my Yuan family pledged our allegiance to His Majesty, he had less than a hundred soldiers and barely ten thousand troops. Yet, our family, from top to bottom, believed in His Majesty’s great vision and his status as a benevolent and just ruler who would uphold the righteous path of the world. So, we joined him without hesitation. According to you, my family was willing to offer full support when His Majesty was alone and weak, but when he was about to unify the world, they conspired with the Gongsun clan, who was on the verge of defeat? Prince Anyang, do you think the entire Yuan family is made up of fools?!”


    Prince Anyang was speechless. The Second Prince quickly stepped forward and said, “These accusations are absurd and baseless. No wonder Father pushed aside those memorials the other day.”


    Prince Anyang was about to speak, but his nose detected Shaoshang’s presence before his eyes did. He raised an eyebrow and said, “Oh, isn’t this Mistress Cheng, the Palace Director of Yong’an Palace? I heard your family is breaking off the engagement with the Yuan family. How come you’re here? Are you still hung up on him? Is Huo Buyi not looking after you?”


    This level of criticism wouldn’t even pass as a failing grade for Shaoshang. She handed the food basket to the Second Prince, gracefully bowed to Prince Anyang, and said with a sorrowful voice, “This servant greets Prince Anyang. Aiyo, my fate is a cruel one. I have so many grievances that I can’t even speak of them.”


    Prince Anyang, looking at the girl’s graceful and slender figure, found himself staring. He unconsciously softened his tone and said, “Ahem, what grievances do you have? Why don’t you tell me about them?”


    Yuan Shen, from behind the iron bars, rolled his eyes. He took the food basket from the Second Prince and expertly pulled out the bottom layer. “Hmm, why is it turtle soup?”1 He wondered if she had done this on purpose. He took a sip. It was salty, savory, and delicious. The mushrooms were delightful. His mood improved considerably.


    Shaoshang took out a fine linen handkerchief and pressed it to her eyes. She stood gracefully beside Prince Anyang and said with a gentle voice, “Your Highness, you don’t know how cruel my fate has been. These past years, I’ve been engaged and have broken off engagements three times. And every one of my former fiancés has gotten into legal trouble, their futures uncertain. That’s why people outside call me a jinx!” She pretended to cry.


    With a heart overflowing with pity for the delicate beauty, Prince Anyang exclaimed, “What heartless scoundrel would dare spread such nonsense! Everyone in the palace knows how diligently you serve Empress Dowager Xuan. His Majesty has praised you countless times! What jinx? Lou Ben and Huo Buyi brought their own troubles upon themselves. What does it have to do with you? Would Yuan Pei not have done evil if you hadn’t been engaged to the Yuan family? It’s completely unrelated!”


    “Really?” The beautiful girl’s eyes welled up.


    “Absolutely!” Prince Anyang nearly forgot the purpose of his visit. He managed to keep a respectful distance from the girl, likely out of consideration for Huo Buyi.


    “But what people say can turn gold into dust and destroy the bones,” Shaoshang said.


    “Those who gossip about you are all ugly and unmarried!”


    “You are truly a kind and noble gentleman,” Shaoshang said.


    “Ah, I’m unworthy of such praise!”


    “It’s been a long time since I have heard such heartwarming words. Your Highness has such a kind heart. I don’t know what to say.”


    “Don’t say anything! Quick, dry your tears. Oh my, how pitiful!”


    The Second Prince shook his head and chuckled wryly from the side. Yuan Shen, with a stoic expression, bit into a honey pastry, letting the sweet syrup flow out. ‘Hmm,’ he thought, looking at the chubby and pompous Prince Anyang, ‘He’s not so bad after all.’


    “Your Highness is so benevolent, I can’t help but speak my heart.” Shaoshang guided Prince Anyang to sit on a low stool nearby, then sat down herself. “When Old Master Weng was alive, he was a rare talent under the Emperor’s banner, proficient in both civil and military matters. He could speak eloquently and persuade rebellious warlords to surrender, and he could also lead armies into battle with great strategic skill. Having such an uncle must be a great honor.”


    Prince Anyang sighed heavily. “The person I most respect in my life is my uncle! … Oh, and the Emperor.”


    “But fate is cruel. Old Master Weng was assassinated, and his young son is still underage. Now, it seems that all the big and small affairs of the Weng family will fall upon the shoulders of the second Master Weng…”


    “My second uncle is not a virtuous man,” Prince Anyang said with displeasure. “He’d be lucky if he doesn’t cause trouble for the Weng family! This time, the one who advocated for seeking justice for my uncle is an old master who has followed him for decades. He’s the one who contacted the various families and clans.”


    Shaoshang tapped her fingers in praise. “Aiyo, a loyal and virtuous official! Truly a commendable family tradition!”


    Prince Anyang wore a pleased expression. “This old master is a person of integrity. He vowed to spend his life assisting the Weng family in return for the life-saving grace and kindness he received from my uncle.”


    “Well said. In the world, the only debt that is difficult to repay is the debt of kindness,” Shaoshang agreed. “Because of this, I have to advise you. Now, the facts are clear. Diwu Cheng was tricked into the assassination, the Governor of Yuanzhou deliberately covered it up, but claims that the Yuan family was plotting treason are unfounded… Do you think His Majesty doesn’t know this?”


    Prince Anyang hesitated.


    “Your Highness, I share the indignation of you and the remaining members of the Weng family. But the deceased are gone, and you must think of the living. I often hear people in the palace say that Prince Anyang loves to praise your younger brothers for their abilities. I dare say, if Old Master were still alive, he would never allow you to suffer this injustice.”


    Prince Anyang had a sullen face and hammered on his leg with a heavy thump.


    The Second Prince watched helplessly as his cousin was gradually drawn in. He couldn’t resist whispering to Yuan Shen through the iron bars, “Is she always like this? She’s so convincing when she’s trying to persuade someone.”


    Yuan Shen, with a straight face, muttered, “…Occasionally.” In reality, it was often. He couldn’t help but be swayed by her fluttering eyelashes and pouty lips if he let his guard down for even a moment.


    “…Luckily, I heard that Young Master Weng is a scholar of great talent. The rise of the Weng family is sure to come soon. But until then, Your Highness, you must hold things together for them.” Shaoshang continued to persuade him.


    “How can I hold things together?” A sense of responsibility, of being valued and expected to lead, welled up in Prince Anyang.


    “The Governor of Yuanzhou murdered to cover up the crime and protect his sworn brother. Honestly, it’s against the law, but understandable, isn’t it?”


    “…Yes…” Prince Anyang said hesitantly.


    “His Majesty is a person who deeply values personal relationships, isn’t he?”


    “That’s right.”


    “If that’s the case, then those who commit crimes will be punished, and those who make mistakes will be corrected. The laws of the court are not just for show. Considering His Majesty’s affection for Master Weng, how could he easily let the perpetrator off the hook? The Governor of Yuanzhou will surely face the punishment he deserves. Why bother playing the villain and adding some fabricated accusations? It will only make His Majesty think you’re not generous or righteous. Don’t you think so?”


    “What you’re saying makes sense!” Prince Anyang suddenly realized.


    Shaoshang quickly winked at the Second Prince, who was watching from the side. The Second Prince stepped forward and said, “What Mistress Cheng said is right. We’ve played together since we were children. I know his nature well – he’s honest and straightforward, not the kind to be malicious. But you have to be careful of what people say. Besides, do you think Father appreciates someone who takes advantage of someone’s misfortune?”


    Prince Anyang quickly shook his head.


    Shaoshang fanned the flames. “This time, while it’s bad luck for the Yuan family, it’s an opportunity for you. You should act like an elder brother to your younger siblings, comforting the women and children of the Weng family, and persuading their supporters and old friends to stay calm and listen to reason. Right is right, and wrong is wrong. Making a fuss will only hurt feelings, create enemies, and tarnish your uncle’s legacy. If the Emperor sees it, he’ll also think you’re virtuous and kind, wouldn’t you agree?”


    Prince Anyang was completely speechless, shaking his head one moment and nodding the next. Then, he wandered out in a daze.


    The Second Prince watched his cousin leave and laughed. “I never realized Shaoshang had this kind of ability. I wonder if Prince Anyang will actually do what she said?”


    “If that old master is really as capable as the prince said, he should understand that I’m telling the truth. The Yuan family is not one to be trifled with. If the Weng family insists on destroying the Yuan father and son, the two families will become sworn enemies.”


    Her gaze shifted to Yuan Shen within the iron bars. “So, how are the sweets today? Don’t say I’m not a good friend. I used all the malt sugar I’ve been saving for months!”


    Yuan Shen gave her a sideways glance. “Isn’t it true that the Empress Dowager can’t have too many sweets now?”


    “If you don’t like it, then don’t eat it. Give it back!” Shaoshang immediately turned angry.


    “No way! I was perfectly fine with you breaking off our engagement, so what’s wrong with me eating your sweets?”


    Seeing that they were about to start bickering, the Second Prince quickly intervened, “Hey, hey, alright, alright. Let’s focus on the important things. Shanjian, what does your family say about this?”


    Yuan Shen composed himself, his voice tinged with sadness. “My father said that he did indeed act improperly, and punishment seems unavoidable. If we’re being honest, it was my father who deceived those above him and failed to be loyal to his ruler. Aiyo, I can only hope that he can escape this calamity. We’re all sons of noble families. Some are the ones who cause trouble for their fathers, while I’m the one being caused trouble by my father. It’s all fate, I guess.”


    “Surely the crime isn’t punishable by death?” the Second Prince said.


    Shaoshang rolled her eyes. “It’s hard to say. That Minister Han who dared to contradict His Majesty back then wasn’t supposed to be executed either, but he still committed suicide.”


    Yuan Shen said, “That’s what I’m afraid of. If things get out of control, my father might do something to protect us…”


    “So the best thing is to cut the Gordian knot quickly,” Shaoshang said. “By the way, what about the Governor of Liangzhou? What does he say? Uncle Liang is the highest ranking official among the Yuan and Liang families now.”


    Yuan Shen hesitated. “Since my uncle hasn’t been here for the last few days, he only told my father on the first day that he should admit to covering up the murder, express remorse, and not say anything else. He has his own plan.”


    “Didn’t the Governor of Liangzhou tell you his plans?” Shaoshang asked.


    Yuan Shen thought the same, but he said, “Mistress Cheng, I’m very grateful for your visit today. The rest of the matter, the Yuan family will handle it themselves, so you don’t need to worry about it.” He was still angry.


    Shaoshang glared. “Young Master Yuan, there’s something I don’t know whether I should say or not.”


    “Don’t say it, whether it’s appropriate or not.”


    “…And stop flattering me saying I’ll be the wife of a high official. If I were a man, I’d be the high official, and you’d be the wife!”


    The Second Prince couldn’t hold back, he leaned against the wall and burst into laughter. Yuan Shen’s face turned a sickly green, a truly captivating scene.


    After their unpleasant parting in the prison cell that day, Shaoshang waited another three or four days. Finally, the Governor of Liangzhou took action. He sent three witnesses, one woman and two men, to Ji Zun, and then interceded on Yuan Pei’s behalf.


    That’s right, he was pleading for mercy, not defending him.


    Speaking of the Gongsun usurper, he had a younger brother named Gongsun Xian. A cunning and ruthless man, he oversaw the assassins, scouts, and covert operations. It was he who orchestrated the assassinations of General Weng. Not only did he assassinate General Weng, but General Chen of the Southern Army was also killed by assassins he sent (Shaoshang thought that the court’s security could use some improvement).


    General Wu, enraged by the successive assassinations of his two colleagues, went on a rampage after conquering the Gongsun family’s capital city. He not only slaughtered the Gongsun family and their associates, extending the punishment to multiple generations, but he also allowed his troops to loot and burn down the palace. The Emperor was furious. He didn’t even bother rewarding General Wu for his victory in conquering Shu. Instead, he immediately punished him to return home for reflection and self-examination (Cui You, who was forced to take over General Wu’s responsibilities, was very displeased).


    While General Wu was busy venting his anger, Gongsun Xian, with his loyal assassins, disguised themselves and fled the capital of Shu, riding towards Nan Yue. The Emperor, upon hearing this, was very uneasy. After all, the Gongsun family had held power for over a decade and certainly had some influence and connections in Shu. If Gongsun Xian were to escape into the swamps and forests and then conspire with the tribal leaders of the southern region, he would undoubtedly become a major threat.


    However, the terrain in Shu was complex, and the several groups sent to pursue Gongsun Xian all came up empty-handed. Just as General Wu was at his wits’ end, a local official arrived to report that Gongsun Xian and his loyal assassins had been found dead in a remote inn at the foot of a mountain. Their deaths were rather gruesome.


    The woman among the three witnesses presented by Liang Wuji was the widow of the friend who had tricked Diwu Cheng.


    The woman said, “That dog Gongsun Xian held our only son hostage and forced my late husband to trick Hero Diwu Cheng. My husband regretted it deeply afterward, and died soon after, leaving behind a letter as evidence.”


    Diwu Cheng, for over twenty years, had been busy fighting against Yuan Pei, occasionally helping people in need. He had never had any ties to any political factions. Furthermore, Diwu Cheng was wealthy, so he wouldn’t need to seek money. Ji Zun confirmed that the woman’s words were credible.


    The other two men brought by Liang Wuji were the innkeepers at the location where Gongsun Xian died.


    Because the roads in Shu were rough and mountainous, with rivers and valleys blocking their way, news was slow to travel. They were still following the orders of the Gongsun family at the time, so they happily and eagerly welcomed Gongsun Xian and his group, who were weary from their escape.


    But that night, a group of masked men burst into the inn. After a bloody battle, they subdued Gongsun Xian and his assassins.


    The servants and innkeepers were terrified and trembling. Thankfully, the masked men, though fierce, did not harm anyone in the inn. Instead, they told them that the Gongsun family had been defeated and urged them to quickly contact their superiors and pledge allegiance.


    The two witnesses clearly remembered that the leader of the masked men was incredibly skilled in martial arts. At first, he simply observed from horseback, but when the fighting began, he could shatter a stone tablet with his bare hands – he shattered the stone tablet used for posting notices in front of their inn to pieces. After breaking Gongsun Xian’s limbs, the leader loudly declared, “I am atoning for my brother’s crime and avenging my two colleagues!” Only then did he take the head of the thief.


    “My lord, if you don’t believe us, you can ask the rest of the people in the inn. We would never lie,” the two witnesses said.


    Ji Zun then questioned several generals who had served under Yuan Pei. They all confirmed that Yuan Pei indeed possessed the ability to shatter stone tablets with his bare hands. Ji Zun then wrote down the results of the investigation in detail and presented it to the Emperor.


    Public opinion shifted dramatically.


    Everyone thought that while Yuan Pei had protected his sworn brother, he wasn’t completely hiding the truth. At least, he had hunted down and killed the perpetrator. That showed some responsibility. If Gongsun Xian were to escape into the swampy and disease-ridden south, it would be extremely difficult to send troops there. The Weng and Chen families would find it nearly impossible to seek revenge.


    The next day at court, even officials like General Wu, who had insisted on punishing Yuan Pei, no longer sounded as harsh and angry. Those officials who had already spoken up for Yuan Pei felt even stronger that his merits outweighed his faults. They believed he was not only innocent but also deserved a reward.


    Ji Zun, upholding justice, spoke frankly, “Yuan Pei was foolish. He covered up his sworn brother’s crime by killing to silence the witnesses. This is a crime. However, he secretly tracked down and killed Gongsun Xian. This avenged Generals Weng and Chen and removed a major threat to the court. This is a merit. His merits and faults offset each other. A light punishment or release would be acceptable. Please, Your Majesty, make your judgement.”


    Most officials agreed with Ji Zun’s opinion. However, in this world, was there ever a solution where everything was ‘acceptable?’


    The officials, unusually, hesitated about how to “lightly punish and release” Yuan Pei. It wouldn’t be appropriate to continue to attack him, but simply releasing him without consequences wouldn’t satisfy many people.


    After delivering his opinion, Ji Zun collected his court robes and returned to the Ministry of Justice. He first moved Yuan Pei to a regular room for detention and then released Yuan Shen.


    Yuan Shen returned home, bathed, and changed clothes. Then he met with the Governor of Liangzhou and his advisors for a whole day. Everyone was hoping to minimize the blame for this incident so as not to affect the previous plans of the Yuan and Liang families.


    The Governor of Liangzhou then went to contact various relatives and friends, asking them to intercede for the Yuan family. However, Yuan Shen, who was still ‘suspended pending investigation,’ planned to go see Shaoshang. The Governor of Liangzhou chuckled. “Whether you have rekindled your feelings or not isn’t important, but you should at least thank Mistress Cheng for her help. These past few days, the King of Huai’an has spoken up for your father.”


    Yuan Shen bypassed the palace guards and entered Yong’an Palace through the East Gate. But he found the head maid, Old Lady Zhai, with a stern face, while the little palace maids were stifling their laughter. He asked what was wrong, and a young eunuch said with a suppressed smile, “Marquis Huo is here. Mistress Cheng is hiding in the kitchen and refusing to see him.”


    Yuan Shen’s heart stirred. He elegantly waved his sleeve and bowed. “Good. I have something to tell Marquis Huo.”


    A handsome young man with broad shoulders, strong arms, and a slender waist sat alone on the empty veranda. Before him stood a small medicine furnace with a faint glow. Blue smoke curled upward, carrying the sweet fragrance of medicine. He held a delicate folding fan, the kind used by women, and gently fanned the furnace fire.


    Yuan Shen removed his shoes and stepped onto the veranda, walking slowly towards him.


    Huo Buyi turned his head slightly, without seeing who it was, and called out, “Minister Yuan?”


    Yuan Shen circled to face Huo Buyi. “How did you know it was me?”


    “Your footsteps are easily recognizable,” Huo Buyi replied. “Please, have a seat.” Actually, he could identify many people by their footsteps.


    Yuan Shen pulled his robe and sat down.


    The air was heavy with the scent of spring. Huo Buyi stretched out and leaned against the railing. His wide sleeves draped down like curtains. “Actually, Shaoshang doesn’t need to hide from me. I’m here to see the Empress Dowager today.”


    “Is the Empress Dowager still asleep?” Yuan Shen asked.


    “Yes.”


    The atmosphere was silent. Yuan Shen wanted to ask something but didn’t know how to start. Huo Buyi, calmly, broke the silence first. “I heard that the Cheng family has returned the betrothal gifts your family sent. Your family should return the gifts to the Cheng family as well.”


    Yuan Shen’s anger flared. “So now you’re suddenly in a hurry? What were you doing for the last few years? You pretended to be heartbroken, and rumors about you and Mistress Luo spread throughout the city. Everyone thought you were going to get married!”


    “Perhaps you don’t believe me, but when I was at the border post, I truly gave up hope. I wished for you and Shaoshang to have a happy marriage, a smooth union. After that, I no longer wanted to get married. I just wanted to watch you from afar,” Huo Buyi said, slowly and calmly.


    “No longer wanted to get married?” Yuan Shen scoffed. But seeing that Huo Buyi’s expression was serious, not a joke, he impatiently asked, “If that’s the case, why are you still clinging to her?”


    Huo Buyi said, “Later, I thought it over carefully, and I still can’t bear to see Shaoshang marry someone else. So, it’s better for you two to break up.”


    Yuan Shen said nothing.


    There was nothing left to say. Go pray if you have a problem.


    Yuan Shen held his breath, silently fuming. Huo Buyi glanced at him again. “Your father was too patient. If he had told Diwu Cheng the truth earlier, he wouldn’t have been imprisoned, and it wouldn’t have affected the plans of your Yuan and Liang families.”


    Yuan Shen looked around cautiously. “Marquis Huo, what do you mean? What plans do our two families have?”


    Huo Buyi slightly curled his lips. “Don’t worry, Old Lady Zhai is still angry with me. She’s ordered no palace maids or eunuchs to come serve me.”


    After a pause, he continued, “Your father and Liang Wuji sharing control of the army and finances of a whole province is not a good arrangement. So, this time when your father came to the Capital for his official duties, he was planning to ask His Majesty to resign and, in exchange, be given a position in the central government. Isn’t that right? Well, that’s a very good plan. It looks like a demotion on the surface, but it’s actually a promotion. Very clever.”


    Hearing his father’s secret plans so casually revealed, Yuan Shen felt a chill go down his spine. “Marquis Huo, my father would never dare to claim a thing.”


    Huo Buyi chuckled. “Good, then it’s not true.”


    Yuan Shen couldn’t help himself. “What do you mean ‘good, then it’s not true’? Is my father not allowed to join the central government?”


    “It’s not that he ‘isn’t allowed,’ but it’s better if he doesn’t,” Huo Buyi turned his head towards the flowering trees in the courtyard. A few blue veins were faintly visible on his white, slender neck.


    Yuan Shen opened his mouth to speak, but stopped. Huo Buyi didn’t look at him but continued to gaze at the flowering trees. “You achieved fame at a young age. The Emperor often praised you for your vast knowledge, talent, and caution. Many of the sons of officials in the court are not as good as you. Now your father is going to join the central government. Add to that Liang Wuji, who controls a whole province, and the numerous members of the Qu family who are spread across the counties – do you think others wouldn’t be jealous?”


    He turned his head and looked directly at Yuan Shen. “Are your three families prepared to challenge the powerful, meritorious officials?”


    “No, no, how could…” Yuan Shen was shocked.


    “I heard that the Governor of Liangzhou has been busy lobbying everywhere, inviting renowned scholars and senior officials to plead your father’s case?” Huo Buyi chuckled. “Take my advice. Don’t do that.”


    Yuan Shen was greatly shaken. Although he had a slight sense that something was not right, since Liang Wuji was an elder, he hadn’t voiced any opposition. He put his doubts aside and earnestly said, “Please, Marquis Huo, do not hesitate to offer your guidance. What should my family do?”


    Hearing the change in Yuan Shen’s tone, Huo Buyi felt a touch of admiration, then said, “You and the other Yuan family members in court should all resign. Confess that your sins are serious and that you are deeply remorseful. Request to be confined at home for reflection.”


    “Is this a retreat to advance?” Yuan Shen exclaimed in surprise. Actually, he was thinking the same thing.


    “No,” Huo Buyi said. “You are retreating to advance, but your father is truly retiring.”


    Yuan Shen’s smile froze.


    “First, your father is getting old, and he’s suffered from many illnesses over the years. Even if he joins the central government, he won’t be able to withstand the pressure from the Emperor’s young and powerful advisors. Second, the Governor of Yuanzhou has committed a mistake. Not punishing him won’t appease the public. You can escape unscathed, but the loss will outweigh the gain. Third, if you endure this with humility, the Emperor and the Crown Prince will see your father and you as honorable gentlemen. The old political veterans will also relax their guard. When you return to power later, they will be lenient with you,” Huo Buyi said.


    Yuan Shen thought for a moment and then asked, “Will the Emperor really use the Yuan family again in the future?”


    “Of course. The Emperor is kind to meritorious officials, but he also doesn’t want one family to have too much power. If there are other forces to balance things out, why not? Maybe only your father needs to reflect at home.”


    “If that’s the case, maybe the Emperor, in order to maintain balance in the court, will refuse my father’s request to resign.”


    “Your father deceived his superiors and concealed the truth. He tried to make amends afterwards. If all the officials did the same, what would the Emperor do? He should be punished, and it’s best to punish him. After he’s been punished, your Yuan family can move forward with less baggage.”


    “Do you remember the Lou family, Minister Yuan?” Huo Buyi said.


    Yuan Shen said with a touch of bitterness, “Even if I forgot, Marquis Huo shouldn’t have forgotten about the family betrothed to Shaoshang.”


    Huo Buyi ignored his mocking words. With an impassive expression, he said, “Back then, everyone said His Majesty was benevolent. When Lou Ben committed such a monstrous act, he only banished and stripped the Lou brothers of their positions. But I don’t know, it would have been better to execute them.”


    “What do you mean?”


    “The secrets of the Lou family have been exposed to the public. Brothers are at odds, uncles and nephews are resentful. Although the two branches of the Lou family are close relatives, they are constantly on guard and scheming against each other. Such a hypocritical, pretentious, ruthless, and unprincipled family. In the future, when the court selects officials through recommendations or imperial summons, there will be no more Lou family members on the list.”


    Yuan Shen nodded. “That’s right. Except for Lou Yao’s branch, the Lou family will be unable to enter the court for at least a few generations.” This was a devastating blow to the Lou family.


    Huo Buyi used a bamboo chopstick to gently lift the lid of the medicine pot, checking on the simmering concoction. “To fight or not to fight, not fighting is fighting. In a few years, the powerful, meritorious officials will gradually grow old. Then your glorious future will come, Minister Yuan. But if you think I have ulterior motives, you can ignore my advice.”


    Yuan Shen, unable to contain his anger, said, “You stole my fiancée and made my family the talk of the town. Do you expect me to trust you?”


    Huo Buyi set down the bamboo chopsticks and continued to gently fan the furnace fire. “That’s right. Because I’m the only ‘outsider’ in this Capital city who wants the best for you.”


    Yuan Shen was caught between laughter and tears, then suddenly, he had an idea. “So, you’re the one who killed Gongsun Xian for my father?”


    Huo Buyi gave him a faint glance.


    Yuan Shen continued, “I asked my uncle from the Liang family. He said that the source of those witnesses was a night when someone shot an arrow into his arm. After that, he was able to follow the clues and find the evidence. Was it you?”


    The veranda fell silent. A branch of wisteria with delicate, fragmented purple flowers leaned against the eaves. Huo Buyi was tall, his head reaching up towards the blossoms. He looked at the flower vine above and softly said, “Yes, I killed Gongsun Xian and his men.”


    “You, you… why…?” Yuan Shen’s emotions were all over the place.


    Huo Buyi reached out and plucked a small flower bud. He gently tossed it in his strong hand. “…After settling down at the border, I had people investigate Shaoshang’s situation. Among those who wanted to marry her, you were one of the best. You genuinely liked her and had great perseverance and talent. It was highly likely that Shaoshang would marry you in the future. From that moment on, I started to secretly watch the Yuan family.”


    “During the campaign to conquer Shu last year, I noticed that your father was acting strangely. After investigating further, I learned that Diwu Cheng had foolishly made a big mistake. It was too late to do anything. Even if I had asked your father to admit his wrongdoings, it wouldn’t have helped. So, I went to a lot of trouble tracking down Gongsun Xian and his men. I caught up with them and killed everyone, leaving a few alive as witnesses.”


    Yuan Shen felt his throat tighten, and it was difficult to speak. “You, you did this… for… for Shaoshang?”


    Huo Buyi lifted his head and quietly admitted, “That’s right. I once said that I am the one who wishes the best for you. That was true, both then and now. Before, I wished for Shaoshang to marry you and live a life without worry. What would happen to her if you and your father were in trouble?”


    Yuan Shen was stunned.


    He remembered the words of the witnesses as relayed by Liang Wuji – Gongsun Xian’s loyal assassins were incredibly fierce, and the leader, the masked warrior who could shatter stone tablets, was also seriously injured. The roads in Shu were rugged. Huo Buyi, with his injuries, had raced through the night, braving the rain, for dozens of miles, just for…?


    “Now, I hope Shaoshang doesn’t keep feeling guilty towards you. If you’re not doing well, she might go and send you tortoise soup and crow soup, and what would I do then?”2


    “…There was no crow soup,” Yuan Shen said.


    “Oh, really? I’ve been gone for almost six years. There are a lot of things I don’t know.” Huo Buyi maintained a calm expression, but the hidden sourness almost burst forth.


    This time, Yuan Shen didn’t mock or laugh at him.


    He walked down the steps with a blank expression, his head lowered. As he reached the gate of Yong’an Palace, Shaoshang grabbed him.


    “Hey, hey, I just found out you came. How is your family doing? You’ve been released, so it must be okay, right? The Ministry of Officials is buzzing with gossip, hehe. You know, Prince Anyang spoke up for you. I don’t know who taught him that speech about righteousness and generosity, saying, ‘Although I resent the Yuan family, their talents are invaluable. For the sake of the greater good, I am willing to forgive the past.’ Hehe, it’s hilarious! Too bad no one saw him scolding you in the Ministry of Justice a few days ago…”


    Listening to the girl chatter on and on, Yuan Shen felt lost and confused.


    He always believed that being too deeply in love was not a good thing. It had caused his brave and carefree father to become despondent, his kind and devoted mother to suffer a lifetime of heartache, and him to be lonely from a young age. However…


    “Shaoshang,” he suddenly interrupted the girl. “It wasn’t my father who killed Gongsun Xian. It was Huo Buyi. He deliberately took credit for it, so that he could protect the Yuan family in the future, all for you!”


    Shaoshang was instantly stunned, frozen like a doll.


    Yuan Shen blurted out, “There is someone who, in the midst of loneliness and hardship, when there was no hope, was still watching over and protecting you. Did you hear me? I don’t owe him anything, but you do!”


    After saying these words, he completely forgot his years of upbringing and etiquette. He took off running, not wanting the girl to see the tears welling up in his eyes.


    …


    Poor Yuan Shen. I like him so much more in the novel than the TV show and my heart breaks for him.


    Next Chapter: Sadness and Sorrow


    
      	From what I can understand, turtle (or turtle soup?) can be considered slang for ‘foolish.’ Yuan Shen’s thinking that Shaoshang is making fun of him or teasing him. Let me know if I made a mistake! ↩︎


      	Again, turtle soup is a delicacy and also a subtle way of poking fun at Yuan Shen. This is Huo Buyi mocking Shaoshang. ↩︎
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    Chapter One Hundred and Sixty-Seven:
Sadness and Sorrow


    Empress Dowager Xuan, clad in a robe, rose to her feet, supporting her forehead with one hand. “Old Lady Zhai, is Eleventh Lang still here?” she inquired, her voice weak. “Why do I feel as if I can’t wake up once I fall asleep? Don’t look at me like that. Quickly, help me up…”


    Old Lady Zhai, lips pursed, assisted Empress Dowager Xuan to the window. Pointing to the figure on the veranda opposite, she grumbled, “Look, he hasn’t left yet. I wonder if the medicine has boiled dry… Hmm, isn’t that Shaoshang? Why is she hiding around the corner?”


    Yong’an Palace’s inner courtyard was shaped like a concave character, with the main hall and living quarters situated at the bottom, facing south. However, Empress Dowager Xuan had recently moved to the eastern chambers, known for their better ventilation. From her window, she could see Huo Buyi on the veranda opposite. She also saw a young girl huddled behind a corner, her eyes brimming with tears as she gazed at the young man by the medicine stove. She hesitated, unable to take a step forward.


    Standing by the window, a refreshing, warm breeze carrying the unique, vibrant scent of spring flowers and grass gently caressed her face. Empress Dowager Xuan smiled. “Shaoshang has grown up. She has taken so many wrong turns, and she’s brought a lot of trouble upon herself… Well, I also bear some responsibility for that. Some things, if you haven’t thought them through, you haven’t thought them through. Her temperament is so impulsive. It’s better to take things slow. Old Lady Zhai, bring me my shawl. The spring scenery is so beautiful today. I want to go for a walk… Ugh…”


    Before she could finish her sentence, she collapsed, limp and lifeless. Old Lady Zhai, her face drained of color, let out a scream of terror, her shrill cries echoing through the inner courtyard. The young man and the young girl on the other side, hearing the sound, rushed towards the Empress Dowager.


    …


    The sensational case of ‘Yuan Pei Shielding the Assassin,’ which had caused a stir throughout the court, finally reached its conclusion.


    Yuan Pei received the same punishment as Lou Yao’s uncle: stripped of his position, fined, and banished to his ancestral home to reflect in seclusion. However, the difference lay in the fact that before their departure, both Yuan Pei and his son were summoned by the Emperor.


    Upon the audience, the Emperor first berated Yuan Pei for his foolish actions, stating that he lacked the proper decorum of a high official and deserved severe punishment. Then, shifting his tone, the Emperor expressed understanding for Yuan Pei’s loyalty to his sworn brother. He said that if Huo Chong were also deceived and made a mistake—although his intelligent and courageous brother, who was like a deity, would never do such a thing—he would also find it difficult to make a decision.


    Yuan Pei repeatedly kowtowed, expressing his regret.


    Yuan Shen thought to himself, ‘You’ve said everything, Father. What else is there to say?’


    Yuan Pei did not want to claim credit for Huo Buyi’s actions. However, after his son Yuan Shen persuaded him, saying that if he revealed the truth, the Yuan family might face minor consequences, but it could also lead to Huo Buyi being falsely accused of deceiving the Emperor, he held back.1


    In front of the Emperor, Yuan Pei several times attempted to speak the truth, but each time the Emperor steered the conversation away. Yuan Shen began to suspect that the Emperor actually knew everything.


    Most of the remaining Yuan family members who requested to resign were allowed to remain in their positions. However, Yuan Shen insisted on leaving the Ministry of Personnel, stating that he would return to the Imperial Academy to study again, to clarify the principles of serving others and better serve the Emperor in the future.


    The most perplexing issue was the disposition of Diwu Cheng. He had indeed been deceived, yet he had also attempted to assassinate General Weng. Furthermore, General Weng was fatally shot because he was left vulnerable due to Diwu Cheng’s actions. If he were released, the Weng family would find it unacceptable. If he were executed, it would be a shame.


    Diwu Cheng, however, remained resolute, declaring that he would accept any punishment, be it dismemberment or decapitation. He would not flinch. Ji Zun, observing his honesty, bravery, and guileless nature, felt a surge of sympathy for him and decided to take matters into his own hands.


    He instructed Diwu Cheng to bare his chest and carry a heavy bundle of sharp thorns on his back. Under the cover of darkness, he sent Diwu Cheng to the Weng family residence to plead for forgiveness. He said, “As long as Madam Weng and her son nod their heads, I will die immediately without hesitation. But if you spare my life, I will do my utmost to help, whether it’s passing on all my skills or assisting your sons in their future careers.”


    Madam Weng had no definite opinion, but she reasoned that this man had deliberately chosen to approach their home when no one was around, indicating that he was not seeking to threaten or beg for forgiveness. It showed that he was a man of character.


    The Weng family’s son and the elderly scholar possessed keen insight. They reasoned that it was better to have a useful individual than to kill this misguided man. It would be more beneficial to the family in the long run. So, the Weng family’s son submitted a memorial to the Emperor the next day, stating that enemies should be reconciled, not made. As Diwu Cheng had been tricked, the blame did not lie with him. Why create unnecessary negative karma?


    This memorial was beautifully crafted, exhibiting both clarity in its judgement and kindness in its heart. From the Emperor to the entire court, everyone expressed their admiration for the young Weng family’s son, who was still in his early twenties. He could be said to have gained both fame and fortune.


    In this manner, no one could have foreseen that this case, which had begun with such dramatic intensity, would end with such a tender and compassionate resolution.


    Outside the palace, a gentle spring rain fell, but within its walls, a bitter, cold wind and rain raged.


    Previously, to dissuade Shaoshang from constantly urging her to rest and eat, Empress Dowager Xuan would often jest that her time was approaching. However, this time, her final moments had truly arrived. From that day forward, Empress Dowager Xuan had been unconscious for several days. She could only occasionally take a sip of soup in a daze, unable to consume anything else. Shaoshang did not need to hear the report from the grim-faced imperial physicians to know that this day had finally come.


    During this time, the princes and princesses came and went, but whenever Huo Buyi had a moment, he would visit Yong’an Palace to assist. He watched Shaoshang tirelessly tending to Empress Dowager Xuan, feeding her and wiping her down, her body noticeably thinner from exhaustion. He felt a pang of sympathy, but never interfered.


    On the sixth day of her coma, Empress Dowager Xuan suddenly awoke, her mind clear and her smile gentle.


    “I want to see the Emperor. Shaoshang, please tell Cen Anzhi,” she said. Shaoshang’s heart sank. Could this be a last flicker of consciousness?


    Since Empress Dowager Xuan was deposed six years ago, the Emperor had only seen her from afar. He had never stepped foot in Yong’an Palace. Upon hearing the news, he immediately understood the gravity of the situation and, without a second thought, rushed over despite still being in the midst of state affairs.


    Stepping into the inner chamber, the Emperor saw Empress Dowager Xuan. Her cheeks were sunken, her complexion pale and frail. Overwhelmed with sorrow, he sat beside the bed and said softly, “Is there anything troubling you? Tell me. I will do everything in my power to help.”


    Empress Dowager Xuan smiled faintly, “I’ve spent my whole life living for others. The first half was spent following my mother and uncle, and the second half was dedicated to my younger siblings and children. At this point, if I were to continue speaking for others, it would be too dull. I want to speak about myself. I want to speak about the Emperor.”


    Tears welled up in the Emperor’s eyes as he listened silently.


    Shaoshang quietly retreated behind the screen. To her surprise, she saw Empress Yue standing there, her eyes red-rimmed, seemingly wanting to leave but hesitant to do so.


    Empress Dowager Xuan said, “As a child, I read about the First Emperor going on a journey, with a grand procession of carriages and horses, valiant warriors in his company. When Emperor Gao and the King of Chu saw him, they were filled with envy for his magnificence. One said, ‘A true man should be like this,’ and the other said, ‘He can be overthrown.’ Ah, these were men born to conquer the world.2 But I know, Your Majesty is different. You have never envied anyone’s magnificence or power.”


    The Emperor, forcing back his tears, chuckled. “Since I was a child, the neighbors have always said I lacked ambition, that I only cared about the three acres of land in front of my house.”


    Empress Dowager Xuan smiled slightly and shook her head. “You are not lacking in ambition, Your Majesty. You are content with a simple life. There are two kinds of great individuals in this world. One is like Emperor Gao and the King of Chu, filled with ambition to change the world. The other is like you. Though your knowledge of literature and warfare is unmatched, you have no desire to conquer the world.”


    “I’ve been at your side for decades, Your Majesty. I know that deep down, you are still that unpretentious young man who loved to read and study. If the world wasn’t in chaos, if your brother hadn’t insisted on raising the banner of rebellion, I know you would have happily spent your life in the countryside. You would have married Empress Yue, had a few children, and lived a peaceful life, working from sunrise to sunset, just like that.”


    The Emperor’s eyes welled with tears. He clasped Empress Dowager Xuan’s hand tightly, “You are the one who truly understands me, Shen’an.”


    Empress Dowager Xuan extended her withered hand and gently stroked the Emperor’s cheek. “You have not wronged me, Your Majesty. You have treated me with profound affection and respect. I can never repay you in this lifetime. I was afraid to resist my uncle. Thankfully, I met someone as kind, gentle, handsome, and heroic as you. Otherwise, I would have been married to a fat, violent, and despicable man.”


    “Your Majesty, meeting you has been the greatest fortune of my life.”


    “Shen’an… I, I…” The Emperor collapsed at Empress Dowager Xuan’s knees and wept.


    With effort, Empress Dowager Xuan lifted the Emperor. Their eyes met. “Your Majesty, in your life, you have done right by the land and people, by the meritorious officials and the commoners, and by me. However, you have wronged Empress Yue.”


    The Emperor chuckled through his tears, “Didn’t you say we wouldn’t speak of others today? You couldn’t help yourself, could you?”


    “Empress Yue and I have lived with a clear divide for decades. She is not merely ‘someone else,’” Empress Dowager Xuan said with a wry smile. Lifting her gaze to meet the Emperor’s, she spoke earnestly, “Your Majesty, for me, back then, regardless of whether it was you or not, if my uncle had demanded I marry, I would have. But Empress Yue is different. Whether you are the Emperor or a farmer, whether you are prosperous or living a simple life in the countryside, she wants to marry you, the person, not your position.”


    Behind the screen, Shaoshang turned her head to look. Empress Yue, tightly clutching a silk handkerchief to her mouth, wept silently, tears streaming down her cheeks.


    “Your Majesty has sacrificed much for the peace of the land, and Empress Yue has also borne her share of hardship,” Empress Dowager Xuan said, struggling for breath. “Don’t think just because she’s fiery and straightforward, and she makes light of things, that she doesn’t care. She has suffered deeply. I know she’s cried more in secret than I have.”


    The Emperor, unable to speak, could only nod vigorously, his voice choked with emotion.


    “In the days to come, Your Majesty, treat Empress Yue well,” Empress Dowager Xuan said weakly. “Be as close to her as you were when you were in the countryside, as if I never existed…”


    Empress Yue, unable to bear it any longer, rushed out from behind the screen like a whirlwind, collapsing onto Empress Dowager Xuan’s bed in a torrent of sobs.


    Empress Dowager Xuan stroked Empress Yue’s hair, speaking softly, “I was going to ask you to come, but you came on your own. That saves Shaoshang from making a trip. Your Majesty, please allow me to speak with Empress Yue for a moment.”


    The Emperor nodded, his steps unsteady, and walked out of the room.


    Empress Yue, her face awash with tears, lifted her head. “Don’t worry, Sister. As long as I am alive, I will ensure the Xuan family is safe.”


    “Who would count on you?” Empress Dowager Xuan laughed, her breath catching. “Ziduan is there, and he is steady and capable. I have no worries about him. Now, I want to speak about something else.” She inhaled deeply and, speaking each word clearly, said, “A’Heng, when the King of Donghai was assassinated at the age of nineteen, I never suspected you.”


    Empress Yue looked at her steadily, “I know. Back then, when the King of Xining died young, I never suspected you either.”


    They gazed into each other’s eyes for a long moment, then both smiled openly.


    Empress Yue wiped away her tears and smiled. “I know your character, that’s why, despite others’ urging, I entrusted my children to you.”


    Empress Dowager Xuan said, “I too know that you never suspected me, which is why, despite the circulating rumors, you dared to thoroughly investigate the palace and uncover the hidden agents from the previous dynasty.”


    “My beloved sister, Shen’an…” Empress Yue pressed her face against Empress Dowager Xuan’s withered hand.


    Empress Dowager Xuan used her other hand to gently pat her. “I know, I know. If you weren’t you, and I wasn’t me, if we were just ordinary sisters who had met by chance, how wonderful that would have been…”


    Their personalities were starkly different, their positions opposed, yet they secretly admired each other. For decades, suspicion had never crossed their minds.


    After speaking at length, Empress Dowager Xuan was clearly exhausted. She leaned back against the cushion, her voice strained. “Shaoshang, where are you? Come quickly!”


    Empress Yue noticed that Empress Dowager Xuan’s gaze was becoming scattered, that she could barely see, and a profound sense of sadness washed over her.


    Shaoshang quickly emerged from behind the screen and knelt before the bed. “Your Majesty, I am here. What are your instructions?”


    “Shaoshang, play a tune. I want to hear you play the flute. Let Empress Yue listen as well. Oh, and have the Emperor and the children come in too…” Empress Dowager Xuan struggled to catch her breath.


    Empress Yue, anxious, ran out before Shaoshang could deliver the message. She brought the Emperor inside, followed by the silent princes and princesses. Huo Buyi was among them.


    Shaoshang adjusted her short flute a few times and began to play softly. The melody was the same “Bamboo Branch Tune” that Madam Sang had taught her, but Shaoshang had rewritten the latter half. The cheerful and lively opening was followed by a wistful melody, evoking a sense of the passage of time and change, leaving the listeners with a mixture of emotions.


    The Empress Dowager gazed blankly into the void, her voice a mere whisper. “…My father also loved to play the flute, but he was never very good at it. Your Majesty, my body will be buried in the imperial tomb. Could you allow me to cut off a lock of my hair? Let Shaoshang burn it to ashes, take it back to the hillside where I lived with my father as a child, and scatter it with the wind. Since I was a child, I’ve envied the freedom my father had, but my whole life, I’ve never been truly free, always at the mercy of others’ decisions.”


    “I hope that in my next life, I will be born into a time of peace and prosperity, so I will be spared from hardship and suffering. I hope that in my next life, my parents will be healthy and long-lived, so I will be spared from worry. I hope that in my next life, I can be young, compose poetry, and sing songs in the countryside… Empress Yue, are my wishes too greedy?”


    “Zikun, don’t always be so cautious and fearful. What does fame and disgrace matter? Live a more open-minded life, and you’ll live longer. Let the King of Huai’an take care of Old Lady Zhai. He’s grown up now, and I’m very happy about that… Zisheng, I don’t blame you. You are a good son. You’ve suffered a lot. You’ve always been very filial to me, and you’ve been kind to the King of Donghai.”


    “Shaoshang, I’ve held you back for so many years. I’m asking you to do one last thing…”


    The woman on the bed ended her life amidst the soft, melancholic flute melody. The imperial physician retrieved the feather he had used to test Empress Dowager Xuan’s breath and knelt before the Emperor, reporting the results. The Emperor collapsed, his face awash with tears. Empress Yue wept silently beside him.


    The surrounding princes and princesses, along with the palace maids and eunuchs, all wept together, creating a deafening roar of grief.


    Shaoshang stumbled out of the inner chamber, like a lost child, wandering aimlessly.


    Many people considered Empress Dowager Xuan to be a poor role model, someone who indulged in self-pity and dwelling on the past, neglecting her children. But for Shaoshang, it was precisely this irrational protection, this trust given without reason, that she desired.


    This was the kind of indulgent love she had always longed for, but never received.


    From this day forward, there would be no more gentle voice mending her barren, rough childhood, no more kind heart embracing her, flaws and all, within its embrace. There would be no one else who would protect her unconditionally from the storms of life.


    From this day forward, she must stand on her own two feet.


    Finally, Huo Buyi found the girl squatting in a corner, silently sobbing. His heart ached – she hated crying in front of others, and this habit had never changed.


    …


    RIP Empress Dowager Xuan. I cried when I first read this, teared up with translating, and bawled editing. 


    I took some creative liberties with the title of the chapter. There is an OST from the anime Naruto called Sadness and Sorrow. It’s played during the funeral of the leader of the village. I saw the title of this chapter and just couldn’t help myself. Also, if you want to get even more emotionally wrecked, listen to the OST while the Empress is passing away.


    Next Chapter: Relief


    
      	Deceiving the emperor was a serious crime in Imperial China, and had severe consequences. ↩︎


      	The First Emperor: Qin Shi Huang (259-210 BCE), the first Emperor of the Qin Dynasty, known for his ambitious unification of China.
Emperor Gao: Liu Bang (256-195 BCE), the founder of the Han Dynasty, considered a brilliant military strategist and ruler.
The King of Chu: Xiang Yu (232-202 BCE) was a powerful warlord who fought against Liu Bang for control of China. ↩︎
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    Chapter One Hundred and Sixty-Eight:
Relief


    This year’s summer was fleeting, arriving early and departing just as quickly. A few days ago, a sudden storm with booming thunder and lightning announced its end. The flowers battered by the fierce raindrops hadn’t fully faded when the cool autumn breeze began to gently sweep in.


    She awoke from a deep, sweet nap, the bedding radiating the warmth and scent of sun-soaked sunshine. Shaoshang lay lazily, utterly motionless, even her thoughts drifting into a peaceful emptiness. This had become her routine for the past month.


    She was naturally lively, strong-willed, and ambitious. As a child, even throwing mud, she would strive to be first. She had never experienced this prolonged period of leisure before… Hm, it was actually quite pleasant.


    After lying there for half an hour, her stomach grumbled. Only then did she reach out from behind the embroidered silk curtains and pull the rope bell hanging by the bed. No longer burdened by urgent studies or impending marriage, she was now enveloped in a gentle, almost lukewarm, kind of care from her family as she recovered from her illness. And so, Shaoshang began to treat herself with unprecedented kindness.


    She slept until she naturally awoke. She ate until she was completely satisfied. Every day, after indulging in a hearty meal, she would simply lie on the dry, wooden windowsill, gazing vacantly at the sun. She looked just like the old tabby cat she had brought back from the palace, basking in the sun with its round belly, content and carefree.


    Shaoshang finished the nourishing lunch that A’Zhu had personally prepared (yes, she had slept until noon). She gazed out at the refreshing autumn scenery for a while, then suddenly felt like going for a walk. A’Zhu wrapped a robe around her, and Lian Fang helped her outside.


    The early autumn air was pleasantly cool. The courtyard at this time held a unique charm. The flowers on the branches had not yet begun to fade, and the leaves were green and translucent, a far cry from the flamboyant passion of spring or the boisterous bustle of summer. Instead, there was a serene, elegant beauty.


    Shaoshang suddenly remarked, “Her Majesty loved this time of year. I thought she would at least live to see this season.”


    A’Zhu, walking beside her, was startled. “Young Mistress, please don’t dwell on it anymore,” she quickly said. “The Empress Dowager has passed on. If you keep grieving for her, she won’t be at peace in the afterlife.”


    Shaoshang laughed, “Nanny, what are you thinking? I was just saying that out loud. After all these years, don’t I know her health? She had been suffering from an illness for a long time. Sooner or later, this day was going to come. At least she left peacefully. That makes my suffering a little easier to bear.”


    Because summer was not conducive to preserving a body, and all the necessary items and ceremonial protocols had already been prepared, Empress Dowager Xuan’s funeral was completed less than a month after her passing. She was interred in the pre-built northern mausoleum on the Mang Plain, which, according to the fortune tellers, was a very auspicious burial site.


    Shaoshang numbly went through all the procedures, her body and mind weary. She had to give rewards and dismiss the palace maids and eunuchs who had served the Empress Dowager. She locked the key to Yong’an Palace, returned the seal and the official badge of her authority to Empress Yue, and finally, utterly exhausted, returned home.


    Once she lay down, it became a month of lazy, indulgent living.


    She knew that Huo Buyi had visited her many times during this period, but Madam Xiao had always refused him, saying that her daughter needed to recover. However, Huo Buyi didn’t have much time to pursue her. Not long after Empress Dowager Xuan’s passing, resistance to the land tax among powerful families and military leaders across the country escalated, finally erupting into armed rebellion. So, the troops that had just been demobilized last year had to be mobilized again.


    The Crown Prince was so angry his mouth was twisted. Lately, his expressions only shifted between two states – serious, or even more serious. Only the Emperor, with his years of experience, was able to remain calm.


    “Cutting off someone’s source of income is like killing their parents. They’re happily acting like little emperors, consolidating more and more land, gathering more and more servants, and even the county magistrates and governors are afraid of them. Now the government is trying to intervene. Naturally, they won’t give up easily,” the Emperor said calmly. “It’s okay. We’ll just give them a good beating.”


    While Shaoshang was lost in her own thoughts, the Emperor had already dispatched troops from several directions to quell the rebellion. However, things weren’t going smoothly. In a fit of anger, the Emperor recalled General Wu, who had been confined to his home in reflection. The court was immediately abuzz with murmurs, with officials stating that General Wu had a reputation for massacring cities and killing surrendered troops. They warned that if he was sent out to quell the rebellion, he might harm innocent civilians caught in the conflict.


    “In this case, what do you all propose?” the Emperor asked.


    “…These rebels, when they gather, attack local officials, and when they scatter, they vanish into the mountains and swamps. When government troops go to surround and eliminate them, they hide. When the government troops withdraw, they emerge again to rebel. Your Majesty, the whole country is now in flames, and the people are suffering! I implore you, Your Majesty, to revoke your order. The land tax should be implemented gradually.” The official opposing the land tax cried bitterly in court.


    Marquis Cui scoffed. “It’s not like the whole country is in flames. Only the four states of Qing, Xu, You, and Ji are in the most serious unrest. The rest of the prefectures have either been pacified by the government or have surrendered their weapons.”


    “Why are these four states the most turbulent?” the Fourth Prince asked, puzzled.


    Marquis Yu smiled, “It’s because these four states all border mountains and the sea. They have rich resources of fish, salt, and maritime trade, so the local powerful families have both money and manpower, making them very influential. Furthermore, they are all far from the Capital. It’s unlike Yangzhou, which has many rivers, lakes, and sea, but it’s a newly developed area. There aren’t many prestigious powerful families there.”


    The Fourth Prince suddenly understood.


    Another official said, “The four states of Qing, Xu, You, and Ji are vast and densely populated. They are also key tax centers. This rebellion has sent shockwaves throughout the land. Please, Your Majesty, think carefully!”


    Ji Zun said sharply, “Are you suggesting that His Majesty should be afraid of these powerful families and abandon the court’s orders halfway through?”


    The official sneered, “Don’t talk so prettily! Look at what’s happening in Jingkui, where powerful officials are everywhere. The officials are corrupt, hiding land and people, protecting the powerful officials, yet demanding strictness from other prefectures and counties. It’s bound to make the people throughout the land resentful!”


    When those words were spoken, half of the high officials in the court glared at him. To some extent, what this official said was true.


    The Crown Prince’s face turned a sickly green. “Just yesterday,” he said coldly, “I reported to my father that there were corrupt practices in Jingkui, and that the officials couldn’t carry out the land tax fairly. My father has sent people to investigate. Tomorrow, I’ll bring you the heads of those officials who were found guilty of dishonest land tax collection. That should satisfy the “people of the world!”


    The officials who opposed the land tax grumbled and sat back down. One of them, still dissatisfied, loudly asked, “Eldest Princess’s Consort, what do you say? Your family used to be a powerful clan in Qing County!”


    The Eldest Princess’s husband looked embarrassed and evaded the question, “Zisheng, you’ve seen a lot and you’re known for your intelligence. What do you think?”


    Huo Buyi glanced at the official and calmly said, “Your Majesty, honorable officials, in my humble opinion, this rebellion should be divided into two categories. First, there are innocent people who are being exploited by the government. They believe that the court is counting their houses and haystacks as farmland in order to impose more taxes on them. This is what sparked the uprising. For these people, pacification should be the priority, and suppression should be secondary. Once they understand the situation, they will disperse. If they still refuse to surrender their weapons, then they can be killed.”


    The Emperor nodded in agreement.


    “The second category consists of local powerful families who are coercing innocent people into rebelling against the court’s orders. These people need to be properly taught who is truly in charge in this world—well, perhaps General Wu would be willing to take on this task,” Huo Buyi said.


    Marquis Yu noticed the Emperor’s lips curving into a slight smile, and the Crown Prince’s expression softened a bit.


    General Wu frowned. “I’ll go deal with the tough nut. Zisheng, what about you?”


    Marquis Yu lowered his head and chuckled, thinking to himself, ‘Why would the Emperor ask his own adopted son to do something so unpopular?’


    Huo Buyi answered leisurely, “I have always been gentle and refined, kind and compassionate. I should use the words of the sages to patiently teach those innocent people who have been misled.”


    The Fourth Prince took a step back, touching his face and yelping, “You, gentle and refined?” Back then, he had been rude and gossiped about the Huo and Ling families. Then, someone dislocated his jaw.


    The Second Prince touched the scar on the back of his head and mumbled, “Hmm, you are kind and compassionate.”


    Huo Buyi turned his face away, pretending to be oblivious.


    “We should employ a combination of suppression and pacification,” the Emperor finally concluded. “If the rebels disperse on their own, I won’t hold it against them. But if they continue to be stubborn, once the leaders of the rebellion are identified, their entire families will be relocated to the northern part of Bingzhou or the southern part of Yangzhou. First, these two states are vast and sparsely populated, so they can make a living there. Second, it will cut off their connection to their original homes, and the rebellion will naturally subside.”


    You know a master by their work. The Emperor’s words sounded pleasant, but in fact, the plan was extremely cunning.


    Ultimately, this rebellion wasn’t about individual honor or disgrace, but about family interests. Find out which families are supporting the rebellion, and directly uproot them from their land and relocate them. This was called ‘removing the fuel from under the pot.’


    As soon as the Emperor finished speaking, several officials, who had been stiff-necked and defiant, immediately prostrated themselves, begging for mercy. “Your Majesty, this cannot be done! Since ancient times, scholars have been reluctant to leave their homeland and cherish their ancestral graves. Execution means the death of only a few family members, but to be uprooted and moved far away, to lose their wealth, and to be unfamiliar with the customs and the land, is like destroying their entire family!”


    The Emperor put on a kind face. “My dear officials, you’re overreacting. After they are relocated, the government will provide them with land. How can that be called destroying their family? From today onwards, if anyone sincerely repents and confesses their guilt, then they won’t be relocated as a whole family. If they stubbornly refuse to change, then it’s better to move them to a different place to reflect—My decision is final, you needn’t say more!”


    Outside, the weather was stormy and miserable. Cheng Shaogong, as usual, told his sister about the events as gossip. Shaoshang sighed deeply, “It’s fortunate that our family rose to power late and we don’t have much land or people. We don’t have to worry about the land tax.”


    Walking through the courtyard, Shaoshang followed the verdant green foliage to the pavilion by the water. She saw maids and servants coming and going, carrying lacquered food boxes and jars of fruit wine and buttermilk. She smiled and asked, “Is Grandmother completely recovered? Is she able to go outside for a walk today?”


    A’Zhu smiled. “Old Madam is tired of being cooped up inside. She’s been clamoring to get some fresh air for days. Luckily, Old Madam Wan is here today, and Madam has set up a family feast in the pavilion. Young Mistress, if you would like to join the festivities, both Master and Madam would be very happy.”


    Shaoshang smiled but didn’t answer. She approached from the back of the pavilion, silently gesturing to the nearby maids not to announce her arrival. She leaned against a pillar, telling A’Zhu and the others to stay back, and listened to the cheerful chatter coming from within the pavilion.


    “…Mother, really, now that you’re better, I should go!” Cheng Zhi’s face was filled with worry. “With the rebellion spreading everywhere, I, as the county magistrate, must fulfill my duty.”


    Cheng Shi sighed. “I have to say, my third brother has incredible luck. Whenever disaster strikes, he always manages to avoid it… Hey, have you heard about what happened to the magistrate of Li County?”


    Old Madam Wan, opening her one eye slightly, said, “You mean the magistrate who surrendered to the rebels? Didn’t he already kill himself by drinking poison?”


    “That’s right! Alas, that magistrate was also unfortunate. He had very few people with him, and the rebels outside the city were like a tide. He desperately held on for dozens of days before finally surrendering. Two days later, the imperial army arrived, and he was immediately imprisoned and put on trial.”


    Cheng Shi sighed. “Many local officials are facing this situation. The imperial army retreats, and the rebels return immediately. They can’t resist, so they either die or surrender. There’s no third option. In A’Zhi’s place, two assistant magistrates are in charge for now. Even if they can’t hold out and surrender, the court won’t hold it against two minor officials. A’Zhi is truly lucky!”


    Grandmother Cheng clapped her hands in relief. “The spirits of the four directions are protecting him. A’Zhi is blessed with good fortune and a strong destiny. He encountered misfortune but turned it into good fortune.” She spat three times. “He won’t ever encounter misfortune… If you ask me, the time he was born was auspicious. There were colorful clouds all over the sky, one moment they looked like a dragon, the next like a tiger…”


    “Grandmother, you can’t talk like that. Since ancient times, only when emperors and generals are born are there celestial signs…” Cheng Yong said, frowning.


    Cheng Shaogong mumbled, “Not necessarily.”


    “What’s wrong with talking about it among family?!” Grandmother Cheng asked with displeasure.


    “Yes, yes, maybe Third Uncle can become a great general and a high official…” Wan Song, who loved to stir things up, said.


    Qiqi asked with confusion, “Third Uncle can lead troops in battle? How come I haven’t heard that… Aiyo…”


    Yin Xu’e smiled sweetly as she pinched her under the table.


    “Qiqi is right,” Madam Sang said with a gentle smile. “Your third uncle, let alone leading troops into battle, would get a sore back and legs if he rode a horse for too long. This time, he requested leave from the governor and went home. He had just left when the rebellion broke out. Thankfully, the governor is knowledgeable about military affairs. If something had happened, this would be the third superior officer of your third uncle to die in office.”


    “Third?!” Wan Song and Qiqi were astonished.


    Cheng Shaogong began to reach for the divination coins in his sleeve, wanting to divine his uncle’s fortune.


    “Hmm, it’s always the superiors who die heroically, and your uncle escapes with his life. I haven’t escaped either. Once I got sick with fever, another time I broke my leg. Your uncle hasn’t even gotten a scratch,” Madam Sang teased. “We have to come up with another excuse this time.”


    Everyone in the pavilion burst into laughter, wishing Cheng Zhi good fortune for the rest of his life. Cheng Yang, whose belly was already starting to round out, exchanged smiles with the bashful Ban Jia. They hoped that their future child would also have such luck.


    Grandmother Cheng was very displeased. She asked Madam Sang, “What do you mean? Are you unhappy that your husband didn’t die? Are you waiting to remarry? A’Zhi is blessed with good fortune. It’s because of the time I gave birth to him…”


    “What birth time! We’re having a nice family meal, don’t try to start trouble.” Seeing that Grandmother Cheng was about to lose her temper, Old Madam Wan spoke up firmly. “I think what Shun Hua said is right. Even though we have clear consciences, there will inevitably be gossip. People will say that A’Zhi was born with a cowardly fate. Commander Cheng, Yuan Yi, when Zigu and Shun Hua go home, give them extra troops who are good at fighting. At least they can quell the rebellion along the way. It’ll give us something to talk about.”


    Cheng Shi smiled and agreed, “Aunt, you’re very thoughtful. I’m not as clever as you.”


    “Go back? Why would you go back when there’s chaos and turmoil outside? A’Zhi, don’t leave. You can be an official later. Forget about this position! You have your brother. We can find you a good place to be a magistrate later. Just stay home now!” Grandmother Cheng said in a panic.


    “Mother, I’m afraid that’s not a good idea,” Cheng Cheng said softly.


    “What isn’t a good idea? You don’t know anything, shut up!” Grandmother Cheng loudly scolded her second son.


    Cheng Cheng quietly retreated. Madam Qing Cong took his hand under the table. He smiled back in gratitude.


    “Second Brother is right!” Cheng Zhi shouted. “Mother, don’t make trouble. I am a government official. I can’t just think about my own safety. Besides, Mother, do you think the court is a tavern run by your eldest son? You can’t just become whatever official you want!”


    “Why not? Even if your brother is inconvenient, isn’t there that powerful Marquis Huo? Next time he comes, don’t stop him from coming in…”


    Before she could finish speaking, Cheng Shi and Madam Xiao’s faces darkened.


    “Before, I thought Shaoshang was too heartless for refusing to pay attention to you for so many years,” Old Madam Wan said, shaking her head. “Now it seems that of all of us in both families, she is the only one who can see through people. It’s come to this, and you still haven’t changed your ways!”


    Grandmother Cheng seemed slightly afraid of Old Madam Wan. “I’ve already repented,” she mumbled. “I was blinded back then. I listened to that vile woman Ge, and was constantly trying to control my son and daughter-in-law. That’s why I delayed things with Niao Niao…” But then she added defiantly, “But wasn’t she fine afterwards? Handsome men were constantly proposing to her. We even had three engagement banquets!”


    “Mother!” Cheng Shi roared. “Don’t bring up that topic!”


    “Alright, alright, alright!” Grandmother Cheng said, her ears buzzing. She pleaded for forgiveness, “I was wrong! Heavens above, if I could have a second chance, I would treat Niao Niao well and make sure she was reunited with you. I swear this is true. If I say even a word of a lie, may I be sent to hell to have my tongue pulled out!”


    For this old woman, that oath was sincere enough.


    Shaoshang silently giggled from behind the pillar.


    “Grandmother, since you’re better, don’t talk about death,” Cheng Yong said patiently. “Thankfully the Empress Dowager has passed away, and Grandmother is now in better health. From now on, take good care of your health. Your children and grandchildren are happier than anything.”


    “My eldest grandson knows how to speak well,” Grandmother Cheng said with a smile.


    Old Madam Wan snorted coldly, “Since you are not going to die any time soon, I’ll take the golden cedar coffin back. I thought you were going to use it first. Truly, a curse that lasts a thousand years.”


    “Yes, yes…” Cheng Zhi casually agreed.


    Grandmother Cheng flew into a rage. “You little wretch! You say I’m a curse?!”


    “No, no, I said Mother can live a thousand years!” Cheng Zhi quickly replied.


    “Alright, alright, stop scolding me! I truly know I was wrong. From now on, Niao Niao can marry whomever she wants, or she can remain unmarried – it doesn’t matter. Regardless, our family can certainly support her. I’ve already made it clear, after I pass, I will bequeath all the gold and silver I’ve accumulated over decades to Niao Niao. Even if she never marries, she’ll have something to rely on. If you don’t believe me, ask Old Lady Hu! Is this apology not sincere enough?” Grandmother Cheng said, exasperated.


    Grandmother Cheng, who treasured her wealth above all else, was unaware that the Empress Dowager had already bestowed upon Shaoshang a manor and servants, ensuring her lifelong comfort. Seeing her pained expression, everyone couldn’t help but find the situation amusing.


    Shaoshang shook her head and slowly retreated, a sudden sense of relief washing over her heart.


    …


    There’s something so heartbreaking about Shaoshang watching the family banquet behind a pillar.


    Next Chapter: Each Embarking on their own journey.


    


    


    


    Enjoyed the chapter? Support me on Patreon to get early access to new chapters, exclusive content, and more! Your support helps me keep bringing you these translations. Thank you!


    Disclaimer: Your support on Patreon goes directly towards my work as a translator and helps me produce more content. It does not constitute support for the original novel or its author.


    
  

  
    Chapter One Hundred and Sixty-Nine:
Each Embarking on Their Own Journey


    Following a stone path behind the water pavilion, Shaoshang and the others walked slowly towards the back mountain. They sat for a while on a stone by the pond. She suddenly said, “Nanny, do you remember that year when I was seriously ill in the countryside cottage? If you hadn’t taken such good care of me, I would likely be buried under a knee-high mound of grass by now.”


    A’Zhu was startled. She smiled, “Young Mistress, you have a strong destiny and good fortune. You are destined to overcome any misfortune. How could I take credit?”


    Shaoshang looked at the weeping willows by the pond. “…Nanny, you’re still the same. You never say too much, and you don’t want any extra rewards. You might not know this, but back then, I didn’t know what my parents or brothers looked like, or what their personalities were like. You were the only person in the world I could trust.”


    A’Zhu felt a pang of sadness. “What’s past is past,” she said gently. “Now, the Master, Madam, and your brothers all love you so much.”


    “Yes,” Shaoshang said to herself. “These years, it’s felt like a dream. For a month, I’ve been sleeping constantly, hoping that one day I’ll wake up and realize it was all just a dream. But no matter when I wake up, I’m still in the same place.”


    A’Zhu didn’t understand. She simply advised, “Young Mistress, you’ve been exhausted and slept for too long. You’re a bit confused.”


    Shaoshang laughed at herself and turned her head. “Nanny, I’m afraid I will never be able to forgive my grandmother.”


    “Ah?!” A’Zhu had been noticing that the girl was becoming more open-minded lately, thinking that the situation had eased. She was caught off guard with these words.


    “…And I won’t intentionally make things difficult for her. But some wrongs, they can never be undone. Don’t blame me, Nanny.”


    A’Zhu sighed. “You’ve suffered so much. How could I blame you?”


    “Mother would always say I had a bad temper. I didn’t agree, but now I think about it, she was right,” Shaoshang smiled.


    A’Zhu hesitated. “The Madam… she has already regretted her actions. She feels about you now…”


    “You don’t have to say anything, Nanny. I understand my mother’s heart. I won’t dwell on these things anymore. From now on, I won’t keep track of who dislikes me or who wronged me. If I’m angry, I’ll let it out right away. I can’t keep it bottled up inside.”


    “It’s wonderful you can think like that, Young Mistress,” A’Zhu said with relief.


    Shaoshang murmured to herself, “On the contrary, I want to remember who likes me, who treats me well… As long as I think about those people, I will have the strength to keep going. People should focus on the good things, don’t you think?” The clear pond water rippled with shimmering light, gently reflecting on her face, as if it were illuminating her heart.


    …


    As soon as the court’s major policies and strategies were announced, orders were issued in rapid succession. Those who were needed to quell the rebellion were sent out, and those who were needed to pacify the people were sent to pacify them.


    The Crown Prince petitioned to lead the army into battle, and the Emperor readily agreed. He then ordered the establishment of a General Headquarters in Chenliu Prefecture, in Yan State, to oversee military operations, provide relief to the people, and supervise the implementation of the land tax in various regions. Many people understood the Emperor’s intentions: this was a chance for the Crown Prince to earn merit. Everyone readily cooperated, smiling and clapping, and offering to contribute money or manpower.


    Shaoshang couldn’t help but feel a sense of déjà vu. The Emperor had nurtured the King of Donghai in the same way back then. The officials had tried to dissuade him and scoffed at his decision – but only because the current Crown Prince was not someone to be trifled with. He was not only efficient in his work, but his temper was even more efficient. Anyone who dared to secretly sabotage him would be dealt with swiftly and thoroughly, leaving no trace.


    Shaoshang hadn’t even finished packing her belongings when the Crown Prince, accompanied by a grand procession of guards and dignitaries, already left the city gates and headed east.


    Cheng Yang, cradling her pregnant belly, went to see off her husband, who was accompanying the Crown Prince. When she came back, she shared gossip, saying that during the departure ceremony, the Crown Prince and the Empress both looked impatient, while the Emperor and the Crown Prince’s concubines were filled with sadness and reluctance.


    Everyone burst into laughter.


    “A’Jia is timid and not skilled in archery or riding,” Cheng Yang said with a touch of worry. “Will he be alright?”


    “Don’t worry, he’ll be fine,” Shaoshang comforted. “The Crown Prince is as careful as can be. Don’t be upset. This mission is definitely a special favor from the Emperor to Young Master Ban, out of consideration for the dwindling numbers of the Ban family. Otherwise, you can imagine how many others would be vying for this position!”


    Cheng Yang sighed with relief. “That’s true. I heard from A’Jia that the Crown Prince is going to the General Headquarters in Yan State first to make preparations. Then the other troops will arrive in waves. Well, Yan County is peaceful right now. There shouldn’t be any problems.”


    Since Grandmother Cheng had recovered, her children naturally began to leave one after another. Cheng Yong and Wan Song, along with their wives, left first, followed by Cheng Zhi. Cheng Cheng originally wanted to return to Bailu Mountain as soon as possible, but his wife became pregnant. Madam Xiao insisted that Madam Qing Cong stay behind. Cheng Cheng couldn’t bear to be separated from his wife, and so he struggled daily between his studies and his love.


    Cheng Shi had been running around like a headless chicken these past few days. Finally, he had managed to gather his troops and was to accompany General Han to several counties west of Si County. The good news was that he would be traveling with Cheng Zhi on this journey, allowing him to escort Cheng Zhi and his wife back to their post. The bad news was, on the day they were to set out, they received a message carried by a swift horse. Cheng Zhi’s superior, the governor, had been hit in the head by a stone thrown by the rebels and fell into a coma. Since the assistant governor was already seriously injured and unconscious, according to regulations, the governor, struggling as he slipped into unconsciousness, appointed the magistrate of the largest and wealthiest county in the region to take his place in protecting the people—Cheng Zhi.


    “Will Third Uncle be promoted again?” Shaoshang was envious of her uncle’s luck.


    Cheng Shaogong said he could divine the governor’s fate to see if he would die, and he nearly got a beating from Madam Xiao.


    Madam Xiao grabbed Cheng Zhi by the ear and scolded him for a long time. The gist of her instructions was that he absolutely couldn’t show any signs of hoping for a promotion. On the contrary, he had to be even more attentive in caring for the governor than the most filial son.


    Madam Sang said with a gentle smile, “Don’t worry, Sister-in-law. Aside from his official duties, I’ll make sure Zigu sleeps beside the governor’s bed.”


    Cheng Zhi covered his ears, a look of pain on his face.


    A few days later, Shaoshang had packed her belongings and prepared her carriage and guard. Cheng Shaogong had also calculated the auspicious date and time for their departure. Just the day before they were to leave, someone from the palace suddenly arrived to summon her for an audience with the Emperor. Shaoshang quickly changed out of her casual, loose-fitting robes and put on the dignified, straight-cut robes the Emperor liked before daring to enter the palace. After a few turns, Shaoshang found the Emperor sitting on the white marble steps outside the Western Gate of Changqiu Palace.


    The Emperor sat on the steps, glancing sideways at her. “You were only released a month ago, and you’re already getting soft. How long has it been since you wore that dress? The creases haven’t even been ironed out.”


    Shaoshang awkwardly knelt on the lower step. “Well… I was resting in bed, and it’s a hassle to get up. Why bother with nice clothes…?”


    “In that case, I should commend you.”


    “I dare not!” Shaoshang quickly said.


    “Dare? There aren’t many things you wouldn’t dare to do in this palace.” The Emperor laughed so hard a few strands of his beard flew off. “After Empress Dowager Xuan’s funeral, the Fifth Prince left to take up his position as king in a distant land. When he came back that day, the Empress suddenly said the palace was so quiet. She said that you and the Fifth Prince used to secretly fight, and now everyone is leaving…”


    Shaoshang quickly began to defend herself. “How could I dare hit a prince? It’s just that the Fifth Prince is kind and generous. I was just messing around with him, just messing around!”


    “Alright, stop with the flattery. The Fifth Prince won’t admit it either. A grown man, being beaten by a young woman every now and then, truly makes me lose face—so I don’t want to admit it either,” the Emperor said softly.


    Shaoshang gave an awkward laugh.


    The Emperor stared in a daze to the west for a long time, so long that Shaoshang felt her knees ache from kneeling. Finally, the old man spoke, “Don’t kneel anymore, sit down… Shaoshang, have I done many wrong things in my life?”


    Shaoshang was taken aback. She then realized that the Emperor was looking in the direction of Yong’an Palace, and she knew he was remembering Empress Dowager Xuan. For a moment, she felt a sense of sadness.


    “Your Majesty, why would you say such things?” she asked.


    “My whole life has been spent in war,” the Emperor said. “Now, in my twilight years, I realize that many people have died because of me. Zisheng’s father, my second sister, Empress Dowager Xuan, and so many others… The more selfless and kind-hearted they were, the earlier they died.”


    Shaoshang pondered for a moment, then softly said, “Your Majesty, please do not belittle yourself. Back then, the whole world was in chaos, and the people suffered greatly. If it weren’t for you, Your Majesty, who steadied the situation, who knows how long the chaos would have lasted? The reason you think this way is precisely because you have a kind heart and always care about others. Whether it’s Empress Dowager Xuan, or me, or the officials in court, or the people of the land, I swear to the heavens, it is a blessing for us to have a ruler as kind and generous as you.”


    The Emperor, hearing the girl’s sincerity, laughed. “Well said. So, it seems I’m not doing too badly at governing the land.”


    “More than just not doing badly, the country is peaceful… uh…” Shaoshang thought about the ongoing armed rebellions against the land tax. She struggled to find the right words. “Anyway, the country is prosperous and peaceful, and the people are enjoying a time of peace and recuperation. It’s all Your Majesty’s merit!”


    Seemingly casual, the Emperor said, “Hmm, if that’s the case, then what exactly are you afraid of?”


    Shaoshang was stunned. “Afraid? What am I afraid of? I’m not afraid of anything. Sometimes I even think I’m too bold.”


    “No, you only appear to be fearless, but in reality, you’re walking on thin ice.” The Emperor seemed to have seen through everything. “I ask you, with the country at peace, born into a wealthy family, with your parents alive and well and your siblings loving, you have no fear of death, and you are free from hunger and cold. Why are you always afraid that something bad will happen to you?”


    Shaoshang felt as if she had been struck by lightning.


    The Emperor continued, speaking softly and patiently, “You clearly have feelings for Zisheng, yet you always want a backup plan. Zisheng is not blind or ignorant. That’s why you two are always arguing…” He paused and chuckled wryly. “Of course, having a backup plan was the right thing to do. After all, that rascal later got into trouble. It’s thanks to you that he’s still alive. But now? You’re still hesitating. Are you still afraid?”


    Shaoshang shivered, holding her arms and sitting there dumbfounded. “I, I…”


    The Emperor’s expression softened, completely devoid of any authority. “Since you are fortunate enough to be born in a time of peace and prosperity, and you have no family responsibilities, and now you have someone to love and marry, why are you still so afraid? Why are you hesitant towards the one you love? Life is precious. If you constantly look back and worry about the future, you’ll miss many beautiful sights.”


    Shaoshang began to sweat, speechless like a child caught cheating on a test.


    The Emperor sighed, “In this world, there are not many people I admire. The Empress is one of them.”


    Shaoshang looked at him in confusion.


    “The Empress Dowager and I, we’ve both been pushed through life by fate. When it came to the crucial moment, whether it was starting a rebellion or getting married, you couldn’t refuse. But A’Heng is different. Initially, I worried that she would regret it and resent me for making her marry me against her will, but she said, ‘Not everyone can find the one they love. If you do, don’t let them go. Even if it means a lifetime of pain, it’s better than a lifetime of regret.’ She chose her own path. Even if time wears her down, even if she faces hardship, she will never regret it.”


    “That’s truly something the Empress would say,” Shaoshang said with admiration. She smiled mischievously. “But, Your Majesty, are you boasting? Are you bragging that the Empress is devoted to you and will never let go, no matter what?”


    The Emperor smiled gently. “Alright, you should go back. You’re leaving tomorrow morning, right?” Shaoshang quickly agreed. The Emperor continued, “The Empress Dowager was right. You are a woman, but you are more stubborn than most men. I won’t force you. In short, marry whoever you want. There are many paths to take in life. Choose your own.”


    Shaoshang bowed and took her leave. As she was halfway there, she turned back and saw the Emperor, looking like a leisurely old man basking in the afternoon sun. He was standing with his hands clasped behind his back, watching her go.


    The Emperor waved to her. “Go, go, come back soon.”


    Shaoshang felt grateful. She bowed again before leaving.


    The next morning, three groups of troops left the city, one after the other.


    Zhang Shan stealthily glanced at the handsome young man riding ahead, his face serious. He whispered, “Why is our young master so glum?”


    Liang Qiu Fei leaned in and whispered, “Yesterday, our young master suggested that the young mistress travel with us. She refused.”


    “Are we on the same route?” Zhang Shan asked, confused.


    “It’s just a slight detour. We can make it the same route.”


    Zhang Shan sighed, “Young Mistress is truly something. Even if they can’t be husband and wife, she doesn’t need to be so distant!”


    Liang Qiu Fei deeply agreed.


    Huo Buyi slowly raised his right hand. Liang Qiu Qi, seeing this, shouted, “Let’s set out!”


    …


    Diwu Cheng peered through the window at Yuan Shen sitting in the carriage. He softly asked the boy beside him, “Why is your young master so unhappy?”


    The boy whispered back, “Yesterday, Young Master went to the Cheng Mansion and proposed they travel together, but Mistress Cheng politely declined.”


    “Are we taking the same route?” Diwu Cheng asked, confused.


    “Just take a slightly longer route, wouldn’t that make it the same?”


    Diwu Cheng sighed. “I lived with the Cheng family for a while. Everyone there is kind and righteous. How can Mistress Cheng be so cold-hearted? Even if they can’t be husband and wife, they could still be old friends.”


    The boy didn’t dare to answer.


    Yuan Shen, who had been resting with his eyes closed, took off the jade pendant from his waist and tapped it against the carriage wall. Then, the leader of the Yuan family’s soldiers shouted, “Let’s set out!”


    …


    Cheng Shaogong leaned out of the carriage window and said to his younger sister, who was outside in a dashing riding outfit. “Why are you so unhappy? Everything’s fine.”


    “None of your business!”


    Cheng Shaogong chuckled. “I know. Yesterday afternoon, both Marquis Huo and Young Master Yuan sent letters. Hey, what did they say?”


    Shaoshang slammed her riding whip against the carriage wall, angrily saying, “If you keep pestering me, you’ll ride the horse and I can sit in the carriage!”


    Cheng Shaogong was startled and retreated back into the carriage.


    Shaoshang swung herself onto the horse, rode straight to the front of the convoy, raised her whip, and impatiently ordered, “Let’s set out!”


    Her great-uncle’s father’s eighteen generations of ancestors must have done something wrong! She had finally managed to get her head straight and decided to take a spontaneous journey, but why were her two former fiancés along for the ride?!


    …


    When have things ever gone right for Shaoshang when they travel? Thanks for reading and have a great weekend!


    Next Chapter: There’s a Breath She’s Been Holding For a Long Time
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    Chapter One Hundred and Seventy:
There’s a Breath She’s Been Holding for a Long Time


    This was the third time Shaoshang had traveled far from home in her life. The first two times… ah, it was better not to dwell on them.


    Originally, Madam Xiao had hoped she would wait until the rebellions throughout the land were quelled before setting off. But seeing as this wouldn’t be finished in a day or two, Madam Xiao finally relented, mainly because Shaoshang’s journey was to Yu County. Thanks to Governor Liang, this was one of the few places in the land where the land reform decree had been successfully implemented, and the region was mostly peaceful. Even divorce cases between couples were being handled as usual.


    Passing through Yingchuan, Shaoshang stopped by to visit Qu Ling Jun, who was at home preparing for childbirth. She also received two handmade little cloth tigers from the pregnant woman. Madam Qu was truly a model of a virtuous lady, excelling in both inner and outer qualities. The cloth tigers she made were plump and round, adorable and well-loved by Shaoshang. Cheng Shaogong, on the other hand, looked at them with disdain throughout the whole thing – yes, this time only he was accompanying Shaoshang on the journey.


    Yu County, located in the southern part of the Central Plains, looked like a standing silkworm cocoon when viewed from above. To the north, on the left and right, were Sili and Yan Counties. Below, lay the sparsely populated yet potentially prosperous Jing County and Yang County. To the west, several counties were experiencing scattered rebellions, with General Han meticulously cleaning them up like a patient old woman sweeping the floor. To the east, however, was Xu County, one of the four most turbulent states.


    To prevent rebel troops or refugees from slipping into Yu County, Liang Wuji, despite his wife’s impending childbirth, was constantly rushing between the east and west, chasing after scattered bandits and blocking passes. He was running himself ragged.


    Meanwhile, Empress Dowager Xuan’s hometown was in Yi Yang County, the southernmost part of Yu County. Shaoshang’s group only needed to take the central official road, avoiding the eastern and western borders of Yu County. This way, they wouldn’t face any danger. With the clear autumn weather, the journey was leisurely and enjoyable. Shaoshang even thought that after fulfilling Empress Dowager Xuan’s wish, she could continue south to Jiang Xia in Jing County to visit Wang Ling. Rumor has it that this young lady had gained a reputation for virtue in the area, and everyone praised her gentleness, obedience, and the fact that she was the least violent among her sisters-in-law when it came to beating her husband… uh?


    “Aren’t you and Mistress Wang sworn enemies?” Cheng Shaogong couldn’t understand this type of ‘friendship.’


    “I’ve even fought with Sister A’Xu’e, and she became my sister-in-law! We women have broad minds. Any disagreements we have are like a gentle breeze or light rain, they can’t stir up a storm. You men, on the other hand, when things go wrong, you resort to war and bloodshed, creating a bloody mess and widespread chaos!”


    Shaogong wanted to tell his sister about all the powerful queens and empresses who stirred up trouble during the Warring States period. His lips moved a few times, but he eventually retreated back into the carriage. His sister had always been decisive, but after serving as Palace Supervisor for five years, she had become even more confident and decisive. He couldn’t control her at all anymore. Not only that, but she had even started to question his authority as older brother!


    “Third Brother, I’m going to ask you something,” Shaoshang squeezed into the carriage. “When Mother was giving birth, Grandfather was seriously ill and Father was away on business, so the whole house was in a mess. Do you think the midwife got it wrong? Maybe I was born an hour earlier, not you.”


    Cheng Shaogong was speechless for a long time before finally saying, “If it were two sons or two daughters, maybe they could have gotten mixed up about who came first. But we’re twins, a boy and a girl! How could the midwife not remember the genders?!”


    “It’s hard to say. Aunt Qing said she was young at the time, and when she saw Mother fall unconscious, she was so panicked that she was running around, taking care of Mother until she woke up. She only had time to ask whether it was a brother and sister or sister and brother after that.”


    Shaogong sighed, “We’re not children anymore. Why are you dwelling on such a trivial matter?”


    “It’s nothing. I just wanted to feel more confident in giving you orders, Third Brother.”


    Cheng Shaogong had nothing to say to that.


    That day at noon, the convoy stopped to set up camp and eat, giving everyone a chance to rest.


    Shaoshang sat beside her brother with a smile. “Third Brother, there’s something I want to ask you, but I’m not sure if it’s appropriate.”


    Shaogong turned his back to her, not wanting to engage. He huffed, “You think I’ll stop you from asking just because I say so?”


    “You knew I’d say that. Third Brother, now that everyone, except for A’Zhu and the younger ones, have settled down, what are your plans for the future?”1


    Shaogong sighed. “Eldest Brother wants me to go to his county to learn how to be an official. Second Brother wants me to go to Xu County to help him survey rivers. Father wants me to go with him to the military camp, and Mother wants me to learn how to manage household affairs… But I want to travel the world first.”


    Shaoshang was surprised. “Wow, you can be an official, survey rivers, lead troops, and manage household affairs? You know how to do all of that?”


    Shaogong was very proud. “Of course, I do. If you don’t believe me, ask Mother.” Although Madam Xiao always complained that he knew a lot but wasn’t skilled in anything, he was actually the most versatile and knowledgeable among all the siblings.


    Shaoshang looked at him with new respect. “Third Brother, since you want to travel the world, why haven’t you gone all these years? Did Father and Mother not agree?”


    “No, I wanted to see you married first, then I’d leave.”


    A wave of warmth washed over Shaoshang’s heart. She blushed and leaned against him, smiling. After the fire was lit, she brought him a bowl of steaming soup dumplings, her face full of eagerness. “Try it, Third Brother. It’s still hot. I made the seasoning myself, and the broth was prepared at the post station.”


    Shaogong took the dumplings, laughing and scolding, “You’re acting so subservient now. You little rascal!” But the rascal’s cooking skills weren’t bad. Hmph, that Huo was getting a good deal!


    “Let’s not talk about the future for now. What kind of wife do you want to marry?” Shaoshang continued to ask.


    Shaogong blew on the bone broth and pondered for a moment. “Someone not too mischievous and eccentric, like you. I wouldn’t be able to handle it.”


    Shaoshang wanted to punch him, but she forced herself to say, “Then someone like Mother, calm and measured.”


    “Too intelligent and capable. I wouldn’t be able to handle that either.”


    “Then someone like Sister Xu’e, gentle and compliant.”


    “I don’t like women who are too virtuous and well-behaved. It makes me look bad.” His personality was a million miles away from the upright and proper demeanor of a typical scholar-official. He enjoyed teasing and joking around, occasionally acting a bit strange. If a woman was too virtuous, he’d feel a lot of pressure.


    “Yes, you aren’t a typical scholar-official. Okay, then someone like Sister Qiqi, cheerful and free-spirited, naturally pure.”


    This time, Shaogong nearly jumped up, “You want to kill me! You know I got beaten up by her several times when we were kids!”


    “Then what kind of woman do you want?” Shaoshang asked impatiently. “Aunt Sang, Aunt Qing… Don’t tell me you want a woman as ‘powerful and majestic’ as Grandmother!”


    Shaogong also became frustrated. “I haven’t even thought about it yet. Why are you pushing me? That’s why I want to go out and travel, maybe I’ll meet the right person out there!”


    “Suit yourself,” Shaoshang said helplessly. “Just be careful and don’t end up like Yuan Shen’s father. Our family can’t handle that kind of chaos.” Actually, she wanted to set up some businesses for Cheng Shaogong, so he wouldn’t be a carefree idler his whole life and end up with no wife, no children, no home, and no job.


    Seeing that his sister didn’t want to talk, Shaogong’s gossipy side took over. He leaned over and whispered, “Niao Niao, the Emperor summoned you to the palace before we left. What did he say to you?”


    “He didn’t say anything,” Shaoshang mumbled.


    “His Majesty didn’t say something like, ‘His life has been very difficult?’”


    Shaoshang abruptly turned her head, sitting up halfway. “Are you divining for me again?!”


    Shaogong quickly waved his hands. “No, no, I promised you I wouldn’t divine for you anymore!” He paused, then gave a wry smile. “Even if I could predict the future, I wouldn’t be able to know what the Emperor would say.”


    Shaoshang slowly sat back down, her face stern. “That’s good… but how did you know?”


    “I just guessed! Empress Dowager Xuan just passed away, and the Emperor is kind and sentimental. Father said he’s been depressed for the past two months. Seeing you, who served Empress Dowager Xuan for so long, how could he not feel melancholic and remorseful? For us who divine and predict the future, the most important thing is to understand people’s hearts, to observe their words and expressions. If we just speak randomly, we’ll be lucky to survive!”


    “You’re saying you all just rely on deception.”


    “You can’t put it that way. When Empress Dowager Bo, the mother of Emperor Wen, was still in the Wei King’s palace, Xu Fu predicted that she would give birth to a future emperor. Didn’t that come true?” Shaogong tried his best to defend his profession.2


    “What’s so strange about that? At that time, there were many warlords fighting for power, and Wei Bao was one of them. Xu Fu probably said the same thing to the wives of all the warlords. One of them was bound to unify the empire, and wouldn’t his concubine then give birth to an emperor?”


    “Nonsense! Diviner Yao Weng also told Old Lady Zang, ‘Your eldest daughter is destined for greatness, she will surely give birth to a future emperor.’ And it came true! The eldest daughter of the Wang family indeed gave birth to Emperor Wu.”


    “At that time, the palace was selecting beautiful women, and Old Lady Zang was very ambitious. Of course, Yao Weng would flatter her. Could he have said, ‘Your daughter is destined to be a mere palace maid, she’ll only be able to wash feet when she enters the palace’? Would he have lived to tell the tale?” Shaoshang didn’t believe that one could determine a person’s fate just by looking at their face.


    “But Old Lady Zang was originally going to send her second daughter, who was of marriageable age, to the palace. It was Yao Weng who insisted that her eldest daughter had the destiny of becoming an empress, proving how accurate he was.”


    “That’s even easier to explain. Obviously, Yao Weng saw that Empress Wang, even though she was married and had a daughter, was more beautiful, clever, and eloquent than her younger sister. Women who enter the palace to vie for the emperor’s favor, of course, the more beautiful and intelligent they are, the better!”


    Shaogong was so angry he was about to explode, but he couldn’t come up with a retort. His face turned as pale as dried chrysanthemum petals, and after a long pause, he finally mumbled, “You, you, you… it’s useless to reason with a woman and a scoundrel!”


    Shaoshang burst into laughter. When she had calmed down, she softly said, “The Emperor didn’t say anything that day. It’s just… it’s just that to me, the world seemed like a jumble of threads, and people’s hearts were elusive and unpredictable. The Emperor made his judgement so casually…”


    Shaogong, using his “fortune-teller” observation skills, probed, “Was what the Emperor said about Huo Buyi?”


    Shaoshang nodded glumly. “I thought the mung beans weren’t ripening because they were stubborn, and the scallions were spicy because the earth was dry and harsh. But the Emperor, the Emperor said… said I was just…”


    “Just cowardly,” Shaogong finished calmly.


    Shaoshang whipped her head around. “How did you know that?”


    Shaogong sighed softly. “I’ve seen it for a long time, but I didn’t know how to tell you. Father always praised you for being cautious, meticulous, and thoughtful, but I know that’s not your true nature. Seeing how you and Sister Qiqi became close friends instantly, I knew you actually enjoy being carefree and impulsive. If you want to drink, you’d steal two jars from the cellar and get drunk, not caring about getting scolded. If you want to fight, you’d dare to fight back and even scold them in front of elders. But you don’t dare. Sister Qiqi has someone to take care of her mistakes, but you…”


    His voice became hoarse, filled with sadness. “You haven’t noticed? When Huo Buyi is around, you make mistakes more easily. When he’s not, you’re much more composed. Later, when Huo Buyi was exiled, you became even more proper. I often hear people say, ‘Mistress Cheng is quite remarkable. She navigates between Changqiu and Yong’an palaces effortlessly. Not only does she take excellent care of the Empress Dowager of Huai’an, but she also earns the respect of Empress Yue and the Emperor’s praise.’”


    The deposed Empress was allowed to leave the palace two or three times a year, which wasn’t a small matter. But his sister had managed it flawlessly – first, she had the physician start it, saying that staying in the palace was bad for the Empress Dowager of Huai’an’s health. So the Emperor moved the Empress Dowager of Huai’an to a royal estate. But because Empress Yue frequently visited there to soak in the hot springs, Empress Dowager Xuan refused to go. Therefore, the Emperor designated another estate (Empress Dowager Xuan’s private property, which Shaoshang fully controlled) for the Empress Dowager’s convalescence. This way, the Censors couldn’t say anything.


    Innocent and carefree children are all spoiled. Only those who have no one to rely on learn to read people’s faces. That’s why his sister was so attached to Empress Dowager Xuan. It had nothing to do with Empress Dowager Xuan’s talent, knowledge, temperament, or methods. It was simply because his sister could completely depend on her.


    “The Emperor is right,” Shaoshang said after a long silence. “I’ve been overthinking everything, afraid of this and that. It all comes down to one word – cowardice. What’s so bad about getting hurt? Learn from your mistakes. What’s the big deal about falling down? Get up and keep going. What matters is whether I still want to grow old with that person.”


    Self-respect is essential. Compromising without any boundaries is self-deprecation, and no one would sympathize with a self-deprecating person. But you can’t be too proud, either. If you’re stuck on your high horse, you could miss out on good people and good things.


    “Well said.” Cheng Shaogong patted her shoulder. Niao Niao had grown up, but he was still sad.


    This sadness didn’t last for long. Like most twins who start kicking each other in the womb, within a few hours, Cheng Shaogong wanted to strangle his sister again.


    After their midday rest, Shaoshang ordered the convoy to continue their journey, aiming to reach the next post station before nightfall. Two hours later, the convoy stopped at a wooden pavilion tavern at a fork in the road. The Cheng siblings generously ordered a huge amount of local delicacies – smoked meat, bamboo shoots, dried meat, pickled fish – and had Wu Bi deliver them to the guards for everyone to share.


    There weren’t many travelers at the tavern. People came from all directions, but only Shaoshang’s group was headed south. The old tavern owner, hearing this, hurriedly said, “My two esteemed guests, the southern road was blocked a few days ago by trees and rocks that rolled down from the mountainside. The officials are busy with the land reform and suppressing the rebellions, so they can’t clear the road anytime soon. You might want to take the western path, which is actually shorter.”


    Shaoshang’s brow furrowed slightly, but she didn’t say anything.


    “How do we take that path?” Cheng Shaogong quickly asked. “Is it far? Can carriages pass through? Can we reach the post station before nightfall?”


    The old tavern owner smiled. “Yes, yes, all of that. This path was the original southern road. Later, because the merchants going to Yang County and Jing County increased, they found the old road too narrow. Hmm, it was during the time of Emperor Xuan of the previous dynasty when the court sent troops south to quell the rebellion of the Tu people. They had to transport military supplies and grain in large batches, so the officials opened up a new road that was wider and flatter.”


    Cheng Shaogong felt relieved and repeatedly thanked him.


    “Thank you, uncle,” Shaoshang smiled playfully. “Then we shall take the western path. Since we’ve met today, why don’t you tell us about some of the nearby mountains and trails? This is a beautiful place. Once my brother and I are done with our business, we’ll come back for some sightseeing.”


    She reached into her bag and pulled out a handful of copper coins, giving them to the older tavern owner, who was delighted. He stopped attending to other customers and sat down in front of the Cheng siblings, telling them everything he knew.


    Just when Cheng Shaogong thought everything was going smoothly, less than half an hour after leaving the tavern, Shaoshang suddenly ordered the convoy to turn around, taking a side path to go around the tavern and head back towards the blocked main road.


    Cheng Shaogong was startled and quickly asked, “What’s wrong?”


    Shaoshang remained calm and composed. “Nothing. I just think it’s not right.”


    “What’s not right? That old man has run the tavern his whole life. How could he possibly deceive you?”


    Shaoshang playfully smiled. “Third Brother, you want to go east, I want to go west. We have different opinions. Do you think the guards will listen to me or to you?”


    Cheng Shaogong looked at the two guards standing behind his sister, their eyes sharp, and smacked his lips. “Alright, alright,” he said helplessly. “We’re not in a rush to fulfill Empress Dowager Xuan’s wish. If you want to take a detour and go back, let’s go.”


    It wasn’t because he was easygoing, but because the situation demanded it.


    This convoy, including the female warriors, guards, and servants, numbered over one hundred people. Because Cheng Shi and Cheng Zhi also needed manpower, only twenty percent of the convoy were Cheng family soldiers, led by Shaogong’s personal guard, Fu Deng. The rest were all Shaoshang’s people.


    These soldiers were orphans of fallen soldiers whom Empress Dowager Xuan had taken in and cared for years ago. After they came of age, they were assigned to the Empress’s guard. When Empress Xuan and her son were deposed, they refused to transfer to Empress Yue’s command. And to avoid suspicion, they couldn’t join the ranks of any of the princes and princesses. Therefore, Empress Dowager Xuan entrusted them to Shaoshang.


    Shaoshang had wealth, estates, and her father, brother, and uncles, who were skilled in warfare and leadership. For the past five or six years, she had trained and disciplined them following the Cheng family’s military practices, also taking care of their families. At the time, Madam Xiao had sighed, “Plans are always disrupted by fate. The many skills I taught Cheng Yang all these years were never used, but my daughter, whom I thought wouldn’t need them, is now handling everything.”


    After another hour and a half, the convoy stealthily returned to the southern road. Everyone saw that it was indeed flat and wide, easily accommodating eight supply carriages side by side. Unfortunately, after traveling several miles, they saw rocks and trees, taller than a man, blocking the road ahead.


    Cheng Shaogong hurriedly said, “See? That old man wasn’t lying. This road really can’t be used!”


    Shaoshang, however, dismounted and walked towards the pile of giant rocks and debris, examining them carefully.


    Cheng Shaogong had no choice but to get off his carriage and follow her. He crouched beside his sister and repeatedly asked, “What’s wrong? What’s wrong?”


    Shaoshang stood up, her expression serious. “Third Brother, do you know why the officials built this road?”


    Shaogong was incredulous. “It’s getting dark. If we don’t leave soon, we’ll have to sleep outside. I’ll take you to listen to the teacher later.”


    Shaoshang ignored him and continued, “The official road, official road. To put it simply, it’s for officials to use. What do officials use it for? Officials coming and going, merchants traveling – those are secondary. The First Emperor mobilized one hundred thousand people to build the eight hundred li of expressway.3 He did it so that he could quickly and easily dispatch troops and supply carriages.”


    “Therefore, there’s a reason behind building an official road. You can’t build it in a deep mountain or forest. It’s best to have flat terrain, with no obstruction on all sides, making it difficult for anyone to set an ambush or attack secretly.”


    “This is all stuff Huo Buyi told you, isn’t it?” Shaogong hummed.


    Shaoshang rolled her eyes. “Didn’t Father tell you all this? You just let it go in one ear and out the other.”


    “I know all this! What are you trying to say?”


    Shaoshang continued, “Before I left, I asked His Majesty the Crown Prince to allow me to borrow the Yu County map from the Hongwen Academy. This official road is flat throughout, except for one section where there’s a small mountain on the eastern side…”


    Shaogong looked up, pointing towards the small mountain on the east side. “You’re right. That must be the mountain. Probably heavy rains caused some rocks to slide down, taking trees with them. There were thunderstorms and heavy rains for several days last month. Several hills near the Capital collapsed, and they almost flooded the villages.”


    Shaoshang spoke slowly, “But that old man said the road was blocked a few days ago. Autumn has already arrived. Where would there be heavy rains?”


    Shaogong was taken aback.


    Shaoshang pointed to the rocks and trees. “Look closer. Does it look like it was caused by heavy rains? The trees are dry, the soil firm, and the sunny side of these rocks are almost completely clean. If they had been washed down by heavy rains and mud, how come they’re not covered in mud and sand?”


    Shaogong was horrified. After a long pause, he said, “Someone must have deliberately pushed these rocks and trees down from the mountain to block the road!”


    Shaoshang said calmly, “We can’t be certain. Sometimes, when mountain people cut down trees or quarry stones carelessly, this kind of thing can happen. However, someone as unlucky as me from childhood needs to be extra careful. Carefulness is the key to longevity.”


    “Then we should hurry back and take another route!” Shaogong declared firmly.


    “If we light a fire and travel at night, wouldn’t we become easy targets?” Shaoshang said.


    “Then what do you suggest?!”


    “We should detour a few miles, light no fires, and wait until dawn.”


    Shaogong was furious. “Since you know it’s not a good idea, why are you lingering outside? We should hurry back!”


    Shaoshang brushed off the dirt on her hands, stubborn as ever. “No, we can’t travel at night.”


    Shaogong, at his wit’s end, roared, “I’m your older brother! Listen to me!”


    Shaoshang, unable to bear it any longer, unleashed years of pent-up anger in a full-fledged attack.


    “Back then, when Fan rebelled in Yan County, Third Uncle insisted on going to Qing County to see his senior disciple. I said it was a bad idea. If Qing County was already compromised, Third Uncle going in would be like throwing a meat bun at a dog – he’d be gone for good. If Qing County was safe, would it really matter if he went or not? I said, ‘The situation ahead is unclear, we don’t have many guards with us, so we shouldn’t act rashly. We should return to Chenliu County, find out what’s happening, and then make a decision.’ But no one listened to me.” Aunt Sang didn’t understand those things, but what was truly infuriating was that pig-headed uncle!


    “Before leaving, Third Uncle hugged his wife and daughter, shed a few tears, then went to Qing County with a heroic, ‘wind howls and leaves fall’ attitude. Before leaving, he even instructed us to continue to Huaxian County. What was the result? What was the result? My aunt and I almost lost our entire army and died without a single trace!” The last sentence Shaoshang almost yelled out. The ordeal of nearly being cooked into human barbeque was her nightmare.


    Shaogong sheepishly said, “Third Uncle is a scholar. He’s naturally… not very good at…”


    “The next year, someone impeached Uncle Wan for oppressing the people, and we went to see him. On our way back, I said that since there had already been several attempts on our lives, we should take the main road even if it meant going a longer way. We shouldn’t take the shortcut through the forest – did anyone listen to me? Did anyone listen to me? Uncle Wan even laughed at me for being cowardly. You and Sister Qiqi laughed particularly hard, and Second Brother was hesitant. And then what happened? What happened? If not for… him coming to our rescue… we would have lost our entire army again!”


    Shaogong was there at the time and knew this was true, so he laughed dryly and pretended to be oblivious.


    “Third Brother, I’m telling you, I’ve been holding these things in for years. I couldn’t say anything because of Father and Uncle Wan’s reputations as ‘real men.’ I just kept it all in!” Shaoshang became increasingly angrier. It was because of these irresponsible male elders that she owed so much to that person, and she didn’t know when she’d be able to pay it back.


    “There’s also something I’ve been wanting to say for a long time. Even though I’m young, don’t you think I’m the smartest person in the family aside from Father, Mother, and Aunt Sang?” The aura Shaoshang was emitting was astounding. Her eyes were blazing with fire. Shaogong, covered in spittle, practically cowered beneath the horse’s belly.


    “If I’m smarter than all of you, why can’t you just listen to me?!”


    Shaogong thought to himself, ‘Fine, alright… you’re right.’


    …


    Shaoshang’s track record for trips has been 0 for 3 so far, haha. Also, can I say how much I love professional traitor Shaogong. He’s my favorite of all the siblings.


    Next Chapter: There’s a Grudge She’s Been Wanting to Settle for a Long Time


    
      	She’s talking about the youngest Cheng sibling, Cheng Zhu. ↩︎


      	Emperor Wen (r.180-157 BCE) was the fifth emperor of the Han Dynasty.
Empress Dowager Bo (205-155 BCE) was the mother of Emperor Wen.
Xu Fu (c.2nd Century BCE) was a famous diviner in the Han Dynasty.
Wei Bao (c. 3rd-2nd Century BCE) was a warlord who fought during the early Han Dynasty. ↩︎


      	Eight hundred li is about 310 miles. ↩︎
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    Chapter One Hundred and Seventy-One:
There was a Grudge She Had Long Wished to Settle


    Shaogong was powerless against his sister’s decision, so they hurried off the main road before nightfall, while there was still no one around. They led their horses or carried the carriages, their feet stumbling across the hard, uneven ground crisscrossed with ravines. Before darkness fell, they found a secluded corner to set up camp. That night, they dared not light a fire, so they had to make do with spring water and dry rations. Fortunately, the weather was mild, neither cold nor hot, so even without a bonfire, they wouldn’t struggle against the chill. A woolen blanket was enough to get through the night.


    Shaoshang also had the guards and soldiers take turns on watch duty, instructing the maids to use scented incense to ward off mosquitoes, rats, and ants. They stayed like this until dawn. In the darkness, watching his sister calmly giving instructions, Shaogong suddenly said, “Did Huo Buyi teach you all this?” Madam Xiao certainly wouldn’t have, and Father wouldn’t have had time. It had to be him.


    Shaoshang stiffened, without turning around. “… Couldn’t I have learned it from books?”


    The night wind whistled softly across the empty field, quiet and chilling. Except for the guards on duty, everyone else had gone to sleep. Shaoshang, unable to sleep, sat alone with her knees drawn up in front of the tent. The sky was shrouded in a thick white fog, stars and moon hidden from sight. Only the chill of the night silently crept in from all around – she suddenly thought of him.


    When they were marching in the field, in the depths of the silent night, did he also gaze at the sky outside his tent like this?


    The nights in the north were so cold that water froze instantly. How did he endure it? Did he bring enough warm clothes? She had made him gloves and knee pads. Did he take them when he left in a hurry? He probably hadn’t, otherwise, his hands wouldn’t have gotten frostbite…


    Shaoshang had not slept a wink all night. As soon as the first hint of pale blue appeared in the sky, she immediately sent two scouts on horseback to gather information. At the same time, she ordered the cooks to prepare a hearty and hot meal for everyone. The food was ready, the broth steaming. Shaogong, stretching and yawning, emerged from his tent to find his sister, without even bothering to eat properly, meticulously studying a map.


    Soon, the two scouts returned, and Shaoshang eagerly inquired about the situation.


    The younger scout was out of breath, panting heavily. The older one, with a serious expression, reported, “Reporting to the Young Lady, that canyon path is indeed suspicious. We first went to the tavern to inquire. The old man said that there were no travelers heading south yesterday. But after we left, a group of families going south to visit relatives arrived. We immediately rode after them. We found traces of wheels, horseshoes, and footprints for several miles along the path. However, halfway through the canyon, there were no more signs.”


    The younger scout, catching his breath, said, “The old man at the tavern clearly said that that family had more than twenty people with them, including children, and they traveled with four or five carriages. They passed through the canyon path in the evening. How could they just disappear into thin air halfway through? So, we went back to search again. We found faint traces of blood in a part of the canyon, but it had been covered up with yellow sand. We continued further and noticed a patch of freshly dug earth at the foot of the mountain. We dug it up, and… Mistress, there were several bodies…”


    Shaogong nearly overturned his bowl of porridge in shock. “Is that really true?!”


    “Could they have been robbed?” Shaoshang asked.


    The older scout replied, “I don’t think so. Although it was a quick glance, I saw silver bracelets on the wrists of several women, and… the golden anklet on a baby swaddled in cloth was still there.” He hesitated before saying the last few words, unable to bear the thought.


    Shaoshang’s expression turned cold. Shaogong, his chopsticks trembling, asked, “Perhaps it was revenge?”


    “It doesn’t seem like it. All their heads were still there,” the younger scout said.


    Shaoshang nodded. The standard procedure for revenge in this era was to cut off the victim’s head and offer it as a tribute to someone or something. Back then, He Zhaojun followed this practice. If they had time to bury the bodies and conceal the evidence, they would surely have had time to decapitate the victims.


    “If it’s not about money or revenge, then they must have another motive,” she said coldly.


    Shaogong put down his chopsticks, anxious. “Niao Niao, it seems there really are bandits out there. We don’t know who they’re targeting, but we should hurry back to Madam Qu’s residence.”


    Shaoshang thought for a moment before asking the two scouts, “Based on your observations, how many people were in this group?”


    Shaogong’s heart skipped a beat. His instincts told him his sister was about to do something.


    Estimating enemy numbers was the scouts’ specialty. The older scout said, “Based on the concealed signs of combat, I estimate there were about two hundred, at most four or five hundred. They usually keep one-third of their men in reserve, at most half.”


    Shaoshang agreed. “That’s right. I also think it was probably five or six hundred at the most. Any more than that wouldn’t make sense. The county magistrates under the jurisdiction of the Governor of Liangzhou wouldn’t be so negligent as to let nearly a thousand bandits slip in without noticing.” Especially in the current situation, with the magistrates fearing trouble in their territories, they would have increased control over weapons and soldiers.


    Shaogong listened, his mind a complete blank. He watched helplessly as his sister summoned four of the guard leaders and two other servants from the Cheng family, those who had worked as spies, into the tent. She gave them instructions, one after another.


    “… I just hope this won’t be too reckless,” she said, her hands pressed against the map, sighing heavily.


    One of the leaders clasped his fists together. “Don’t worry, Mistress. Those who slaughter innocent people deserve to die. Even without your orders, we brothers would have intervened if we saw it happening!”


    The others responded in agreement, then left to carry out their orders.


    Once everyone had left, Shaogong abruptly stood up and roared, “What are you trying to do?!”


    Shaoshang, her eyes still fixed on the map, said, “I’m going to do what’s right.”


    “Don’t be ridiculous!”


    Shaoshang looked at her brother. “I’ve sent people to pretend to buy food at that tavern. I’ve also spread the word—we know about the travelers who were ambushed in the canyon last night. Thankfully, I was feeling unwell yesterday afternoon, so we camped in the nearby wilderness and escaped. Now, we’re afraid, so we decided to return the way we came and seek refuge with the Governor of An Guo County. On our way back, aside from that valley we passed with lots of flowers and grass, there’s nowhere else to rest. Since I’m not feeling well and travel slowly, we have to buy a lot of things.”


    “You want to lure them out? Are you crazy? They’re plotting something, and we should be hiding, but you want to rush into danger! You’re so reckless. If I tell Father and Mother, they’ll surely beat you!” Shaogong’s veins were throbbing on his forehead. “You’re back to your old tricks! When you need to be bold, you hesitate at every step. When you need to be careful, you act recklessly like a troublemaker from another life!”


    After venting his anger, he softened his tone and said, “Why are you doing this? Maybe they’re not targeting you at all.”


    Shaoshang’s eyes were calm. “If they aren’t targeting me, they won’t react to the news I spread. If they are… hmph, once I reach the governor’s jurisdiction or even Madam Qu’s residence, they wouldn’t dare pursue me. That’s why they have to intercept me before I get there.”


    “That’s perfect then! Let’s go back and catch those bastards, isn’t that better?”


    “If we go back, they won’t be able to catch me, but I won’t be able to catch them either—I still don’t know who these people are or how to catch them!” Shaoshang’s voice was firm like steel, “Those innocent people died because of me, they cannot die in vain!”


    Shaogong fell silent.


    Shaoshang retrieved a small wooden box from her bag and held it out to Shaogong with both hands. “This contains the letter of introduction Mother gave me before I left, along with Sister Qiqi’s seal of the Wan family. Please take a few guards and ride quickly to An Guo County. The governor is Uncle Wan’s close friend. He came to our house for a banquet once, a very generous and straightforward man. Please ask him to send troops to help us. He will definitely agree.”


    She saw the disapproval on her brother’s face and smiled. “The current situation is unstable. If ordinary guards went to seek help, the county governor might hesitate, fearing that someone is trying to lure him away. You will have to go personally. It will take three hours to reach the governor’s office by horseback, and it will take another two hours to send troops to the valley.”


    “Third Brother, you know my temperament—stubborn, reckless, and impossible to fix. I’ve made up my mind, and nothing you say will change it. You’re better off hurrying to get reinforcements. Maybe you can arrive before I run into those scoundrels.”


    Shaogong looked at his sister’s delicate face, so similar to his own. He felt a deep sense of powerlessness and sighed heavily. “You have to wait for me to come back!”


    Watching the four horses kick up dust as they galloped away, Shaogong and three guards sped off. Shaoshang immediately put her plan into action.


    First, Shaoshang sent a group to dig up the bodies in the canyon. At the same time, she left all the baggage, supplies, and the maids and servants without combat skills behind. The rest, carrying weapons and supplies that Shaoshang had prepared beforehand, traveled quickly on horseback. Along the way, they purchased straw and planks from farmhouses. By noon, they finally reached the valley full of flowers and grass.


    It was called a valley, but in reality, it only had a gentle slope on the east and west sides. Two roads, wide enough for three or four carriages, ran north and south. Springs trickled down the mountain walls on all sides, flowing through shallow ditches carved into the ground and leading to the surrounding farmlands and irrigation canals.


    Shaoshang immediately assigned tasks. One group started making camp and preparing food. Another group, under Shaoshang’s instructions, began to set up the ‘special’ plan. A third group built a simple thatched hut in the center of the valley. When everything was set up, everyone sat down for a hearty lunch. At some point, someone finally asked, “Mistress Cheng, who are we going to fight?”


    In this current climate, it was expected that a warrior would die for those he knew well. Even if he changed masters, he should do so gracefully and maintain decorum. He should never abandon his post at the last moment, seeing that the enemy is strong and powerful, and say, “I’m not doing this anymore.”


    Especially in this case, Shaoshang’s troops were either veterans who had followed Cheng Shi for years or her carefully trained elite soldiers. All of them were loyal and trustworthy ‘insiders.’ Strictly speaking, they would follow Shaoshang’s orders to the letter, even if it meant risking their lives.


    However, it was good to boost morale. At that moment, the group sent to dig up the bodies returned, carrying the corpses of innocent victims on four or five flatbed carts.


    Shaoshang gathered everyone together, stood on a high point, and raised her voice. “When I set out on this journey, I thought it would be pleasant and peaceful, full of good food and drinks. After fulfilling Empress Dowager Xuan’s wishes, I could even visit Jing County and Yang County and see those charming ladies from the Wu region…”


    The crowd laughed.


    “Looks like that is going to have to wait,” Shaoshang said, emphasizing her words. “Someone wants to kill me! Should I just offer my neck to the sword?”


    “Absolutely not!” the crowd shouted.


    “Someone asked me, ‘Since someone’s trying to kill you, why not just run away? Why do you have to fight back?’” Shaoshang pointed to the corpses on the ground. “I’m not doing it for myself, I’m doing it for them!”


    The crowd’s gaze fell upon the bodies.


    Shaoshang held up a bamboo slip, her voice heavy. “This is a family letter I found on one of the bodies. They were originally from Jing County, and a branch of their family settled in Yu County. This time, an elder in Jing County is celebrating his eightieth birthday, and they also said a niece from their uncle’s family is getting married. They were eager to see their family, so they decided to travel together, to celebrate the birthday and the wedding all at once. Who would have thought that fate would be so cruel? They were all killed. Look…”


    The corpses on the flatbed carts were stained with blood. Old people, weak people, women, and children – all were present. The veteran Cheng family soldiers were alright, but the guards entrusted to Shaoshang by Empress Dowager Xuan had rarely left the Capital. They had never seen such a scene before, and their eyes welled up with tears. Some of the younger ones, seeing the corpses of little girls and young children on the wooden cart, couldn’t help but cry.


    “They were all raised by parents. They all had close relatives and loved ones. Because of a group of animals who deserve to be struck by lightning, their joyous occasion had become a tragedy. When the news gets back to their families, they will be heartbroken…”


    Even the old soldiers now had grave expressions. The rest of them either wept or gritted their teeth, all shouting –


    “Kill those beasts!”


    “Slaughter them!”


    “We won’t let them get away with this!”


    Fu Deng stood behind Shaoshang, wiping away tears as he thought, ‘Mother really had an eye for talent. Back when she was just a simple country girl, she could tell this mistress was truly exceptional.’ 1


    The shortened pre-battle pep-talk was over. Shaoshang sat alone in the thatched hut, while everyone waited quietly in their assigned positions.


    At the third hour of the afternoon, as the sun began to set in the west, a rapid and insistent drumming of horseshoes echoed from the southern entrance to the valley. The deep vibrations traveled through the air and the earth, striking the eardrums of everyone present. The four guard leaders silently issued their orders.


    As the horsemen approached the valley entrance, the drumming of hooves slowed. A large group of masked riders, wielding swords and spears, appeared before the waiting soldiers—there were already more than four hundred in sight, and judging by the number at the valley entrance, they likely numbered five or six hundred in total.


    Shaoshang, mounted on her horse, called out in a loud voice, “An old friend is here. Why don’t you show yourself?”


    The masked riders parted in the middle, and a woman in riding attire, accompanied by four maids, slowly rode out from the crowd. Seeing the small number of people beside Shaoshang, she sneered, then gracefully removed her veil and handed it to a maid. “I heard you wanted to see me. I’ve come to meet you. Why don’t you come forward and greet me, Shaoshang?”


    Seeing the familiar face, Shaoshang smiled slightly, “I had a feeling it was you, but I wasn’t sure.”


    Luo Jitong, stroking her riding whip leisurely, said, “Why weren’t you sure?”


    “I have too many enemies,” Shaoshang said. “It’s hard to tell which one is which.”


    Luo Jitong gave a soft, alluring smile. “How can a little girl like you have so many enemies? Could it be that you’re just not a nice person?”


    “What can I do? There are countless women secretly lusting after Huo Buyi.”


    Luo Jitong’s face darkened. “Even now, you dare to be so glib! When I’ve skinned you alive and ripped out your heart, we’ll see what kind of expression Huo Buyi has on his face!”


    “Speaking of…” Shaoshang’s voice changed, a note of melancholy creeping into it. “We’ve known each other for so long. Six years ago, you pretended to be a virtuous woman straight out of a novel. Six years later, you’re practically trying to eat me alive. Honestly, we’ve never really had a proper conversation.”


    She pointed her riding whip behind her. “Sister Luo Jitong, would you be willing to share some wine and a chat with me?”


    The martial maids standing beside Luo Jitong immediately responded, “Mistress, be careful, there might be a trap. We should end this quickly.”


    Luo Jitong didn’t seem concerned. She laughed. “Cheng Shaoshang, don’t think I don’t know you have sent people to An Guo County to call for reinforcements. But they won’t arrive until this evening at the earliest. With the forces you have now, I could wipe you out in half an hour.”


    Shaoshang’s expression didn’t flicker. “Since you’re so confident, why not have a chat?”


    Luo Jitong nodded in agreement, gesturing for her people to move in. Shaoshang, in turn, signaled her own group to fall back. This created a space with their forces facing each other, north and south, across the valley.


    Shaoshang dismounted, extending a hand in a welcoming gesture. “I just built this pavilion. Please, Sister Luo, don’t think it’s too humble.” Then, adhering to the proper etiquette for host and guest, she took her seat directly on the north side.


    Luo Jitong surveyed the pavilion, noticing its open structure, making it impossible to hide any ambush. With a graceful stride, she entered and took a seat opposite Shaoshang across the low table.


    On the table sat a small earthenware stove, a gentle charcoal fire crackling beneath it. The aroma of rice wine wafted from a ceramic pot.


    Shaoshang ladled two scoops of wine into two double-eared cups, then pushed them toward Luo Jitong, offering her first choice. Luo Jitong looked at her, then reached for the cup on the right, hesitated, and finally picked up the cup on the left.


    After taking a sip of the wine, Luo Jitong sighed, “You must have brewed this yourself. It’s even more fragrant than the rice wine from the Imperial brewery. In fact, His Majesty loves your wine, but he’s been holding back from praising you.”


    “I know,” Shaoshang replied, taking a small sip. “He worries that using so much fine rice for brewing encourages extravagance and waste. But you know, not long after you left, I learned to make delicious wine using coarse rice and millet.”


    Luo Jitong looked around. Though the pavilion was simple, its construction was clever. The floor was made of smooth wooden boards, covered with a thick layer of dry straw. Several strands of straw wind chimes hung from the four long supporting pillars. Above, a thin, translucent silk cloth stretched across the top, filtering the sunlight while keeping the pavilion bright and airy.


    Even though it was early autumn, Luo Jitong was still feeling a bit warm from her journey on horseback. Sitting in the breezy pavilion, she breathed in the cool air, scented with rice wine, and couldn’t help but remark, “You were always like this. Completely oblivious to the rules and etiquette, but you had these ingenious ideas, especially when it came to enjoying yourself. No one could match your resourcefulness.”


    Shaoshang, wanting to buy time, pretended to be unconcerned. “You tell me, then, what I should learn and what I shouldn’t. Her Majesty says I’ve been making progress every day.”


    Luo Jitong glanced around the pavilion. The slopes on either side were gentle, unsuitable for ambushes like rolling stones. She then looked at the meager sixty or seventy soldiers ahead. She spoke in a detached voice. “Don’t bother trying to stall. I’ll only spend half an hour talking with you. Your fate today is sealed.”


    Shaoshang remained composed. “If I hadn’t deliberately waited for you, you wouldn’t be sitting here right now, saying all this. I waited because I wanted to ask you: have you lost your mind? You actually dared to do something so reckless, something that would bring ruin to your entire family! The men behind you are all from the Luo family’s private army, along with mercenaries you paid handsomely, right? To kill me, you’ve slaughtered innocent people without a second thought, and you even tried to cover up your tracks. Whether I live or die, my third brother will spread the word. Don’t you care about your family, your father, your siblings?”


    “Don’t try to intimidate me,” Luo Jitong retorted, her mind sharp, clearly not a simpleton. “First, your third brother might not know it was me, and secondly, he has no proof. After I kill you, I’ll immediately head south to Jing County. Jing County is vast. I’ll clean up my tracks and claim to have gone on a trip south. Who can prove it was me who killed you?”


    Shaoshang fell silent for a moment. “It seems I underestimated you… Does Huo Buyi know about your skills?”


    Luo Jitong’s expression shifted, her eyes clouding over. “…He’s five years older than me. When I entered the palace, he was just leaving to set up his own household. To avoid any impropriety with women of the palace, he only visited Changqiu Palace to see the Empress once or twice a month. Whenever he came, I’d hide behind the curtains and secretly watch him. For all those years, I saw him so many times, but I never managed to speak to him twice.”


    “You could have just gone to him and spoken,” Shaoshang remarked, offering an unexpected bit of fair advice. “Waiting for Huo Buyi to speak to you? You’d be waiting until the end of time.”


    Luo Jitong sighed. “He treated all women the same, ignoring them. So, I’m curious… how did you two meet? Why you and not me?”


    Shaoshang opened her mouth, then said, “… You probably won’t believe this, but aside from the broken engagement six years ago, Huo Buyi and my interactions weren’t things I could control.”


    Luo Jitong’s voice was dry. “Yes, that’s how he is. He appears gentle and amiable, but he’s actually stubborn and set in his ways. It doesn’t matter who likes him. He only cared if you liked him back. I knew I had no choice, so I decided to stop paying attention to him. But… But it’s easier said than done…”


    “He is so elegant and beautiful, his actions and words measured and calm. When he looks at you, it’s with focused attention. When he speaks, he’s polite and courteous. He’s a solitary figure, always independent, never even so much as teasing a little palace maid.” So gentle, yet so cold.


    Luo Jitong had kept those words bottled up for over a decade, with no one to confide in. Now, facing her dying rival, she finally felt a release, letting out a torrent of melancholic longing, her youthful crush unfolding like a dream.


    “He was a dream I’d held since childhood, a distant vision like morning light on a mountain peak, a fairy palace in the sea, breathtakingly beautiful, yet unattainable. I couldn’t wait forever, without hope. I had to plan for myself. But then…”


    Her gaze fell upon Shaoshang, her expression filled with a poignant sadness. “Then, one day, I woke from the dream. I remember that morning, when Old Lady Zhai said with such a cheerful smile, ‘Eleventh Lang is going to marry. He chose the woman himself. Thank goodness.’ I don’t know how I got through the day. I was like a walking corpse, my spirit adrift. I even knocked over the inkstone while grinding ink for Her Majesty. I had to take leave and go home.”


    As she spoke, a fiery rage ignited in Luo Jitong’s eyes. “If the dream had remained a dream, untouchable, I would have accepted it. But then, I heard that dreams can come true! Eleventh Lang can love a woman! But why you? Why not me?!”


    Even with Shaoshang’s boldness, she couldn’t help but lean back slightly, startled by the manic intensity in Luo Jitong’s gaze.


    Luo Jitong’s eyes locked onto Shaoshang, her voice hardening. “The first time I met you, His Majesty had already arranged your marriage to Zisheng. The second time I saw you, he was pulling you to sit at the imperial banquet with the Emperor. I entered the palace before you. I have a higher social standing than you. I am more intelligent and virtuous, yet I am just a servant in the Empress’s palace, serving dishes and pouring wine. I am not even allowed to sit with the princes and princesses!”


    Shaoshang, sensing her opponent’s rising intensity, slowly slid her seat back a little.


    “At that time, the King of Donghai already had a princess, the King of Huai’an and his wife were deeply in love, the Third and Fourth Princes were on Empress Dowager Yue’s side, the Fifth Prince… hmph, let’s not even mention him… the rest of the princes were still too young. During that imperial feast, I kept sneaking glances at you. I wondered how I could ever sit at the Emperor’s banquet with dignity, instead of bowing and scraping like a palace maid. And then I saw Master Huo. Well, it all came back to the same thing. The solution still lies with him.” A strange light, a mixture of greed and cruelty, flickered in Luo Jitong’s eyes.


    “So, you conspired with the Fifth Princess to frame me?” Shaoshang said coldly.


    Luo Jitong glanced at her out of the corner of her eyes. “The Fifth Princess has to marry into the Yue family, so I still had a chance.”


    “That’s why you married into the northwest so early,” Shaoshang said bitterly. “You were afraid of being exposed, so you quickly escaped. I was so naïve. I truly thought of you as a friend and was so reluctant to see you go.”


    “My fate is not as good as yours,” Luo Jitong said without flinching. “Your marriage was paved with jade and gold. Mine was just to boost my family’s standing. Then, in the northwest, I met Master Huo. I thought, perhaps, the heavens had pity on me and finally gave me a way out!”


    “Oh, the heavens had pity on you? So you turned around and murdered your husband?” Shaoshang mocked.


    Luo Jitong’s eyes turned icy. “He was going to die anyway. That sickly fool had been living like the dead for years. I let him enjoy himself for a few months before he died. He can rest in peace now.”


    “Rest in peace? Did Seventh Jia say that himself?” Shaoshang was incredulous. “You have no guilt at all? You’re even justifying it?! I heard that Seventh Jia’s parents treated you like their own daughter. They even personally proposed to Huo Buyi on your behalf. Didn’t that move you even a little?”


    “They were nice to me. Firstly, I took care of them, and secondly, it was for the sake of the Jia family’s reputation. Now, in all the cities of the northwest, everyone praises the Jia family’s noble character and the kindness of their elders. All the young ladies are eager to marry into the family.”


    “You’re a genius,” Shaoshang scoffed, her voice laced with anger. “You can spin such a wicked act without changing your expression!”


    “I wouldn’t dare,” Luo Jitong said, her demeanor still elegant and virtuous, yet her eyes now filled with malice. “My reputation for being good and kind, no matter how big it is, can’t compare to your ability to attract men. One after another, and you’re never satisfied.”


    “I didn’t seduce any men!” Shaoshang exploded, rising from her seat and slamming her hand on the table.


    “Hmph, of course you aren’t going to admit it,” Luo Jitong sneered. “But tell me yourself, what do those men see in a woman as crude and shallow as you?”


    Shaoshang nearly spat out a mouthful of blood – she’d like to know that as well!


    “Are you done yet?” Shaoshang asked, barely holding back her fury. “If you’re finished, it’s my turn to speak!”


    Luo Jitong let out a cold snort.


    Shaoshang took a deep breath. “You speak so eloquently, as if you’re the only one who knows Huo Buyi! Alright, let me ask you this: You slaughtered innocent people yesterday. What do you think Huo Buyi would say if he knew?”


    Luo Jitong’s face twitched, but she forced herself to remain tough. “Those who achieve great things don’t concern themselves with trivial matters.”


    “Killing me is no great feat!”


    Shaoshang slammed her hands down on the table, her voice full of righteous fury. “You’ve only seen the surface of Huo Buyi. Let me tell you the truth: He would race a hundred miles to slay bandits, even with a torn shoulder, just to avoid delaying the planting season! He would choose to take a detour, even if it meant falling from his horse, just to avoid trampling on the farmers’ rice seedlings! All that fame, fortune, and those imperial banquets you crave – he never cared about them! He only seeks a peaceful world, a clear court, and then he’s content to retire to the southern mountains, ride into the snowy wilderness, and roam free with his sword! You, a greedy, self-serving wretch who murders without a thought, you dare to speak his name?!”


    She finished in one breath. “To hell with delaying tactics!” she declared. “Let’s fight! Who’s afraid of who?”


    Luo Jitong’s face turned an angry shade of purple, and she pointed a finger at Shaoshang, shouting, “You, you dare…!”


    Shaoshang stood tall, her gaze cold and steady. “Two more things for you to know,” she said.


    “One. No matter how many troops you have, never fight a battle on ground that someone else has prepared for you.”


    “Two. Everything you’re about to experience, I learned from Huo Buyi.”


    Before Luo Jitong could order her maids to draw their swords, Shaoshang roared, “Attack!”


    Fu Deng, standing outside the pavilion, flicked his hand, and something unseen ignited the thatched pavilion where the two women stood, sending a roaring inferno up in a flash.


    …


    Let’s get ready to ruuuuuuumbleeeeeeeeee!


    Next Chapter: There’s Someone She’s Been Missing for a Long Time
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    Chapter One Hundred and Seventy-Two:
There’s Someone She’s Been Missing for a Long Time (Part One)


    The sudden blaze, erupting with the speed of lightning, startled everyone. The Luo family’s troops on the southern side of the valley were thrown into disarray, with soldiers screaming and horses whinnying in alarm. Shaoshang’s troops on the northern side were equally shocked. Not only was the fire incredibly swift and fierce, but it was also strangely selective.


    The rectangular pavilion, where Luo Jitong and Shaoshang were seated, had been divided in half. The flames, however, as if guided by some unseen magic, consumed only the southern half, where Luo Jitong sat, leaving Shaoshang’s side entirely unscathed.


    Luo Jitong stood frozen, her eyes widening as she saw the flames engulfing her feet. The two warriors opposite her only needed to kick away a thin layer of straw to reveal the damp straw matting and wooden boards beneath. She realized, both pavilions had been constructed from the same materials, yet the wooden planks and straw on Shaoshang’s side had been thoroughly soaked with water, while hers had likely been oiled. The thin silk stretched over the top, as delicate as a cicada’s wing, had instantly succumbed to the flames. More importantly, the wind in the valley was blowing from north to south.


    Before anyone could fully grasp the situation, the flames engulfed Luo Jitong and her maids, scorching their clothes, hair, and even their skin. The fire ripped through their bodies, leaving behind twisted, blackened marks and a horrifying stench of burning flesh. The four martial maids desperately shielded Luo Jitong as they pulled her out of the pavilion. But as they rushed to join their own soldiers, they noticed thin lines of fire, radiating outward from the pavilion like fiery tentacles, spreading rapidly toward the southern end of the valley.


    At the same time, dozens of horsemen, hidden on the eastern and western slopes, received a signal and charged up the hills. Each rider held several black spheres trailing sparks, which they hurled with pinpoint accuracy at the Luo family’s troops.


    Before the Luo soldiers could even comprehend what was happening, the black spheres exploded beneath their horses’ hooves. A deafening roar and an eruption of orange flames consumed the southern end of the valley, transforming the lush meadow into a raging inferno.


    Shaoshang, riding at the forefront of her troops on the northern edge, watched the inferno unfolding before her, her gaze fixed on the fiery chaos, her expression unreadable.


    One of the Cheng family’s soldiers approached her, wiping the sweat from his brow and chuckling nervously. “Mistress, what was that… that thing? It was absolutely terrifying! It nearly scared us to death! Did Master and Madam know about this?”


    Fu Deng quickly pulled him away, whispering, “Master and Madam were aware of it, but they’ve never witnessed it.”


    “It must have a name, right?”


    “It’s called an Oil Fire Bomb.”


    For the past five years, Shaoshang had abandoned all her ‘hobbies’ – brewing, bricklaying, carpentry, blacksmithing – except for one: the Oil Fire Bomb. The Empress Dowager, concerned about her safety during her travels, had inspired Shaoshang to devote her time and energy to developing it. Over two years ago, she had finally perfected this simple, homemade version of a grenade.


    Due to material limitations, the explosive effect of the Oil Fire Bomb wasn’t particularly strong. Shaoshang, however, focused on maximizing its burning intensity. Burns caused by the Oil Fire Bomb couldn’t be easily extinguished with water; they required a special powder or a quick dip in a water pool. Once the Oil Fire Bomb proved reliable, Shaoshang meticulously trained her guards in throwing techniques, striving for accuracy, precision, speed, and pinpoint targeting.


    The biggest drawback of this special weapon, however, was its cost – it was incredibly expensive. A single Oil Fire Bomb was worth enough to feed an average family of seven or eight for six months.


    On the opposite side of the valley, the Luo family’s troops were in utter disarray. Riders were thrown from their horses, their screams echoing through the air. The worst damage, however, was not the human casualties. The horses, terrified by the flames, whinnied and struggled, tossing their riders from their backs or bolting in panic, creating a chaotic stampede that resulted in further injuries and deaths.


    With the Oil Fire Bombs expended, the riders on the two hillsides unleashed a barrage of arrows. The distance was short enough to ensure accuracy, and the archers, firing from the high ground, struck their targets with near-perfect precision. Shaoshang firmly believed that warfare was a game of burning money – the more money spent, the fewer lives lost. As a result, she had equipped each soldier with over two hundred arrows, each tipped with three razor-sharp arrowheads, more than three times the standard issue.


    Since their departure, their journey had been uneventful, with only a few birds and rabbits falling victim to the young guards’ arrows. Now, these high-quality weapons could finally be unleashed upon their human targets. All those arrows and expensive Oil Fire Bombs – even with Shaoshang’s vast estate and generous rewards, her savings had grown only slowly over the years.


    The arrows rained down from the sky, unleashing another wave of devastation upon the Luo family’s troops, who were still burning. Blood poured from their wounds, a ghastly sight. Although they outnumbered Shaoshang’s forces, five to six hundred to two to three hundred, thousands of arrows, even if ten struck only one soldier, could cover them all. However, the Luo family’s soldiers were not entirely defenseless. After their initial shock subsided, they used their shields to protect themselves, enduring the burning pain as they returned fire.


    This was when the Cheng family’s soldiers, who had been initially stunned, stepped into the fray. They numbered only twenty or thirty, but for decades, they had fought alongside Father Cheng, never faltering. In contrast, Shaoshang recalled that the Luo family had not seen battle in over a decade. She couldn’t believe that the Luo family’s private army could be very formidable. On the battlefield, experienced and ruthless veterans were invaluable.


    Under their command, the troops on the east, west, and north sides of the valley responded with calm efficiency. They didn’t rush headlong into the enemy ranks but instead unleashed a steady barrage of arrows. The few soldiers who attempted to counterattack the hills were either cut down by the dense rain of arrows or, if they managed to scale the slopes, were met with the blades of the seasoned veterans.


    Seeing Shaoshang perched high on her horse, the Luo family’s soldiers, finally regaining their wits, decided to capture the leader first. Although the fire wall, spreading from the pavilion, divided the valley in half, north and south, if they could break through the flames and the protective circle, capture or kill Shaoshang, the Luo family might still have a chance of victory.


    However, Shaoshang was prepared. The ordinary soldiers, having suffered significant losses, had little fighting strength left. Fu Deng expertly directed the guards, using spears and swords, to wait and strike with precision, eliminating any enemy who dared to breach the fire wall.


    The Luo family’s soldiers, suffering heavy losses and facing overwhelming pressure on three sides, finally realized that only the southern entrance, the way they had come, remained unguarded. Driven by fear and desperation, the cowardly and weak, ignoring their commanders’ furious shouts, instinctively retreated down the southern valley path.


    The battle raged for over half an hour. Seeing the dire situation, the leading officers, desperate, began offering hefty rewards to the dozens of fierce mercenaries, urging them to attack the north. They first soaked their outer garments in the nearby stream, covering their heads and faces before charging forward. Fu Deng’s expression turned serious, and he immediately ordered his guards to prepare for the onslaught. But these mercenaries had a fatal flaw –


    After fighting fiercely for a long time, the mercenaries, burdened with painful burns and arrow wounds, could no longer endure the agony. Witnessing the guards’ unwavering loyalty and their fierce defense, forming a seemingly thin but impenetrable wall around Shaoshang, the mercenaries began to feel a growing sense of frustration. They couldn’t penetrate the defenses.


    At this critical moment, Shaoshang raised her voice, addressing the mercenaries. “Brave warriors, I implore you to listen. I am the Imperial Decree Holder of Yong’an Palace, personally appointed by the Emperor. To kill me today would be the same as killing a court official. I have already dispatched a messenger to the palace. Not only will the entire Luo family face severe consequences, but anyone who aids them will also be pursued by the authorities. Consider your actions carefully.” While she had resigned, a little deception couldn’t hurt.


    The mercenaries paused their advance, their movements faltering.


    Shaoshang continued, “You are all working hard for the sake of money, are you not? Let me inform you that Mistress Luo there has committed a grave crime. The entire Luo family is likely to face dire consequences. Where will you collect your reward then?”


    The mercenaries exchanged glances, their eyes reflecting a growing sense of uncertainty.


    Despite Shaoshang’s warnings, three or four stubborn mercenaries and a swarm of soldiers charged into the protective circle. Without hesitation, Shaoshang drew her sword, defending herself, while simultaneously firing her crossbow. But at that moment, a resonant horn and drumbeat echoed from behind her. She turned to see a large force of cavalry surging through the valley entrance, led by a familiar figure – her beloved third brother.


    The morale of Shaoshang’s troops soared, cries of “Reinforcements are here!” and “Third Young Master’s men have arrived!” echoing through the air.


    The Luo family’s troops, already agitated and furious from their prolonged, unsuccessful attack, finally faced a crushing blow. Luo Jitong, enduring the pain of her burns, glared at Shaoshang, who stood unharmed in the distance. Gritting her teeth, she ordered a retreat.


    Shaoshang and her soldiers were exhausted. Shaogong, recognizing the opportunity, ordered a pursuit. However, an unexpected event occurred. The flames, which had served as a barrier against the Luo family’s attacks on Shaoshang, now impeded the pursuit. Though they captured many prisoners, Luo Jitong, shielded by her loyal guards, managed to slip away.


    Shaoshang, exhausted, sat down on a large stone and watched her brother command his soldiers in the aftermath – extinguishing the flames, tending to the wounded, collecting the dead, and counting the prisoners and captured enemy soldiers. Fu Deng, despite his own fatigue, remained loyal by Shaoshang’s side. He remarked with a smile, “Mistress, you are truly remarkable! Your talent is astounding!”


    Shaoshang didn’t answer, only offering a small, knowing smile. ‘A besieged army must have a weakness,’ she thought, echoing Huo Buyi’s words, which she had learned well.


    As the sun dipped lower, casting long shadows across the bustling valley, Shaoshang’s thoughts drifted back to the golden glow of Changqiu Palace at dusk.


    Palace maids and eunuchs scurried back and forth, preparing for the evening meal, their shadows flitting across the white marble courtyard. One figure stood out amidst them, tall and straight – he always preferred to lean against the pillar, waiting for her, his long lashes lowered, silent.


    As Shaoshang emerged, she caught a glimpse of his elegant, sharp jawline. His slightly loose hair, scattered like gold, rested softly upon his brow. As he heard her footsteps, his smile, when he turned to greet her, was unbelievably youthful and handsome.


    Back then, Shaoshang always wondered why such a seemingly perfect figure as Huo Buyi, who had everything, was often so melancholic, why his smiles rarely reached the depths of his eyes.


    Huo Buyi wasn’t adept at casual conversation, and Shaoshang wasn’t inclined to stare at him, so they often sat in silence. Her mind would wander, and to prevent her from drifting away, Huo Buyi would search for something to say.


    He would tell her about his travels to the Western Regions, about the cunning and adorable ferret he encountered in the snow-capped mountains, about the amusing incidents that happened during his first time deploying troops, about the formidable enemies he faced and the cowardly traitors he encountered, about the ancient and desolate Hexi Corridor,1 the endless fields of rice, and the farmers’ contented smiles. About the bittersweet feeling of victory, about the ruins of the former dynasty’s palace bathed in the golden light of the setting sun…


    He would also say, “Even as you sit right beside me, I still miss you.”


    Years later, as she looked back, she realized how much they had spoken, how much they had laughed together. Back then, they were young and oblivious, but now, all that remained were bittersweet memories and a poignant sense of loss.


    As she stood lost in thought, Cheng Shaogong, having completed his tasks, rushed to find his sister. “We killed two hundred and captured one hundred. The rest escaped. I’m so sorry, Niao Niao.” He had raced all the way here, not even daring to take a sip of water, fearing he wouldn’t be able to save her.


    Shaoshang laughed, a sense of relief washing over her. “Don’t worry. You can escape a temple, but you can’t escape the temple grounds. With all this evidence, I want to see how the Luo family gets away with this. Without the Luo family, what is Luo Jitong? Even if she escapes with her life, she’ll be nothing but a hunted dog, hiding in the shadows! For Luo Jitong, a life of obscurity and poverty would be worse than death.”


    Cheng Shaogong, half-unbuckling his armor, sat down and sighed. “Niao Niao, if Father were here, he would be so proud of you today… And Mother, the biggest mistake she ever made was underestimating you.”


    “Third Brother, you are being too kind. You and our two older brothers grew up on the battlefield, learning from experience. You are even more remarkable.” Shaoshang was exhausted and her voice softened.


    Cheng Shaogong shook his head with a wry smile. “Father always said that he used to think warfare was all about charging headlong into battle. He learned the hard way, after several setbacks, that the larger the battle, the more composure and calm are needed. He said that Eldest Brother is calm, but his planning is too cautious, lacking in decisiveness. In a situation like today, one hundred against five hundred, Eldest Brother would never have taken action. Second Brother has the courage, but he’s easily provoked. He needs someone to hold him back. As for me… well, let’s not talk about it.”


    Shaoshang wasn’t particularly happy after hearing this. She fell silent for a long time before she spoke. “To be honest, Third Brother, the reason I was so eager to get married back then was to escape from home and make something of myself. To prove those who looked down on me were wrong. After all these years, I’ve realized I no longer care what others think of me.”


    Cheng Shaogong, filled with a mixture of emotions, patted his sister on the shoulder.


    “Brother, do we have any food? I’m famished.”


    “Me too, I haven’t had a hot meal all day! I finished all my rations on horseback while traveling… But we’ll have something soon. I saw someone digging a pit to build a fire. Food should be ready soon.”


    “Ugh, those roughnecks. What kind of food can they make? I nearly choked on that lunch. We need to bring back the cooks from the wilds as soon as possible.”


    “Yes, I still have some pastries I saved from Cui Xiang Fang in the carriage.”


    Shaoshang slowly turned her head, her eyes narrowed. “Didn’t you tell me yesterday that you ate all of them?”


    “Uh… well…”


    Furious, Shaoshang lunged at him, ready to strike. Shaogong, laughing, blocked her. “Okay, okay, I’ll give you half. Stop it, stop it! Let’s do something productive!”


    “What’s productive?” Shaoshang, too tired to continue the fight, reluctantly yielded.


    “We’ve got nothing better to do, right? Let’s go interrogate the captured Luo soldiers.”


    Shaoshang’s eyes lit up. “Actually, I was thinking the same thing. Luo Jitong wouldn’t just run around aimlessly with all those troops. They must have a place to regroup. If we get the location from them, we can chase after them tonight. We might even capture Luo Jitong alive!”


    “Let’s get this interrogation over with quickly, or they’ll recover and escape.”


    The siblings, ready to put their plan into action, decided to split up. Shaogong chose a prisoner with shifty eyes and a sly demeanor, while Shaoshang selected a seemingly simple-minded, large man.


    Each sibling set up a tent, ready to engage in a friendly rivalry.


    Shaoshang, shedding her soft armor, entered the tent in her bloodstained old clothes. She began to spin a tale for the bound and gagged simpleton, starting with the deep sisterly bond she and Luo Jitong had shared in the Changqiu Palace, leading up to the misunderstandings that eventually caused their estrangement.


    “…. Sister Jitong is two years older than me, and she always looked after me, caring for me and being so attentive. I didn’t understand the palace rules. Once, I knocked over Her Majesty’s inkstone while grinding ink. Sister Jitong took the blame for me. I was so grateful, and I truly considered her my sister!” Shaoshang cried into her handkerchief, her voice trembling. She freely borrowed details from Luo Jitong’s story, twisting them into her fabricated tale. “Later, when Marquis Huo refused to marry Sister Jitong, she blamed it on me. Waa, I’m so wronged! I’m an educated woman who understands proper etiquette, how could I ever seduce Marquis Huo?”


    The simpleton had no idea of the deep-seated animosity between his mistress and Mistress Cheng. Seeing the young woman with tears glistening in her eyes, her delicate nose slightly red from crying, looking so pitifully helpless, he couldn’t help but believe half of her story.


    Shaoshang, without a shred of guilt, continued her deception. The heavens had blessed her with this innocent, white lotus appearance,2 and she intended to use it to her advantage, not waste it!


    “We fought so recklessly. I don’t even know if Sister Jitong was injured. Just thinking about her burns makes my heart ache! If my family’s men hadn’t stopped me, I’d rather die at Sister Jitong’s hands than harm her in the slightest! Brave warrior, don’t you believe me?”


    The girl, with tear-reddened eyes, gazed at him with hopeful anticipation, tears cascading down her cheeks. The simpleton, unable to resist her plea, nodded his head.


    “If that’s the case, please tell me where Sister Jitong is now. Once I find her, I’ll humbly beg her forgiveness and promise never to anger her again.” Shaoshang, seeing that the simpleton still hesitated, decided to add fuel to the fire.


    “How could I seduce Marquis Huo? I’m still thinking about the eldest son of the Yuan family. Please, brave warrior, tell Sister Jitong for me. I’m such a miserable soul, you know? I’ve been engaged three times and rejected three times. Everyone in the Capital whispers that I am a jinx. Every fiancé, from Young Master Lou, the eldest son of the Yuan family, to Marquis Huo, has faced legal troubles. I simply can’t stay in the Capital anymore…”


    “What are you saying?!” A familiar male voice, sharp and commanding, cut through the air.


    Shaoshang, in the middle of her dramatic lament, froze, her head snapping up in surprise. The tent flap flew open, revealing a tall, imposing young man standing in the doorway. The setting sun cast a golden glow upon his armor, making him appear resplendent. From Shaoshang’s angle, she could only see his elegant jawline and the scattered strands of gold-like hair that fell over his brow. But…


    A head popped in beside him, and Cheng Shaogong chuckled awkwardly, “I tried to stop him.”


    Shaoshang was speechless.


    “What were you saying?!” Huo Buyi asked, his brow furrowed.


    “Uh…” Shaoshang wanted to explain that it was complicated, that it couldn’t be explained in a few words. After struggling for a moment, she finally said, “You might not believe it, but I was just trying to say nice things about Luo Jitong.”


    See? This was the kind of luck she’d had all her life. She was a natural at melodrama.


    …


    Inhale. Exhale.


    Next Chapter: There’s Someone She’s Been Missing for a Long Time (Part Two)
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    Chapter One Hundred and Seventy-Three:
There’s Someone She’s Been Missing for a Long Time (Part Two)


    At those words, Huo Buyi’s eyes seemed to flicker, as if with a flash of light, before he slammed the tent flap shut with an unreadable expression. The falling curtain swung back with a loud snap, narrowly missing Cheng Shaogong.


    Shaoshang looked at her brother, who was just entering the tent. “…Is he angry?”


    Shaogong shook his head, suppressing a smile. “Aren’t you going to chase after him?”


    Shaoshang scratched her cheek and looked up. “Later.” The sweet potatoes were nearly done, so she had to pull them out of the fire pit and brush off the ash.


    Just as she was about to turn back and continue her act of feigned misery, the tent flap swung open again. Huo Buyi strode in like a whirlwind, grabbing her hand and dragging her out without a word. Cheng Shaogong sat down with a chuckle, ignoring the bewildered simpleton beside him. He pounded his aching thighs, considering how to write his letter home.


    Shaoshang stumbled along, her forehead nearly colliding with Huo Buyi’s arm several times. The guards and soldiers scattered at the sight of them, as if trying to avoid a monstrous beast. Fu Deng, wanting to help his mistress, was quickly pulled away by Liang Qiu Fei before he could reach her.


    Further away, Huo Buyi’s soldiers had already taken over the camp, efficiently organizing everything. Several medics sat under a makeshift canopy, tending to the wounded, while a group of stocky cooks either chased after lively chickens and ducks or set up roasting racks and rice pots. Further still, others, their faces masked, diligently disposed of the dead.


    Shaoshang struggled to pull her hand away, but his grip was as firm as cast iron, unyielding.


    “I’m not going anywhere! If you want to kill me, just say so!” she shouted, her face flushed with exasperation from being dragged along.


    At those words, Huo Buyi spun around abruptly. Shaoshang, anticipating his move, used her other hand to push against his chest, her expression defiant. “If you have something to say, spit it out. I’m busy!”


    “Busy? Busy whining about how you’re a cursed, unlucky wretch?” Huo Buyi’s face was set in a cold expression.


    Shaoshang stammered, “Uh… actually, I was… I was interrogating a prisoner. I need to find out where Luo Jitong is!”


    Huo Buyi scoffed. “Do they make you cry tears of sorrow when you interrogate people these days?”


    “It’s not tears of sorrow, it’s a strategy! A strategy!”


    “What strategy? Just beg him to be kind and admit everything because he’s too dense to understand anything else?” Huo Buyi, his anger fading, couldn’t help but twitch the corner of his lips into a slight smile.


    Shaoshang, her cheeks flushed with a mixture of embarrassment and anger, pushed Huo Buyi away. Her voice rose in indignant defiance, “Who’s stupid? You’re the one who’s stupid! You were born stupid, and you’ll always be stupid! You have no idea! If that simpleton believes that Luo Jitong and I are at odds because of a misunderstanding, and that I’m genuinely trying to apologize and mend our rift, he’ll tell us where Luo Jitong is hiding. Do you understand? No need for whips, branding irons, tiger benching, gouging out eyes, cutting off ears, or removing kneecaps. No need for violence! Just a simple and clean approach. If I didn’t act pitiful, why would he believe me? This is the highest level of subduing the enemy without a fight in military tactics, the most profound effortless victory in the Taoist arts. You don’t know anything! Why are you laughing at me? You… You can’t laugh… Don’t laugh!”


    Huo Buyi had already collapsed against her shoulder, his arms wrapped around her. He buried his face in the crook of her neck, unable to contain his muffled laughter. The sweet, warm, and familiar scent of him, overwhelming the blood-tinged scent of her clothes, wafted into her nostrils. He recalled that summer day when she had planted a strange melon in Empress Dowager Xuan’s Garden. He remembered the laughter that filled the courtyard when the melon ripened and they shared it, and the sweet aroma that permeated the room.


    He laughed with such unbridled joy that Shaoshang, exasperated, tried to push him away, but her efforts were futile. As his muffled laughter sent warm breaths against her neck, she felt a blush creep up her cheeks, and she heard him mumble, “It would be better if you weren’t so interesting…”


    Before she could fully comprehend his words, Huo Buyi lifted his head, shaking the brocade box he had been carrying. He smiled softly, “Hungry?”


    “I’m not hungry!” Shaoshang huffed, her pride wounded.


    Huo Buyi partially opened the brocade box. “…Really? Then I’ll take these to Shaogong. He was complaining about being hungry just now.”


    Shaoshang, already catching a whiff of the rich, creamy sweetness, felt her stomach rumble.


    Huo Buyi looked at her with a knowing smile. “Really not eating?”


    “No!” she insisted. She’d rather starve than eat!


    Shaoshang, her anger and hunger warring within her, spun around ready to leave. Huo Buyi, laughing heartily, grabbed her hand and pulled her along, like he was leading a grumpy, pouty flounder. He strode towards the newly erected tent. This flounder was quite charming.1


    Liang Qiu Qi, standing nearby, ducked behind a tent pole, secretly watching them. Liang Qiu Fei, having left Fu Deng with the medics, returned and, seeing the scene, asked, “What’s going on?”


    “The master hasn’t laughed like that in years,” Liang Qiu Qi sighed.


    Liang Qiu Fei, watching them disappear into the tent, looked forlorn.


    Huo Buyi’s tent was the standard issue for a general on campaign, designed for both comfortable living and accommodating at least a dozen advisors for meetings. The tent was already lit by lanterns, casting a soft orange glow. Shaoshang sat at the large table, normally used for spreading out maps and charts, munching on pastries with gusto. Huo Buyi, standing beside her, poured her water and patted her back, occasionally reminding her to slow down and avoid choking.


    Even if you searched the entire world, the number of people Huo Buyi would personally serve, in terms of food and drink, could be counted on his hands: Royal Uncle, Marquis Cui, and now, Mistress Cheng.


    “…Why didn’t you come to find me that day?” Huo Buyi asked, his gaze fixed on her.


    Shaoshang blinked in confusion. “What day?”


    “The day after Yuan Shen left the Imperial Court, he came to Yong’an Palace to find you.”


    Shaoshang set the pastry down, remaining silent.


    “I asked the palace maids after. Yuan Shen spoke with you before leaving Yong’an Palace. He didn’t tell you, did he?” Huo Buyi was referring to the incident where he had used Yuan Shen’s father’s name to orchestrate the ambush of Gongsun Xian.


    Shaoshang used the back of her hand to wipe away a crumb from her mouth. She remained silent for a long time. Huo Buyi didn’t rush her and simply waited patiently.


    “…A’Shen told me everything,” Shaoshang said softly. “You killed Gongsun Xian and his men for me, using the Governor of Yuanzhou’s name. I wanted to find you immediately that day, but I stopped myself. I hid behind the pillar, secretly watching you, but I never went over.”


    “Why?”


    “I wanted it to be that, in the future, if I marry you, it’s because I want to marry you, not because I desire power, fear your authority, or feel indebted to your kindness. It would solely be because I love you.”


    Shaoshang’s voice was calm, yet Huo Buyi’s heart soared. It was as if, after traversing countless miles of icy wilderness, he had finally reached a warm, sweet oasis. He said in a trembling voice, “You… you aren’t angry with me anymore?”


    Shaoshang’s mind raced, her thoughts swirling before settling into a single phrase. “How can I dare be angry with you? I’m afraid of you getting angry at me, not the other way around.”


    Huo Buyi stretched out his long arm, pulling her into his embrace and holding her tightly.


    Shaoshang, enveloped in the scent of herbs and masculinity, instinctively reached out and hugged him back. She laughed, her voice laced with tears. “You say that! Who brought Luo Jitong to this? If it weren’t for my extraordinary talent, I’d be dead by now! It’s a good thing your men were right behind me and you arrived just in time. So, it’s all forgiven.”


    Huo Buyi held her small fist in his, remaining silent for a moment. “Actually, I didn’t come to find you this time.”


    “What?!” Shaoshang pushed him away, her voice sharp with disbelief.


    Huo Buyi ruffled her hair, a touch of frustration in his voice. “I asked you to leave with me, but you wouldn’t. I wanted to send you a guard detail, but you refused. Not only that, but you wouldn’t let me have someone follow you, threatening to never speak to me again. So, I had no choice but to have someone follow Luo Jitong. I was in Yan County when I heard that Luo Jitong had disappeared from her family estate and I knew something was wrong. I quickly followed her trail.”


    Shaoshang frowned. “…Since we’re on the topic, we should have a little talk. You let Luo Jitong go so easily that day, which almost got me killed. Tell me, do you still have feelings for her?” Her anger simmered, remembering those five years they spent in the northwest together.


    Huo Buyi sighed, a wry smile on his face. “It was my mistake. Luo Jitong saved A’Fei’s life, and I used her as a shield for years. So, letting her go was a way to settle things. I thought Luo Bin was a reasonable man. Knowing his daughter’s wickedness, he should have known how to deal with her…” He paused. “Leaders who can’t make tough decisions… it seems like the Luo family is truly finished.”


    “Don’t change the subject!” Shaoshang retorted, her voice tinged with annoyance. “You might have settled things with her, but I almost died!”


    Huo Buyi looked at her intently for a moment, a smile playing on his lips. “With those Oil Fire Bombs of yours, ordinary troops wouldn’t stand a chance against you. I took a look at the aftermath of the battle. You must have a few more tricks up your sleeve.”


    “How did you know?” Shaoshang exclaimed, surprised. “I haven’t even told Father and Mother all the details.”


    Huo Buyi gently lifted her onto his lap and said in a soft voice, “Three years ago, you searched everywhere for a special kind of tinder. You finally found it from a merchant who had traveled from the Western Regions.”


    Shaoshang was stunned. “You… you found it for me?” That kind of tinder was used for making fuses.


    “Of course.” Huo Buyi leaned closer, brushing his nose against her delicate one. “That kind of tinder is good for starting fire, but it doesn’t produce sparks so it isn’t good for igniting firewood. Ordinary people wouldn’t want it, and who would a merchant sell it to? As for the black potassium nitrate that can be ground into powder, I’ve seen some people use it for warmth, but the quality is poor. I sent people searching all the way to the lands of the former Zhao dynasty before we found the right kind.”


    Shaoshang pressed her hand to her nose, a wave of tenderness washing over her. She murmured, “So you’ve been watching me all this time?”


    “…I didn’t know when I would return. I thought about letting you marry someone else, and I would just protect you in secret, forever.” Huo Buyi’s voice softened.


    Shaoshang, picturing his despair and loneliness, felt a pang of pain in her chest. She fought back tears, and with a playful jab, said, “That’s a good idea. Why didn’t you go through with it?”


    “The moment I saw you, I changed my mind.”


    Shaoshang’s laughter dissolved into tears. She spoke again, her voice choked with emotion, “After all these years, I finally understand your heart. You love me for who I am. If someone else was prettier, smarter, or better at causing trouble than me, you wouldn’t even glance their way. I hope I can return that love.”


    “Even if someone more powerful than you comes along, it won’t matter. Even if someone treats me better than you, it won’t matter. From the furthest reaches of the land to the borders of the sea, within the two capitals and thirteen provinces, it’s only you, only you. No matter how the winds of change blow, no matter how the world shifts, I’m marrying you, because I love you.”


    Huo Buyi was so moved he couldn’t find the words. He could only hold her tighter, his voice a jumble of emotion, “…My aunt, she wasn’t truly mad at first. She was pretending. Ling Yi was skilled at ingratiating himself and had some achievements to his name, but as long as she acted mad, the Emperor would forever despise the Ling family. She sacrificed her son, the one she loved more than life itself. Every time she thought of it, it pierced her heart. Eventually, she truly went mad. When no one else was around, she would constantly remind me, curse me, telling me to never forget to avenge our family!”


    It was a twisted hatred, a burning, consuming fire. In the end, Huo Junhua didn’t know who she hated more: the beastly ex-husband or her own blind foolishness. Whatever the case, the burden ultimately fell on the young Huo Buyi.


    “I know, I know,” Shaoshang stroked his face gently, “I understand.”


    People are not trees, incapable of feeling. We can’t always remain rational and composed, never making a mistake. Even the wisest of rulers can become senile in their old age, and the most cunning of advisors can lose their minds, making a fatal misstep.


    Day after day, regret and fear gnawed at him, year after year, a burning thirst for revenge against the Ling family festered within him. Huo Junhua’s death was the final, piercing horn call, urging him to act. He took a risky gamble, throwing everything into the fray.


    ……


    As Cheng Shaogong slipped into the tent, he saw his sister, her face flushed with sleep, lying on the soft couch. Her forehead was damp with sweat, and Huo Buyi’s dark cloak with gold trim was draped partially over her. He sat by the couch, gently fanning her, his gaze fixed on her with an air of contentment.


    Shaogong recalled a day when his sister was taking a midday nap. Huo Buyi had arrived unexpectedly, and their parents were both absent. The flustered A’Zhu had gone to call him to handle the situation. As he arrived, he saw the same scene—Huo Buyi, with a room full of flustered maids watching him, sat quietly by the couch, fanning his sister.


    Cheng Shaogong’s heart softened. “Niao Niao hasn’t closed her eyes for a whole day and night,” he whispered. “That’s how she is. The more she worries, the less she sleeps.”


    Huo Buyi hummed softly in agreement, his gaze upon the girl filled with tender concern.


    That night, to avoid the awkwardness of a man and woman spending the night together, Cheng Shaogong wanted to sleep on the floor inside the tent, but Huo Buyi gently, but firmly, “lifted” him out. So he went to find a place to write his letter home.


    To Mother,


    Shaoshang and I are both well. We have not caused any trouble, nor have we indulged in any excesses. We have been traveling safely on the official road, except for a small incident these past few days. We encountered a band of bandits, and we killed over one hundred, wounded over one hundred, and captured over one hundred. It was a minor thing, Mother, so don’t worry. I’ll tell you more details when I return. There’s one more thing. Marquis Huo caught up with us today. From now on, for anything regarding my sister’s affairs, please inquire with Marquis Huo. Even if I were to risk my life, I’m afraid I wouldn’t have the power to control her.


    With respect,


    Your Son


    …


    Next Chapter: A Certain Ex-Lover She’s Been Wanting to See for a Long Time (Part One)
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    Chapter One Hundred and Seventy-Four:
A Certain Ex-Lover She’s Been Wanting to See for a Long Time (Part One)


    The morning sun climbed over the exquisite golden top of the oxhide tent, casting a golden glow downwards. Cheng Shaogong, with dark circles under his eyes, walked into the tent. He saw his sister and her companion, both looking radiant, seated before a silver-framed mirror, laughing and talking.


    A good night’s sleep had restored his sister’s spirits, and the silver strands in Huo Buyi’s hair seemed to have lessened. It was as if they had both been parched in the desert and had now found a life-giving oasis.


    Beside the ebony mirror case sat a bouquet of fresh wildflowers, their origins unknown. Pale crimson, apricot yellow, powdery white, and lotus purple… The delicate blooms were scattered across the simple desk and nestled in the girl’s raven hair.


    Warm water softened the young general’s skin, and the girl, holding a sharp silver blade, carefully shaved away the new stubble on his face. A jar of fragrant herbal ointment was opened, and her delicate fingers traced along his smooth cheek, down his elegant jawline, and finally rested on his prominent Adam’s apple…


    Cheng Shaogong’s eyelids twitched. This was supposed to be a serious matter, but the way they were acting made it seem so…unserious! When his parents had done the same thing, it had seemed perfectly ordinary. Witnessing this scene, however, made him feel an inexplicable shiver of discomfort. He stroked his own rough beard, a nameless fire burning within him. He had been standing at the tent entrance for a while, but the two of them, lost in their intimate moment, hadn’t even noticed him.


    A heavy cough broke the silence, and Huo Buyi and Shaoshang, realizing they were not alone, turned to see Cheng Shaogong standing in the tent entrance, his face stern.


    Shaoshang quickly withdrew her hands, her face flushed as she called out, “Third Brother!” She then pretended to be busy tidying up the silver blade and the mirror on the table.


    Huo Buyi laughed heartily, “Shaogong has arrived. Come in and sit down… I’ll be back in a minute.” The last part was directed at Shaoshang. He stood up, brushing past Shaogong and walked out of the tent.


    Cheng Shaogong sat beside his sister, his voice lowered. “You two didn’t get into any trouble last night, did you?”


    “Don’t talk nonsense, Third Brother. Master Huo and I are both decent and respectful people!” Shaoshang tried her best to maintain a dignified expression.


    Cheng Shaogong let out a snort. “Humph, respectful? Even Duke of Gong ceremony of respect is a kind of respect.”1


    “Third Brother,” Shaoshang glared at him, “if you have the guts to say that to him, I’ll admire you for your bravery!”


    Cheng Shaogong stared at his sister’s face. “…Normally, you would just admit it, then say ‘Third Brother, you know that even Zhou Gong’s ceremony of respect is a kind of respect. Why ask so many questions?’”


    Shaoshang groaned and slumped onto the stool. “Honestly, Third Brother, I fell asleep before nightfall yesterday, and woke up when it was already dawn. What could I possibly have done? Master Huo… he also had nothing to do… If you don’t believe me, look! He was sleeping over there last night!”


    Following Shaoshang’s finger, Cheng Shaogong saw the clear signs of a body lying on the makeshift bed at the other end of the tent. He relaxed slightly, but then, hearing the hint of regret in his sister’s voice, his anger flared again. He was about to speak when Huo Buyi returned, followed by four or five soldiers carrying food baskets.


    The soldiers moved quickly, and in a moment, they had set out various dishes, along with a large pot of steaming millet porridge, on the table. They bowed and withdrew.


    Cheng Shaogong was even more annoyed. High-ranking officials like Huo Buyi always had several trusted soldiers serving and guarding their tents. Yet, Huo Buyi had to go outside the tent to call for them, clearly having sent them away and ordering them to keep their distance. Everyone knew the reason. There was no need to ask.


    “What were you two gossiping about?” Huo Buyi personally ladled a bowl of millet porridge for Shaoshang, then one for himself, and then handed the ladle to Cheng Shaogong.


    …Did he have to be so obvious?


    Shaoshang gave a dry chuckle. “Heh, nothing, nothing. Just asking Third Brother why you look so tired. Did you not sleep well last night?”


    Shaogong, holding the ladle, shot her a withering glance.


    Huo Buyi picked up a fragrant, crispy sesame meat bun and offered it to Shaoshang, chuckling, “Third Prince didn’t sleep well last night, he didn’t sleep at all.”


    Shaogong paused mid-scoop. Shaoshang, surprised, asked why. Cheng Shaogong mumbled, “I went after Luo Jitong and her people last night.”


    “So you found the location? Father always said night marches are the most dangerous! How could you take such a risk? Come on, who gave you the information?” Shaoshang asked first about the results of their interrogation.


    Shaogong sighed, a hint of dejection in his voice. “Both of them confessed, and they both pointed to the same place. I thought, time was of the essence, so I went after them that night.”


    Shaoshang felt a pang of disappointment, knowing the Luo family soldiers weren’t particularly steadfast. “Did you… capture anyone?” Actually, she paused, observing his face, “I knew you probably came back empty-handed.”


    Sure enough, Cheng Shaogong shook his head. “By the time I got there, they had already disappeared.”


    Shaoshang sighed softly, “That Luo Jitong is clever, but she can’t tell right from wrong. Oh well, we’ll go after the Luo family later! She managed to command hundreds of men to ambush me. They won’t escape the consequences!”


    “Luo Jitong isn’t completely without cunning,” Huo Buyi said. “Her decision to ambush you now is because… first, several counties in Shu have rebelled again…”


    The siblings exclaimed in unison.


    “Second,” Huo Buyi continued, “Luo Bin fell from his horse and has been unconscious ever since. The Luo family soldiers with her were mostly part of the dowry brought along when she went to the northwest. With their patriarch unconscious, naturally, they listen to Luo Jitong’s orders.”


    “Military Officer Luo fell from his horse? Could it be Luo Jitong? Goodness, that woman is ruthless. That’s her own father!” Cheng Shaogong exclaimed in disbelief.


    “How did Shu County rebel again? We just reclaimed it last year!” Shaoshang wasn’t surprised by Luo Jitong’s cruelty.


    “It’s not surprising,” Huo Buyi replied. “Shu County has been in a state of division for over a decade. The powerful clans have ample money, resources, and troops, and their loyalties are divided. The various factions are deeply intertwined. Shi Xin, who was garrisoned in Shu County, couldn’t resist the temptations of power and wealth offered by those with ulterior motives. He rebelled, declaring himself Grand Marshal, attacking everyone. Many unruly elements in the surrounding counties, seeing that the court is busy suppressing the land reforms, have also joined the cause…”


    “In the end,” Shaoshang concluded, “the Emperor reclaimed Shu County too quickly. If it had taken ten years, with widespread resentment and suffering, people would have yearned for peace, and there wouldn’t be so much trouble.”


    Huo Buyi laughed.


    Cheng Shaogong retorted, “What kind of talk is that? The faster a war is over, the better, of course. Dragging it out only leads to needless suffering and drains the court’s resources. Don’t you know that Marquis Yu is trying to move tens of thousands of officials and civilians from counties like Yanmen and Shanggu to the east of Juyong Pass and Changshan Pass? Father said that the court will likely attack the Xiongnu in the next year or two. That’s another huge expense in terms of money and troops!”


    Shaoshang said, “I know, I know. I was just saying. Everything costs money and troops. Now I understand why the Governor of Liangzhou is so short-staffed. He probably sent many of his soldiers to Sili to help with the land reforms. Poor Emperor, he’s got a lot on his plate.”


    She returned to the current situation. “But, regardless of whether that Military Officer Luo was genuinely hurt or pretending, those innocent people died. We can’t just let them get away with it, no matter how powerful the Luo family’s connections are!”


    Huo Buyi chuckled softly. “Putting family honor above all else is like chasing shadows. Luo Bin is too soft-hearted. He indulges his wicked daughter, making him incapable of great things.”


    Shaoshang’s eyebrows shot up in delight. That was right!


    “…Well, perhaps Military Officer Luo wasn’t so soft-hearted after all,” Cheng Shaogong said, sensing their curious gazes. “You two probably don’t know. I heard it from some classmates. Luo Jitong was the best of her family’s daughters, in terms of looks, intelligence, and reputation. Since Marquis Huo spread the word that he wasn’t interested, many families have been lining up to propose marriage to her.”


    “I didn’t know she was so popular,” Shaoshang said sourly. “You just rejected her, and now her suitors are flocking to her doorstep.”


    Huo Buyi glanced sideways at her, “You don’t lack suitors, either.”


    “If it were another woman who was rejected, people might have some unkind thoughts. But Master Huo,” Cheng Shaogong cast a playful look at the two seated at the table. “The whole city knows that the blame doesn’t lie with the Luo family. It’s because of the complicated relationship you two have had for years! I bet Military Officer Luo, not wanting to lose such a promising alliance, encouraged his daughter’s actions.”


    Shaoshang glanced at Huo Buyi, grumbling, “It’s all your fault, anyway.”


    Huo Buyi wanted to say a few soothing words, but with a third person present, he could only clear his throat. “Now that things have come to this, what are your plans?”


    “We continue to the Empress Dowager’s hometown, of course,” Shaoshang said. “We have to fulfill her final wish.”


    “The captured Luo soldiers can be taken back to An Guo County by the reinforcements, and the governor can escort them back to Sili. But what about your wounded? Do you plan to send them to An Guo County, too? I see that some have only minor injuries, and they just need a little rest.”


    Shaoshang’s large eyes blinked rapidly. “It would be too much trouble to go back and then come back again. It’s best to keep moving forward.”


    Huo Buyi frowned. “Forget the wounded for a moment. After a major battle, your troops need to rest. Continuing on your journey isn’t advisable.”


    “It’s not like that…” Shaoshang’s face turned a shade of pink. “We’re only two days away from the southern route. Just west of the official road is… well, it’s Yao County. That’s… that’s where A’Yao is stationed.”


    A chilly breeze swept through the tent. A heavy silence fell. Cheng Shaogong, holding a scallion pancake, silently moved his chair a few steps back.


    “…Yao County.” Huo Buyi offered a faint smile. “I’d forgotten that’s where Lou Yao was stationed.”


    Cheng Shaogong hid his face behind the pancake, muttering to himself. “How could he forget? He probably wasn’t just paying attention. Lou Yao has been completely defeated and being treated like he doesn’t exist!”


    “Was that your original plan?” Huo Buyi asked, his expression neutral. “To fulfill the Empress Dowager’s wishes and then… stop by and see Lou Yao?”


    “No, no, no!” Shaoshang exclaimed, shaking her head. “There’s a difference between priorities. My original plan was to fulfill Empress Dowager Xuan’s last wishes first, and then, on the way back, stop by to… to see Lou Yao.”


    Cheng Shaogong sighed inwardly. Was that such a big difference? She was better off not saying anything at all.


    Huo Buyi narrowed his eyes, slowly clenching his hand on the table. “Hmm, so you’re going to wait until you have nothing left to worry about to ‘properly’ catch up with Lou Yao? You’re so thoughtful.”


    “Don’t think so much! I just consider A’Yao an old friend from long ago!” Shaoshang protested, exasperated. “It’s been years, and I wonder how he and He Zhaojun are doing. What’s wrong with visiting an old friend I haven’t seen in a long time?”


    “And what if they are not happily married? What would you do?”


    “If they are happy, of course, I’d be happy for them. If they aren’t…” Shaoshang struggled to speak. “I would naturally advise them to work things out! Even if our marriages don’t work out, we can still remain friends. I even plan to visit Yuan Shen sometime in the future!”


    Huo Buyi’s expression softened slightly, and released his long fingers. “Yes, you’re right. It’s good to visit old friends.”


    Shaoshang had barely relaxed when Huo Buyi said, “Speaking of ‘old friends,’ I remember that day when Empress Yue invited us to a feast. You told me that when everything settled down and all the grievances had faded, you’d be willing to consider me an ‘old friend’ as well.”


    Shaoshang’s heart lurched.


    “So, it seems…” Huo Buyi’s expression turned increasingly cold. “If you married Yuan Shen, you’d treat me the same way in the future – stopping by to visit this pitiful person, bringing your husband and children along, as if it were just a casual visit?”


    Cheng Shaogong silently moved his chair even further away. Shaoshang felt like she was facing the heavens and was speechless.


    From the very beginning, she had thought Huo Buyi was quite normal, gentle in his speech, refined and well-mannered. But when it came to her, his train of thought went off the rails, effortlessly finding ways to be jealous. She could be happily munching on a steamed bun, and he would suddenly bring up how one of her former love interests’ family owned a bun shop.


    Knowing that the late Huo Chong and his wife were all general, open-minded, and dignified, Shaoshang wondered if they knew their youngest son had turned out to be so peculiar.


    “…Those were just childish thoughts I had. After thinking it over carefully,” Shaoshang said, her expression turning serious, “I’ve decided if I marry Yuan Shen, I will absolutely never visit you. It’s best if we don’t even see each other again.”


    Huo Buyi’s displeasure grew, and he let out a cold humph.


    Shaoshang, acting sweetly, nestled closer to him, her arms wrapped around his arm. Her voice softened, like smooth silk, “If I ever saw you again, even with a husband and children, maybe… maybe I’d fall back into bad habits. Aiyo, to avoid a red apricot tree leaning over the garden wall, it’s better if I don’t see you again…”2 She ended with a sigh, her voice a low, melodious whisper.


    Huo Buyi’s brow relaxed, and ignoring the presence of others, he captured her small hand, kissing the palm. With a tender voice, he said, “You don’t need to worry about Luo Jitong. I have a way to catch up to them—no need for you to cry about your bad luck and being a jinx.” As he spoke, his handsome eyes feigned a glare, but he could not contain a chuckle.


    Cheng Shaogong was covered in goosebumps, his skin tingling with revulsion. He felt completely nauseated.


    ……


    Leaving behind the wounded soldiers and the sleep-deprived Cheng Shaogong, Huo Buyi and Shaoshang, lightly equipped and mounted on horseback, led their troops out of the camp.


    Huo Buyi told Shaoshang, “The Central Plains are densely populated, but here in the desolate steppes and deserts of the north and northwest, it’s a different story. Once the army leaves the fortress, all we see is endless grassland or sky-blocking desert. There are no civilians to ask for directions, no landmarks to guide us. So our scouts have developed an extraordinary skill – they can deduce the enemy’s general direction from the sparsest of clues.”


    Bloodstained gravel, dewdrops on the grass, the way sunlight cast shadows on the cliffs and slanted pines – all were telltale signs for tracking. The sun had only just risen, and only one night had passed since the battle yesterday afternoon. Several experienced scouts quickly determined the direction of the Luo family’s forces.


    After riding for half a day, they finally discovered a spacious manor nestled in a secluded valley, seemingly the residence of a large and prosperous family. Shaoshang’s spirits lifted. Huo Buyi said softly, “It seems Luo Jitong has more than one place to hide.”


    “What about the original owners?” Shaoshang questioned, puzzled. “Did they sell the house and leave?”


    Huo Buyi’s expression was calm. “… Would they let people know their whereabouts? I doubt it.”


    Shaoshang’s heart sank.


    As expected, the scouts sent to search the valley returned with a grim report. They had found several burial pits, dug days before, containing the bodies of the former residents.


    “It was my fault. Luo Jitong, a woman of such malice, should have been dealt with sooner,” Huo Buyi sighed. He realized he had underestimated her. It was clear, however, that his heart was not yet entirely hardened.


    At that moment, the Liang Qiu brothers, who had gone to scout ahead, returned. Liang Qiu Fei was unusually quiet, while Liang Qiu Qi, his face filled with bewilderment, bowed deeply. “Reporting to the young lord, the people are indeed here… but… but they are all dead!”


    Huo Buyi, instantly alert, spurred his horse into the valley. Shaoshang quickly followed.


    The valley was shaded from the sun. Shadows cast by the falling rocks resembled grotesque demons, looming over rooftops and ground. The blood-red stains and scattered limbs were terrifying in their brutality. As they moved deeper into the valley, more dismembered corpses appeared. Shaoshang recognized them as the Luo family’s soldiers she had fought against the previous day. Even several skilled mercenaries had perished, including one who had been impaled on a spear. His body was missing everything below the waist, his eyes bulging wide, frozen in a mask of terror.


    “How… why? Luo… Luo Jitong…?” Shaoshang’s voice trembled.


    She was no sheltered young lady unfamiliar with war, but a scene of such horrifying death was something she had never witnessed before. Whether it was the hunt in Hua County or the battle yesterday, everyone had been focused on eliminating the enemy, striking wherever they could. But here, the dismembered limbs, the scattered brains… she had not seen a single complete body. This was not just a massacre; it was a brutal, savage slaughter.


    They entered the central chamber. The floor seemed soaked through with blood, a chilling miasma rising from the depths of hell, mixed with the stench of rotting flesh, assaulted their nostrils. Huo Buyi wanted to keep Shaoshang away, but she insisted on entering. Her eyes held a resolute gleam. “I’m not the same person I was before,” she declared. “I’m not afraid of nightmares. Even if I have a nightmare, I have you.”


    Huo Buyi nodded softly, his hand clasped tightly around hers as he led her deeper into the chamber.


    The outer chamber was filled with the corpses of Luo Jitong’s trusted guards. The four martial maids lay scattered around the entrance to the inner chamber, some hanging, some lying on the ground. Finally, Luo Jitong’s body came into view—her head hung low, her limbs severed, her ears and lips cut away. She was nailed to the wall with a long spear.


    “Was this… before she died… or after…?” Shaoshang forced herself to remain calm, but she was barely able to stand.


    Huo Buyi walked forward to examine the body, then turned back. “Her limbs were severed first, and she was left to struggle for a short while before they nailed her alive to the wall.” He took a few steps back and looked around. “This scene… it couldn’t have happened more than two hours ago—likely around midnight last night.”


    Having spoken these words, he pulled Shaoshang out of the house. Stepping out of the blood-soaked chamber, even though they were now in the open air, the lingering scent of blood made Shaoshang feel as if she had escaped death.


    “What, what happened here?” she gasped, sitting on a large rock outside the valley.


    Huo Buyi gently patted her back, trying to calm her. “… This wasn’t a simple ambush.”


    “Did you see all these dismembered bodies? This was a deliberate act of cruelty. These were highly trained assassins. To ensure and eliminate any chance of failure, they often work in groups of three or four, using grappling hooks and curved blades to surround their target. In a blink of an eye, they secure the victim’s limbs, and then, one severs the head, another the limbs. That’s why you’ll find the more skilled the warrior, the more disfigured their body is.”


    “How do you know this?” Shaoshang stared at him, stunned.


    “This isn’t a tactic used in the Central Plains. It’s the style of the Gongsun family assassins from Shu.” Huo Buyi slowly rolled up his sleeve, revealing long, winding scars on his strong, white arm. They looked like a writhing centipede. “I learned this firsthand when I killed Gongsun Xian.”


    “You…” Shaoshang’s heart ached. She reached out to touch his arm. Months later, the scars were still so vivid, a stark reminder of the severity of the injuries. Her voice trembled as she asked, “Are there any others?”


    Huo Buyi offered a reassuring smile. “One more on my leg, that’s all. Don’t worry, they’re just flesh wounds. No internal injuries.” This tactic wasn’t impossible to overcome, it was simply a matter of brute strength. If you have more men than the enemy, and your strength surpassed theirs, when the grappling hooks came flying in you could grab them back, pulling all attackers with you, and break free.


    “When were you planning to tell me about this?” Shaoshang’s fingers, tracing the raised, reddish line of the scar, longed to take the pain away.


    Huo Buyi remained silent. He thought to himself, ‘If we are destined to be together, if we become husband and wife, she’ll learn about the pain I endured for her. But if fate has other plans, there’s no need for her to know.’


    Shaoshang, reading the emotion in his eyes, suddenly understood. Tears welled up in her eyes. “You… you…”


    Six years ago, he had used every trick in the book—playing the fool, pretending to be weak, deceiving, and intimidating her—he had stopped at nothing. But six years later, he would rather suffer in silence, unwilling to reveal even a sliver of his pain.


    Huo Buyi gently rubbed her hair, pulling her close. He laughed as he tried to comfort her, “You can worry about me later. Right now, what matters is why the Gongsun family’s assassins are here.”


    Shaoshang looked up, tears still clinging to her eyelashes. “They came to kill you?!”


    “If they were after me, they would have gone after you. Why kill Luo Jitong?” Huo Buyi shook his head. “Do you think I’d miss a meal because of her death?”


    Shaoshang, her tears turning into laughter, punched him lightly. “You’re a nuisance! Don’t make me laugh.” Then, she looked at him with a puzzled expression. “But, I haven’t heard of any animosity between the Luo and Gongsun families.”


    “There isn’t any,” Huo Buyi’s expression grew serious. “The Gongsun assassins are known for their ruthlessness, but with Luo Jitong’s limited skills… why would they torture her like that?”


    “What should we do now? Should we head back to Madam Qu’s residence?” Shaoshang was unsure of what to do.


    Huo Buyi spoke slowly, “No. We’re going to Yao County.”


    …


    Dun. Dun. Duuuuuuunnnnnn. The censors would explode if they tried to have this part in the drama, haha. But it’s SO GOOD!


    Next Chapter: A Certain Ex-Lover She’s Been Wanting to See for a Long Time (Part Two)


    
      	Duke of Zhou周公之礼 (zhōu gōng zhī lǐ): This refers to the ancient rituals of respect established by the (c. 11th century BCE), particularly related to interactions between men and women. In this context, it’s a humorous and somewhat suggestive reference to the fact that even the most formal of rituals can be interpreted as a form of respect when applied to romantic encounters. ↩︎


      	Red apricot tree leaning over the garden wall is an idiom that’s used to describe a wife cheating on her husband. ↩︎
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    Chapter One Hundred and Seventy-Five:
A Certain Ex-Lover She’s Been Wanting to See for a Long Time (Part Two)


    The sound of gravel crunching beneath the wheels accompanied the slow opening of the city gates. Lou Yao, dressed in his official robes, stood at the gate, his wife, He Zhaojun, with a prominent pregnancy bump, beside him. Both sets of troops, those entering and those leaving, seemed a little distracted. Two miles from Yao County, Shaoshang had kicked Cheng Shaogong out of the carriage and taken his place. Now, she lifted a corner of the curtain, stealthily watching.


    Lou Yao stepped forward, bowing deeply as per protocol. “This humble official invites you to enter the city.”


    Cheng Shaogong leaned towards the carriage and whispered, “Look at the trouble you’ve gotten us into. I remember Lou Yao used to call Marquis Huo ‘Brother Zisheng.’”


    Shaoshang lowered her voice. “What trouble? My original plan was to visit Lou Yao alone, see him and leave, undetected. Who knew things would turn out like this?!”


    “How many of your plans have gone smoothly over the years?”


    “You should stick to fortune-telling, Third Brother!”


    After their whispered exchange, Shaoshang had to get out of the carriage and face Lou Yao.


    Six years had passed in a flash. Young Master Lou was now a grown man, nearly as tall as Huo Buyi. Perhaps to emphasize his authority as county magistrate, he had grown a faint mustache. Shaoshang, burdened with a thousand thoughts, couldn’t help but laugh when she saw the facial hair. “Why grow a mustache? It makes you look older than you are.”


    Lou Yao, initially feeling a bit awkward, was reminded of their carefree youth by her familiar, teasing tone. He laughed, “I wanted to grow a mustache back then, but you said it was ugly. You said you wouldn’t come until next month, why are you here early?”


    Shaoshang laughed. “I can come whenever I want. Are you going to keep the city gates closed? Hurry up and bring out the good wine and food. If you don’t treat me properly, I’ll pawn all the gold toys you got for your children!”


    Lou Yao, as always, remained good-natured. “Gold or no gold, it doesn’t matter. I haven’t seen you in so many years. I have to entertain you properly. Just don’t make fun of my mustache.”


    Shaoshang was about to speak again when Huo Buyi cleared his throat. She quickly changed her tune. “Growing a mustache to show a man’s authority is a mere trifle. Look at Marquis Huo, he must be nearly thirty, and even without a long beard, who would dare to underestimate him?!”


    Her intention was to flatter him, but it sounded to Huo Buyi as if she was implying he was old. His face darkened, his gaze growing cold. He said softly, “Madam He, it’s been a long time. Recently, His Majesty has been busy building the Temple of Worthy Ministers. Your father will be the first to be honored there.”


    He Zhaojun’s expression was as haughty as ever. She bowed slightly, her maid supporting her. “My humble thanks to Marquis Huo,” she said. “His Majesty is very kind and gracious. The He family is eternally grateful. My stepmother mentioned in her letter that every year, the Capital sends gifts to our hometown. Once my younger brother comes of age, he’ll be eligible to receive an official title.”1


    “How are you doing in Yao County?” Huo Buyi asked.


    He Zhaojun glanced at her husband, a hint of disdain in her voice. “It’s neither good nor bad. Just an ordinary life. Fortunately, the governor of this county has an old connection with my father. He often looks out for me. Even if my husband lacks a strong presence, at least he’s not completely out of his depth.”


    Shaoshang, noticing Lou Yao’s sigh, thought, ‘She hasn’t changed at all.’


    Lou Li, standing nearby, couldn’t help but interject. “Sister-in-law, you’re being rather harsh. Brother relies on the governor’s help? He has been encouraging agriculture and irrigation, building water conservancy projects. In terms of population growth and tax revenue, he’s one of the best in all of Yu County! He has often been praised by the Governor of Liangzhou!”


    “You built water conservancy projects?” Shaoshang’s eyes lit up.


    Lou Yao smiled softly. “Some of the drawings you made were actually useful.”


    Memories came flooding back, of two young, naïve teenagers, dreaming of the future, chattering excitedly about their ambitions. Shaoshang’s eyes welled up. She stepped forward and said in a clear voice, “A’Yao, though you face adversity, you have not lost heart or become despondent. You govern a region, care for its people, and your heart is generous. I am not as good as you.”


    Lou Yao, unaccustomed to such sincere and heartfelt praise, blushed and scratched his head, a habit from his younger days. “Shaoshang, with your words, these past few years…”


    He was about to continue when Huo Buyi let out a heavy cough, his face as cold as frost, as if he had just returned from a journey through the snowy wilderness.


    Lou Yao and Shaoshang, both eager to survive, shut their mouths in unison.


    That evening, a welcoming feast was set up in the county magistrate’s residence. Huo Buyi naturally took the seat of honor, while the Cheng siblings and the Lou and He couple sat opposite each other, with Lou Li relegated to the last seat.


    Shaoshang, regaining her composure, had her maids carry in a chest, revealing the gifts she had carefully prepared. She smiled brightly at Lou Yao and He Zhaojun. “It’s been so long since we’ve seen each other. I’m so happy to see you both looking well. Why don’t you bring the children out? I brought some gifts to show my sincerity.”


    Shaoshang thought her comment was well-phrased, but He Zhaojun let out another cold laugh. “I wouldn’t dare say that. I’m incompetent. Though I have been married to my husband for years, I have only just conceived.”


    Everyone in the hall was taken aback.


    Cheng Shaogong, raised under Madam Xiao’s tutelage, had seen firsthand the ‘if something goes wrong, the father is always to blame’ philosophy. His first reaction was that Lou Yao wasn’t trying hard enough. Shaoshang, her heart pounding, wondered if their marriage had always been strained. Only Huo Buyi’s thoughts shifted, his expression softening.


    Shaoshang changed the subject. “A’Li, are you here for a visit? Where is your husband?” There was no clear distinction between married and unmarried women in terms of hairstyle or clothing those days. Lou Li was a year younger than her, and she must be about twenty this year, so she guessed she was visiting her cousin and his wife.


    It seemed that Lou Li had been through a lot in recent years. Her eyes held a cold cynicism and resentment. Since their meeting, she had only given Huo Buyi a few looks filled with a mixture of love and hatred, and she had remained as if everyone owed her money. Now, she said angrily, “My parents both passed away. I’ve been in mourning ever since and haven’t even thought about getting married yet.”


    Shaoshang gasped. “Your father… um, both your parents are gone?”


    Lou Yao lowered his voice. “Six years ago, my aunt, she… after returning to her family home, she was attacked by bandits while out for a stroll and died. A little over two years ago, my uncle also died, heartbroken and ill.”


    Shaoshang was speechless. Shaogong leaned over and whispered, “Are you going to say anything tonight? You always have to bring up the most awkward topics.”


    “Let’s get back to business…” Shaoshang, unwilling to continue this line of conversation, shoved her brother away and forced a smile. “County Magistrate Lou, a few days ago, I encountered a group of…”


    He Zhaojun suddenly cried out in pain, pressing her hand against her stomach. Her face contorted, and Lou Yao, turning to see his wife’s skirt was damp, immediately shouted, “Madam is going to give birth! Help!”


    He scooped her up in his arms and rushed towards the back hall, not even pausing to acknowledge the guests. The servants, both inside and outside the hall, sprang into action, some walking, some running, creating a chaotic scene. Cheng Shaogong, seizing the opportunity, made a quick getaway.


    Shaoshang stood there, bewildered. “I… did I say something wrong again?” She hadn’t even spoken!


    Huo Buyi walked gently to her side, a soft smile on his face. “You didn’t say anything wrong. You’re concerned for them. Why don’t we go take a look?”


    Shaoshang’s eyes widened. “You… why are you so nice all of a sudden?” He was practically frozen a moment ago!


    Huo Buyi chuckled and pulled her along in the direction the servants were running.


    The county magistrate’s residence, decorated to welcome the distinguished guests, was lined with bright red lanterns hanging from the long corridors, casting a warm glow upon their faces.


    Shaoshang, feeling the effects of the wine she had consumed, leaned against Huo Buyi’s arm, her body relaxed. “Don’t go hot and cold like that. I’m getting a little anxious.”


    Huo Buyi said softly, “I don’t believe you get anxious. There’s no one in the world who can make me as angry as you can.”


    “Really?” Shaoshang tugged at his sleeve. “When you’re happy, I feel at ease. When you’re cold, I get upset.”


    Huo Buyi chuckled softly. “Before, I thought you were playing with me, using a few words to make me furious, then a few more to appease me. You were watching me, getting a kick out of my mood swings, my anger, my joy – you were secretly amused.”


    “…Oh, how could you think that?”


    “Before, I was frustrated that I was so easily influenced by you. But after those five years at the border, I realized that I’d rather be the one you make angry, the one you appease, than be alone.”


    Huo Buyi looked down at her and saw her staring at him, her expression bewildered. “What’s wrong?”


    Shaoshang shook her head. “I’ve always been alone. I used to think that life is inherently solitary. Even if someone accompanies you for a while, it won’t last. It’s like passing by a beautiful view. You see it, and then you have to move on.”


    Huo Buyi silently stroked her hair for a moment. “You’re wrong.”


    “I know,” Shaoshang mumbled. “I feel like a dark, deep abyss. Everything else around me is bathed in light, but I am forever shrouded in darkness.”


    She looked up, her face radiant like morning sunshine. “And then you came, holding a blazing torch, illuminating the darkness of the abyss. I know it’s a great blessing, but I don’t know how to respond.”


    Huo Buyi felt a pang of sadness. He understood what she meant. It was like a child accustomed to the cold, suddenly experiencing warmth and unsure of how to handle it. He held her soft waist tightly, resting his forehead against her head. “I’ve done you a disservice, caused you so much pain,” he said softly. “But I can’t let you go. I only hope that from now on, year after year, I can treat you well.”


    Shaoshang, unable to withstand the pressure of his forehead against hers, chuckled softly and buried her head in his embrace. “Listen, there’s a lot of commotion over there. He Zhaojun is in labor, and here we are, indulging ourselves. Don’t you think that’s a bit inconsiderate?”


    Huo Buyi sighed. “Now, besides hoping Yuan Shen stays healthy and happy, I find myself hoping He Zhaojun has a safe delivery and that she grows old with Lou Yao. I’m becoming so sentimental. I guess I am getting old.”


    “You’ve been dropping hints, both overt and subtle,” Shaoshang said, “Do you think I haven’t noticed? You didn’t like it when I mentioned you were nearly thirty, did you? Don’t worry. Besides you, I’ve never looked back at anyone else in my life.” Whether it was her parents or her childhood, past connections were gone. She had no desire to reclaim anything.


    They walked and talked, arriving shortly at the back courtyard of the magistrate’s residence. Servants bustled in and out, while Lou Yao, pacing restlessly in the courtyard, seemed to be trying to wear a groove into the stone floor.


    Huo Buyi tilted his head and whispered, “You asked me why I was so pleasant just now. First, you knew nothing about Lou Li’s situation, not about the deaths of Lou Jing and his wife, and you didn’t even know if He Zhaojun has borne children. It’s obvious that you haven’t been in contact with Lou Yao all these years.”


    Shaoshang sighed, “It’s best to avoid any appearance of impropriety, even if there’s nothing wrong. I’ve only been in contact with He Zhaojun these past years, and I’ve always avoided asking about their personal lives. This time, I thought that with time, things would have calmed down and everyone could remain civil. That’s why I came.”


    Huo Buyi didn’t comment on her plans. “Secondly,” he continued, “With He Zhaojun’s temperament, if Lou Yao had been unkind to her, she would have complained. But she only said she was incapable, which shows that Lou Yao has been treating her reasonably well.”


    “Yes, yes,” Shaoshang remembered. “Although they were arguing, Lou Yao remembered to add an extra layer of soft fur to He Zhaojun’s seat, and He Zhaojun reminded Lou Yao to have some soup before drinking.”


    Huo Buyi chuckled, “So you figured it out!”


    They settled on a bench by the courtyard, offering words of comfort to Lou Yao. Shaoshang even volunteered the elderly physician who had been traveling with their convoy to attend to He Zhaojun’s labor. A long half-hour passed, and the sounds of He Zhaojun’s cries of pain continued to emanate from the delivery room. Shaoshang remained calm, but Huo Buyi’s expression grew increasingly troubled.


    The elderly physician emerged from the delivery room. Lou Yao rushed forward, eager for news. The physician said, “Everything is fine. Your wife is young and strong, and the baby is in the right position. She should be giving birth soon.”


    Just then, a servant woman rushed out, kneeling before Lou Yao. “My Lord, Madam requests to see Mistress Cheng!”


    “Ah, why would she want to see me?” Shaoshang asked, puzzled.


    The servant woman, her voice urgent, said, “Madam says she’s not going to make it. She has a request for Mistress Cheng before she passes!”


    “But the physician said everything was fine!” Lou Yao’s voice cracked with anxiety.


    The old physician offered a wry smile. “Women in labor are always like this. We think everything is fine, but they think they’re going to die.”


    Huo Buyi’s face remained impassive. “Shaoshang, don’t go in. You’ll only get in the way.” A dying request? What kind of request could it be? He could see through these tired old tropes!


    Shaoshang hesitated, but then a piercing cry erupted from the delivery room, followed by another servant woman stumbling out, her joy making her speechless. “Congratulations, my Lord! Congratulations to the honored guests! Madam has given birth! It’s a boy!”


    Overwhelmed with joy, Lou Yao danced around, showering everyone with rewards.


    Shaoshang was dumbfounded. “….Uh, should I still go in?”


    Huo Buyi, with a hint of exasperation, pulled her away.


    …


    Ladies and gentlemen, the fastest labor and delivery. It took He Zhaojun what, all of an hour from water breaking to pushing that kid out? No wonder she thought she was dying, haha.


    Next Chapter: Another Ex-Lover, She Thought It’d Been a Long Time (Part One)


    
      	A young man comes of age when he turns twenty. ↩︎
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    Chapter One Hundred and Seventy-Six:
Another Ex-Lover, She Thought It’d Been a Long Time (Part One)


    He Zhaojun, her face flushed with happiness, sat on the bed. Beside her, the nanny cradled a tightly swaddled infant, showering it with endless praise. Seven or eight women from Lou Yao’s staff gathered in the room, each vying to outdo the other in their compliments, nearly elevating the baby to the status of a celestial being who had descended to earth. Shaoshang, seated on the mat beside the bed, couldn’t take it anymore. Several times, she tried to slip away, only to be pulled back by He Zhaojun – she couldn’t understand how the new mother possessed such strength.


    Having endured enough of the praises for her beloved son, He Zhaojun, with great graciousness, invited the women to the front hall for a meal, leaving only Shaoshang behind for a private conversation.


    “My little mongoose is a healthy one, wouldn’t you say? Look at his nose, his eyes…” He Zhaojun dismissed the nanny and maids, then fondly stroked the swaddled baby near her pillow, her affection interwoven with an unmistakable air of showing off.


    Shaoshang, unwilling to indulge her, appeared disinterested. “It’s alright, I guess. He’s not as fair-skinned as my elder brother’s nephew, not as robust as Sister Qiqi’s child…”


    “What are you saying?! He’s only been born a day, he’s barely got any flesh on him! How can he be fair-skinned or robust?!” He Zhaojun, in an instant, transformed from a warm, affectionate mother into a ferocious beast.


    Shaoshang mocked, “You realize he’s only been born a day, right? Listening to all those ladies gushing about him earlier, I thought A’Meng would be a master of all eighteen martial arts tomorrow and top the Imperial Examination the day after!”


    He Zhaojun said sheepishly, “Can’t you just humor me a little?”


    That was it. Shaoshang’s anger flared. “Do you remember what I told you when we parted ways at the Ten Li Pavilion? I said, ‘Treat A’Yao well. Don’t bully him. He’s a good man. He’d never complain if he got taken advantage of!’ You want me to humor you? Why don’t you try humoring A’Yao? You made him look foolish in front of everyone yesterday!”


    “No, no!” He Zhaojun insisted, her voice rising in agitation. “I listened to you. I’ve been very considerate to A’Yao all these years. When I first arrived here, everything was in chaos. Even when I forgot to eat, I still made sure to bring him food while he was working. He understands my heart and has always been kind to me. We’re doing just fine!”


    “Then why did you act like that yesterday?!”


    “It’s all because of you! Ever since you wrote that letter last month saying you were coming, A’Yao has been so busy preparing your room, searching for gifts for you, even specially inviting a famous chef from the city. Seeing him rushing around like that made me so angry!” He Zhaojun’s voice was full of resentment. “If you hadn’t come, none of this would have happened!”


    Shaoshang, exasperated, fell back in her chair. “Oh, now you’re complaining that I’m in the way! Why didn’t you complain when I was reporting the court’s intentions to you all those years? Three years ago, your little brother got into trouble back home, and the authorities wanted to arrest him. I pleaded with the Emperor on his behalf. You didn’t complain then. Now I come to your house for a few days, and you’re already complaining? You were the one who kept saying in your letters how happy and harmonious your marriage was, with no disagreements at all! That’s why I came!”


    He Zhaojun, her cheeks flushed with shame, said, “I’m truly grateful for all your care over the years. It’s just… It’s just that when I heard you were coming, I felt… a bit insecure.”


    Shaoshang rolled her eyes, “We were only friends for a few months. You’ve been married to A’Yao for years, sharing everything through thick and thin. Why would you feel insecure?”


    “It’s because I haven’t been able to give A’Yao a child.” He Zhaojun’s voice lowered.


    Shaoshang scoffed, “Oh, I see. Now that you’ve given birth to a son, you feel confident, do you?”


    He Zhaojun mumbled, “I just gave birth to a child. Don’t keep picking on me.”


    Shaoshang, angered, turned her head away. After a moment, she turned back and said seriously, “There’s no one else here, so I’m going to ask you straight out. Do you still hold a grudge against me? You’re straightforward and hot-tempered, so don’t try to be fake. And don’t worry, I won’t stop helping your family. Just tell me the truth!”


    He Zhaojun said softly, “I actually let go of it years ago. At first, I thought you were helping us because you still had feelings for A’Yao. But the second year after I came here, while I was honoring my father and brother, I suddenly remembered my second brother.”


    A smile touched He Zhaojun’s lips. “Actually, you and my second brother are very much alike. He had a good friend he knew since childhood, a man of excellent character and talent, but he was too honest and was constantly bullied by his stepmother and younger sister. My brother, like you, was always worrying about him. From helping him choose a wife to supporting his career, my brother was always there for him. I think you’re the same way with A’Yao…”


    “So you know!” Shaoshang exclaimed, her voice firm. “By the way, is the person you’re talking about the eldest son of Marquis Xun, Zhu Kun, who is now a lieutenant under General Wu?”


    He Zhaojun nodded.


    Shaoshang sighed. “Your second brother’s kindness wasn’t in vain! General Zhu, though stationed far away on the border, has been thinking about your family. He’s worried that your younger brother wouldn’t have a mentor in your hometown and that he might get into trouble. He pleaded with the great Confucian scholar in your hometown, Han Da Ru, and finally persuaded him to take your brother as his student, to watch over him. It’s a huge relief. I won’t have to plead with the Emperor anymore.”


    He Zhaojun spoke softly, “Yes. General Zhu is a truly kind man.”


    Shaoshang gently tucked the swaddled baby. “Don’t worry yourself anymore. You and A’Yao have gone through a lot. Things will get better and better from now on.”


    He Zhaojun raised an eyebrow, her lips curving into a smile. “I won’t worry anymore. But I think someone else might be worrying. Don’t you think so?”


    Shaoshang looked away, her smile carefully maintained. “I have absolutely no idea what you mean, Princess An Cheng.” When she started quoting literary phrases, it usually meant the other person had hit the nail on the head.


    Feeling pleasantly amused, Shaoshang left He Zhaojun’s chamber, ready to continue her mission. She was going to gently encourage Lou Yao to put aside his work for a while and spend time comforting his wife, who was still weak. This strategy would yield maximum results with minimal effort.


    But as she reached the door of the study, she found the man prone to ‘overthinking’ already seated behind the desk, his arms resting on a silk map. Standing beside him, Count Magistrate Lou Yao resembled a servant tending to a scholar.


    “…It’s only these two fortified houses in the next eighty miles?” Huo Buyi scrutinized the map.


    “Yes,” Lou Yao said. “Based on what you said, it would take a place like this, with such a large complex, to hold those assassins. Yao County borders Xu County, with only a valley separating the two…”


    Huo Buyi nodded, then pointed to a spot on the map. “Is this the valley? Your map is inaccurate.” He spread his hand, using his thumb and forefinger to measure the distance.


    Lou Yao’s face flushed. “I’ve surveyed the entire area around the county, where we can cultivate, where we can get water. But this valley is close to Xu County. I figured since it isn’t suitable for farming, I’d leave it for later…”


    “There are four key elements in surveying the land: mountain, water, valleys, and scale. Only with these can you attack and defend effectively. Other details can be inspected later. Yao County’s terrain is flat. If a riot breaks out, how will you defend it? Famine won’t kill you instantly, but a rebellion will take the heads of your entire family in a heartbeat.”


    Lou Yao, chastised, bowed deeply. “Thank you for your advice, Brother. I understand.”


    Shaoshang, standing outside the door, shook her head. She felt a strange sensation, akin to ‘watching one’s own dim-witted younger brother being scolded by the cool older brother from next door.’


    Huo Buyi put down the map, leaning against the armrest and sitting slightly sideways. “Judging from the way the Luo family’s forces were slaughtered, the Gongsun remnants, though few in number, moved like the wind and left no trace. It shows they weren’t traveling long distances. They have a base nearby. Don’t be naïve. An event like this happening in your jurisdiction isn’t trivial.”


    Shaoshang, hearing this, stepped into the study. “Since we can’t find any trace right now, why don’t we think about why they are here?”


    Huo Buyi smiled slightly at her, then turned to Lou Yao. “This is the study, a critical place. Don’t you have anyone guarding it? Anyone can come and go as they please, without any warning?”


    Lou Yao stammered. Shaoshang said loudly, “I’ve been in your study, too!”


    Huo Buyi didn’t even bother looking up. “You could enter because I had instructed the guards. Did you tell the servants outside that they could let anyone in?”


    “No, I didn’t…” Of course, Lou Yao hadn’t given any instructions. The servants, seeing Shaoshang as an honored guest who had arrived the day before, simply let her in without question.


    Shaoshang almost choked on her own saliva. “I know you want to scold A’Yao for being careless and not having proper security. But your study is far more important than a regular county magistrate’s. Didn’t you let me go through it too?”


    “You are my wife. Naturally, you can know what I do,” Huo Buyi said, his face impassive as he turned his head slightly towards her. “Tell me, Mistress Cheng, what is your relationship to County Magistrate Lou?”


    Shaoshang froze, speechless.


    Seeing the tense atmosphere, Lou Yao hesitated before saying, “Perhaps we should continue our discussion about the intentions of the Gongsun assassins?”


    Huo Buyi glanced at him, his voice light and dismissive. “Very well. Let’s hear from Mistress Cheng. What are your thoughts?”


    Shaoshang, who had just managed to calm down, felt her frustration bubbling up again. She forced herself to contain it. “The Gongsun remnants’ goals are likely twofold: reclaiming their land or seeking revenge. If they want to reclaim their land, Shi Xin just rebelled in Shu County. They should be going there to help. If it’s revenge…” She looked at Huo Buyi, who calmly met her gaze.


    Shaoshang quickly continued, “They shouldn’t be targeting Master Huo. Last year, the general leading the attack on Shu was someone else. Master Huo was just providing support on a side path… So, why are they here? There must be a reason.”


    “You’re absolutely right, Shaoshang!” Lou Yao eagerly agreed.


    Huo Buyi clamped his mouth shut. This was why he hated Lou Yao. Every time he wanted to praise the girl’s intelligence, Lou Yao would always be quicker and more enthusiastic, showering her with praise and making his own admiration seem insincere.


    “So… what’s the reason then?” Lou Yao asked, perplexed.


    Shaoshang looked at Huo Buyi, and his handsome eyes flickered slightly. He said nothing. She immediately stopped her questioning.


    They had gone around in circles, unable to reach a conclusion. Huo Buyi and Shaoshang left the study, walking silently back to the guest quarters.


    As they walked through the empty courtyard and surrounding woods, Huo Buyi suddenly chuckled. “You never told Lou Yao about my killing of Gongsun Xian.”


    “How could I tell him?” Shaoshang said. “It would be considered treason against the Emperor! It’s true that A’Yao can be trusted, but fewer people knowing is always best.”


    “Yes, fewer people knowing is always better.” Huo Buyi smiled.


    “You wouldn’t tell anyone about this. I wouldn’t tell anyone about it. The Yuan family wouldn’t tell anyone about it, either. So, the assassins aren’t here for revenge.”


    “You’ve already figured it out,” Huo Buyi said. “You were about to ask me something. Go ahead.”


    Shaoshang stopped and stared at him, her mind focused. “You were supposed to leave from Yan County to quell the rebellion in one of the four regions of Qing, Ji, You, and Xu. Why are you in Yu County?” Even if he was keeping an eye on Luo Jitong, he should have sent someone to follow her and protect her, not come in person. He was supposed to be on official business, after all.


    “I thought you wouldn’t ask,” Huo Buyi said. “You’re right. My initial goal in entering Yu County wasn’t for you, but to travel through the eastern part of Yu County to Xu County and meet up with His Highness the Crown Prince.”


    “Isn’t His Highness stationed at the camp in Yan County?” Shaoshang asked, surprised.


    Huo Buyi said, “Xu County has been pacified. General Wu has divided his troops, sending them to Qing County and You County. The Crown Prince, hearing that nearly all the wealthy families in the western part of Xu County were implicated, is restless. He wants to personally investigate whether there was something wrong with the way the land reform was implemented.”


    “Could it be that the Gongsun family is after the Crown Prince?!” Shaoshang exclaimed, alarmed.


    Huo Buyi furrowed his brow slightly. “His Highness is not alone. He’s surrounded by ten thousand soldiers. Even if they were to muster every able-bodied man from the surrounding counties, they couldn’t even hope to overcome those ten thousand troops, let alone a few dozen assassins.”


    Shaoshang hesitated as she stared at him. “Then what are you worried about?”


    “Do I look worried?” Huo Buyi raised an eyebrow.


    “Your brow is so furrowed. You wouldn’t look any different if I were running away with someone!”


    Huo Buyi’s face hardened. “Don’t talk nonsense!” Then, he couldn’t help but chuckle and tapped her forehead with his finger.


    Shaoshang cried out in mock pain, clutching her forehead. “Tell me, what are you worried about?”


    Huo Buyi began to pace. “The Crown Prince is gifted in both literary arts and military strategy, but he’s a bit hot-tempered. If he encounters something unfair, the Emperor would order a thorough investigation through various officials, but the Crown Prince would just roll up his sleeves, charge in, and take matters into his own hands.”


    He had been taken to the Emperor’s side when he was only ten years old and spent a long time in the palace, learning to assess the situation and read people’s minds. He wasn’t bragging, but these days, few could hide their thoughts and intentions from him. He could even understand the Emperor’s mind more often than not.


    “Before, I tried to persuade the Crown Prince not to leave the camp in Yan County. No matter what I said, he wouldn’t listen. He insisted on seeing the situation in person. He wouldn’t let me follow him either, saying that if people saw me, they would immediately know his identity.” Huo Buyi stopped walking. “The moment I heard that, I knew he wouldn’t stay under the protection of a large army for long.”


    Shaoshang shook her head, speechless. “Why does he have to do that?!” He was just asking for trouble!


    Huo Buyi chuckled wryly. “His Highness is determined to experience life among the people. It isn’t a bad thing. Earlier, I asked Lou Yao about the fortified houses in the area, and he said that this region isn’t wealthy. There are only two substantial ones in these few counties.”


    “Then let’s go investigate them!” Shaoshang said.


    Huo Buyi shook his head. “How can we investigate? Do we just go up to them and say, ‘We suspect you’re colluding with the Gongsun rebels, so we’re going to search your fortified mansions?’ Do you think those fortifications are just for show? They’re filled with private armies. That’s why the governors of these counties are so wary of the local families. We can’t just go around conducting random searches without any evidence. If they’re innocent, we’ll have a problem. If we incite a riot before we even find the Gongsun family, we’ll be in a mess. Let’s not scare the snake out of its hole just yet.”


    …


    For the next three or four days, Lou Yao continued his duties as the county magistrate and new father. Shaoshang, accompanied by Huo Buyi, scoured the area for clues– ravines, valleys, hidden hollows. They even observed the fortified mansions from afar.


    Shaoshang wanted to take her brother along, but Cheng Shaogong, having endured a month of hardship, absolutely refused to leave the mansion. He spent his days eating, drinking, and pampering himself, throwing divination coins and drawing talismans when he had nothing better to do. What a life!


    One day, having eaten and drunk his fill, he decided to take a stroll to help his digestion. As he wandered through the back courtyard, he saw Lou Li berating the servants. He detested unreasonable and capricious women, and he immediately turned on his heel.


    But Lou Li, catching sight of him, called out in a shrill voice, “Young Master Cheng, wait!”


    Cheng Shaogong had no choice but to turn back. He gave a polite bow. “Greetings, Mistress Lou.”


    “You’ve come at the right time, Young Master Cheng,” Lou Li said coldly. “My brother saved a wandering swordsman who fell off a cliff a few days ago. He’s still unconscious. I hear that the Cheng family brought along a skilled physician. Perhaps you could ask him to take a look. It would be better than pouring endless bowls of broth down the man’s throat.”


    Cheng Shaogong was taken aback. “You’re overpraising him. He’s more skilled at internal ailments. This fall is an external injury…”


    “He’s treated a woman in labor. What’s wrong with treating a fall?” Lou Li impatiently said.


    Cheng Shaogong realized with a start that he should have consulted his divination coins before stepping out today. He was weighing his options: should he persuade Mistress Lou not to be unreasonable, or should he resign himself to finding the physician and treating the injured man as a last resort.


    Just then, a servant carrying a tray emerged from the opposite house. As the door swung open, he caught a glimpse of the man’s profile, swollen and bruised, covered in scars. Despite the damage, he recognized him.


    Wait, wasn’t that his sister’s ex-fiancé’s father’s sworn brother?


    Madam Xiao had even considered asking him to teach his younger brothers martial arts!


    What was he doing here?


    …


    No lie, I thought our Shaogong would meet a young woman and fall in love when he went for a walk. Didn’t expect this, haha.


    Next Chapter: Another Ex-Lover, She Thought It’d Been a Long Time (Part Two)
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    Chapter One Hundred and Seventy-Seven:
Another Ex-Lover, She Thought It’d Been a Long Time (Part Two)


    Within the guest room, Huo Buyi, Lou Yao, and the Cheng siblings stood clustered around the bed, their gazes fixed on the injured man lying upon it. The four of them wore expressions of varying degrees of concern.


    “…Could this be Diwu Cheng?” Cheng Shaogong asked, his voice edged with both apprehension and trepidation. “I haven’t lost my sight, have I?”


    “Your eyes are not deceiving you, brother, it is indeed Diwu Cheng,” Shaoshang confirmed, though the man’s face was so swollen, it resembled a pig’s head.


    Diwu Cheng – that was the problem! Cheng Shaogong’s head felt like it was about to burst. “If my memory serves me correctly, Diwu Cheng left the Capital with…” He stole a glance at Huo Buyi. “…with Yuan Shen, was it not?”


    Huo Buyi pondered for a moment before asking, “A’Yao, enlighten us on the sequence of events.”


    Lou Yao, sensing the gravity of the situation, hastened to explain, “About six days ago, I was on my regular rounds of inspection through the surrounding countryside. As I passed by a small mountain on the eastern side, my servants discovered this man at the foot of the hill. Given his fine attire and the calluses on his hands, calluses that spoke of years spent wielding swords, I surmised there was more to this man than meets the eye. I brought him back to our manor for treatment. However, his injuries were truly severe, beyond anything I’d encountered before. Not only was his body covered in blood and contusions, but he also remained unconscious. I replaced the physicians specializing in external injuries several times, even brought in a renowned physician from the neighboring county, yet his condition remained unchanged. The only signs of life he exhibited were the occasional mumbled whispers, things like ‘Hurry, send a message.’ Beyond that, we are completely in the dark about his identity.”


    “The mountain on the eastern side… could it be Ji Ming Mountain?” Huo Buyi asked.


    Lou Yao nodded in confirmation.


    “To think that a master swordsman of Diwu Cheng’s caliber would meet his end by tumbling off a cliff!” Cheng Shaogong exclaimed in astonishment.


    “I told you to come with me to investigate, but you wouldn’t listen! You wouldn’t be spouting such nonsense if you had,” Shaoshang said with a hint of exasperation. “That Ji Ming Mountain is hardly any taller than the little hill behind our house. Even A’Zhu and Ou’er couldn’t possibly fall from there!”


    Cheng Shaogong tapped his forehead, a flicker of inspiration in his eyes. “Right! Doesn’t Marquis Huo have someone skilled at deducing travel routes from the smallest of clues? Perhaps we could ask County Magistrate Lou to produce the clothes Diwu Cheng was wearing that day and have Marquis Huo’s scouts examine them.”


    Shaoshang’s lips curled into a mocking smile, her eyes glinting with a cold amusement. “Brother, you truly have a knack for strategy.”


    Huo Buyi chuckled—Lou Yao had always been a welcoming and hospitable host, unfailingly attentive to his guests.


    Before Cheng Shaogong could bask in the glow of his supposed cleverness, Lou Yao’s voice came out in a flustered stammer, “Well, um… those, uh, the servants have already cleaned and mended the tattered, dirty clothes Diwu Cheng was wearing when he first arrived.”


    Cheng Shaogong was rendered speechless.


    Huo Buyi shook his head, rolling up his sleeves, and then bent forward to examine Diwu Cheng’s wounds. From his neck to his chest, down to his arms, especially his iron palms, they were covered in scars. His pale fingertips traced the dark red wounds, the calloused surface of his tiger palms, covered with countless minor cuts. He meticulously examined each injury, his expression growing graver with each passing moment.


    “What did you find?” Shaoshang asked, unable to approach the bed due to her older brother’s stern presence, she stretched her neck to inquire.


    Huo Buyi lowered his sleeve and said in a grave tone, “Diwu Cheng’s injuries appear to be the result of a fall, but they were actually inflicted while he was rolling and tumbling amongst the jagged rocks. Beneath these wounds, there are marks from curved, sharp blades…” He pointed to a faint, twisted scar, barely visible beneath a cluster of bloody welts. His brow furrowed as he stated, “It seems we’ll need to pay a visit to those fortified mansions.”


    “So, Diwu Cheng escaped from those two fortified mansions? How can you tell?” Lou Yao blurted out, then realizing his mistake, he quickly added, “Brother, I didn’t mean to question you.”


    Cheng Shaogong, with a hint of sarcasm in his voice, retorted, “You might say you weren’t questioning him, but it’s obvious you were thinking it all the same.”


    Lou Yao, lacking his brother’s sharp tongue, blushed instantly.


    Shaoshang exploded in anger. “Third Brother, what are you talking about? A’Yao simply asked a question. What gives you the right to accuse him like that?!”


    Shaogong smiled but remained silent. Shaoshang noticed Huo Buyi’s quick glance in her direction and took a deep breath before continuing, “I mean, isn’t it obvious? First, considering the severity of Diwu Cheng’s injuries, he couldn’t have travelled far. Therefore, whoever harmed him must be nearby. Second, this region is flat. Within a hundred miles, only the areas surrounding those two fortified mansions feature jagged, sharp rocks, used for defense. Third, Diwu Cheng is a highly skilled warrior. With his capabilities, how could they have captured him, especially with a group of elite soldiers surrounding him, if it was just an ordinary area?”


    Lou Yao gave a hesitant “Oh,” then said, “I see. Those two fortified mansions are indeed the most suspicious… What should we do next?” He paused for a moment, then added, “I am the County Magistrate after all, there’s nothing wrong with paying them a visit and inquiring.”


    Shaoshang immediately objected. “You can’t just barge into their homes. Those families are local powerhouses who maintain private armies. Besides, one of them is probably innocent. If you offend them, A’Yao, how will you govern here? In my opinion, it’s better to send someone to ask the Governor for an official letter of authorization.”


    Cheng Shaogong burst into laughter. “Shaoshang, think carefully. We need to save him, and this is an emergency. To get to An Guo County and back, it will take four or five days at the very least. What if Yuan Shen dies during that time?”


    Shaoshang turned her head towards Lou Yao and said, “A’Yao, you should go visit them right away. Saving a life is a matter of urgency.”


    Lou Yao remained silent.


    Huo Buyi smiled, the tension in his brow easing slightly. “There’s no need to be so hesitant, A’Yao. Later, you’ll have someone carry Diwu Cheng to those two fortified mansions. Tell the two family heads that the heir of the Jiao Dong Yuan family, Yuan Shen, has been missing for days. His status is significant, and he’s in the Emperor’s good graces. We can’t afford to ignore this. Ask them to help with the search.”


    Lou Yao seemed confused. “If those two families really send people out to search, how will we get into their fortified mansions?”


    “Just tell them that Diwu Cheng woke up early this morning and said that Yuan Shen was captured by one of their families.”


    “Diwu Cheng never said anything like that! Besides, he hasn’t woken up yet.” Lou Yao was even more confused.


    “He didn’t wake up completely, but he passed out again on the way to the fortified mansions,” Huo Buyi explained patiently.


    The Cheng twins both exclaimed “Ah!” Shaogong’s lips twitched. “That’s a good idea. Since Diwu Cheng can’t wake up, he won’t be able to refute anything. County Magistrate Lou, just insist that Diwu Cheng has identified their private estates as the place where Yuan Shen was captured. No one will challenge you.”


    “What if they deny everything?” Shaoshang asked, a hint of worry in her voice. “Could we end up scaring the snake out of its hole and accidentally endanger A’Y… Young Master Yuan’s life?”


    Huo Buyi slowly lowered his wide sleeves. “If they haven’t killed Yuan Shen, they must have a reason. They wouldn’t kill him now either. A’Yao has been making a big fuss about finding a physician for days. If we were going to scare the snake out of its hole, we would have already done it.”


    Shaoshang felt a small measure of reassurance.


    Lou Yao, a man of action, immediately set about finding people to carry Diwu Cheng. Shaoshang wanted to follow them, but Huo Buyi said, “Shaogong, you go with A’Yao. A’Yao, just confidently demand Yuan Shen from them. Shaogong, you stay behind and carefully observe the reactions of the two families. You two go quickly and return quickly. No matter what those families say, come back and report to me as soon as possible.”


    Shaoshang wasn’t happy, but she never contradicted Huo Buyi in front of others.


    Cheng Shaogong lamented the swift disappearance of his leisurely time, reluctantly following Lou Yao out the door. Shaoshang, trailing behind, muttered, “Third Brother, pay close attention. Use your skills in reading people’s faces…”


    Shaogong retorted with annoyance, “Cut it out with the chatter. This is all your fault! You’re making me run all over the place.”


    “How is it my fault?!” Shaoshang exclaimed, her tone laced with indignation.


    “I’m now following the orders of your former-former fiancé, while trailing your former-former-former fiancé, to find your previous fiancé. Tell me, is this not your fault?!”


    Cheng Shaogong stormed off, muttering under his breath, “I’m lucky I only have one sister. If I had more, I’d definitely become a monk!”


    …


    The two private estates were situated on the border between Yu and Xu Counties, about seventy or eighty miles from Yao County. While they were quite a distance apart, the two estates themselves were not far from each other—at most five or six miles. Viewing the three locations as a whole, they formed a long, slender isosceles triangle.


    Legend has it that the two private estates were built during the Warring States period. A pair of brothers, whose rise to wealth remains shrouded in mystery, settled in this region. However, when Emperor Shi Huang unified the empire and forcefully implemented the laws of Shang Yang, decreeing that all adult males must divide their households, the brothers constructed these two estates, close to each other.1


    Later, with wars raging and dynasties changing hands, the two private estates fell into disrepair and changed ownership several times. Currently, the two families occupying and expanding these estates are the Li family, who claim with unwavering confidence to be descendants of Laozi, the founder of Daoism, and the Tian family, who, emulating them, boast that their ancestors were from the royal lineage of the former Qi Dynasty. It’s a tradition, you see. One can’t claim to be successful without a glittering ancestry to their name.


    County Magistrate Lou, carrying the injured man and accompanied by the fortune-teller, went to confront the families with trepidation. Shaoshang, her heart filled with worry, watched them leave. Turning, she headed for the study, intending to speak with Huo Buyi. However, she found him issuing orders to his men, his expression stern and cold.


    “…Zhang Shan, take this token. Go to the western prefectures and gather as many troops as possible. They must be returned within two days. Liang Qiu Qi, ride quickly to the Yan County camp and find Master Ouyang. Tell him to issue orders to all the prefectures and counties. If they receive any news of the Crown Prince’s party, they must intercept them immediately. Under no circumstances are they to come to Yu County! Li Si, go find the Governor of Liangzhou and tell him to set aside the western front for now. He needs to lead his troops here as soon as possible. A’Fei, ride along the eastern route and warn the governors and magistrates of the surrounding counties. They must be wary of anyone who might be plotting against the Crown Prince.”


    The four men, without the slightest hesitation, clasped their fists in a salute and departed. Shaoshang listened, her heart pounding with alarm. Huo Buyi saw her and said, “You’ve arrived just in time. Count up the remaining munitions you have and bring them all out. If your convoy has any supplies stored away, start preparing some extra in the next couple of days. I remember you have a few skilled craftsmen in your convoy. Lend them to me.”


    Shaoshang had something she wanted to say, but she swallowed it back. Turning, she went to give instructions to her men. She thought to herself, ‘I need to tell Lou Yao that he is an official now. He needs to learn how to read the boss’s expression. If it’s an emergency and the atmosphere is tense, don’t ask unnecessary questions. Act first.’


    She returned to her convoy’s courtyard, where they were stationed. First, she had the wounded taken care of, entrusting them to the Lou family stewards. Then, she ordered the guards and soldiers who had been resting for the past few days to prepare their bows, swords, horses, and be ready for another battle. Next, she counted the remaining munitions and brought out the fire oil, saltpeter, and gunpowder hidden beneath several baggage wagons, personally supervising the preparation of her secret weapons.


    Naturally, this commotion alerted He Zhaojun. Ignoring her postpartum weakness, she had her servants carry her to find Shaoshang. Shaoshang quickly invited her to her private quarters, briefly explaining the situation. “That’s how it is. I’m not entirely sure what’s going on, but Marquis Huo has his reasons. Don’t worry. No matter what, I won’t let anything happen to you or A’Yao.”


    He Zhaojun, feeling a little calmer, said, “I brought two hundred of my father’s soldiers with me. They haven’t seen much battle in recent years, but they’re better than ordinary village militias. You don’t need to borrow troops everywhere. Just use them!”


    A sense of intellectual superiority immediately surged through Shaoshang. She said, with a hint of smugness, “You two need to think a little harder. Didn’t you realize what I meant earlier? Master Huo sent his men to borrow troops from the western prefectures but refused to mobilize troops from nearby counties to the east. Why? There are four or five counties bordering Yu and Xu. Do you know where things will go wrong? It’s like they say, the enemy doesn’t move, I don’t move. Once something happens, everyone can converge immediately. Do you understand this simple principle?”


    He Zhaojun, taken aback by Shaoshang’s words, retorted, “I don’t understand this principle, but didn’t you figure it out after listening to Marquis Huo’s instructions?”


    Shaoshang was speechless, choked with emotion. “Fine, you have guts.” She finally said, “Alright, go back to your room and rest. I’ve left the maids, cooks, and the wounded soldiers here. You take care of them.”


    She worked tirelessly until nightfall. Finally, Huo Buyi found a moment to come to her.


    The evening wind blew gently. The tall, handsome young man stood in a moon-white robe woven with silver threads. His clothes billowed in the wind, his posture upright, elegant, and composed. Meanwhile, Shaoshang had just emerged from the kitchen, her hair disheveled, sweat beading on her forehead, her sleeves tied high, and a black apron still wrapped around her.


    Huo Buyi chuckled softly. Shaoshang, annoyed, retorted, “You’re laughing at how messy I look! My newly made weapons aren’t for you!”


    Huo Buyi didn’t get angry. He pulled her to sit down in the pavilion. “I wasn’t laughing at your appearance. I was just thinking about that hunting lodge outside of Huai County. You looked the same then – wearing your apron, your sleeves tied up, and in such a mess.”


    Shaoshang sighed as she remembered. “Thinking back, our encounters have mostly been a mess, except for the time we spent in the palace. We were either causing trouble under the bridge, stuck on horseback, or needing a rescue.”


    Huo Buyi looked surprised for a moment, then chuckled. “You might find it messy, but I think those moments were charming.”


    Shaoshang sighed. “You really should tell the Emperor that. He was wrong about your marriage prospects.”


    Huo Buyi burst into laughter and pulled her into his embrace. They leaned against each other, their bodies close.


    Shaoshang grimaced. “Maybe I should just stay home from now on. Whenever I go out, something happens.”


    Huo Buyi rubbed her hair gently. “It won’t be like that. Things will get better. You’ve already had your share of trouble for the first twenty years of your life. From now on, everything will go smoothly, and you’ll have a peaceful life.”


    Shaoshang looked up at him, her smile radiant. “You too. You’ve already endured all the hardship you’ll ever have to face. From now on, there will be no more difficulties or struggles.”


    The cool moonlight, like a delicate veil, bathed the scene. The well pulley nearby creaked slightly as it turned, making a gentle, rhythmic sound. When making explosives, the greatest fear was fire. That was why Shaoshang had chosen this courtyard, which had a well, for her workshop.


    Huo Buyi removed his outer robe and laid it on the stone table. He then walked to the well, rolled up his sleeves. Without using the pulley, he lifted a bucket of water from the well with a single arm, a simple flick of the wrist. His shoulders were broad, his back straight, and his waist lean and strong. As he bent over, he resembled a rainbow bridge spanning a mountain, both powerful and graceful. Shaoshang watched, mesmerized, a thought flitting through her mind: How wonderful it would be to have a handsome son, tall and strong, like him.


    Unaware of her thoughts, Huo Buyi pulled out a silk handkerchief from his pocket, dipped it in the water, and gently wiped the dust and sweat from her cheeks. Her skin, delicate and white, pulsed with life, like a stubborn flower bud just emerging from a branch. He said softly, “My mother loved to tend her flowers. She would always get covered in dirt, and my father would wipe it off for her.”


    Shaoshang, her mind wandering, blurted out, “Why don’t you call me Mother?”


    Huo Buyi paused, and Shaoshang immediately began waving her hands. “No, no, no, no, no! I’m not trying to take advantage of you, or disrespect your parents. I’m just talking nonsense.”


    Huo Buyi’s eyes twinkled, a hint of amusement mixed with a touch of reproach.


    Seeing that he wasn’t going to hold it against her, Shaoshang quickly changed the subject. “I heard you ordered some large stones to be brought here. What are they for?”


    Huo Buyi dipped his handkerchief in the water bucket again and returned to wipe her hands. “Making a makeshift battering ram.”


    “Oh,” Shaoshang said, then gasped, “What? You want to attack those two private estates? Third Brother and the others haven’t even returned yet. How do you know they’re suspicious? Are you being too paranoid?”


    Huo Buyi lightly tapped her nose, a playful smile on his face. “I’ve survived this long because I am paranoid. It’s better to be prepared.”


    Shaoshang felt a flicker in her heart as she looked into his deep brown eyes. “…You are not your father. You won’t have to face someone like Ling Yi.”


    Huo Buyi carefully folded his handkerchief and placed it on the stone table. His voice was calm. “…I’m not my father. If someone like Ling Yi showed any signs of treachery, I wouldn’t let him live for three days.”


    Ling Yi’s fear of death had not been without warning signs, but Huo Chong had always believed he was simply cowardly and would never betray their trust. This was partly because Huo Chong was a man of honor and wouldn’t easily suspect others. But it was also because of his sister. He always tried to think the best of his brother-in-law.


    Shaoshang fell silent for a moment. “You’re going to great lengths to save Yuan Shen, aren’t you? There’s more to it than that, isn’t there?”


    Huo Buyi stared at her. “Since we found Diwu Cheng, you haven’t mentioned Yuan Shen once. Are you afraid he’s dead?”


    Shaoshang closed her eyes, her voice trembling slightly. “He always pretends to be humble and polite in public, but he’s only mentioned to me that he wants to become a high-ranking official, a prestigious position that would bring honor to his family for generations. I never imagined that he… he could die in such a remote, obscure place. You wouldn’t suspect that I still have feelings for him, would you?”


    Huo Buyi smiled. “Of course not.” In truth, he thought to himself, ‘Even if they were deeply in love, I’d still want to interfere. So, a simple lingering affection doesn’t bother me at all.’


    “Be honest with me. The situation is serious, isn’t it?” Shaoshang asked.


    Huo Buyi thought for a moment. “You were right about one thing,” he said slowly. “The Emperor pacified the land too quickly, leaving many hidden dangers. The state of the world is like a mountain, with its many peaks and valleys. If a massive landslide were to crash down, obliterating everything, the damage would be immense, but there would be nothing but a flat, even surface. But the problem is…”


    He paused, then continued, “While you were visiting Madam Qu and reminiscing, General Wu had already quelled the most formidable rebellions. Especially Xu County, being a strategic location, a battleground for many armies, all the forces united and cleared the region quickly. That’s why the Crown Prince decided to go on his secret visit. But just as he set off, news arrived that Shi Xin had rebelled in Shu.”


    Shaoshang jumped to her feet, her voice urgent. “If the situation is this serious, then we need to send reinforcements! We can’t handle this alone!”


    “Where would we get more troops?” Huo Buyi asked calmly.


    Shaoshang was taken aback. “Then… what about the camp in Yan County?”


    “The camp in Yan County is empty.”


    Shaoshang sat back down, stunned.


    “The court has only a limited number of troops and resources. We can’t move them from the northwest or north. If we do, the tribes in the steppes and deserts will smell blood and invade the Central Plains. General Wu has gone south to Shu to quell Shi Xin’s rebellion. The other generals are leading their troops, fighting rebellions in Qing, You, and Ji. The camp in Yan County has been empty for a while. If it wasn’t for protecting the Crown Prince, I would have gone to Shu as well. The General’s health has been declining lately. He’s getting old, and years of fighting have taken a toll on him. His Majesty has been very worried about him.”


    Shaoshang’s heart was in her throat. Finally, she said angrily, “It’s all the Crown Prince’s fault! Why does he have to run off like that? When we find him, I’m not letting him wander off like this again!”


    Huo Buyi chuckled. “The Crown Prince is methodical in his actions. He’s pretending to be a young noble traveling the countryside, with Eastern Palace guards and Tiger Army soldiers protecting him, both openly and secretly. They send messengers back regularly to report his safety. Nothing has happened in all this time, except…”


    “He’s worried someone might be trying to harm him,” Shaoshang added.


    Huo Buyi sighed. “In any case, with the Gongsun family’s presence and Yuan Shen and his men disappearing without a trace, I can’t rest easy. My gut tells me that if we can figure out where Yuan Shen’s group went, we can resolve the Crown Prince’s predicament.”


    Shaoshang rested her hand on her chin, deep in thought. “You’re right. We need to find the Yuan family first! The Yuan family has weathered many storms over the decades. The Governor of Yuanzhou has been a powerful regional official for years. The guards and soldiers he sent with his only son wouldn’t be ordinary! But for all of them to disappear without a trace? It’s clear there’s something sinister going on. Which of those two private estates do you think is more suspicious?”


    “The Tian family,” Huo Buyi said. “I’ve examined the terrain. It’s easy to defend and hard to attack. The surrounding area is isolated. Given the terrain, even if Yuan Shen’s troops are brave and skilled, they’re still outnumbered. If they’re lured into a trap and eliminated slowly, no one outside would know.”


    “Good! Let’s prepare ourselves. I want to see if those walls of theirs can withstand my gunpowder!”


    They agreed on their plan, confident that they were on the right track. But plans rarely go according to schedule. The news that Lou Yao and Cheng Shaogong brought back the next day was quite amusing.


    The head of the Tian family was young, while the master of the Li family was older. Following common logic, the younger man would be more impetuous and aggressive, while the older man would be smoother and accommodating. However, when Lou Yao and Cheng Shaogong went to confront them with their deception, it was the young master of the Tian family who was full of promises and smiles, claiming to welcome a search of his private estate at any time and vowing to prove his innocence. Meanwhile, the middle-aged master of the Li family displayed a shockingly imposing presence. He not only spat in the faces of Lou Yao and Cheng Shaogong, he cursed everything from the emperor’s land reform decree to Liang Wuji’s governance, and he was only a hair’s breadth away from unleashing his dogs on them.


    Shaoshang, wanting to learn more about the two families, asked Lou Yao. Lou Yao was flustered and began to stammer. “Those two private estates weren’t under my jurisdiction before. They were under the control of Master Wang, the magistrate of the neighboring county. The Governor of Liangzhou only annexed that area to Yao County this year. So… I’m not familiar with many things.”


    “Why?” Shaoshang asked, puzzled.


    Huo Buyi chuckled. “It’s probably because of the land reform. Those two private estates must be quite influential in this area and have maintained good relations with the government. The Governor of Liangzhou was worried that the local magistrate would be lenient, so he pulled the rug out from under them by directly placing that area under A’Yao’s jurisdiction. Now their previous advantages are useless.”


    “No wonder the Emperor always praises the Governor of Liangzhou. He’s really talented.” Shaoshang acknowledged. So many local officials in those other prefectures were demoted or even executed for their poor execution of the land reform decree. Only Liang Wuji stood out from the crowd. It seems Madam Qu married the right person.


    Though she spoke in this way, the current situation was not ideal. Lou Yao only knew the basic information about those two private estates: the land they covered, the number of people, the family lineage, and their records. He knew nothing about the personalities, financial standing, or social connections of the two family heads.


    Normally, the families of local officials would interact with the wives and children of the powerful families. However, He Zhaojun, overly anxious since she became pregnant, hadn’t left the county residence in the past six months. She’d been resting and taking care of herself to protect the baby. Only Lou Li, representing her and her brother, attended a few flower viewing events and cool-evening gatherings.


    “Li’er said that Master Tian, although young, has many concubines. He has three or four wives, all of equal standing, so it’s difficult to keep track of them all. Master Li has a bad reputation. They say every wife he marries dies, and no family in this region would dare to marry their daughter to him. He ended up marrying a woman from somewhere else a few years ago. But she was frail and sickly and rarely went out. Li’er has only seen her a few times,” Lou Yao said, trying to recall everything his cousin told him.


    “Well, one with many wives and concubines, the other a serial widower. It seems they’re a perfect match,” Shaoshang quipped.


    Huo Buyi smiled, glancing at the witty and mischievous girl. He then asked Lou Yao and Cheng Shaogong for their opinions on the two families. Cheng Shaogong’s ability to perceive subtle details immediately proved its worth.


    “Based on how they reacted, the Tian family seems innocent,” Lou Yao hesitated. “They were willing to let us search their residence without hesitation. The Li family, on the other hand, was defiant and aggressive. They must be hiding something.”


    “No,” Cheng Shaogong said. “I saw that Tian Shuo’s (head of the Tian family) forehead is narrow, his cheeks are sunken, and his eyes are gloomy. He doesn’t look like a virtuous man, and his righteous words didn’t match his appearance. Also, he’s too over-the-top. His extreme righteousness seems like hypocrisy. His sincerity and enthusiasm feel like a disguise.”


    “Right,” Huo Buyi nodded. “Unless there’s another reason, if a local official wants to search your own residence, and you’re willing to let them do it with a smile, if all the powerful families were so easygoing, there wouldn’t be so much rebellion across the land because of the land reform.”


    “So, the Li family could be innocent?” Lou Yao asked, stunned. He couldn’t help but touch his arm, where he’d almost been bitten by one of their dogs.


    Cheng Shaogong’s expression became serious. “Actually, I find Li Kuo (head of the Li family) very strange. He’s so arrogant and outrageous when he gets angry. He can complain about the Governor of Liangzhou, fine. But he even cursed the Emperor and the court’s decrees. Doesn’t he fear the consequences when the situation calms down?”


    Shaoshang shivered, touching the back of her neck. “But I’ve looked at the Li family’s estate. The area is flat, with no cover, and it’s near the largest market in the county. When Yuan Shen left, he had at least two hundred guards. Even if he was foolish, his soldiers would know to keep everyone inside the residence, so they wouldn’t be trapped inside. If there was a fight, how could the nearby villagers not notice anything?”


    They seemed to have hit a dead end, and all three of them turned to look at Huo Buyi.


    Huo Buyi remained unfazed, his voice calm. “Since the Tian family is willing to let us search, let’s go.”


    Time was of the essence. Huo Buyi immediately led his troops out of the city, accompanied by the Cheng siblings. They planned to leave Lou Yao behind to guard the county, but He Zhaojun insisted that her husband go with them. She assigned half of her family’s troops to accompany them, saying firmly, “I’ll be here. I’ll close the gates and be vigilant. You go take care of the important matter.”


    Shaoshang understood her intentions. If Lou Yao could earn some merit in the Crown Prince’s eyes, his future would be much smoother. She chuckled, “You wouldn’t even let A’Yao be assigned to a remote post back then. Now, you’ve hardened your heart.”


    He Zhaojun sighed. “People grow up. Before, with the protection of my family and brothers, I could be as reckless as I wanted. It’s different now. We have to think of our children. The previous generation plants the trees, and the next generation enjoys the shade.”


    Shaoshang couldn’t help but feel a sense of irony, but she quipped, “Just one son, and you’re already saying ‘my children?’ You’re thinking way ahead, Princess Cheng An.”


    He Zhaojun rolled her eyes and retorted, “Don’t forget you’re here too. As long as you’re around, A’Yao won’t be in any trouble!”


    Shaoshang was once again defeated in the verbal sparring. As the saying went, even the most sharp-tongued maiden is no match for a married woman’s quick wit. The ancient adage rang true after all.


    They set off at noon, passing through several peaceful and serene villages. Under the warm and dry autumn sun, the mature golden crops formed a magnificent, joyous sea of wheat, stretching endlessly, filling the onlooker with a sense of exhilaration. The convoy didn’t want to disrupt the farmers busy with the harvest, so they camped outside for the night and arrived near the Tian family’s private estate the next morning.


    Gazing at the dense, shady woods surrounding the private estate, trees of various heights and thicknesses – as if planted in different years – Huo Buyi raised his hand from his saddle and, with a gentle wave, commanded the army to halt and dismount. Shaoshang, leading her now quite tall little flower horse, walked among the towering giant trees, some requiring several people to embrace their girth. She would occasionally run her hand along the rough, sturdy bark and sighed, “Some of these trees must be over a hundred years old.”


    She turned to Huo Buyi. “Is it really safe to enter like this? Won’t we be lured into a trap and all be wiped out?” This dense, towering forest was like a natural barrier. Even the most frenzied battles inside would be inaudible from the outside.


    Huo Buyi led his horse towards her and patiently explained, “Yuan Shen only has two hundred men, so they can be easily taken down. I brought five hundred elite soldiers, plus yours and A’Yao’s men. It’s at least seven or eight hundred now. Even the thickest forest can’t hold all of us.”


    Shaoshang felt slightly more reassured, but then asked, “Hey, do you really think Yuan Shen’s group met their end here?”


    “Hard to say. We need to thoroughly investigate to know for sure. But I have a feeling something isn’t right here.”


    Shaoshang lowered her head and walked forward. She suddenly asked, “Why didn’t you leave me back in the county with He Zhaojun? This place is so dangerous, yet you agreed to bring me along.”


    Huo Buyi lifted the corners of his lips into a playful smirk and quipped, “If you were by the water, you might face a raging tidal wave. If you were by the mountains, you might face a landslide. If you were at the edge of the sky, who knows if Mount Buzhou might collapse again. I can’t be at ease leaving you alone, so it’s better to stay by my side.”


    “You can’t keep me by your side forever,” Shaoshang said softly.


    Huo Buyi abruptly stopped walking and stared intently at her. Shaoshang met his gaze, and then they both turned their heads simultaneously.


    The Tian family’s private estate was built grand and imposing. As the arched gate, towering some ten feet high, slowly opened inwards, Shaoshang felt as if she was entering a hollow and ominous mountain cave. The air was cold and empty, carrying an unpleasant dampness.


    As the group entered, they found the Tian family in the middle of a strange sacrificial ritual.


    On a wide, circular platform, seven or eight shamans, adorned with colorful sashes, were performing a dance. They held bells and drums, their hair flowing wildly, as they danced and chanted in unison around a powerful, jet-black bull. Four muscular men, with bare chests and holding sharp daggers, stood guard at the four cardinal directions.


    The massive, black bull bellowed deeply, causing the eardrums to vibrate. Its powerful limbs struggled against the thick iron chains that bound it tightly to the high stone platform.


    Kneeling in front of the bull, facing its head, was a young man – the head of the Tian family, Tian Shuo. He was dressed in white, his hands raised towards the sky, and he mumbled something in sync with the chanting and dancing of the shamans.


    The chanting and dancing grew more intense. The faces of the shamans became flushed crimson, their movements wild and frenzied. The incantations they chanted became faster and more intense, like a bowstring stretched to a breaking point. Suddenly, the oldest shaman roared, “Rise!” The sound pierced through the heavy air like a sharp blade. Simultaneously, the four muscular men plunged their knives into the bull’s abdomen, slicing through its tough hide and flesh.


    The bull let out a piercing, mournful bellow. Its legs kicked wildly as it struggled desperately. Blood, red as fire, spurted out like a sharp blade, splashing the shamans around it. The four men, covered in blood, were like cold-blooded butchers. With practiced hands, they quickly carved into the bull’s body, each man removing a different organ – the heart, liver, spleen, and lungs.


    This ancient and bloody sacrifice filled Shaoshang with both disgust and fear, causing her to take a couple steps back.


    Four young shamans, each carrying one of the bull’s organs on a golden plate, followed the oldest shaman to Tian Shuo.


    The old shaman reached out his thin, withered hand, picking up the still-beating bull’s heart, and rubbed it against Tian Shuo’s forehead. Then, he rubbed the bull’s liver on his right cheek, the spleen on his left cheek, and the lungs on his jaw. The bloody organs, still warm and twitching, were too much for the concubines and maids to bear. They averted their eyes. However, Tian Shuo closed his eyes and smiled, as if he was thoroughly enjoying the ritual.


    Finally, the old shaman scrutinized the thin, blood-stained face several times before grinning, revealing his yellow, mottled teeth. “…Master, rest assured. The heavens have heard your prayer. Your wish will be fulfilled.”


    A strong, bloody smell permeated the stone plaza. Shaoshang couldn’t take it and started to feel unsteady. Huo Buyi, who had been observing the Tian family guards, noticed her discomfort and pulled her to his side.


    After the ritual, the guests were invited to the flower hall to rest. When Tian Shuo came out after bathing and changing, Cheng Shaogong was already pacing restlessly around the hall. Lou Yao stepped forward to explain the purpose of their visit to Tian Shuo, but his face was flushed and he seemed uncomfortable. Clearly, his skills were lacking. Cheng Shaogong, on the other hand, possessed a natural talent for audacity. He shamelessly declared, “We only came to search because of your gracious hospitality, Master.”


    The young head of the Tian family wasn’t as unattractive as Cheng Shaogong had described. Despite his gloomy complexion, his facial features were undeniably handsome and delicate. He listened to their request and readily raised his right hand, “I have heard of the esteemed Marquis Huo’s reputation for a long time – it’s like thunder shaking my ears. Now I have the honor to contribute in a small way. How could I possibly refuse? Please, go ahead and search.” He then instructed his servants to have the concubines and family members wait outside in the courtyard, not to obstruct the search.


    Huo Buyi, with a blank expression, returned a fist salute. He didn’t bother with unnecessary conversation, directly leading the soldiers and Lou Yao to search the area. He left Cheng Shaogong and his sister, along with the main contingent of guards, to wait in the flower hall.


    Tian Shuo seemed to have no objections to this. He smiled with an air of “do as you please,” and calmly remained in his seat.


    After waiting for more than an hour, Tian Shuo had his servants bring out a fresh set of snacks and drinks for the third time, urging Cheng Shaogong and his sister to continue enjoying themselves.


    Cheng Shaogong couldn’t help but ask, “Forgive my curiosity, but was the sacrificial ritual your family performed earlier based on the ancient texts from the pre-Qin dynasty, using living creatures as offerings to pray for the fulfillment of desires?”


    Tian Shuo’s eyes flickered. “Young Master Cheng is well-versed in history and literature. You’re exactly right.”


    “Do you have those texts?” Cheng Shaogong, his curiosity piqued, couldn’t contain himself any longer.


    Tian Shuo smiled and instructed his servant to bring a roll of ancient bamboo slips. Cheng Shaogong couldn’t wait to begin reading them.


    Tian Shuo glanced at the girl sitting silently by the window. Her skin was as fair as snow, her face as beautiful as a flower, her spirit free and easy, more radiant and expansive than the autumn light. He couldn’t hide his admiration, and with a smile, he walked towards her. “Though I live in the countryside, I have heard that Mistress Cheng has served the Empress Dowager of Huai’an for many years. Not only are you intelligent and beautiful, but you are also one of the most beautiful women in the Capital. Seeing you today, I realize your reputation is well-deserved.”


    Shaoshang lifted her eyelids slightly. “Oh, you’re too kind. But shouldn’t you ask why a mere insignificant girl like me, with no official rank or position, is here to search your esteemed residence?”


    Tian Shuo chuckled. “Mistress Cheng, if you want to say something, say it. If you don’t, then don’t.”


    “That’s perfect. It’s a hassle to explain, so I won’t say it,” Shaoshang replied. “I also have another question. Master Tian, if you want to say something, say it. If you don’t, then don’t.”


    Tian Shuo was taken aback for a moment. “Mistress Cheng, feel free to ask.”


    “What was the wish you prayed for during the ritual just now?” Shaoshang asked.


    Tian Shuo’s eyes flickered. “Since it’s a wish, I can’t say. If I do, it won’t come true. What do you think, Mistress Cheng?” He lowered his voice, a greedy gleam in his eyes, and leaned forward. He thought the girl would take a shy step back, but she remained unmoved, staring at him with a cold expression.


    Shaoshang, disgusted by the man’s gaze, coldly replied, “I don’t think anything of it. I’ve never relied on a bull for success or failure.”


    Tian Shuo’s face hardened. “Actually, according to the ancient texts, it shouldn’t have been a bull that was sacrificed.”


    “Then what should have been sacrificed?”


    “Humans are the most spiritual beings of all, so naturally, it should be a human sacrifice!” A cruel, excited glint appeared in Tian Shuo’s eyes. “Unfortunately, the court has long since forbidden human sacrifice.”


    Shaoshang let out a light laugh. “Whether it’s human sacrifice or animal sacrifice, it all comes down to praying for the blessings of gods and spirits. From a young age, I have only learned one thing: while success depends on heaven’s will, planning is in the hands of man! Master Tian, if you have a wish in your heart, don’t just rely on praying and begging the spirits. You should put in some effort and plan things yourself.”


    Tian Shuo asked coldly, “How do you know I haven’t been planning?”


    “Then I dare ask, Master Tian, what kind of planning have you done?”


    Tian Shuo’s Adam’s apple bobbed, his sharp teeth nibbled on his thin lips. Ultimately, he avoided answering the question, changing the subject. “…That old shaman also took a look at Mistress Cheng’s face. Do you know what he said?”


    “What did he say?” Shaoshang asked coldly.


    Tian Shuo slowly leaned in towards the girl and whispered, “He said, Mistress Cheng has the face of someone who will be fertile and have many children. When you marry and bear children, it will be like breaking the ground and cultivating a vast field…”


    Shaoshang’s eyelid twitched. Was she being flirted with again? It seemed like a delicate flower like her was always attracting flies.


    She smiled sweetly. “I thought Master Tian wouldn’t dare to be frivolous with me at this time.”


    Then, with a flippant tone, Tian Shuo said, “Mistress Cheng, are you blushing?”


    “Right now, the country is in dire need of rebuilding. The Emperor has issued multiple decrees, encouraging each prefecture and county to open up land and increase population. Especially regarding cattle for plowing, the killing of such animals is strictly prohibited… Master Tian, the bull you just sacrificed was exceptionally strong and sturdy. It could probably replace five or six strong laborers, couldn’t it? If someone were to report this to the Governor of Liangzhou, I wonder if Master Tian would find himself in trouble?” Shaoshang gave a sweet smile.


    Tian Shuo’s face darkened, revealing the sinister temperament that Cheng Shaogong had mentioned. “That wasn’t a plowing ox, it was a bull!”


    “If you put a plow on it, wouldn’t it be able to plow the land?”


    “It’s just a trivial matter. I don’t see who would dare to bother me for it,” Tian Shuo sneered.


    “In this world, besides treason, murder, and robbery – crimes that are absolutely unforgivable – most things are open to interpretation. If I were to go to Her Majesty the Empress and cry to her, Master Tian, do you think killing a bull is a big deal or a small deal?”


    Tian Shuo nearly jumped out of his skin, roaring, “The Empress Dowager of Huai’an you served is the deposed Empress of the Xuan clan. The current Empress is of the Yue clan. You wouldn’t have much influence over her!”


    Shaoshang flicked her wide robe sleeve, revealing a small, exquisite copper token with the words ‘Changqiu’ engraved in gold thread. “This was given to me by Empress Yue before I left. It’s not enough to mobilize troops or supplies, but it’s not difficult to get free food and drink at the post stations and the governor’s residences.”


    Actually, Empress Yue’s original words had been even more dizzying. Seeing her old palace attendant, who had served her for decades, becoming frail and weak, she asked Shaoshang, who was about to embark on a long journey, “If you don’t want to get married yet, why don’t you come and be my palace attendant for a few years?” The Emperor, who had been eagerly awaiting his adopted son’s marriage and the birth of grandchildren, nearly had a herniated disc from shock.


    Tian Shuo’s face turned dark again. He suddenly laughed. “Even if I was wrong, I’ll accept my punishment. Surely the court wouldn’t punish my entire family for a single bull, would they?”


    Shaoshang was slightly surprised. This guy was actually backing down so easily? So, she pressed her advantage, deliberately being impolite. “My maternal grandmother had seven sons and one daughter. My mother, following her husband on military campaigns, also raised four sons and one daughter. I’m already blessed with many children. I don’t need any shamans to tell me that! I say, Master Tian, you’re too easy to fool with money. No wonder I hear that shamans from all over the country love to visit the Tian family’s private estate.”


    Cheng Shaogong, hearing the laughter, raised his head. He didn’t know what his sister had said, but he saw that Tian Shuo, who had been so calm and composed before, was now trembling with rage, his fists clenched tightly, as if he was struggling to contain himself.


    After searching for over two hours, Huo Buyi and Lou Yao returned empty-handed. Tian Shuo, seemingly enraged, didn’t even offer them lunch before sending them away. The group had to spend an extra hour and a half leaving the forest surrounding the Tian family’s private estate and set up camp to cook their meal on a picturesque, open field.


    Chewing on the coarse, tasteless food in the tent, Cheng Shaogong sighed, “Niao Niao, what did you say to make Tian Shuo so angry? At least he could have let us eat lunch before sending us away!”


    “Brother, aren’t you afraid there might be poison in the food?” Shaoshang rolled her eyes at him and then turned to Huo Buyi. “Where did you send A’Yao?”


    Huo Buyi replied, “I sent him back to the Li family’s private estate to ask one more time if they’ll allow us to search. If they refuse, we will have to take action.” His tone was flat, but the underlying murderous intent startled Cheng Shaogong and his sister.


    “You really didn’t find anything?” Shaoshang stammered.


    Huo Buyi looked grave. “It’s as if everything was cleaned up beforehand. It’s cleaner than even Old Ji’s Ministry of Justice. With two hundred people like Yuan Shen’s group, we need to find them dead or alive, they can’t be hidden in some small corner. Later, I sent people to search every nook and cranny, every secret passage, but found nothing.”


    Shaoshang frowned. “Could it be that the Tian family really has nothing to do with Yuan Shen’s disappearance?”


    Huo Buyi paused with his chopsticks halfway to his bowl, smiling slightly. “You think the Tian family is suspicious?”


    “Yes.” Shaoshang’s answer was immediate, without a hint of hesitation. Huo Buyi asked for her reasoning, and she said, “Just now, that Tian Shuo was flirting with me, saying I’d be fertile like a vast field…”


    “What?” Huo Buyi’s smile vanished. “He actually said such a thing?”


    “Don’t worry, I didn’t suffer any loss, I got my revenge!” Shaoshang quickly waved her hands. “Not only that, but I deliberately provoked him. Third Brother, do you think Tian Shuo is the type to swallow his pride?”


    Cheng Shaogong swallowed his food. “Of course not! That guy is the type to hold a grudge and is incredibly petty.”


    “Exactly. Earlier, I mocked him for easily being fooled by shamans and said even more disrespectful things – I said, ‘It’s really not that hard for shamans to cheat you, Master Tian. You have so many concubines, yet not even a single child, clearly you have difficulty having offspring. Have you ever consulted a good fortune teller? Maybe you have a bad fate, with a connection to children…”


    Huo Buyi’s expression brightened slightly, but Cheng Shaogong couldn’t take it anymore. “You went too far with that. You don’t hit someone in the face, and you don’t expose someone’s weaknesses, especially something as important as the continuation of lineage.”


    “Right. I know I went too far, but I did it on purpose,” Shaoshang’s eyes gleamed. “Anyone would say my words were inappropriate and that I went too far. I thought Tian Shuo would at least confront Third Brother and Master Huo, but he actually held back! Isn’t that strange? He thought I was soft and easy to bully, so he tried to get a verbal advantage, but when he took a bite, he almost chipped his teeth! Now, he’s holding back.”


    “Yes. Although A’Yao and I didn’t find anything, the strange things about the Tian family are becoming more obvious,” Huo Buyi nodded. “Did you notice? The guards and servants inside the private estate are mostly old and weak.”


    Shaoshang was taken aback. “Huh, that’s true. With such a large fortress, whether to protect the family head or intimidate the surrounding area, they should have at least a hundred strong men, right?”


    “Yesterday, while asking for water at a village near the Tian estate, I observed that the farmers were very respectful towards the Tian family. I don’t believe the Tians are known for their virtue.” Huo Buyi’s lips curled into a slight sneer.


    “What virtue? Tian Shuo is far from virtuous. He’s barely even decent,” Shaoshang scoffed, then turned serious. “Where did all the strong men in his private estate go? Hmm, that’s definitely suspicious.”


    Cheng Shaogong, holding a chopstick between his teeth, looked sideways. “I told you Tian Shuo was up to no good. You two didn’t need to over think it. I could tell from his face that he wasn’t a good person!”


    Shaoshang and Huo Buyi both looked at him.


    At the beginning of the fourth hour, the Huo-Cheng convoy reunited with Lou Yao in front of the Li family’s private estate, which was situated on an open plain.2 After entering the tent, Lou Yao said awkwardly, “Li Kuo refused to open the gates, and stood on the ramparts shouting insults. His words were… not very respectful to the court…”


    Huo Buyi put down his map and lightly said, “Then there’s no need to say more. Let’s take action.”


    Shaoshang, upon hearing this, had the remaining few boxes of firearms brought out, presenting them like a treasure. She mumbled, “People are the most important thing. Use fire attacks more, and minimize casualties…” Since they were going to attack a fortress, she had spent the last two days making explosives with a powerful blast effect. This time, she didn’t spare any expense, and a few of the thunder bombs were particularly imposing and powerful.


    Huo Buyi walked over and picked out a few to examine as he smiled. “Save some. Don’t use them all.”


    He walked out of the tent with his hand behind his back, his long, slender fingers pointing towards the private estate ahead. “This fortress is built of massive stones. Will your explosives really be able to blast it open?”


    Shaoshang stood by, confident and stating, “Not all stones are the same. Some are solid and immovable, while others are loose and easily broken. I’ve seen that stone wall. Don’t worry, it’ll definitely blast open!”


    Huo Buyi looked at her, her face as smooth as jade, her cheeks puffed out and made her look adorable. He suddenly kissed her, whispering, “Later, when we build our own fortress, we’ll choose the best stones!”


    Shaoshang covered her flushed cheeks, looking around, then said, “If you ever have a battle in the northwest, you can use these explosives.”


    Huo Buyi shook his head. “These explosives are too powerful. If they really set the grasslands on fire, how will the herders and descendants of the northwest survive? It’s better to fight hard than to break this rule.”


    Shaoshang’s eyes lit up. Her beloved was not only brave and skilled in battle, but he was also kind-hearted – a truly exceptional man. She stood on her tiptoes and wrapped her arms around his neck, giving him a forceful kiss on his beautifully curved jawline.


    Huo Buyi’s heart softened, his gaze lingering on the girl’s eyes, which seemed to twinkle like stars.


    ……


    A powerful explosion marked the beginning of this small-scale siege. The people of the countryside in Yu County had never witnessed such a breathtaking scene. Half of the Li family’s guards on the ramparts were immediately paralyzed with fear.


    Huo Buyi’s troops, well-trained, were divided into four groups. One group, amidst the soul-stirring explosions and smoke fire, charged onto the ramparts. Another used newly-made siege hammers to break open the fortress gates. Then, forming square formations with shields protecting their faces, they stormed into the fortress. The other two groups rotated in shifts.


    The attack began at the end of the fourth hour. Midway through, Liang Qiu Fei, who had been sent to deliver a message, and Zhang Shan, who came with reinforcements, returned. The assault became even fiercer. The battle raged until dusk, and the Li private estate was finally breached.


    Cheng Shaogong, with his arms folded, watched from behind and leisurely commented, “Swift as the wind, steady as the forest, fierce as fire, unmoving as a mountain, hidden as darkness, swift as thunder… remarkable, truly remarkable!”


    Shaoshang, both annoyed and amused, asked, “Brother, you’ve followed our parents on military campaigns your whole life. You avoid battles like the plague. How did you survive all those years?”


    Cheng Shaogong retorted, “It’s not that I’m afraid of battle. I was following Marquis Huo’s orders to keep an eye on you, to make sure you don’t run off.”


    “If he hadn’t given you orders, you would have gone into battle? I saw A’Yao was injured, I think it’s his arm. They’re coming back, they’re coming back!” Shaoshang pointed towards the distance, standing on her tiptoes to get a better view.


    “…Niao Niao, let your brother give you some advice. For Lou Yao’s sake, try to show him less attention.”


    “You’re at it again, Brother. Master Huo said he doesn’t mind.”


    “You can’t believe a word that comes out of a man’s mouth!”


    Shaoshang rubbed her head, unusually obediently ignoring Lou Yao. She buried herself in Huo Buyi’s bloodstained sleeve, chattering away, asking if he was hurt anywhere, if he was uncomfortable. Huo Buyi was clearly overjoyed.


    Only after the fortress was completely cleared of resistance did Huo Buyi allow Shaoshang to ride in. The soldiers guarding the perimeter held torches that swirled like fiery dragons, illuminating the dark fortress with bright light.


    Shaoshang felt a little nervous. If they couldn’t find Yuan Shen then, she didn’t know what she would do.


    Huo Buyi rode with one hand on the reins of his horse, the other hand holding her mount’s reins. They slowly rode towards the inner part of the estate. After a while, Zhang Shan came galloping towards them, reporting, “Young Master, we’ve searched everywhere. That Li Kuo is nowhere to be found!”


    Huo Buyi nodded. “You take people to guard the perimeter, and have the others continue searching.”


    They rode their horses until they reached the back of the residence, where a series of exquisite and opulent private chambers, no less grand than those found in the palace, came into view.


    Liang Qiu Fei also came to report, “We found several dungeons, but they only held unimportant people. There was also no trace of Young Master Yuan. In the inner quarters, we discovered the body of Li Kuo’s wife, who had committed suicide, along with several of her close maidservants.”


    Huo Buyi’s strong and handsome features, illuminated by the flickering firelight, resembled a jade statue, alternately bright and dim.


    Without a word, he dismounted and, taking Shaoshang’s hand, he led her towards the inner quarters. They found a scene of carnage: the bodies of maidservants scattered about, some seated, some lying down, and amongst them, Madam Li lay on a bed piled with exquisite silks. All the women had peaceful expressions on their faces, some even with a hint of a smile.


    On the table lay a half-empty cup of poison and various kinds of delicate snacks. Shaoshang guessed that they had all committed suicide by drinking poison. Huo Buyi, however, bent down to examine the bodies, especially Madam Li, whose beauty was still evident. He repeatedly grabbed her hand and examined it.


    Shaoshang, afraid of corpses, couldn’t get close. She only asked, “Is something wrong?” The deceased Madam Li, young and beautiful, had white and delicate hands, clearly those of a pampered noblewoman who had never done any hard labor.


    “Let’s just hope I’m being paranoid,” Huo Buyi whispered, straightening up.


    Just then, another guard came to report. According to the servants’ confessions, a young nobleman had been hidden by the head of the family and his wife in a very deep and secret dungeon. Based on his description, the nobleman should be Yuan Shen.


    “Is he still alive?!” Shaoshang was both surprised and overjoyed. She knew that guy wasn’t dead!


    The guard said, “The servant said that he still heard Young Master Yuan making noises in the dungeon yesterday.”


    Shaoshang’s spirits soared. For a moment, she forgot her brother’s warnings, and charged ahead, eager to see Yuan Shen. Huo Buyi followed calmly, while Liang Qiu Fei, carefully observing his young master’s rather grim expression, trailed behind.


    The secret dungeon was located beneath the brick wall behind the ancestral hall. It seemed the Li family intended to have their ancestors help guard their prisoners.


    Huo Buyi and Cheng Shaogong, accompanied by a group of guards holding torches, reached the entrance of the dungeon. They descended the narrow, dark stone path. The deeper they went, the lower the ground became, like a sloping dagger piercing the earth. The passage wound and turned, sometimes sloping, sometimes with steps. After walking for about the time it took to eat a meal, they finally reached the end of the passage and saw a stone door. Pushing it open, they discovered a large, square hole.


    Liang Qiu Fei, who had pushed the door open, almost tripped and fell, saved from a tumble only by his comrades behind him. Holding torches to illuminate the space, they saw that it was a deep, sunken prison cell.


    The prison cell resembled an inverted pyramid, a square pyramid with a flat top, wider at the top and narrower at the bottom. After pushing open the stone door, one had to descend a long flight of stone steps to reach the floor.


    By now, Huo Buyi’s brows were furrowed in concern.


    He had been reluctant to enter the dungeon at the entrance. It was unwise to venture into an unknown situation, but he didn’t say anything, seeing Shaoshang’s eagerness. He simply instructed the guards to line up along the passage with their swords drawn, to signal immediately with a whistle if they noticed anything amiss, and to ensure no one blocked their escape route.


    Just as he was about to pull Shaoshang back and have the soldiers go down before they ventured further, a familiar but weak male voice echoed from the depths of the dungeon. “…Who’s there? Is it Master Tian? If you want to kill, then kill. Why all this posturing?”


    The moment she heard the voice, Shaoshang’s days of worry finally lifted. Her face broke into a smile as she excitedly descended the stone steps, holding a lantern aloft. Seeing Huo Buyi’s slight nod, Liang Qiu Fei led several guards holding torches to follow behind.


    Huo Buyi, however, remained standing at the entrance, his back straight, his youthful muscles tense with alert vigilance.


    The stone steps extended for thirty or forty steps. The flickering torchlight cast the dungeon in a dim glow. In one corner of the stone floor, a patch of straw was laid. There was a table, bedding, and even a simple screen, behind which was likely a toilet.


    Leaning against the wall on a pile of straw sat a young man in a light blue robe. His appearance was disheveled, his arms and legs wrapped in bandages, but he was still neat and tidy. He seemed to have been deprived of light for a long time, and he shielded his eyes with his hand. “Who’s there?”


    Shaoshang playfully replied, “How have you been, Young Master Yuan?”


    Yuan Shen quickly raised his head and, seeing the familiar girl with her bright smile, was both surprised and delighted. “Shaoshang! How is it you?”


    Huo Buyi cleared his throat. “And me.”


    Yuan Shen was momentarily stunned. “You… you came, too…?”


    Huo Buyi said with displeasure, “Who do you think saved you?”


    Shaoshang, oblivious to the undercurrent of tension between the two men, went to help Yuan Shen with a happy smile. However, as he moved his hands and feet, they noticed a heavy iron chain shackled around his right wrist, the iron chain extending thirty feet into the opposite stone wall. The chain seemed loose.


    Huo Buyi, who also saw this, instructed someone to search outside for the key (knowing it would probably be impossible to find). He then ordered Liang Qiu Fei and the others to use the hilts of their swords to pry and dig at the loose stone wall (planning to find a locksmith later to unlock the shackles).


    Shaoshang had already prepared herself for the worst, but seeing her old friend well, she was overjoyed and bombarded him with questions: “Are you hurt anywhere? Are you sick? Are you hungry? Did they torture you?”


    Huo Buyi abruptly interrupted her. “How did you end up captured here, Minister Yuan?”


    “You’d ask anyway, so I might as well tell you,” Yuan Shen sighed. “It’s a long story. I was tracking down the rest of the Gongsun family when I came here.”


    Since the Yuan family had taken a huge fall in the assassination incident, Yuan Shen knew that even with the Emperor’s favor, without any achievements to his name, he’d be ridiculed upon returning to the Ministry of Personnel. So, he decided to temporarily step away from the court and seek an opportunity to establish his merit.


    “You want to earn merit, then go earn it. Do you think merit is just ripe fruit hanging on a tree, waiting to be plucked?” Shaoshang scoffed. “Diwu Cheng is still unconscious! What on earth happened to you two?”


    Yuan Shen sighed again. “Diwu Cheng is still alive? That’s wonderful! It was my recklessness that brought him into this.”


    He paused for a moment, then continued, “After escorting my parents out of the Capital, I stayed home, pondering, and finally hit upon an idea. Observing Gongsun Xian’s actions and demeanor, it seemed he was quite familiar with those from the criminal underworld and the common folk. If he could use criminals, so could I. Thus, I asked Diwu Cheng to help me contact old friends from his criminal days. After several inquiries, I received a piece of news, half true and half false.”


    “What news?” Shaoshang listened with rapt attention.


    “That Gongsun Xian, the one who repeatedly orchestrated assassinations against the court’s generals…” Yuan Shen looked up at Huo Buyi, who was standing above, “…has been transporting wealth and goods out of Shu from time to time over the years. And he often employs criminals to guard the shipments, not Shu soldiers. As for where these goods are going, no one seems to know…”


    “Multiple shipments? How could no one know?” Huo Buyi interjected.


    “Gongsun Xian was mediocre in battle, but a master of intrigue and deception. The transport caravans would switch escorts several times along the way, and after leaving Shu, they would merge with the various merchant caravans traveling north and south, making it hard to tell them apart.”


    “How did you find this place?” Huo Buyi asked.


    “The world is vast, it’s hard to find someone,” Yuan Shen replied. “So, I went to the Honglu Temple and checked the records. Back then, Old Gongsun stayed in Shu for a long time, and he harbored ambitions to become emperor. Therefore, he had all of his sons marry daughters from the prominent clans in Shu, forging alliances through marriage.”


    Shaoshang made a dismissive sound.


    “Gongsun Xian, as the younger brother of the usurper, could not escape this custom either. He married a famous woman from the Zhang clan in Eastern Shu. However, this Zhang woman had a fierce and incredibly jealous nature, often beating and killing the concubines in her household. I then went to the Northern Army prison and questioned the prisoners of war from Shu captured last year. Someone told me that about ten years ago, a major tragedy occurred in Gongsun Xian’s family, so severe that the usurper himself had to intervene to settle it.”


    “Gongsun Xian had a concubine he’d been with for many years. They say she was his wetnurse’s daughter, and they had grown up together, sharing a deep affection. Although Madam Zhang was fierce and jealous, Gongsun Xian was no pushover either. He protected his concubine tightly, keeping her out of Madam Zhang’s reach. However, about ten years ago, Gongsun Xian suddenly fell gravely ill and was unconscious for several days. Taking advantage of the chaos in the mansion, Madam Zhang sent someone to secretly abduct the concubine. Then…”


    “So they killed her?” That was the most elaborate scenario Shaoshang could imagine.


    Yuan Shen sighed. “Madam Zhang, though a woman, was as ruthless as any man. She slashed the concubine’s face, poisoned her voice, and sold her to the most wretched and filthy brothel – to make her speechless and unrecognizable.”


    Shaoshang was stunned.


    Yuan Shen felt a pang of sympathy. “Thankfully, Gongsun Xian knew many people from all walks of life. After recovering from his illness, he immediately set out to find her. After several months, he finally found his concubine, but she was near death. She passed away shortly after.”


    “And what happened after that?” Shaoshang sighed.


    “Gongsun Xian was furious,” Yuan Shen said. “He wanted to kill Madam Zhang, but the Zhang family was very powerful in Shu, so the usurper had to step in and mediate. The matter was settled. But three years later, Madam Zhang suddenly fell ill with a strange disease. Her whole body itched unbearably, and her flesh rotted and peeled away until the bones were visible. The Zhang family searched everywhere for physicians and medicine. The matter was known to officials throughout Shu.”


    “Madam Zhang endured unimaginable suffering, enduring the illness for several months before finally passing away. The Zhang family knew it was Gongsun Xian’s doing, but they had no proof. Instead, Gongsun Xian spent years meticulously weaving a web of false accusations, falsely accusing the Zhang family of treason and collaborating with the enemy. In the end, the usurper punished the Zhang family with extermination of three generations. Oh, and the ‘enemy’ in the charge of treason was us.”


    Shaoshang clicked her tongue. “That’s what happens when you don’t teach your daughters properly. They should spread the Zhang family’s lesson far and wide.”


    “I also inquired about the whereabouts of Gongsun Xian’s other family members. I learned that when General Wu conquered Shu, he killed all of them, including the usurper’s relatives, in a single sweep.”


    Shaoshang frowned. “Gongsun Xian managed to escape ahead of time, but he wasn’t willing to take his wife’s children with him. He’d rather be childless than take them. Clearly, the resentment between them ran deep.”


    “Perhaps he’s not childless,” Huo Buyi interjected. “Did that concubine leave behind any children?”


    Yuan Shen glanced upward. “Marquis Huo, you are right. That concubine bore a son for Gongsun Xian. He adored this child. When the boy turned one, he invited all the prominent figures in Chengdu to the celebration. When the concubine died, the boy was only seven or eight years old. The next year, I heard he had passed away.”


    “If the child had lived, he would be about twenty-five or twenty-six years old now,” Huo Buyi said.


    Shaoshang gasped, a figure suddenly forming in her mind. “Could… could that be Tian Shuo? But he’s the son of the head of the Tian family. Surely the Tian family wouldn’t be blind to who he is?”


    “I don’t know the specifics, but based on the information Diwu Cheng gathered, Gongsun Xian started sending wealth and goods out of Shu after his illegitimate son died,” Yuan Shen said, shaking his head. “My guess is that Gongsun Xian hid his son somewhere. A young child, born to his beloved, a father couldn’t bear leaving him alone in a strange place. He must have had someone he trusted completely accompany him.”


    Shaoshang clapped in admiration, “Young Master Yuan, you’re brilliant!”


    “So,” Yuan Shen smiled and continued, “I interrogated those who were close to Gongsun Xian. They said that Gongsun Xian did indeed have a close confidant, a man with a purple face and a long scar, skilled in using a three-pronged spear, a master of martial arts, calm and capable. Hmm, around the time his illegitimate son ‘passed away,’ this confidant and his entire family vanished. Diwu Cheng went to inquire further and finally found a retired thief who said he had encountered a man with a purple face and burns, wielding a three-pronged spear with incredible skill. The thief almost couldn’t escape from this man, who was hiding in a secret fortress deep in a forest.”


    Huo Buyi remarked, “Well, this man is certainly loyal, going so far as to burn off his scar.”


    “Yes, but I still couldn’t be sure,” Yuan Shen said. “So I mobilized two hundred soldiers and servants, planning to come here and see for myself.” If he rashly reported this and it turned out to be a false alarm, he’d be too embarrassed to show his face at the Imperial Academy.


    “Wait, wait,” Shaoshang interjected. “You mean, you knew the Tian family was suspicious, and you just went to confront them. ‘Hey, Tian, are you the illegitimate son of the traitor, Gongsun Xian?’”


    Huo Buyi chuckled softly.


    Yuan Shen, flushed with anger and shame, slapped the ground. “I didn’t just rush in. I brought two hundred elite soldiers with me, and I have a warrant from the governor!” This was his own uncle’s territory, what could possibly go wrong? But, damn it, things went wrong!


    Huo Buyi burst into laughter.


    “There’s no land under the sky that isn’t the Emperor’s,” Yuan Shen fumed. “I have the Emperor’s order and a force to apprehend criminals. They dare to detain me, even attempt to murder me to silence me! They’ve gone mad!”


    “They were rebels to begin with!” Shaoshang rolled her eyes. “Don’t you know the saying, ‘a cornered dog will bite, when the plot is revealed, the dagger will appear?’” Sorry, I need to laugh for a minute.” She then turned her face to the side and giggled.


    Liang Qiu Fei and the other guards, having heard the whole story, couldn’t help but chuckle as well.


    Yuan Shen was speechless with frustration, muttering indignantly, “It seems I’m good at strategizing, but I shouldn’t be on the front lines…”


    The dungeon was shaped like an inverted cone, like a giant trumpet, so Huo Buyi heard Yuan Shen’s words clearly. He said seriously, “You’re right, Young Master Yuan. And Zhao Kuo thought the same way back then.”3


    Shaoshang, who had just finished laughing, nearly burst into laughter again.


    Yuan Shen was furious, but there was nothing he could do.


    Finally, the stone wall was broken through. If it hadn’t been, Yuan Shen would have stormed out in anger.


    One of the guards pulled hard, dragging the end of the iron chain from the broken stone wall. Liang Qiu Fei, reaching Yuan Shen before Shaoshang, helped him to his feet, earning an approving glance from Huo Buyi.


    The pampered Young Master Yuan, with a string of ouches, got to his feet. He didn’t forget to remind everyone, “…You better hurry and stop Tian Shuo, or he’ll get away!”


    Shaoshang followed behind him. “Don’t worry, we have people stationed near the Tian private estate. Besides, now that he’s exposed, the local authorities will be issuing warrants all over. Do you think he can run to the ends of the earth?”


    “Wait, we’re in a dungeon under Tian’s private estate, right?” Yuan Shen asked curiously.


    “No,” Shaoshang said. “We’re in Li’s private estate. You were probably knocked unconscious and transferred here.”


    As they approached the steps and entered the light, Huo Buyi saw Yuan Shen swaying and was surprised. “Yuan Shen, your face… did they send someone down to the dungeon to shave you…?”


    Shaoshang looked at Yuan Shen’s face. She saw a thin layer of blue stubble on his chin and immediately realized something was wrong. If Yuan Shen had been in this dungeon for half a month, how come he only had this little bit of beard?


    Yuan Shen touched his stubble. “I wasn’t originally kept here. I was under house arrest in a secret room. Every day, mute servants came to attend to me, taking care of my daily needs. One day, I woke up, and I was here. There was food and water on the table, but no one paid any attention to me. Based on this beard, I’ve been here for about two days.”


    Huo Buyi was stunned for a moment, then he roared, “No! Shaoshang, get up here! Quickly!”


    But it was too late. The stone walls on all sides groaned with the sound of mechanisms turning. Suddenly, with a loud crack, the floor in the middle of the dungeon gave way, revealing a large, dark hole.


    Yuan Shen and Liang Qiu Fei, along with several guards, didn’t even have time to scream before they plummeted into the abyss. Shaoshang, closest to the steps, managed to scramble up the last step, but with several clicks and clacks, the entire staircase retracted into the inner wall.


    The four guards in the doorway of the passage held Huo Buyi tightly, pulling him back with all their might – “Young Master, retreat first!” “We can’t all fall down there! We can rescue them later!” “The Crown Prince hasn’t been found yet, we need to think this through!”


    Huo Buyi looked down at the staircase quickly retracting into the stone wall. The girl’s face was pale with fear, and it was clear she couldn’t hold onto the steps and was about to fall… He suddenly remembered the night when he killed the Ling brothers. The night was piercing, the mountains and fields desolate, and her face had been just as pale.


    His heart felt hot and soft, and then he did something he thought he would never do in his life – he used all his strength to push the four guards away and leaped into the abyss.


    How could he leave her alone, scared and helpless?


    …


    Phew. This was one honking chapter. I first was curious as to what was going to happen since there’s only 179 chapters, but after this… I get it now.


    Next Chapter: Tonight the Milky Way is Bright / Love Like the Galaxy (Part One)


    
      	The Laws of Shang Yang were a set of comprehensive legal reforms that transformed the Qin State into a formidable military power during the Warring States Period. ↩︎


      	The fourth hour is the wei hour, and is the time block from 1-3 pm. ↩︎


      	Zhao Kuo was a famous general during the Warring States period who was known for his arrogance and disastrous military campaign. ↩︎
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    Chapter One Hundred and Seventy-Eight:
Tonight, the Milky Way is Bright / Love Like the Galaxy (Part One)


    Huo Buyi leaped down with agility, lightly pushing off the last few inches of the remaining steps. His long arms caught Shaoshang’s wrist, pulling her into his embrace. He held her close, refusing to let go. Shaoshang felt his arms, strong as iron, clamping onto her, her bones aching as if she were being embedded into him.


    The four guards above couldn’t even gasp in surprise before a resounding clunk echoed. A massive, heavy stone door slammed down from above, sealing them off with a swift, decisive motion. The dungeon plunged back into darkness. Shaoshang felt herself suspended, with nothing to cling to but this warm, solid male body pressed against her.


    Huo Buyi had previously noticed a slightly protruding stone on the wall below the opening. Using his memory, he reached out and grabbed it as he fell. Tall and long-limbed, he felt his toes almost reach the ground. Seeing the opening above about to close again, he could only let go of the stone. As his toes touched the ground, he realized it wasn’t flat, but a steep, massive slope. They were unable to stop themselves and tumbled down.


    Huo Buyi was helpless, doing his best to shield the girl within his embrace. He knew the safest position would be to curl up, protecting his head with his arms. But in this moment, he had no other desire than for the girl to remain unharmed.


    They tumbled down, the world spinning in a dizzying blur. Their heads, shoulders, backs, and legs were repeatedly slammed against the unforgiving stone walls. Suddenly, Huo Buyi felt the girl reach out from his embrace and drape something soft over his head. He immediately recognized it as the suede shawl she wore today. The thick, warm fur brushed against his cheeks, and he couldn’t help but laugh.


    The slope was impossibly steep, stretching out endlessly. There was not a single ray of light. The bone-chilling darkness felt like being in hell. They could only hear each other’s heartbeats in the silence, yet Huo Buyi felt an overwhelming sense of peace.


    He no longer needed to be haunted by the deep blood feud he had yet to avenge, nor did he need to feel the guilt of concealing earth-shattering secrets from the one he loved. More importantly, he no longer had to fear losing her.


    After tumbling for what felt like an eternity, they landed in this bizarre position on a bright, flat surface. The immense inertia of the fall caused them to roll several more times before finally coming to a stop, with Huo Buyi beneath her.


    Shaoshang, her hair a tangled mess, propped her head up from his chest and said with difficulty, “Grand Marquis of Gao Yong, Marquis Huo, if I act foolishly again, don’t hesitate. Just say, ‘Don’t go, you fool,’ alright?”


    Her life, though not long, had already witnessed many exciting episodes – bandit chases, assassin ambushes, and palace intrigue. But, honestly, she had never seen such ingenious traps and hidden passages. How could she have known that the seemingly solid stone floor of the dungeon would simply vanish into thin air?


    Huo Buyi’s eyes gleamed with laughter, and the vibrations of his chest reached her palm. He whispered, “From now on, call me A’Zheng.”


    Although she was uncertain of their safety or their fate, looking at those deep brown, crystalline, handsome eyes, Shaoshang felt no fear. She laughed without a care. “Alright, A’Zheng… how come you were foolish too? You actually jumped down.”


    Huo Buyi chuckled softly. “We’re both fools, aren’t we? A perfect match.” He had done many foolish things for her, and he would tell her about them one by one.


    They exchanged a lingering, tender smile, their eyes meeting, and even in the dark, damp depths of the earth, they felt joy and contentment. Then, a very unwelcome cough broke the moment, forcing them to turn and see who it was.


    Who else could it be, but Yuan Shen and the guards who had fallen down?


    The guards were fine, after all, they were trained warriors and knew how to protect themselves. But Yuan Shen fared worse. His limbs were weakened from imprisonment, and he was still weighed down by heavy iron chains. He had tumbled and bumped, not only receiving a bloody head injury, but also seemingly breaking his left arm. One of the guards was using a strip of cloth and a scabbard to stabilize the fracture.


    They had landed before Huo Buyi and Shaoshang, and soon after lighting their torches, Huo Buyi and Shaoshang tumbled down. They then embraced, whispering sweet nothings to each other, completely oblivious to those around them. Yuan Shen, injured and furious, could only watch with burning eyes.


    Liang Qiu Fei and the other guards wanted to look but didn’t dare, all feeling awkward and embarrassed.


    Shaoshang, a little embarrassed, searched for something to say. “Uh, well, Young Master Yuan, are you alright?”


    Huo Buyi, seemingly unconcerned, pulled Shaoshang to her feet and said concisely, “It seems everyone is fine.”


    Yuan Shen, cradling his cracked head and staring at his aching arm, was about to explode with frustration.


    Shaoshang, having just stood up, felt something in her sleeve. Reaching in, she realized it was a thin cord, the same strange cord that Huo Buyi always wore around his sleeve. It must have come loose when he pulled her, and the loose end had fallen into her open sleeve.


    She wanted to ask what the cord was for, but given the urgency of the situation, she decided to hold back for now.


    Huo Buyi held Shaoshang tightly, instinctively shielding her behind him. Shaoshang frowned slightly and whispered, “Do you smell that…? ” A putrid scent, like something rotten… “It seems something is decaying.”


    Huo Buyi nodded. He had not only smelled it, but he recognized the odor well. However, he didn’t want to scare her.


    Liang Qiu Fei and the others, holding torches, went to light the oil lamps embedded in the surrounding stone walls. However, they hadn’t gone a few steps before they heard that familiar ‘clunk.’ The opening of the slope they had just tumbled down was blocked by a massive stone, instantly sealing off their entry point. Simultaneously, the surrounding stone walls, as if licked by fiery serpents, began to glow with the light of the oil lamps embedded in them.


    The group, taking in the situation around them, drew in a sharp breath. Earlier, with only one corner illuminated, they had all assumed it was just an ordinary stone chamber. But as the lights came on, they realized this was a vast and expansive underground palace!


    The palace was rectangular in structure, its area roughly half the size of the main hall of Changqiu Palace. The vaulted ceiling, at least five or six zhang high, was supported by eight massive pillars. Huo Buyi surveyed the underground palace, his expression unusually grave, especially upon seeing the scattered weapons and bedding on the ground. It seemed he was pondering something.


    Suddenly, one of the guards exclaimed, “Young Master, look over there!”


    The group followed his arm, their gaze settling on a corner jutting out from one side of the palace—a mountain of corpses, the source of the stench they had detected earlier.


    Shaoshang felt her limbs begin to tremble. She had never seen so many corpses in her life. Their skin was ashen, their limbs stiff, and large, dark red clots of blood were scattered everywhere. The group felt a chill run down their spines, as if they had truly entered the underworld. Only Huo Buyi remained calm and composed. He sternly ordered, “What are you afraid of? Dead people are easier to deal with than living ones. Let’s go and take a look.”


    Liang Qiu Fei stood tall and, with another guard, led the way. Shaoshang shrank behind Huo Buyi, following closely in his steps. They reached the mountain of corpses, at least one or two hundred bodies. Overwhelmed by the increasingly strong stench of decay, Shaoshang felt like she was suffocating. Huo Buyi had to pull her back a few steps.


    “Young Master Yuan, you… what’s wrong with you…?” the guard who was supporting Yuan Shen suddenly cried out.


    Shaoshang didn’t faint, but Yuan Shen nearly did. He mustered what little strength he had left and said through tears, “This… this is my… my men.”


    Shaoshang and Huo Buyi exchanged a look. So, Yuan Shen’s men were all here. No wonder they couldn’t find them outside.


    Ignoring the stench of decay, Yuan Shen, trembling, rushed forward and touched the familiar blue and white Yuan family guard uniform. Tears streamed down his face. “It was I who made them surrender! We were lured into that forest, our front and back routes were cut off. I thought it was better for everyone to surrender and save their lives… Tian Shuo actually killed them?! Tian Shuo, Tian Shuo killed them all…”


    The underground was dark and cold. These corpses still retained the expressions they had in life, each face a portrait of anger and fury, as if narrating the horrifying scene of their slaughter after being disarmed.


    Yuan Shen saw a familiar face among the dead, a man with a thick beard, a dark complexion, and eyes wide with fury. He couldn’t hold back his tears and cried out, “Wu Shi, Wu Shi! It was my fault! I killed you! I killed all of you!”


    Shaoshang, seeing his face from afar, said quietly, “This man was the head of the guards at the Yuan Mansion. He grew up protecting Yuan Shen and even taught him archery, horsemanship, and martial arts.” Because the Governor of Yuanzhou was rarely by his son’s side, and his mother, Madam Liang, was practically nonexistent, this loyal and kindhearted head guard was practically a father figure to Yuan Shen.


    Faced with this tragic scene, a young guard sighed and muttered, “Brother A’Fei, our young master wouldn’t make that mistake.” You can’t just surrender to anyone! Think about the Battle of Changping, when Zhao Kuo faced Bai Qi, or when Xiang Yu captured the Zhang Han army. So many were slaughtered!1


    Liang Qiu Fei forcefully bumped him, signaling for him to shut up.


    Actually, Yuan Shen’s strategic thinking was no less impressive than Huo Buyi’s. Just look at how he meticulously observed, finding clues hidden in plain sight. Following the faintest threads of evidence, he found Gongsun Xian’s son who had been hidden for over a decade. This demonstrated his keen mind and strategic intelligence.


    The difference between him and Huo Buyi wasn’t just about experience in handling affairs, but also about the maturity gained from dealing with the world. It was a painful realization, one that could only be earned through stumbling and rolling through a sea of corpses and bloodshed.


    If it were Huo Buyi, he would never have acted so impulsively for the sake of mere face, keeping it a secret from his family and superiors. At the very least, he should have informed the Governor of Liangzhou.


    This fall was a devastating blow for Yuan Shen, jolting him out of his refined and gentle scholarly life. He would know, from now on, that holding a high position meant being responsible for the safety of countless people. A single misstep in command could lead to the death of millions.


    Yuan Shen’s soft sobs echoed through the dark underground palace. Shaoshang, looking at the terrifying pile of corpses, trembled slightly. Huo Buyi took her hand and guided it to touch three round objects hidden in his belt pouch. Then he whispered, “Don’t worry, I’m here. I’ll always protect you.”


    Shaoshang felt what it was, her large eyes widening in astonishment. Her heart settled a bit.


    Huo Buyi led Shaoshang a few steps toward the open space and called out in a clear voice, “Things have come to this. We are all in your hands, Madam. Why don’t you show yourself?”


    “Madam?” Shaoshang paused, lowering her voice. “Are you sure? Isn’t it Li Kuo who has been plotting against us? We haven’t found him yet.”


    Huo Buyi lowered his head. “I shot Li Kuo through his heart. He won’t last long. Besides, he’s violent and crude. This slow, deliberate approach doesn’t match his style. Do you remember what we saw in Madam Li’s inner chambers? The dead maidservants, all with cheerful expressions and smiles—does that look like a heroic death?”


    Shaoshang thought back, then slowly said, “You’re right. They looked like they were gathered together in a room, drinking and playing games, completely unaware and then drank the poison. The poison must have been painless.”


    “And about Madam Li’s body… The woman who died on the bed wasn’t Madam Li. Do you remember her fingers?”


    “I remember,” Shaoshang said. “Her hands were soft and clean, white and delicate, with no signs of labor. It couldn’t have been a maid pretending to be her.”


    “It’s precisely the cleanliness that makes it suspicious,” Huo Buyi said. “It’s not just the madam who might have such hands. A lady’s personal maids wouldn’t have to work hard either. The important thing is, there was an expensive, ancient qin in the room, one that had been played for years. But the dead woman’s fingers had no calluses from years of playing.” Even if she wore tortoise shell finger guards to protect her fingers when plucking the strings, it was best to use her own fingertips when pressing the strings.


    If Shaoshang were a true and proper noble lady, she too would have noticed the abnormality with the corpse’s hands. Unfortunately, Shaoshang was only half a noble lady, never having received a complete education as a noblewoman. Hearing Huo Buyi’s analysis, she felt a little embarrassed.


    The stone wall behind them clicked again with the sound of a mechanism. Suddenly, a small window, one foot square, opened in the wall opposite them, and a head popped out. The group all turned to look.


    The man’s face was fierce, his thick, tangled eyebrows resembling two devilish blades, stretching straight to his temples. According to Cheng Shaogong, this kind of face meant a harsh fate, destined to bring misfortune to loved ones. This man was none other than the master of the fortress, Li Kuo, whom they had seen on the ramparts.


    Shaoshang cast Huo Buyi a playful glance, as if saying, “Even you can make mistakes.”


    Huo Buyi stared intently at the window, his brows furrowing. He seemed to have noticed something and quickly pulled Shaoshang back several steps.


    Shaoshang, perplexed, looked back at Li Kuo. His eyeballs protruded, his pupils dilated and vacant, the whites of his eyes covered in a web of blood vessels. His face was devoid of any expression or emotion, exuding a strange and unsettling aura. She began to speak, “Master Li…”


    Before she could finish, the head flew through the air! Shaoshang’s voice was cut short.


    It was a disembodied head, severed from its body, rolling across the ground. It finally came to a stop, revealing a terrifying face contorted in death, its eyes wide open. If Huo Buyi hadn’t pulled Shaoshang back a few steps, the ghastly head would have landed at her feet.


    A chill ran down Shaoshang’s spine. Huo Buyi felt her trembling and said, his voice laced with irritation, “Over the past ten years, I have seen countless corpses. Madam, what trick do you think this is? Do you truly believe it can frighten anyone?”


    Yuan Shen, standing behind the pile of corpses, shouted in fury, “If you dare, come out! What kind of coward hides in the shadows?”


    A woman’s cultured laughter rang out from behind the stone wall. “Just a little trick, gentlemen, don’t be upset… Young Master Yuan, thanks to you, I can finally catch everyone in one net. It was all worth the effort I took to save your life from Tian Shuo’s hands.”


    Recognizing the familiar voice, Shaoshang blurted out, “Wang Yanji! It’s you!”


    A beautiful and elegant young woman in fine robes slowly appeared in the small stone window. Her features were refined and serene. It was Wang Yanji, whom they hadn’t seen in six years, the wife of the late Second Master Lou, Lou Ben!


    The guards were still confused, but Huo Buyi, Yuan Shen, and Shaoshang immediately understood. Yuan Shen and Shaoshang were momentarily stunned, while Huo Buyi quickly devised escape plans and then winked at Liang Qiu Fei.


    Yuan Shen stepped forward from behind the pile of corpses, his chest burning with anger. “Wang Yanji! All this, everything, how long have you been plotting this?”


    Wang Yanji stared at the three of them, her voice cold, “It all began the moment my late husband, Lou Ziwei, committed suicide.” In her heart, Li Kuo was clearly not considered her husband.


    Huo Buyi’s face grew serious. “You killed Lou Jing and his wife?”


    “Yes,” Wang Yanji replied. “I sent people disguised as thieves to ambush that vile woman. Three stab wounds, six holes, they bled slowly to death. As for Lou Jing, that hypocrite, I bribed the servants around him to poison him. Unfortunately, Gongsun Xian was afraid of exposing himself and refused to lend me the poison he used to kill Madam Zhang. I had no choice but to let Lou Jing die a comfortable death.”


    Shaoshang couldn’t believe it. “To avenge Lou Ben, you not only colluded with Gongsun Xian, but you also married… married Li Kuo…! And Lou Li! You were afraid she would recognize you, so you pretended to be weak and sick, refusing to appear in public often! You even had maidservants impersonate you on the few occasions you went out to attend banquets!”


    “Correct,” Wang Yanji admitted without hesitation.


    Shaoshang’s head was spinning. “Right, and what about Luo Jitong? Did you kill her too? Why would you kill her? You wanted to kill me! No, why would you kill me? It wasn’t me who killed Lou Ben!”


    Wang Yanji’s eyes were bloodshot, and she roared, “How dare you claim it had nothing to do with you?! Ziwei was brilliant and talented, but those hateful Lou Jing and his wife were jealous and envious, suppressing him at every turn. He was forced to take desperate measures, and you relentlessly pursued him, refusing to let him go!”


    Shaoshang, startled by her venomous gaze, stepped back. Huo Buyi said, “I was the one who insisted on pursuing Lou Ben. It was Young Master Yuan who compared the handwriting. It truly had nothing to do with Shaoshang.”


    Annoyed, Shaoshang swatted him lightly. Huo Buyi seized the opportunity to stagger a few steps sideways, out of Wang Yanji’s line of sight. He quickly handed his belt pouch to Liang Qiu Fei, who had just ducked behind a pillar. In the blink of an eye, he was back beside Shaoshang.


    Shaoshang’s pupils constricted, but she maintained her feigned angry look. The other guards pretended not to notice, while Yuan Shen, consumed by his rage, truly didn’t notice.


    “Lou Ben framed others, committed treason, and slaughtered the entire family of the Tong Niu County Magistrate. He deserved to die!” Yuan Shen was fuming. “You went to such extremes for this man. Don’t you care about the fate of your Wang family?”


    “Whether Ziwei was a loyal and righteous general or a traitor, whether he ascended to the heavens after death or descended to the eighteenth level of hell– he was the one I loved most, my flesh and blood, my life,” Wang Yanji said calmly. “You killed him, and you made me wish I were dead. No matter how much power you have, I will make each and every one of you pay.”


    “You, you…!” Yuan Shen choked with anger, his lips trembling. He knew, he knew, he was always destined to clash with those whose love was as deep as the ocean, and who would never forget their loved ones! He was so angry that he almost couldn’t stand and had to lean against a nearby pillar to catch his breath.


    Shaoshang and Huo Buyi exchanged a look, understanding that they needed to buy time.


    Huo Buyi asked first, “Did Li Kuo also conspire with you?”


    Wang Yanji scoffed. “He’s just an easily angered and easily manipulated fool. Liang Wuji was so strict in enforcing the land reformation decree, it made him extremely unhappy. Tian Shuo and I simply needed to whisper a few words in his ear, and he was furious, willing to do anything.”


    “No,” Shaoshang raised her voice. “Lou Ben died six years ago, but Gongsun Xian placed his son there over ten years ago. Could he possibly see the future?”


    Wang Yanji spoke with pride, “Ziwei had wide connections, his information network was extensive. He had long ago learned that Gongsun Xian was secretly sending his son to the Central Plains. He planned to use the boy to blackmail Gongsun Xian when the court attacked Shu, a move that would earn him great merit. But… hmph!”


    “If Master Lou knew the court would attack Shu in several years, why couldn’t he earn merit then?” Shaoshang asked, puzzled.


    “You know nothing!” Wang Yanji shrieked. “Ziwei was arrogant and proud, unwilling to be someone else’s pawn. He knew that the court would inevitably attack Shu in several years, but he lacked power and couldn’t utilize his talents. That’s why he planned ahead, trying to gain a position of power in court!”


    “Yes, yes, yes, your husband was incredibly talented. Fine, all the officials were blind to his brilliance,” Shaoshang said helplessly. “I have one question. How did Gongsun Xian manage to get his son into Tian’s private estate? Please enlighten me, Madam.”


    Wang Yanji sneered, “It wasn’t difficult. The old head of the Tian family had a concubine from a low-born background. After several years, her beauty faded, and the old master stopped visiting them. Later, the concubine’s son died, and Gongsun Xian sent his own son, who was about the same age, to take his place. The concubine, already out of favor, was afraid that if she lost her son, she would have no way to survive, so she agreed to raise Tian Shuo.”


    “Initially, Gongsun Xian just wanted to find a safe hiding place for his son. But eight years ago, when the Emperor pacified Longxi, Gongsun Xian realized that the court was poised to unify the entire nation, and Shu would inevitably be conquered. He arranged for the old master’s sons to ‘die’ one by one, due to ‘unforeseen circumstances.’ When the old master’s last son died in a fall from his horse, he had no choice but to take his concubine’s son back. Yes, Tian Shuo.”


    “The Tian family is so unlucky!” Shaoshang exclaimed. “What about Luo Jitong? How did she die?”


    Wang Yanji suddenly smiled cruelly. “I know you’re trying to stall for time, but I can tell you this underground palace was built by craftsmen from the pre-Qin dynasty. The structure is intricate and robust, with each level covered by two-foot-thick stone slabs. The passage you rolled down has been sealed by a massive stone. It will take at least half a day for your troops outside to dig their way in.”


    Shaoshang wasn’t convinced, but Huo Buyi said, “Correct. This underground palace is about five or six zhang high, but the height we fell was more than ten zhang. If I’m not mistaken, there’s another level of the palace above us, isn’t there?”2


    Wang Yanji clapped in admiration. “No wonder you became a high-ranking official at such a young age. Your reputation is well-deserved. You’re right. We are currently in the second level of the underground palace. Above us lies a magnificent palace three times the size of this one.”


    A glimmer flashed in Huo Buyi’s eyes. “Three times? With this level added, that’s enough space to hold over a thousand people, isn’t it?”


    “Yes!” Wang Yanji laughed. “Five hundred elite soldiers, one thousand brave warriors – all of them are Gongsun Xian’s loyal servants, cultivated over many years. They were the capital for his father and son to make a comeback!”


    “Where did they all go?” Huo Buyi took a step forward, his gaze intense.


    Wang Yanji said calmly, “Before you die, I’ll tell you.”


    Just then, Shaoshang smelled a faint odor of kerosene. Following the scent, she discovered that on the northeast side of the hall, a small black tortoise statue was hanging upside down from the ceiling. At some point, a small opening, the size of a thumb, had appeared in its mouth, and a thick black liquid was dripping out slowly.3


    Yuan Shen also saw it and exclaimed, “You want to burn us alive!”


    Wang Yanji laughed gleefully, “Don’t worry, the kerosene will take a while to drip, and we’ll have time to chat.”


    “If I knew I was going to die here, I should have fulfilled the Empress Dowager’s wish first!” Shaoshang leaned against the pillar, her face filled with a mixture of genuine and feigned annoyance.


    “You should thank Empress Dowager Xuan,” Wang Yanji said coldly. “If she hadn’t passed away so conveniently, your grandmother would have been the one to die.”


    Shaoshang was stunned. “Wh-what? What does this have to do with my grandmother?”


    “Huo Buyi and Yuan Shen,” Wang Yanji said slowly. “One holds high power and surrounds himself with troops, the other comes from a noble family and has people around him. How could I get revenge on them? I had to target you, use you as bait, and they’d be sure to come. But you were in the palace, and when you weren’t there, you were at home. I had no opportunity. But if your grandmother died, I could bribe some scholars to make a big fuss, incite your whole family to return home for the funeral, and there would be an opportunity on the way. But…”


    “But Her Majesty passed away first,” Shaoshang said, dumbfounded. “She even left a request for me to go to her hometown, and then my grandmother recovered.” No wonder Grandmother Cheng, who was so healthy, suddenly fell ill. She even called her children to her bedside, and then just as suddenly, she recovered. “What an amazing plan! I’m almost impressed.”


    “I had someone find out your itinerary from Lou Li,” Wang Yanji said. “My plan was to wait until you were returning and then make my move when you passed through Yao County. I thought I could take my time, but fate had other plans…”


    She laughed, her voice filled with cruel satisfaction. “But this is even better! All three of you are now in my hands. I can do whatever I want with you!”


    “Since fate has been so kind,” Wang Yanji said, her face contorted into a cruel smile. “I’ll be merciful. Out of the three of you, Cheng Shaoshang, I’m willing to release one. Tell me, who should I let go?”


    Shaoshang sighed. Really? This old trick? “It doesn’t matter who you release,” she said, her voice devoid of enthusiasm.


    Wang Yanji’s face turned cold. “Think carefully. At my command, this entire palace will become a blazing inferno, and all of you will burn to death!”


    Shaoshang smiled faintly. “I’m telling the truth. If you release me, Master Huo will surely be happy. If you release Master Huo, I’ll be content. If you release Young Master Yuan, then Master Huo and I will face death together. No matter what, it’s all fine. You decide.”


    Yuan Shen looked up, his lips twitching in annoyance.


    Huo Buyi chuckled. Only a girl as mischievous and clever as she could turn such a difficult life-or-death decision into a lighthearted jest.


    Shaoshang turned her head, her voice sweet with a hint of mischief, “I was right, wasn’t I?”


    “You were.” Huo Buyi ran his hand through her hair, his eyes overflowing with affection. “You’re never wrong.”


    Her plan thwarted, Wang Yanji’s face became a mask of frost. “Very well. I’ll rephrase. If I were to ask you to kill one person in exchange for the life of another, who would you choose?”


    Yuan Shen immediately sat down on the floor—of course, she wouldn’t choose him. Otherwise, he wouldn’t have been rejected! Five years of effort, wasted. It made him want to cry. Well, at least Yuan Shen experienced true love.


    Huo Buyi stood with his eyes lowered, one hand resting on the pillar, the other clenched slightly, his fingers tightening around the fabric of his sleeve.


    Shaoshang, as if without a moment’s thought, replied, “Naturally, it would be Master Huo.”


    Wang Yanji said, slightly surprised, “You are rather callous. Are you not worried about Young Master Yuan being upset?”


    “Young Master Yuan is a dear friend of mine. After the broken engagement, I had intended to see him again in twenty or so years. Thanks to your kindness, I’ve seen him so much sooner, and I even dragged Master Huo into this mess because I was so worried about his safety. I think that’s enough to fulfill the duties of a true friend.”


    Wang Yanji was momentarily speechless.


    “But then again,” Shaoshang continued calmly, “people always have those they are closer to and those they are more distant from. If I had known about your trap here, I wouldn’t have let Master Huo come with me, no matter what.”


    Huo Buyi looked at her with a smile, his entire being radiating joy.


    Wang Yanji watched their affectionate exchange, her anger mounting. “You…”


    “Are you done?” Huo Buyi interrupted her coldly. “If you are, let me speak for a moment. See if what I say is true or not. By the time I finish, you will be ready to light the fire.”


    Wang Yanji glanced at the pool of oil spreading on the ground and let out a cold snort.


    “You said earlier that man’s plans are often disrupted by fate. That’s true enough. But even with your meticulous planning, you didn’t anticipate the unexpected events that kept happening.” Huo Buyi walked forward with a steady gait, his hands clasped behind his back.


    “The first unexpected event was Minister Yuan. You didn’t expect him to stumble upon Tian Fortress. To avoid alarming them and ruining your grand plan, you used a trick to lure Yuan Shen and his group into the deep forest and quietly surrounded them for a surprise attack.”


    Yuan Shen turned his face away, not wanting anyone to see the tears on his face.


    “The second unexpected event was Luo Jitong. This was even more fatal, directly disrupting your plans. If Luo Jitong had succeeded, either Shaoshang would have died at her hands, leaving you unable to use her to lure me, or she would have escaped, becoming a frightened bird, hiding back in An Guo County or the residence of the governor, waiting until things were cleared up before continuing her journey.”


    “Then you heard that I was coming too, and decided to go all out, sending Tian Shuo to dispatch the assassins from Shu to kill Luo Jitong and her group under the cover of night. You even deliberately left behind traces of the Gongsun family. I suspected something was wrong and naturally followed the trail all the way to Yao County.”


    Wang Yanji sneered repeatedly, remaining silent. But Shaoshang could tell from her expression that Huo Buyi had hit the nail on the head.


    “The mastermind behind this whole thing is you and Tian Shuo, although your goals are different. You seek revenge, and you need the connections and influence of Gongsun Xian and his son. Tian Shuo wants to turn the world upside down and fish in troubled waters, and he needs you to plan for him – especially after the death of Gongsun Xian, Tian Shuo lost his backbone. After that, you lured Shu’s Shi Xin into rebellion, instigated local powerful figures to resist the land reformation decree, and plotted to murder the Crown Prince. It’s all so meticulously planned, one step after another… a truly impressive scheme,” Huo Buyi stated.


    “I never said I wanted to murder the Crown Prince,” Wang Yanji coldly responded. “You’re just guessing.”


    Huo Buyi gave a nonchalant smile. “You said earlier that you planned to wait until Shaoshang returned and passed through Yao County before making your move. Then you could take your time and deal with her. But why would you have time to deal with her? If she disappeared, Lou Yao would inevitably seek help from someone. Besides the Emperor and Empress, even the Governor of Liangzhou and Madam Qu wouldn’t stand idly by. Your true motives would be exposed.”


    “You say that because by then, Yu County will be in chaos. What kind of chaos would make the Governor of Liangzhou so preoccupied that he can’t even spare a moment?” Huo Buyi fixed his gaze on Wang Yanji’s expression. “You have someone close to the Crown Prince feeding you information, don’t you?”


    Wang Yanji’s chest rose and fell, her face shifting colors. “…I don’t know!”


    “At first, I was confused. How could you lure the Crown Prince into your trap? But then I figured it out – it’s not that difficult.”


    Huo Buyi pressed on. “The Crown Prince has hundreds of guards with him. You only need to bribe a few of them, have them report to you on time, and you’ll know his whereabouts. The Crown Prince is making a secret visit for what reason? To find out how the common people view the court’s decrees. You just need to play your cards right, and it won’t be difficult to lure him there. Am I right?”


    Cold sweat broke out on Wang Yanji’s forehead, and her face went pale. “So what if you’re right? You’re all about to die here. Do you think you can escape?”


    Huo Buyi laughed out loud, then fixed his gaze on her. “If I want to get out, I will! The passage behind us is blocked, but if you can get down, there must be a way out. I’m right, aren’t I? The passage is right behind you!”


    “We’ll see if you can get out of this!” Wang Yanji sneered.


    “Didn’t you see the Oil Fire Bomb – the explosives that blew up your stronghold today?”


    “I know, that’s why I changed plans last minute, luring you to the second level of the underground palace,” Wang Yanji smirked. “It’s such a small space, if you use that, the explosion would tear you all apart!”


    “Originally, that would have been the case,” Huo Buyi said calmly. “But you wanted to torture Minister Yuan, so you deliberately left the bodies of the Yuan family’s soldiers here. You didn’t expect that it would save us, did you?”


    “What do you mean?!” Wang Yanji exclaimed in disbelief.


    Huo Buyi, too bored to entertain her further, turned to someone behind him. “A’Fei, are you ready?”


    Liang Qiu Fei, hidden behind a pillar, said, “Everything’s ready, Young Master. I’ll light the fuse now.”


    Wang Yanji quickly backed away from the stone window, frantically shouting to her people, “Light the fire! Do it now!”


    In a flash, Liang Qiu Fei lit the long fuse with his tinder. Two archers, at the small window, drew their bows and aimed, launching flaming arrows into the underground palace. Huo Buyi grabbed Shaoshang, Liang Qiu Fei grabbed Yuan Shen, and the four of them quickly took cover behind the makeshift pit of corpses that the other guards had prepared earlier.


    Although Huo Buyi had only encountered these fire weapons today, he already understood that the best protection against the earth-shattering force of an explosion wasn’t a shield or armor, but flesh and blood.


    Almost simultaneously, the fire oil spreading across the floor erupted in a sky-piercing, scorching golden-red blaze. The fuse reached the three Oil Fire Bombs that Liang Qiu Fei had embedded beneath the small window in the stone wall. Before Huo Buyi and the others could be engulfed by the fiery dragon, a thunderous boom echoed. The stone wall containing the small window collapsed with a roar.


    Nearly two hundred corpses stood as a barrier in front of them. The group, their ears ringing, were otherwise unharmed by the blast. However, Wang Yanji and her servants, who had not had time to escape, were hit directly by the explosion. The two archers standing at the window were instantly killed.


    As the saying goes, “One tree cannot support a forest.” The underground palace relied on a balance of forces. Now that the walls and pillars of the lower palace have been blown apart, the ceiling collapsed, and the upper palace would surely be unable to hold itself up.


    Stones rained down from the collapsing ceiling, cracks spiderwebbed across the walls. The magnificent, enormous underground palace, like a torn silk fan, was no longer stable. The group desperately ran towards the breached stone wall. Liang Qiu Fei, holding two torches, led the way. Huo Buyi carried Shaoshang, while two guards supported Yuan Shen, who was still looking back at the mountain of corpses with tears streaming down his face. The remaining guards brought up the rear.


    Behind the breached stone wall, they found two paths.


    One path led to a staircase leading upward, the steps trembling and shedding large and small rocks. It seemed this was the way to the first level of the underground palace, the same path Wang Yanji had taken to descend. But the upper level was collapsing, making it impossible to use that path.


    The other path led to a passageway behind them, built independently of the underground palace. Despite the palace’s precarious state, the stones embedded in the passageway remained utterly still.


    Huo Buyi made a swift decision, ordering everyone to take the passageway.


    As they passed a pile of massive boulders, he saw Wang Yanji, crushed beneath them, covered in blood. She was on the verge of death.


    Huo Buyi ordered the others to move on, then rushed to Wang Yanji’s side. As he leaned down to check on her, he realized that her lower body had been crushed beneath the massive boulder. He knew that even if he were to remove the boulder, her abdomen and pelvis were already shattered – her injuries were fatal.


    He could only brush away the dust and stones from her face, grasp her shoulders, and shake her urgently. “What are you planning to do with the Crown Prince? Tell me! Tell me, and I will ensure the safety of your Wang family!”


    Wang Yanji’s pupils were dilated, blood continuously flowing from her mouth. Her hands frantically clawed at her chest. “Where? Where…? My mirror, my mirror…”


    Huo Buyi was baffled. At that moment, a pair of small, white hands reached out from beside him. Shaoshang calmly reached into Wang Yanji’s clothing and pulled out a small, silver mirror, placing it in her hand. This mirror was exquisitely crafted, shaped like a blossoming lotus flower, both sides polished to a high shine, a testament to years of loving care.


    Wang Yanji, as if she had found a treasure, pressed the mirror against her cheek. Her eyes regained their luster, her expression overflowing with a love that bordered on obsession. She murmured, “Ziwei, Ziwei.”


    “That’s the love token between Lou Ben and her,” Shaoshang whispered softly.


    Huo Buyi sighed inwardly.


    Liang Qiu Fei called out from the side, “Young Master, come on! The whole place is about to collapse! Young Master Yuan has already been pulled out!”


    Huo Buyi hesitated, then said to Shaoshang, “Go ahead first. Let me ask her a few more questions.”


    “Okay,” Shaoshang smiled. “I’ll wait for you at the entrance of the passage.”


    Watching the girl, her steps uneven and slow as she made her way to the passageway, Huo Buyi felt a sense of reassurance. He gripped Wang Yanji’s shoulders and shouted in a deep voice, “Listen to me! I have something to tell you about Lou Ziwei!”


    Wang Yanji mustered the last of her strength, her gaze slowly focusing on his face.


    “Listen to me,” Huo Buyi’s voice was deep and serious. “Lou Ziwei is not worthy of you!”


    Wang Yanji was furious. “You’re lying!”


    Huo Buyi continued, “You loved him deeply, so much that you risked your life and family for him. For him, you could share a bed with someone as crude and uncouth as Li Kuo, but how did Luo Ziwei treat you?!”


    “You’ve been married for years, yet the days you’ve spent together as husband and wife add up to only a few months! He’s been away from home for months on end, leaving you alone and longing for him. He did it all for wealth and power, calling it ‘pursuing his ambitions!’”


    Wang Yanji screamed frantically, “Shut up! Shut up, shut up! Ziwei isn’t like that!”


    Huo Buyi remained unfazed. “He didn’t need to do this. Lou Ziwei came from a noble family, he was already far above some ordinary commoners. But he refused to bow to his uncle, Lou Jing, and he wouldn’t start as a lowly clerk. He had to take a crooked path! For him, his ambition and pride were more important than spending time with you. He valued his reputation more than he valued you!”


    “Stop it! Stop it!” Wang Yanji cried uncontrollably, her face a mixture of blood and tears. She wildly swung the mirror at Huo Buyi. “It’s not like that! It’s not like that…!”


    Huo Buyi didn’t dodge or flinch. “You’re intelligent. You understand this, but you don’t want to think about it! Lou Ziwei was not worthy of you! He was not worthy of your genuine love and affection!”


    The underground palace shook violently, with chunks of stone falling from the ceiling. Liang Qiu Fei, supporting Shaoshang, turned and shouted, “Young Master, we really have to go!”


    Shaoshang wiped the dust from her forehead and hesitated, looking back at Huo Buyi.


    Wang Yanji, with desperate effort, grabbed Huo Buyi’s collar and spat out the words through gritted teeth, “You! You have the nerve to talk about my Ziwei? What makes you so good? I know exactly how you treated Cheng Shaoshang! You were all love and devotion in public, swearing oaths and promises behind closed doors. Yet, just three days before your wedding, you caused a massive scandal and abandoned her!”


    “You got your revenge and felt good about it. But did you ever consider how difficult life would be for Cheng Shaoshang in the Capital?” Wang Yanji laughed hysterically. “You don’t know, do you? Let me tell you. Even though Cheng Shaoshang sought refuge in Yong’an Palace, whispers spread everywhere. Especially in the first few years, even the lowliest maids and eunuchs would point fingers at her, let alone the high-ranking noblewomen who were jealous of her.”


    She gasped for breath, her voice like a broken bellows. “They mock her, saying she had a nice dream, that you fooled her, that she was kept in the dark. You used her as a shield for your revenge! They say she’s delusional…”


    “I know. I know all that,” Huo Buyi said calmly.


    “You…” Wang Yanji was astonished.


    Shaoshang also stopped in her tracks.


    “I’ve regretted it for a long time,” Huo Buyi said, his gaze seeming to be fixed on Wang Yanji, but also looking off into the distance. “The night I killed the Ling family, I saw Shaoshang chasing after me, her face covered in tears. That’s when I regretted it.”


    “I was already regretting it when I threw her off the horse.”


    “When she knelt before the Emperor and Empress, begging to break off the engagement, I regretted it even more!”


    “Later, I traveled through the northwest and the northern deserts. On countless cold nights, under the harsh wind and bitter cold, watching the herds of cattle and sheep roam the plains, whenever I thought of her, I would keep on regretting it.”


    Huo Buyi spoke with unwavering conviction, his tone calm, yet each word came from the depths of his heart, a confession whispered as much to Wang Yanji as to himself.


    “I think, if I could turn back time, I would never have taken such reckless risks, never have acted so impulsively. I would have held myself back, even if it meant allowing the Ling brothers a few more years of life, even if it meant revenge became more difficult, I would have walked the righteous path.”


    As he spoke, he gently released Wang Yanji’s shoulders, stood up, and turned towards the girl who stood motionless nearby. In a flash, he leaped forward in a few strides, quickly closing the distance between them.


    Wang Yanji lay on the ground, her tears flowing freely, her laughter more bitter than tears. “You can repent, but why can’t Ziwei repent? He just died, leaving me alone in this world. That heartless, ruthless wretch, that cursed short-lived ghost! I want to settle the score with him… Hahaha, I guess I’ll have to wait for the next life.”


    Huo Buyi nimbly dodged a few falling stones, catching up to Shaoshang and Liang Qiu Fei. He saw the girl, her face wet with tears, run into his arms.


    At that moment, Wang Yanji suddenly raised her voice and shouted, “Sixty li east from here, near Xu County, there is a village called Guo. Tian Shuo has prepared hundreds of kilograms of fire oil around the village. The Crown Prince will be passing through the main road east of the village tomorrow. Tian Shuo has stationed fifteen hundred men in ambush. Our best-case scenario is that Tian Shuo successfully assassinates the Crown Prince. Our second-best scenario is that the Crown Prince escapes, only to seek refuge in the only village ahead, where he will be burned to death. Our worst-case scenario is that both of these fail, and Tian Shuo still orders the village to be burned, allowing them to escape in the chaos…”


    Huo Buyi understood. He bowed deeply. “Thank you, Madam.”


    Wang Yanji shook her head, closed her eyes, and pressed the silver mirror against her heart. She awaited her final moments in quiet resignation.


    Stones rained down from the ceiling like a hailstorm. Huo Buyi, Shaoshang, and Liang Qiu Fei had just escaped into the passageway as the magnificent, grand underground palace, a testament to the ingenuity of countless craftsmen from the pre-Qin era, collapsed behind them with a deafening roar.


    Shaoshang hadn’t run more than a few steps when Huo Buyi scooped her into his arms. As they raced through the passageway, she felt the incline steepen, and after what seemed like an eternity, they burst into a vast, open space bathed in soft, luminous light.


    When Yuan Shen and several guards pulled them out of the passage, Shaoshang realized that the night sky was ablaze with stars.


    “Why are you crying? Were you afraid you wouldn’t escape?” Yuan Shen asked in surprise.


    “You’ve got a mouth, don’t you? Couldn’t it be tears of joy for escaping death?” The girl, covered in dust and dirt, her cheeks streaked with tears, was a sight of utter disarray. Yet, her eyes, dark and bright, shone with a childish joy and mischief, sparkling with a playful smile.


    Huo Buyi seemed to feel something, too. Their eyes met, and they both smiled.


    Yuan Shen’s face fell.


    “Where are we?” Shaoshang noticed that they were standing on a grassy patch, surrounded by dense, familiar woods.


    “You’ll never guess,” Yuan Shen turned back.


    “It’s the woods outside the Tian private estate,” Huo Buyi said flatly, no mood for riddles.


    Liang Qiu Fei gaped in astonishment. “No wonder we searched the Tian private estate for hours and found nothing! It wasn’t that there was no secret passage, but that the entrance was outside the fortress!”


    Yuan Shen clicked his tongue. “That’s a clever trick. Two estates, one visible, one hidden, each protecting the other. It seems Wang Yanji marrying Li Kuo was all part of Tian Shuo’s plan.”


    “Shouldn’t we get out of here quickly?” Shaoshang asked, her voice laced with worry. “If they discover us, we’re finished.”


    The young guard grinned. “We snuck a peek just now. I don’t know why, but the estate seemed completely empty, except for a few old servants cleaning up.”


    Shaoshang remembered Wang Yanji’s final words and felt a jolt of fear. Huo Buyi’s face instantly darkened.


    Then Liang Qiu Fei launched a signal flare into the air. It wasn’t long before Huo Buyi’s men arrived to pick them up.


    Upon hearing that they had fallen into the trap in the underground palace, Cheng Shaogong and Lou Yao had been frantic, desperately chiseling away at the stone slabs. Seeing them safe and sound finally brought a wave of relief.


    Yuan Shen had been imprisoned for many days, weak and exhausted. To make matters worse, he had taken a hard fall, his forehead bleeding and his left arm broken. The shackles around his wrists had worn into his flesh, leaving bloody marks. He was already at his limit, and with the tension finally released, he collapsed into unconsciousness.


    Since ancient times, medicine and sorcery were intertwined, and most charlatans possessed some medical skills. So, Cheng Shaogong not only had to help the physician treat the injured soldiers scattered across the ground but also care for Yuan Shen. He also had to find a locksmith to remove the shackles from Yuan Shen’s wrists.


    Meanwhile, Huo Buyi summoned his men for a meeting late into the night. He entrusted Lou Yao with handling the aftermath at the Tian and Li fortresses and immediately prepared for a long journey. As he dismissed his men and stepped out of his tent, he saw Shaoshang, leading her beloved horse, waiting for him at the entrance.


    “What’s your plan?” The girl, after washing up, revealed a face as beautiful as the moon.


    “Let me guess,” she said with a mischievous smile. “You’re going to split your forces. One group will go to the main road and intercept Tian Shuo ahead of time, and the other group will go to Guo Village, either to stop the arsonists or help the villagers put out the fire. Am I right?”


    Huo Buyi looked at her with a displeased expression, a dark, brooding handsome figure that unexpectedly held a certain allure.


    “I don’t know anything about warfare, but I am good at math,” Shaoshang continued. “Let me calculate it for you. You had five hundred elite soldiers, A’Yao brought one hundred men, and Zhang Shan borrowed four hundred troops –unfortunately, they’re not the most elite. We lost fifty to sixty men in yesterday’s attack on the Li’s private estate. After subtracting those who can’t ride and those who are injured, you have at most eight hundred and fifty men ready for battle.”


    “I just heard A’Yao send a message back to the county to request more troops. He’s going to clear out the two strongholds, and you won’t use the one hundred men from the He family. However, you still need to spare some of those eight hundred and fifty men to rescue the villagers. You told me that Gongsun Xian raised some very skilled assassins, notorious for their ruthlessness and cruel methods.”


    Shaoshang said seriously, “You have only half the enemy’s force, and many of your men are local militia. They have fifteen hundred highly trained soldiers, including five hundred assassins. My Lord, even with all the remaining explosives, are you really confident you can achieve a victory against the odds and successfully intercept Tian Shuo?”


    Huo Buyi pursed his lips. “…Don’t worry about this. I know what I’m doing.”


    “If you knew what you were doing, we might have children by now, instead of being separated for years, each enduring hardship in a different place.” Shaoshang pulled out her ultimate weapon.


    Mentioning the past softened Huo Buyi. He sighed helplessly. “What do you want?”


    “Focus all your energy on dealing with Tian Shuo. If something happens to the Crown Prince, it’ll be a major blow to the nation’s stability, something very serious,” Shaoshang said. “I’ll take some people to save the villagers.”


    “No!” Huo Buyi rejected her outright.


    “Listen to me first,” Shaoshang pressed her hand against his chest, her voice soft. “The guards I brought might not be as elite as your troops, but they are much better than the local militia. After they beat Luo Jitong, they have been resting for over half a month, well-fed and well-rested. There are more than eighty men ready for battle.”


    She counted on her fingers, “Tian Shuo thinks his plan is foolproof. He’s taking his main force to intercept the Crown Prince. How many men could he have sent to start the fire? Didn’t the Tian family’s servants confess earlier? They saw two groups leave, and the smaller group only had a few dozen men.”


    “Most importantly, when it comes to fighting fire, there’s no one better than me in the whole world,” Shaoshang said with a charming smile, boasting confidently. “For years, I’ve tested out fire weapons. My estate has burned down eighteen times, eighteen times! My people know how to smother flames with sand, how to use fire to create barriers, and how to use water to save themselves. They know it all by heart!”


    Huo Buyi knew she was right, but still disagreed. “…No, what if you get burned?”


    “You can’t stop me, unless you plan to spare some of your men to watch over me.” Shaoshang’s eyes crinkled into crescent moons as she smiled. “Actually, you’ve always tried to control me, and I never liked it. I couldn’t fight back, so I just gritted my teeth and endured it. But now you are too busy to keep an eye on me. What I want to do, you have no say in it.”


    Huo Buyi’s lips twitched. “…With a major battle looming, you’re delighted that I can’t control you. Well, very good.” After this was all over, he would need to assert his authority over this rascal.


    Shaoshang sensed the danger and quickly suppressed her joy, turning serious. “I was born to cause trouble. Even if I stayed completely still, trouble would find me. So this time, I’d rather find some trouble to do myself.”


    “Smooth words and a charming appearance, but no way to argue,” Huo Buyi said flatly.


    Shaoshang sighed. “His Majesty told me that since I was fortunate enough to be born in a peaceful era, to a loving and prosperous family, I shouldn’t be afraid of anything. I should live my life according to my own heart’s desire! A’Zheng, right now, I want to help you. I want to go rescue those innocent villagers.”


    “Her Majesty also said that compared to the sun, moon, and stars, we are all but ants. Compared to the peace and prosperity of millions of people, our love and grievances are nothing. A’Zheng, I swore before her spirit that I would always act in a way that would not bring her shame. I cannot stand by and watch innocent lives suffer when I have the power to help.”


    Huo Buyi was moved. He gripped her hand tightly and let out a long sigh, before finally saying, “…Be careful.”


    Shaoshang smiled brightly. “You be careful too. Take care of yourself! If I get burned, you’ll definitely want to punish me, but if you get your face hurt, I don’t know if I’ll still want you!”


    As he had done countless times before, Huo Buyi lovingly rubbed her forehead.


    …


    As soon as Huo Buyi led his troops away, Cheng Shaogong learned that his twin sister was also preparing to set out. He rushed to stop her, blocking the entrance to her tent. He stamped his foot and gritted his teeth. “You can’t go! Absolutely not! Otherwise, otherwise…”


    “Otherwise, what?” Shaoshang grinned, then pulled a face. “Brother, you couldn’t stop me from fighting Luo Jitong, how can you stop me from saving people now?”


    “Just wait! I’ll tell Lou Yao! He has more men than you. I’ll get him to stop you!”


    “That’s funny. When has A’Yao ever listened to you instead of me? Besides, Master Huo has already agreed to this.”


    Cheng Shaogong groaned. “Then I’ll go with you.”


    “Brother, don’t. You don’t know anything about fighting fire,” Shaoshang said, lowering her voice as she adjusted his robe. “If you have some free time, do me a favor. Go to the neighboring counties and recruit some more troops to support Master Huo. You know where he’s going. You’ve been with our parents since you were little. Mother taught you how to support troops from the sidelines. He’s going into battle outnumbered. I’m not entirely at ease…”


    Cheng Shaogong rested his hand on his sister’s delicate shoulder. “You’ve grown up.”


    Shaoshang lowered her voice. “It’s not that I’ve grown up, but I’ve figured things out. Back in the underground palace, Wang Yanji asked me a question, ‘If you could save only one, would you save Yuan Shen or Huo Buyi?’”


    Cheng Shaogong chuckled. “What kind of stupid question is that?”


    “Wang Yanji was asking about Yuan Shen, but I realized I was thinking about myself,” Shaoshang lightly brushed dust off her brother’s outfit. “Since that year at the Lantern Festival, I’ve known Huo Buyi for seven years.


    Cheng Shaogong noticed that his sister was referring to the man by his full name.


    “A while ago, whether we were together or apart, I believed deep in my heart that if something happened, he would without hesitation sacrifice his life to save me,” Shaoshang whispered. “But what about me? To be honest, to tell someone who would understand, in the beginning, I knew for sure that I would never sacrifice my life for Huo Buyi.”


    Cheng Shaogong sighed. “If you don’t look after yourself, the heavens will punish you. You can’t be blamed for that.”


    “Then why was Huo Buyi willing to sacrifice his life for me?” Shaoshang asked, her eyes sparkling with curiosity.


    Shaogong choked on his words.


    Why would someone die for another person?


    Why would someone willingly place another person’s life above their own?


    Especially if that person was a habitual, cold-hearted, and selfish scoundrel?


    “I’ve thought about this for many years. From the very beginning to last night in the palace, from the palace to the wild mountains and fields. Now, I can finally say it honestly…” Shaoshang took a deep breath. “I hope he lives a long and peaceful life, free from harm. Even if it means trading my life for his.”


    Now, at this point, she could finally love someone without fear of getting hurt, undeterred by life or death.


    There was one person in this world who mattered more to her than she mattered to herself.


    …


    I love this series, I do. But oh my gosh what I wouldn’t give for some hot and heavy scenes between Huo Buyi and Shaoshang. I know this author can write sex scenes, haha.


    Next chapter is the last one! I can’t believe next Friday this will be over!


    Next Chapter: Tonight, the Milky Way is Bright / Love Like the Galaxy (Part Two)


    
      	The Battle of Changping was a significant battle in ancient Chinese history where the State of Qin, led by General Bai Qi, decimated the State of Zhao’s army. Xiang Yu is a legendary figure in Chinese history. ↩︎


      	Five to six zhang is about fifty to sixty feet. Ten zhang is one hundred-ish feet. ↩︎


      	The black tortoise statue refers to one of the four celestial creatures in Chinese mythology. ↩︎
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    Chapter One Hundred and Seventy-Nine:
Tonight, the Milky Way is Bright / Love Like the Galaxy


    The first sliver of dawn cast a cool, bluish-grey light over the ochre-colored hills, cloaking the soldiers’ dark armor in a thin mist. Huo Buyi awoke from a light sleep, seeing the weary face of the guard who had stood watch over him all night, sword in hand. He motioned for the guard to rest.


    Last night, they had raced forward with all their might for over two hours, finally arriving before dawn at the location Wang Yanji had described. Tian Shuo intended to ambush the Crown Prince’s entourage the next day, so they had set up an ambush on the upwind side of the likely location. With everything in place, they could even rest for half an hour, waiting for Tian Shuo, refreshed and ready to strike.


    As Huo Buyi moved, he felt a damp patch on his shoulder. Looking up, he saw the wet leaves above him and smiled slightly. He thought back to that first spring night five years ago, when his wedding was just a month away.


    The girl sat by the window, filled with red water lilies, diligently writing. She had made up her mind to finish her studies before leaving the palace to prepare for her wedding. She had been working late for several nights. He stood behind a nearby flowering tree, silently watching the girl he loved, allowing the dew-laden petals fall onto his shoulder. It was the night he decided to take action.


    He knew that once he started, there would be no turning back.


    The palace lanterns flickered, the palace corridors stretched endlessly. He walked slowly through the shadows of the night, the courtyard filled with the fragrant scent of flowers. Occasionally, the laughter of young maids echoed through the air. In that moment, he felt as if he had returned to his childhood. Back then, his family was complete and happy.


    His elder brother, handsome and valiant, clad in white robes and wielding a silver spear, was not only a young general who had seen many bloody battles but also the dream lover of every young girl in the city. His second brother possessed boundless strength, his favorite pastime was to hold him and toss him around playfully. His younger brother, barely ten years old, could already draw a bow with both arms, never missing his target. His elder sister was gentle and virtuous, already preparing her exquisite wedding dress. His younger sister was quick-witted and always smiling. And then there was his stern father and loving mother…


    And then, they were all gone.


    Only he remained. Day after day, he gnawed on the bone-deep hatred, waiting for revenge in a world of despair and loneliness.


    Later, he gradually learned the details of his family’s deaths.


    His elder brother fought valiantly to his death, his head cleaved in two by an axe. His second brother was betrayed by a trusted friend, stabbed in the belly. His younger brother was riddled with arrows. His mother and two sisters, to avoid dishonor, took their own lives.


    At the time, he thought only of ending it all, of putting an end to the nightmare that had begun when he was six years old. Fueled by such intense hatred, he decided to act recklessly, throwing caution to the wind.


    Looking back now, he realized he was like someone caught in a nightmare, driven by a desperate, reckless madness. But would his parents and siblings have wanted him to trade his life for the lives of the Ling brothers? They didn’t deserve it.


    His father had always told him, “A righteous person walks the straight path. Only the sinister take the crooked road. Even if you are consumed by flames, never lose your true heart, never abandon the light. No matter how strong the hatred, it is never worth sacrificing yourself.”


    The girl had said he was important.


    “Young Master, the scouts have returned. They’re less than five li from here,” Zhang Shan reported, bowing respectfully.


    “Have we heard anything from the men sent to intercept the Crown Prince?” Huo Buyi asked.


    “None yet,” Zhang Shan replied.


    Huo Buyi furrowed his brow slightly, then calmly said, “Wake everyone up. Follow my orders and don’t make any rash moves.”


    Zhang Shan acknowledged the command and left.


    Huo Buyi dismounted and retrieved his beloved weapon, a golden war halberd, its wings spread like a phoenix, gleaming brilliantly in the morning light. He gently stroked the inscription on its surface, where traces of blood shimmered faintly. A divine weapon, imbued with the blood of enemies, naturally exuded a ferocious aura. He remembered his first time in battle, when his adoptive father led the troops in person.


    At that moment, the Emperor watched with anxious eyes as the thin young man he had personally raised took his orders and prepared to go into battle. His concern was evident on his face, so much so that the officials in the Imperial Tent thought the situation at the front was dire.


    Five years ago, when the Emperor learned of his actions, his face was filled with anguish. At the time, Huo Buyi felt cold and numb inside. It wasn’t until he was exiled that he realized his adoptive father’s pain was probably no less than Shaoshang’s.


    The Emperor had invested more time and effort in Huo Buyi than any other prince. He taught him everything, from deploying troops, to luring the enemy into traps, to coordinating cavalry and infantry in battle… Was it all just so he would become a sacrifice to that old dog Ling?


    Zhang Shan returned after making all the arrangements. Seeing Huo Buyi staring silently at his weapon, he sensibly approached and said, “Young Master, are you worried about the young mistress? Don’t worry, A’Fei is with her. I assure you, it will be alright~!”


    Huo Buyi glanced at him and said playfully, “Of course, didn’t you secretly tell A’Fei, ‘If things don’t look right, even if you knock her out, bring her back safe and sound?’” This confidant of his, while seemingly honest and simple, was actually quite cunning.


    “You knew, Young Master?” Zhang Shan stammered.


    Huo Buyi looked towards the rising sun and smiled softly. “Don’t worry, we will surely achieve a great victory in today’s battle. When we return, we can start preparing for the wedding.”


    The girl had always said she was born under an unlucky star. But he was no different. He lost his family at a young age. However, he felt a strong intuition at this moment – their misfortunes were over.


    From now on, perhaps their luck would turn around. Perhaps they would have a peaceful life together, growing old side by side.


    The rising sun climbed to the mountain peak, its warm, soft golden glow bathing the young general. His sharp gaze, tall stature, and composed expression instilled immense confidence in the soldiers behind him.


    Especially the five hundred elite soldiers, hardened veterans who had seen countless battles under Huo Buyi’s command, were certain they had already defeated countless powerful enemies. They believed this battle would be nothing more than an anecdote to recount to their children and grandchildren someday.


    The morning light also illuminated the road below. Tian Shuo, the ambusher, finally arrived with his troops, lagging behind the schedule. Looking down at the enemy soldiers, who were well-fed, well-rested, and still drowsy, the soldiers in ambush on the hillside all sneered with disdain.


    Sharing the same worries was a burly man with a purple face and a burn scar on his cheek. An old general who had fought alongside Gongsun Xian in many battles, he anxiously said, “Sir, we’ve just arrived. We don’t know what’s happening up ahead. Alas, we should have come last night.”


    Tian Shuo, riding a tall steed, puffed out his chest with pride. “What are you afraid of? Didn’t the spies report back? Based on that dog Crown Prince’s pace, he won’t arrive until noon today. We’re just in time. We have a few hours to set up the trap!”


    The purple-faced general sighed, feeling helpless.


    He had been deeply loyal to Gongsun Xian. When Tian Shuo spoke of avenging his father, he had wholeheartedly agreed. However, as they progressed step-by-step according to Wang Yanji’s plan, a sense of unease settled over him.


    The immense fortune used to entice Shi Xin into rebellion was amassed by Gongsun Xian over a lifetime. It was meant to secure his son’s future, ensuring his prosperity for life. The secret plots to incite the powerful families in the counties of Xuzhou to fiercely oppose the land reformation decree, the organization of nearly a thousand men, the gathering of weapons and supplies – all were meticulously planned over many years. This was intended to allow Tian Shuo to expand his family’s power, secure a place for them amongst the noble families, or, in the worst case, allow him to flee to the south or the tribes in the north for protection.


    Gongsun Xian, a cunning and cruel man who had harmed countless others, nevertheless held genuine affection for Tian Shuo and his mother.


    However, when Tian Shuo, in order to complete the ambush of the Crown Prince, chose to spare Yuan Shen, the son of the man who killed his father, the purple-faced general sensed that his young master didn’t seem to grieve much for his father’s tragic death.


    However, he still had to follow his old master’s instructions and do his best to protect Tian Shuo.


    The purple-faced general looked at the troops behind him, their formation loose and lacking discipline, his worry intensifying.


    He had seen the disciplined march of elite soldiers. Now, they seemed numerous and formidable, but a thousand of them had been hastily assembled and trained for only a few months. Previously, in the forest, they had surrounded Yuan Shen’s men, and even with a significant numerical advantage, they had been flustered and chaotic. Only after the five hundred assassins, personally trained by Gongsun Xian, stepped in, did they defeat the Yuan convoy and force their surrender.


    More than their combat strength, he worried about the morale of the troops.


    While these desperate men, lured by promises of wealth and advancement, were willing to fight to the death, many of them knew deep down that the current political landscape was already solidified. Carrying out such a reckless act in the heart of the Central Plains was like building a bonfire in the vast ocean; even if they stumbled upon a lucky break, their efforts would ultimately come to nothing.


    When they clashed with the Crown Prince’s entourage in battle, if they could win easily, it would be fine. But what if the battle dragged on, and they had to fight to the death? When it came down to it, who among those thousand men, or even those five hundred assassins, would truly be willing to serve as a shield for Tian Shuo? After all, when the dust settles, everyone looks after themselves.


    Just as the purple-faced general’s heart was filled with foreboding, someone at the front shouted, “What is that?!”


    He quickly looked up, only to see a cold gleam flashing from the hillside above. Then, a hail of silver strands flew down like a whirlwind. A chill ran down his spine, and he roared, “It’s a rain of arrows! We’re ambushed! Get down!”


    It was too late. Carried by the wind, the arrows descended swiftly. While some of Tian Shuo’s troops managed to raise their shields quickly, a significant number were caught off guard and struck. In an instant, screams and curses filled the air.


    The purple-faced general gritted his teeth. He knew they had fallen into a trap, like a mantis catching a cicada, unaware of the oriole behind. He immediately ordered his confidant to release a carrier pigeon, signaling the hidden forces in Guo Village to set the fire. At the same time, he commanded his troops to fight back with all their might.


    After three volleys, the thousands of arrows were exhausted. While Tian Shuo’s troops had suffered casualties of about thirty percent, the survivors breathed a sigh of relief. As they prepared to charge up the hillside, dozens of black stones flew down from above. Initially, they were bewildered, but then the explosive force and flames detonated, instantly amplifying the screams tenfold.


    Tian Shuo panicked, unable to even control his horse. “What, what is happening…? What do we do?!”


    The purple-faced general called out in a deep voice, “Young Master, don’t panic! I see they are outnumbered. Once I get our ranks in order, we will charge back!” As he spoke, he ordered his confidant to reorganize the troops and sent a few dozen of his most loyal assassins to protect Tian Shuo.


    Calming his troops, who were crying and lamenting their fate, the purple-faced general began to order a counterattack. Suddenly, a thunderous sound of hooves pounding the ground came from both sides of the hillside. Looking up, he saw two fierce groups of heavily armed cavalry charging down from the slopes. The combined weight of the riders and their horses, along with the force of their charge, made the ground tremble.


    Before anyone could react, the black-armored cavalry, fully equipped, struck like a hammer into soft flesh, shattering the formation the purple-faced general had just established. Among the cavalry, a black-armored general, tall and powerful, wielded a massive golden weapon, its brilliance like a blazing sun. No one around him could withstand his single-handed might; he was like a god descended to earth.


    Amidst the howling wind, a man with long dark eyebrows and raven hair, handsome and valiant, emerged. It was Huo Buyi.


    Raw power breaks through any trickery. In the face of such overwhelming might, even the assassins, skilled in using ropes and hooks for their assassinations, were powerless to retaliate. Then, more infantry charged down from the hillside, joining the fray, encircling Tian Shuo’s men in groups of three or five.


    Driving back the enemy wouldn’t be difficult. The real trouble was that these desperate men, if scattered, would become bandits, wreaking havoc in the countryside and harming innocent villagers. Huo Buyi, determined to completely eliminate them, was forced to continuously maneuver and surround them, blocking any escape route.


    Cornered, the men became even more fierce, and the two sides locked into a desperate struggle.


    At that moment, a fiery blaze erupted from the village in the distance. Flames shot up, billowing black smoke, as if turning the sky into a pool of ink. Tian Shuo, overjoyed, ordered the purple-faced general to protect him and escape first.


    Seeing the towering flames in the distance, Huo Buyi felt a surge of fury. His greatest fear had come true! For a moment, he, who was usually decisive and quick-witted, couldn’t help but hesitate – should he continue to pursue Tian Shuo, or go to fight the fire?


    Just as he hesitated, another group of men rushed out from behind the hill, numbering about two or three hundred. It was Cheng Shaogong, who had gathered a hastily assembled militia. However, these men had never received proper training, and their reckless entry into the battle could easily backfire.


    Deception was a charlatan’s specialty. Shaogong, embracing the art of illusion, ordered his men to tie branches to the tails of their horses, raising clouds of dust all around them. From afar, it appeared as if there were thousands of soldiers.


    Indeed, seeing this, the rebels, who had been stubbornly resisting, panicked. Confused and disoriented, they couldn’t discern the truth from the deception. Shouts rose from all directions:


    “No good! Their reinforcements are here!”


    “Run! We’re done for!”


    Despite the purple-faced general’s authority, he couldn’t rally them to form a defense.


    From that point on, it was a one-sided slaughter and surrender.


    Huo Buyi, on horseback, slashed and thrust with his weapon. Suddenly, he saw a group of elite assassins protecting Tian Shuo, charging out to escape. His eyes narrowed, and with a decisive move, he spurred his horse towards them.


    “Huo Buyi! You and I have no grievances!” Tian Shuo roared. “Why don’t you go save the villagers? Are you determined to kill me?!” He didn’t know that Shaoshang was also there, otherwise, he would have shouted even louder.


    Huo Buyi’s face was as cold as ice. “I’ll tell you a few things,” he said coldly. “The underground palace beneath the Li Fortress has collapsed. Wang Yanji is dead. The Tian Fortress is being thoroughly investigated by the authorities. And…” With each word, Tian Shuo’s face grew paler.


    Finally, he sneered at the burly purple-faced general. “Your old master, it wasn’t Yuan Pei who killed him.”


    The purple-faced general’s pupils constricted instantly, his murderous intent almost bursting from his eyes.


    Huo Buyi, as if reading his mind, looked at him and slowly said, emphasizing each word, “I killed him. I captured him alive, severed his limbs, beheaded him, and cut out his heart and liver. It was an offering to the spirits of the two generals who were assassinated!”


    The purple-faced general’s eyes bulged with fury. He roared, “We are indebted to our master! Now is the time to avenge him! Come! Let’s kill him!” He charged at Huo Buyi like a madman. The assassins accompanying him, always following his lead, no longer concerned themselves with Tian Shuo’s fate and rushed into the attack.


    This was exactly what Huo Buyi had hoped for. His guards, well-trained, quickly split into two groups. One group stayed by Huo Buyi’s side to defend him, while the other circled around to the rear, easily capturing Tian Shuo.


    After several exchanges, Huo Buyi saw an opening in the enemy’s formation. Focusing his mind and gathering his strength, he delivered a devastating blow, cleaving the purple-faced general from his horse. With their leader gone, the rebels, now leaderless, were quickly surrounded and captured.


    Leaving his men to handle the aftermath, Huo Buyi rushed to Guo Village. Despite Zhang Shan’s constant reassurance, he remained flustered and anxious. When he finally reached the village, he saw that the fire had been mostly extinguished. Huo Buyi pushed aside the villagers who were kneeling and kowtowing to him, finally reaching through the crowd to pull out the girl, covered in dust and soot. In front of everyone, he held her in his arms.


    Seeing this, the villagers and soldiers around them, despite their fatigue and burns, all burst into laughter.


    Throughout history, heroes who protect their people and their beloveds are always celebrated in stories.


    ……


    The night after the storm had passed, the vast plain on the border of Xu and Yu was dotted with tents.


    In a makeshift medical camp on the western side, Zhang Shan sat with his legs crossed, peeling an orange. “Stop crying. You didn’t get burned on your face. What’s the point of crying?”


    “That’s not why I’m crying!” Liang Qiu Fei lay on the bed, his chest exposed, smeared with burn ointment. “I’m sorry to Young Master and the Mistress! It’s all my fault! Young Master only spared Luo Jitong because of me! I almost caused a huge mistake!” The guilt he had carried for so long finally erupted after his injuries.


    Zhang Shan peeled off a segment of orange and popped two pieces into Liang Qiu Fei’s mouth. “See? Everything is fine. It even gave Young Master a reason to see Young Mistress earlier. And this time you saved her again. Young Master won’t blame you anymore.”


    “I’m so blind! I thought Luo Jitong was a dignified and virtuous woman! Even after Young Master told me what she did, I thought she must have had her reasons… Waah…” Liang Qiu Fei, with orange slices in his mouth, cried like a heartbroken girl.


    Zhang Shan said calmly, “To be honest, you two brothers haven’t seen enough women. Young Master himself lives a pure and passionate life, without a single trace of worldly desires. You two are practically monks! At least A’Qi has four female companions. You, I’m afraid, have probably never even held a woman’s hand.”


    “Don’t even mention those four women!”


    “Don’t worry. Later on, I’ll take you out to see the world. You’ll meet all sorts of beauties. Central Plains maidens, Western Region dancers, songs from the south…”


    “I won’t go. Not in a million years! Get out of here, you rascal!”


    ……


    The Southern Camp.


    “Stop sighing, you two. What’s there to sigh about? Lou Li was kept in the dark, and my cousin was fine when I left.” Cheng Shaogong happily munched on a fresh peach that He Zhaojun had hidden in the cellar – it wasn’t easy to find fresh peaches in this season.


    Lou Yao sighed. “Eat a little less, you’ll get a stomachache.”


    Ban Jia looked worried and troubled. “You don’t know anything! The world outside is in chaos. How could Yang Yang not hear about it? She’s pregnant! What if she gets scared?”


    “Me too,” Lou Yao said. “Sigh, I thought I had done something good this time, and Zhaojun would have fewer worries. Now that the truth is out, Wang Yanji learned about your whereabouts from Lou Li, which will inevitably make people suspicious.”


    “You two are worrying for nothing,” Cheng Shaogong said happily, grabbing another peach. “If you can’t let it go, why don’t I divine for you?”


    “…Forget it. The book says, ‘Don’t worship ghosts and gods, but respect the people.’”


    “I, I’ll also pass,” Ban Jia said. “Yang Yang said your fortune telling is… only sometimes accurate. Maybe we shouldn’t.”


    Cheng Shaogong was furious. “Fine, if you don’t want to, then don’t!”


    Lou Yao quickly changed the subject. “Speaking of which, you’re not getting any younger. Even if you don’t want to get married, you should at least start preparing for your civil service exam.”


    Cheng Shaogong put down his peach and sighed. “After Niao Niao gets married, I plan to travel, see the great mountains and rivers, experience different cultures. Then, I’ll know what I want to do. Right now, I have no idea.”


    “Maybe you should tell your own fortune?” Ban Jia suggested hesitantly.


    Cheng Shaogong remained silent.


    The Eastern Camp.


    “How long are you going to lie there? Shaoshang has already asked you several times?” Huo Buyi sat by the bedside, looking at the patient with displeasure.


    Yuan Shen, weak and aching all over, glared back forcefully. “Have I had your family’s medicine or eaten your family’s food? What are you fussing about?”


    “You may not have eaten our food, but you’ve caused my wife to worry,” Huo Buyi said.


    Yuan Shen covered his throbbing head, which was burning with a slight fever. “Did Shaoshang send you to check on me? Tell her I’m fine. But the Crown Prince needs to return to the Capital as soon as possible.”


    “I know,” Huo Buyi said. “Alright, I’m going back.”


    “Wait,” Yuan Shen suddenly called out to Huo Buyi, who was about to leave the tent. “There’s something I need to tell you.” He propped himself up on his elbows, struggling to sit up from the bed.


    Huo Buyi lowered the tent flap and paused, waiting.


    “Five years ago, you were exiled, and Shaoshang fell seriously ill. You know this, right?” Yuan Shen stared intently at him.


    Huo Buyi lowered his eyelids and softly said, “I know.”


    “I went to visit her often back then, but she was unconscious the entire time. She was stubborn, most of the time she gritted her teeth and didn’t make a sound, no matter how much she was suffering,” Yuan Shen said, his expression somber. “One time, she was having a nightmare, and she started talking in her sleep…”


    He looked at the tall young man by the doorway. “In her dream, she said, ‘Take me with you. Don’t leave me alone and desolate. If we have to die, let’s die together, don’t leave me behind.’”


    Huo Buyi’s fingers trembled slightly as he grasped the tent flap.


    Yuan Shen continued, “Shaogong heard that too, which is why he always opposed my marriage to Shaoshang. It was after hearing that that I understood Shaoshang’s true feelings. You’re right, she seems smart, but she’s actually quite naive. She doesn’t even understand her own heart.”


    Huo Buyi held back his anger. “Why didn’t you say anything earlier? You were still insistent on marrying her!”


    Yuan Shen suddenly lay back down, pulling the blanket over his head. “Why should I tell you? It’s a rare opportunity to marry the woman I love. Why should I be noble and let someone else have her? In a few decades, she’ll have grandchildren with me. Her heart will only belong to her own family. You’ll just be a story from her youth.”


    Huo Buyi’s chest heaved with anger.


    From beneath the blankets, Yuan Shen’s voice came in a soft murmur, “…Actually, whether I said it or not, the outcome would be the same. She can’t let go of you.”


    “I always thought Shaoshang and I were alike, but I was wrong. Because of my parents, I’ve always despised that kind of ‘love as deep as the sea, unbreakable until death.’ From a young age, I believed that too much love is a sharp blade, a deadly poison. It will drag down a promising career, it will wear down your ambition. As for a husband and wife, mutual respect is enough.”


    “But Shaoshang is different. She often says she is cold and selfish, but then, without thinking, she will say, ‘Like Old Master Wan and Old Madam Wan, even if they had a short dozen years together, it was worth coming to this world.’ You two are the same kind of people.”


    ……


    The Northern Camp. The main tent where the Crown Prince is resting.


    “Your Highness, think carefully!” One of the Crown Prince’s officials spoke loudly, advising him. “The resistance against the land reformation decree led by the powerful families has not yet been suppressed. The rebellion in Shu is still ongoing. Your Highness should not stay out here for long. It’s crucial for you to return to the Capital!”


    “I agree!” Another official, with a thick beard, chimed in. “Your Highness must not stay out here any longer!”


    The Crown Prince, his face cold and filled with anger, said, “I haven’t finished visiting all the places I intended to. A few measly members of the Gongsun family, they think they can scare me off? Don’t even think about it!”


    “How can you call that fleeing in panic?” The Crown Prince’s official exclaimed anxiously. “Your Highness is a precious jewel, your actions have far-reaching consequences!”


    “Don’t be angry, Your Highness!” The bearded official almost pulled out his own beard in frustration.


    “I’m not leaving, I’m absolutely not leaving! Don’t say another word!” The Crown Prince stormed at his two confidants. He then noticed Shaoshang huddled in a corner with a food basket and snapped, “What? Are you here to persuade me to return to the Capital as well?”


    Before Shaoshang could speak, the Crown Prince’s official hastily said, “Palace Supervisor Cheng… oh, I mean, Mistress Cheng, please try to persuade His Highness!”


    The bearded official added, “Maybe we should ask Marquis Huo to persuade him!”


    “Please calm yourselves, my lords,” Shaoshang said, her face beaming with a smile. She lifted a bowl of soup from her food basket. “Your Highness, you’ve been working tirelessly for days. Why don’t you have a bowl of nourishing soup to replenish your energy? A sharp knife cuts through wood with ease. Your Highness, take care of yourself so you can continue your travels and investigations.”


    The Crown Prince refused the soup, angrily glaring. “They’re saying I’m cruel and narrow-minded, that I’m stingy and ignorant towards the powerful families and officials. Many people hate me… You’ve heard all this, haven’t you?”


    “Oh, absolutely,” Shaoshang said, her eyes sparkling with a playful smile and her words flowing like a river. “If Your Highness were to grant them more land and more servants, they would surely sing your praises. If that isn’t enough, give them half of the empire, and they’ll treat you as their emperor! To put it simply, this is a struggle between the court and the powerful families for the population and the land of the empire. A few bad words, what does it matter? They’re being polite if they don’t spread rumors that you’re a demon with three noses and eight eyes!”


    The Crown Prince’s officials all laughed.


    The Crown Prince, slightly calming down, accepted the bowl and drank it in one gulp. He looked at Shaoshang and said, “Father intends to appoint Zisheng as the governor of a state, to gain experience in local administration for a few years. But I heard Zisheng refused –is it because of you? I hear you’re always wanting to find a quiet place to tinker with fire oil and heating systems. Is Zisheng considering retiring from court for your sake? Let me tell you, women should focus on their duties as wives and mothers. They shouldn’t hold men back!”


    “Who said that?” Shaoshang immediately protested. “I’m being falsely accused! Your Highness, please understand, that is completely untrue!” It was nonsense. Huo Buyi was not yet thirty, and they wanted to make him a governor, a high-ranking official with wide-reaching power. He wouldn’t have refused without good reason.


    Seeing the Crown Prince’s sharp, accusing gaze, she quickly softened her tone. “Your Highness, imagine this, I’ve always lived a life of luxury. How could I endure the hardships of the wilderness? Your Highness, rest assured, as long as you need him, Master Huo will surely pledge his life to serve you! Don’t let his vows of love fool you. In his heart, Your Highness is far more important than I am.”


    Actually, Huo Buyi truly desired a life of ease and leisure, but she knew that day was still far off.


    The Crown Prince recalled the turmoil of five years ago, how Huo Buyi had disregarded even his beloved woman to help him secure the position of crown prince. A sense of smug satisfaction filled him, and most of his anger dissipated. However, he felt a wave of exhaustion come over him. He put his hand to his forehead and said, “I, I feel a little drowsy…”


    Shaoshang, her face filled with concerned warmth, said, “Your Highness, you’ve been working tirelessly for days. You’re exhausted. This is fatigue taking over. Eunuchs, quickly, help the Crown Prince to his tent to rest… quickly…!”


    The Crown Prince, supported by two eunuchs, was led away. The three of them watched him go.


    The Crown Prince’s official casually said, “Palace Supervisor Cheng, that bowl of soup…”


    Shaoshang maintained her sweet smile. “It’s a sleep-inducing tonic. When Empress Dowager Xuan couldn’t sleep, this was the most effective. Besides helping with sleep, it has no other side effects.”


    The bearded official said, “The letter says that the Emperor’s envoy and Middle Marquis Yue have already arrived and will be in Yao County soon. We’ll hand over the Crown Prince to them, and we’ll have fulfilled our duty.”


    Shaoshang turned her head. “Let me make this clear. If the Crown Prince punishes me, you two need to speak up for me. Otherwise, forget about me offering you my homemade wine. I’ll tell everyone that this plan was your idea!”


    The two officials chuckled, thinking to themselves, ‘With Huo Buyi around, the Crown Prince will surely give her a light punishment, what kind of punishment can he even come up with?’


    They readily agreed.


    After dealing with the childish Crown Prince, Shaoshang skipped out of the tent, full of joy. Unexpectedly, she saw Huo Buyi standing outside the tent. She froze for a moment, then said nervously, “…You, you heard what I said just now, didn’t you?”


    Huo Buyi shot her a sideways glance, indicating that he had heard everything.


    “You came at the perfect time. I have something to tell you,” Shaoshang said. She smiled mischievously and pulled him towards the distance.


    The moonlight was perfectly bright that night, the sky a silken curtain, the breeze cool and refreshing.


    The two of them walked away from the crowds and tents, settling down on a large, flat rock. Shaoshang took something from her sleeve, cradling it in her white palm, and asked with a smile, “What do you think this is?”


    Huo Buyi glanced at it, recognizing the familiar ball of string, and felt a little uncomfortable.


    Shaoshang sighed softly. “You’ve been wearing it on your wrist for years. I’ve seen it and touched it countless times, but I couldn’t figure out what it was. People used to say I was ignorant, and I was so annoyed. Now I realize that they weren’t wrong.”


    Huo Buyi’s handsome face flushed slightly, and he asked, “You figured it out now?”


    “I didn’t figure it out on my own,” Shaoshang said softly. “If it wasn’t for your guess that night in the underground palace about Li Kuo’s wife being alive, I don’t know how much longer I would have been oblivious.”


    Huo Buyi looked down, silent.


    “This is a string from a qin,” Shaoshang gently unfurled the string in her palm, gazing at the man beside her. “It’s a shaoshang string, isn’t it?”


    Huo Buyi gazed deeply at her. His eyes were filled with tenderness. “…Yes.”


    “Back then, I was always worried that our love was too deep, that we would inevitably be separated in the future,” he said, taking the string and skillfully wrapping it around his arm. He tied it effortlessly with one hand, clearly having done it countless times before.


    “And we were indeed separated by fate,” he said, looking at the string on his arm, his sadness evident. “Looking at this, I realize that there is still a warm place in my heart.”


    Shaoshang looked at him silently for a long time before she spoke. “A’Zheng, tonight I want to tell you something else, something I should have said a long time ago.”


    Huo Buyi turned to face her, listening intently.


    The chill of late autumn made the air crisp and clean. The vast, silent plains of the Central Plains seemed like a desolate temple built from rough, unpolished stones, silently and eternally devoted to ancient, silent deities. Stars filled the sky, the deep blue expanse like a tapestry of jewels, breathtakingly beautiful.


    “A’Zheng, you bear the burden of deep hatred, yet you remain detached and kind, with a heart full of light. Your late parents and siblings, if they are watching from the heavens, must be proud of you.”


    “A’Zheng, over these years, I’ve done many wrong things, hurt you many times. But you’ve never lost faith in the true love in this world. You are pure and genuine, like a child. You are the best man in the world.”


    “A’Zheng, I am so fortunate to have met you. I’m blessed for three lifetimes.”


    Huo Buyi felt an almost painful joy.


    Then, he kissed the eyes of his beloved, eyes that seemed to shimmer with a misty love.


    …


    Inhale. Exhale. Throw a table. NOT. EVEN. A. WEDDING.
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    Extra 1:
Old Yu


    The night sky was a tapestry of stars, the grassland stretching endlessly before him. Holding his breath, he looked up at the sky. In that moment, it felt as peaceful and beautiful as the ancient poetry his grandfather used to recite in the countryside when he was a child. He could barely imagine that this same place had just witnessed a fierce battle, a bloody war that raged from dawn to the zenith of the moon.


    Old Yu pulled himself back from his thoughts. Before him, stretching as far as the eye could see, were corpses. Faint cries of the wounded and the neighing of warhorses drifted through the air. Broken banners swayed gently in the smoke rising from the burning bodies. Silent and weary soldiers moved methodically among the carnage. Some were searching for the bodies of their comrades, while others were making sure no enemy leaders were feigning death.


    The air was thick with the heavy scent of blood and the acrid smoke from burning human and animal remains. But the night wind slowly swept across the grassland, gradually diluting the oppressive violence of the battle.


    Old Yu knew that no matter how many people died, no matter how many tears were shed, the sun would rise and set, the night wind would blow, and another day would come as it always did. He remembered the day he received news of his last brother’s death. His mother wept until she was blind, yet the next day was a sunny, auspicious day for weddings and starting new projects.


    Old Yu straightened his shoulders and continued walking forward, carrying two buckets of hot water. Two other soldiers, also carrying large buckets of hot water, followed behind him. The three of them turned into the largest tent in the camp, a tent with a golden peak. Inside, officers in various colored armor sat or stood, some deep in thought, some laughing, pointing at the massive sand table spread out on the ground. Beside them, middle-aged and elderly scholars were chattering away, their voices indistinguishable. At the center of it all stood a tall, fair-skinned, handsome young general.


    One of the officers, a refined-looking man, turned his head and saw Old Yu. He chuckled, “Old Yu, you’re finally here! Let’s all get cleaned up, this stench is unbearable!”


     Zhang Shan, with a mischievous grin, said, “Our Mistress Li sure knows how to live…!”


    Li Si roared, “Which one of you animals sprinkled three bottles of perfume on himself last time?! If you steal my new clothes again, I’ll have you castrated!”


    The officers all burst into laughter.


    Old Yu and two soldiers poured the hot water into several basins in the corner of the golden tent, mixing it with cold water. Old Yu personally tended to Huo Buyi’s ablutions, while the other soldiers assisted the other officers, all covered in blood, with theirs.


    Unfastening his armor and loosening his hair, matted with dried blood, Old Yu looked at the now dirtied water. Then, he gazed at the young man beside him, whose knuckles were scarred from battle. He whispered, “If the Marquis knew, he’d surely feel sorry for you, my lord, for not taking care of yourself.”


    “On the battlefield, weapons don’t have eyes. Uncle Cui knows this,” Huo Buyi said.


    Old Yu sighed but didn’t say anything. In his mind, someone as noble and refined as Huo Buyi should be a handsome, elegant young lord in the bustling Capital city, riding a magnificent horse with beautiful women by his side. Why should he be out here, in the desolate frontier town, risking his life?


    A middle-aged general said, “Master Huo was too fierce today. I couldn’t stop him, I nearly got swept up in the left flank. Especially at noon, when we charged into the enemy’s main camp, targeting the old scoundrel Gan Xie Chan Yu. I looked back and couldn’t find the master. I was terrified! You rascal, Zhang Shan, you charged out without calling out to me! You’re going to die! Old Yu, when you go back, you have to tell the Marquis about this!”


    Another general, a round-bellied old man, also laughed. “What’s the use of complaining to Marquis Cui? He just does whatever the master wants. I think you should tell the Marquis and the Emperor! Give them a good earful!”


    Li Si frowned. “You two are old enough to know better. Why are you always complaining?”


    Zhang Shan laughed. “It’s only when you get old that you like to complain. When you were young, the two generals would have pinned down the master long ago. Why complain now?”


    Everyone laughed again.


    Old Yu chuckled, looking down. Actually, Old Yu wasn’t that old. He was about the same age as Cui You. He had even served as Cui You’s attendant when they were young.


    The Yu family had served as employees at the Cui family’s trading house for generations. Because the Cui family treated their employees well, Old Yu’s parents, despite the tumultuous times, were able to raise eight strong sons.


    Later, the Cui family joined the current Emperor’s uprising. Old Yu’s parents, after listening to storytellers for a few days, felt a surge of ambition and believed their family’s time to rise to greatness had arrived. They asked Cui You to allow the Yu sons to enlist in the army, so they could earn some merit.


    However, even though Cui You had personally promised that the Yu sons wouldn’t have to start as lowly foot soldiers, in less than ten years, all seven of Old Yu’s older brothers had died. Two were killed on the battlefield, two died from stray arrows, two died from severe injuries, and one drowned while retreating, unable to remove his armor in the rushing river.


    Old Yu’s parents cried until they had no tears left. Finally, they understood the meaning of “one general’s victory comes at a cost of countless lives.” Those who could fight their way to wealth and fame were exceptional individuals. Those who could rise to the top of the world were even more extraordinary, not only gifted with skills but also blessed by their ancestors, with unparalleled luck. Otherwise, they could never have survived to the end.


    So, Old Yu’s parents once again went to ask Cui You to let Old Yu serve as his personal attendant. They didn’t care about gaining merit. All they wanted was for their family to live peacefully and happily together. Cui You agreed. From then on, Old Yu diligently served Cui You, attending to his needs both inside and outside, tirelessly serving him day and night, eventually becoming a trusted confidant.


    Later, as the empire gradually consolidated under the Emperor, Cui You no longer needed to go to war frequently. Old Yu settled into a comfortable life as a senior steward in the Cui family mansion. Five years ago, Huo Buyi got into trouble and was exiled to the northwest. Old Yu followed Cui You, who was heartbroken and weeping, to this desolate frontier land.


    Old Yu didn’t really know what happened to Huo Buyi, but he was certain of one thing – this exile, both in the court and outside, in the Capital and in the northwest, no one truly believed it was real, except for Huo Buyi himself.


    Not to mention that this ‘exiled prisoner,’ who rode in a golden carriage with a fine horse, was personally escorted and protected by Marquis Cui, the most powerful official in court. When Huo Buyi arrived, the two Grand Commanders of the northwest rushed to greet him with warm welcomes, lavishly recalling the heroic deeds of General Huo Chong – even though these two men likely never met Huo Chong. Moreover, the most prominent local noble family in the region generously offered their newly built luxurious estate for Huo Buyi to stay in. And, as an added touch, a noble lady from a prominent family, Mistress Luo, often visited to offer her kindness.


    Cui You was initially moved by the two high officials’ warm hospitality. Later, he found out that the Emperor and the Third Prince had sent letters, both implicitly and explicitly, encouraging them to show kindness. But Huo Buyi was determined to live in the remote, desolate horse-breeding grounds. At the time, his wounds were still healing. Cui You had no choice but to cry and beg, saying he couldn’t bear to live without his late wife, before Huo Buyi finally agreed to stay in a quiet, old mansion.


    The following year, Marquis Yu arrived in the border town, bringing with him a grand caravan laden with luxurious fabrics, foods, and supplies, things that would make all the bandits north and south of the Tian Shan Mountains envious. Of course, officially, he was there to deliver the Emperor’s decree – appointing Huo Buyi to the position of Border Governor, “to atone for his crimes by performing meritorious service.”


    Everyone thought, ‘No need to say it again. We all understand. His Majesty’s subtle ways are anything but subtle.’


    After the third year of exile, another decree was sent. “The Second Prince Consort, with his overflowing bags of gifts and a heavy sum of military funds, comes to visit Marquis Cui (don’t pretend). As a side note, he delivers an imperial decree – allowing Huo Buyi to continue his ‘serving atonement for his crime’ and promotes him to the position of Deputy Chief Commander of the Northwest Garrison. He can recruit soldiers, establish his own base, and manage affairs with the tribes in the Northwest.”


    Everyone thought, ‘When will that ‘Deputy’ be removed. And speaking of which, who is the ‘Chief’ anyway?”


    After four years of exile, everyone was exhausted.


    Old Yu, however, felt the Emperor was a truly benevolent and kind gentleman. For a land scarred by hardship, having such a virtuous and compassionate ruler was a blessing.


    The years spent on the Northwest border were both lonely and busy. Old Yu had been tasked with watching over Huo Buyi, so he knew more than others about certain things.


    While the Liang Qiu brothers debated whether to tell Mistress Luo about Huo Buyi’s injuries, Old Yu had already sternly ordered the servants inside and outside the residence – the study, the inner chambers, the meeting hall – that under no circumstances was Mistress Luo to be allowed to enter, no matter how angry she might be.


    While Li Si and Zhang Shan were still betting on whether Huo Buyi truly liked Mistress Luo, Old Yu had already secretly informed Marquis Cui. He told him that late at night, when everyone was asleep, Huo Buyi would often touch the string bracelet on his wrist. Old Yu urged Marquis Cui to join in the fun and act as a matchmaker for Huo Buyi.


    Old Yu also knew that Huo Buyi genuinely wanted to be punished, but the Emperor refused.


    After washing up, the generals and three scholars sat down again. Old Yu lifted the tent flap and instructed the attendants to bring in food boxes and wine. They served the men their meal. After they had eaten and drunk their fill, a messenger outside announced the arrival of someone. Huo Buyi wiped his hands and said to let the person in. Liang Qiu Qi entered the tent, bowed, and said, “Tu Hun Ha and Wu Lu Chan Bu have arrived.”


    An elderly scholar, his face bearing the marks of old wounds, glared fiercely. He bowed and said, “Master Huo, these barbarians are like tigers and wolves, their nature is venomous. It’s best to kill them all…”


    Huo Buyi waved his hand, silencing him. “Calm down, let me finish asking my questions first… A’Qi, bring Tu Hun Ha in first.”


    The tent fell silent.


    Liang Qiu Fei, with several soldiers, brought in a bound man. He had a tangled beard and messy hair, covered in blood. Forced to kneel, he roared in broken Chinese, “You cursed traitor Huo Buyi, kill me if you must, but don’t humiliate me!”


    “You weren’t captured in direct combat with my soldiers. You were caught in General Wang’s ambush while trying to escape. Haven’t you been humiliated already?” Huo Buyi asked curiously.


    The generals burst into laughter. Tu Hun Ha struggled to catch his breath. “You are all traitors! You slaughtered so many of my people. I will never forgive you…”


    Before he could finish, Zhang Shan whispered, “This guy actually speaks our language! And he speaks it well. He even knows ‘I will never forgive you.’”


    Huo Buyi smiled. “Don’t let his rough appearance fool you. Our Right Valley King is actually a scholar. He’s been learning our language from captured slaves for years.”


     A light laughter rippled through the tent. Tu Hun Ha’s ears turned the color of pig blood.


    The middle-aged scholar frowned, “This man has gone to great lengths to learn our language. It seems he has great ambitions.”


    “Scholar Jia is right,” Huo Buyi said. “According to our spies, he has been fascinated by things from the Central Plains since he was a young boy. He loves everything – pottery, incense, silk, even poetry and beautiful women – he can’t get enough of them.”


    Tu Hun Ha, burning with shame and anger, shouted, “You traitor Huo Buyi, you killed my brother! I will never forgive you!”


    “Huh, weren’t you and your brother, Chief Quan Qu, always at odds?” Huo Buyi sneered.


    Tu Hun Ha was taken aback.


    “Since your father passed away five years ago and he became the chief of your tribe, he has been constantly suppressing you.”


     “Four years ago, he stole your beloved female slave and then humiliated her to death.”


    “Three years ago, he took half of your soldiers and horses. You stormed into his tent in the middle of the night and you both stabbed each other.”


    “Then, the two of you lived in separate camps. During this recent battle, if Chief Gan Xie hadn’t forced you to negotiate, and hadn’t even kidnapped your children as hostages, you wouldn’t have agreed to come, would you…?”


    Tu Hun Ha, close to losing his breath from Huo Buyi’s relentless mocking, roared, “Enough! Stop it! We handle our own affairs on the grasslands. Our heroes will take care of things. You don’t need to stir up trouble! It’s the same with my brother. Even the deepest hatred is between our own people! But this time, you deliberately provoked a conflict, leaving us with no choice but to join forces and fight you. This is truly a deep-seated hatred!”


    Huo Buyi patiently explained, as if teaching a child, “We Han people settle down and farm. We live in peace. But you, you take advantage of good weather to raid, killing and burning, doing whatever you please. How much of our hard-earned farmland has been left barren? How many of our carefully built villages have been abandoned? You can’t guard against thieves forever, so I had to devise a plan. I need to gather all of you restless tribes in one place, then cook you all up in one pot. Since you’ve read the Han books, you should know more than other chiefs and valley kings. You should understand what I mean.”


    Tu Hun Ha knew that this was true. He grunted in agreement.


    Huo Buyi continued, “You have taken so many Han people as slaves. You should know the state of affairs in the Central Plains. Do you think you can still raid and plunder as you have in the past and simply escape? Let me tell you, your brother’s entire army was wiped out in today’s battle. The men you have captured are the only remaining warriors of your tribe. Have you thought about how you will face the women and children back on the grasslands? They believed your brother’s words and are waiting for you to bring them a better life.”


    Tu Hun Ha’s eyes were filled with regret. He mumbled, “I actually tried to convince my brother and Chief Gan Xie. It was fine a few years ago, but now the Central Plains are stabilizing, and they will surely turn their attention to us. Hundreds of years ago, Chief Mo Du was so powerful. He united the entire grassland, his herds of cattle and sheep stretched to the horizon, and his warriors were as numerous as the stars. But he couldn’t defeat the Emperor of the Central Plains. He was defeated, his home destroyed, and even his ancestral shrine was ruined. He died in exile. We, we need to stop…”


    Huo Buyi stood up and walked over, his hands behind his back. “As you passed through all the camps, did you see the large pit my soldiers are digging to the west?”


     Tu Hun Ha suddenly became alert. “You, what are you going to do?!”


    Huo Buyi smiled. “In those Han books you’ve read, have you ever heard of a general named Bai Qi?”


    Tu Hun Ha’s body stiffened. “You, you want to pit… pit us?” Bai Qi was a demon incarnate, who had buried five hundred thousand people alive. How many people were there in his tribe?


    Huo Buyi turned to Li Si. “How many prisoners did we take today?”


    Li Si pretended to ponder for a moment. “The more we fought, the more surrendered, especially when they saw Chief Gan Xie’s banner fall. They surrendered even faster… Hmm, at least seventy or eighty thousand. If we count them individually, this Right Valley King had the most surrenders, about one-third of his forces.”


    Old General Wang added, “If we include the wounded, it must be over one hundred thousand.”


    Zhang Shan said, “What’s the point of keeping the wounded? Will they heal up and come back to fight us? Why not just throw them in the pit and be done with it.”


    Tu Hun Ha began to tremble. “I, I heard that your current Emperor is known for his benevolence. That’s why my men surrendered quickly, without putting up much resistance. Otherwise, with the bravery of my soldiers, even if we had been caught in an ambush, if we had fought to the death, you wouldn’t have captured me so easily, would you?”


    “That’s right,” Old General Wang said thoughtfully. “Thanks to him, my men avoided many casualties.”


    “If you beg, beg like you mean it,” Li Si said coldly.


    Tu Hun Ha was torn, his eyes filled with hesitation.


    Huo Buyi stared at him intensely. “…Go and rest. Later, I’ll have a scholar who is well-versed in literature explain things to you. The fate of your remaining men, women, and children is in your hands.”


    The soldiers on either side stepped forward and escorted Tu Hun Ha out of the tent. The Liang Qiu brothers brought in another bound man, his arms tied behind his back. He seemed young, with a light brown complexion and unusually alert, golden eyes. He saw Huo Buyi and automatically knelt on one knee.


    Huo Buyi said, “Wu Lu Chan Bu, how about the proposal I made to you last time, about joining us? What do you say now?”


    Wu Lu Chan Bu hesitated, “I know you mean well, Master, but we grassland men are used to riding horses, herding, and following the water and grass. Asking us to gather and settled down… I’m afraid….”


    “Used to? Hmph!” Huo Buyi sneered. “If you’re used to it, then you should be free to do whatever you please, whenever you lack something, just come to our villages and cities and kill, burn, and plunder! Our people should be like livestock, to be driven and captured as slaves!”


    Wu Lu Chan Bu looked troubled. “You’re right, my lord, but… but even though my grandfather was the previous Great Chief, he has passed away. Even if I inherit his banner, I can’t guarantee everyone will follow me. Even if I want to, many elders and Valley Kings might not agree.”


    Huo Buyi said, “Don’t sugarcoat it. You several tribes joined forces, but you’re not united. Many of you, like yourself, are unwilling to fight the court, and many more want to preserve their strength and take advantage of the situation. If you remain stubborn, the next time we fight, I will not show mercy. As I see it, it’s better to take charge yourself than to die by my hand. Then you can issue orders without resistance, and you will receive rewards for the court. What do you think?”


    Wu Lu Chan Bu gritted his teeth. “Fine. I will go back and deal with those who refuse to listen. But, you need to lend me your crossbow unit for a few days, just in case!”


    Huo Buyi nodded and ordered someone to untie Wu Lu Chan Bu and escort him out.


    A young scholar turned and said, “Is this the only remaining grandson of the Great Chief? I heard he is brave and a skilled warrior. Even though he is young, he commands a lot of respect.”


    Scholar Jia said, “Yes, I found it strange today during the battle. The soldiers under his command several times were on the verge of charging, but then they pretended to retreat. I thought he was afraid of death, but later, when General Li led the troops in pursuit, I saw his men were very difficult to handle…”


    The elderly scholar furrowed his brow. “I heard that after the Great Chief passed away, the many tribes he had gathered became quite chaotic. His sons and grandsons fought amongst themselves, and the other chiefs took advantage of the situation and seized their water, land, cattle, sheep, and people.”1


    Scholar Jia chuckled. “Master Huo has chosen well. At first, when I saw this man captured, he fought, and I thought he had a stubborn temper. Turns out, he had already planned to join us.”


    The young scholar asked in confusion, “So, should we support Tu Hun Ha or this Wu Lu Chan Bu?”


    Several soldiers and Scholar Jia laughed. Zhang Shan patted the young scholar on the shoulder. “In business, you can’t have only one buyer. You have to watch out for them driving up the price. You need to find more buyers, then the deal will be good.”


    The elderly scholar frowned, “I think these barbarians are all ungrateful. It’s better to kill them all!”


    Scholar Jia sighed and tried to persuade him, “I know your feelings, sir. Which family living in the northwest hasn’t suffered from these barbarians? Ten years ago, my two younger brothers were killed by them. But His Majesty doesn’t want to start a large-scale war that would cause widespread suffering. We need to understand His Majesty’s intentions. Besides, the seven or eight tribes that have joined this war, and the many tribes who didn’t, they’re all watching us. The key to the policy is to use both kindness and severity, to control them from all sides. We need to make them fear us but also give them some benefits.”


    Huo Buyi smiled. “Since Scholar Jia understands His Majesty’s intentions, I will surely report this to His Majesty to ease his worries.”


    Scholar Jia’s eyes lit up.


    Huo Buyi continued, “Since this is the case, I would like to ask Scholar Jia to have a good talk with Tu Hun Ha later. Tell him about the beauty of the world, about morality, and about proper etiquette. It’s not enough to just support Wu Lu Chan Bu. If Tu Hun Ha is willing to submit, that would be best.”


    Scholar Jia accepted this task.


    Laughter filled the tent, when suddenly a messenger whispered something into Huo Buyi’s ear. Huo Buyi’s expression changed, and he smiled slightly, “Something urgent has come up. Please, generals and scholars, enjoy a few more drinks. I must excuse myself.”


    Everyone readily agreed. Zhang Shan even joked that Huo Buyi’s departure would allow them to drink more freely.


    Huo Buyi smiled and hurried out. Those in the tent began to discuss amongst themselves.


    “We just won a great battle. What urgent military affairs could General Huo possibly have?”


    “With the country now at peace, where in the world could there be unrest? It’s obvious, isn’t it?”


    “Are you talking about Shu’s Gongsun family? Don’t be guessing blindly.”


    “General Qian is right. Didn’t you see that the messenger just now had a bamboo water bucket hanging from his waist, something the people of Shu love to use? I think it’s about Shu.”


    “General Wang, you have sharp eyes! I’ve heard that General Huo will be departing soon, going from Long to Shu, to attack the Gongsun family from both sides with the Imperial Army. Now it seems true. No wonder General Huo didn’t want to spend much time on the barbarians.”


    “Nonsense! Marquis Cui has been preparing for war, gathering supplies, and the amount far exceeds what we used in today’s battle. There must be another reason. Zhang Shan, don’t just drink! Tell us!”


    “Tell you what? I can’t even keep my mouth shut with all this wine! If I’m wrong, it’ll make me look like a fool. If I’m right, I’ll be leaking military secrets. Are you trying to get me killed?!”


    “Hahaha, you’re right. Forget it, let’s drink! Drink! Drink!”


    “But, the preparations for the campaign against Shu are almost complete. What news could General Huo have received that made him leave so quickly…?”


    “It’s true that Shu is a dangerous place. I just heard that General Chen, who led the main army, was assassinated by the Gongsun assassins. His Majesty immediately replaced him with General Weng Junshu. Oh dear, I wonder how things are going now.”


    …


    In another golden-topped tent, Huo Buyi looked at the urgent military report delivered by a swift horse, his face grim. He exclaimed, “Master Weng was also assassinated? Wasn’t he heavily guarded?!”


    The messenger was a trusted confidant, responsible for secret operations under Huo Buyi. With no one else present, he explained in detail, “After the example of General Chen, how could Master Weng not be heavily guarded? He was protected by three layers of guards! I don’t know where the Gongsun family found such a master swordsman. He was truly invincible. His bare hands had the power to shatter stone. He cut a bloody path through the guards, then the Gongsun family’s assassins, taking advantage of the chaos, shot Master Weng with a crossbow hidden on their arms.”


    Huo Buyi thought about it for a long time. “…It seems I have to lead my troops to depart next month. First, I will go to Long, then I will attack Shu.”


    The messenger suddenly looked strange. Huo Buyi noticed and asked, “Is there anything else you need to say? Hurry up.”


    The messenger bowed. “It’s nothing major, but… it’s just that, Young Master, you previously asked me to investigate the Yuan family…”


    He looked a bit embarrassed. For several years, his master had inexplicably asked him to investigate the Yuan family’s young master, from birth to present, to see if there was anything improper in his words and actions. Additionally, they wanted to know if the Yuan family’s ancestors had any unsavory family traditions. Even if he were a fool, he could guess what this was all about.


    Huo Buyi’s expression tightened. “Something happened to Yuan Shen? No, Yuan Shen should be in the Capital. Then it must be his father, the Governor of Yuanzhou. What happened to him?”


    The messenger secretly admired Huo Buyi’s sharp mind. He reported, “The Governor of Yuanzhou was originally tasked with gathering supplies in the eastern part of Jing County and assisting the front-line army with treating wounded soldiers and managing weapons. Just when I was looking into who the master swordsman who killed Master Weng was, I saw the Governor of Yuanzhou, accompanied by his family’s soldiers and guards, rushing toward Shu. He said he wanted to help General Wu avenge Master Weng’s death.”


    Huo Buyi tapped his fingers on the desk. “This, this doesn’t sound like the cautious and careful Governor of Yuanzhou.”


    The messenger said, “That’s right! Earlier, you asked me to investigate the Yuan family. So, I know a little about the Governor of Yuanzhou. Something just felt off to me. Later, I heard that the governor wasn’t busy with anything else, but he was busy hunting down the Gongsun family’s assassins. When I was about to report back, the Gongsun family’s hidden camps and strongholds around Shu had almost all been destroyed and their spies killed by the Governor of Yuanzhou. Everyone said he was heartbroken over his colleague’s death and was seeking revenge for Master Weng. But, but…”


    “But we know that the Governor of Yuanzhou had no personal relationship with Master Weng,” Huo Buyi calmly concluded. “And the Governor of Yuanzhou is not known for being impulsive.”


    The messenger bowed his head in agreement.


    Huo Buyi dismissed the messenger to rest, pacing back and forth in his tent. After a while, he called in Old Yu and instructed, “I won’t be returning to the city. The situation in Shu is urgent. I plan to lead the vanguard and depart in the next few days.”


    Old Yu opened his mouth to object, but Huo Buyi continued, “Go back and tell Uncle Cui that Master Weng Junshu was also assassinated. I expect His Majesty will send General Wu to take his place. I must leave first. Please ask Uncle Cui to have Zhang Shan and Li Si bring their troops to join me soon.”


    Old Yu didn’t understand military affairs, but he was Marquis Cui’s trusted confidant and knew this was a serious matter. He could only nod silently in agreement.


    Before leaving the tent, he glanced back. The young general had a cool and detached expression, like a handsome young man sculpted from the ice and snow of the north. Only his eyes were exceptionally bright and filled with life, as if he were about to do something he was incredibly passionate about, even more passionate when he was preparing to conquer the various tribes on the grasslands.


    Old Yu walked out and let out a soft sigh.


    …
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    Extra 2
Ziduan


    In Crown Prince Ziduan’s mind, all women under heaven, regardless of age, beauty, ugliness, blood relation, or whether they had two legs or three eyes, could be categorized into two types: virtuous and unvirtuous. This standard of judgment helped His Highness the Crown Prince avoid many troubles and mistakes.


    Although he looked down upon a certain young woman, her mother, Madam Xiao, was one of the few women he considered virtuous.


    Just as different eras require officials with different talents, the Crown Prince believed that different circumstances require different types of virtuous women in a family. At that time, the Cheng family had barely enough to eat. Madam Xiao meticulously planned and managed everything, finally helping her husband elevate the family from a humble rural household to a respectable and prosperous family of officials and nobility.


    The Crown Prince, having been on the battlefield himself, knew how chaotic it could be. He couldn’t help but be deeply impressed by how Madam Xiao, despite being pregnant multiple times, still supported her husband as he faced danger.


    But for families like the royal family, who have long been free from danger, their wives only needed to be virtuous, understanding, and gentle.


    Unfortunately, his family had a long history of producing shrewish, resentful, and poisonous women…


    The late Empress Xuan was not very virtuous.


    His mother, Empress Yue, was extremely unvirtuous.


    Except for the Second Princess, none of his sisters, aunts, or other princesses had anything to do with virtue.


    When his uncle, Big Marquis Yue, sent one of his daughters to serve him, in all fairness, the Crown Prince liked his cousin. She was not only beautiful and lively, but also quick-witted. The two had also known each other since childhood. At first, he had considered making her his consort. But then he thought carefully: was she virtuous? No. She was not.


    She loved to act spoiled and throw tantrums. She had a narrow perspective and always expected the Crown Prince to give her his whole heart. She always thought she was different from other women, a perfect replica of Empress Yue. However, he was not the emperor, so his cousin could not be another Empress Yue. They had never shared hardship or faced death together, so how could there be such unwavering love?


    Besides, he could not allow the Yue family to continue gaining power. They already had three marquis and one empress, with numerous officials among their relatives and supporters. That was enough. The Wang family of the previous dynasty, the tyrannical emperor, was just a fallen family in the Capital at the beginning. After their daughter became the empress, they rose to the position of having ten marquises, and after three emperors, they became too powerful.


    More importantly, his cousin wasn’t as indifferent to things other than ‘true love’ as Empress Yue was.


    Although the Crown Prince often saw his father being bullied by Empress Yue and was unable to intervene, he also admitted that if Empress Yue had to choose between her family and the Emperor, she would choose the Emperor as long as her entire family wasn’t about to be executed.


    On several occasions, when members of the Yue family misbehaved outside the palace, Empress Yue was even angrier than the Emperor. She would stomp her feet and yell at the palace gate, “Which little bastard dared to ruin His Majesty’s reputation? I’ll skin you alive!” She would even personally send people to the Yue family to reprimand them and order Big Marquis Yue, the head of the family, to punish them severely.


    But his cousin? The Crown Prince silently shook his head.


    Forget about being as strict as Empress Yue in controlling her family, even within the Yue family, she wanted to favor her own brothers.


    Since being appointed crown prince, the Crown Prince increasingly wondered what kind of consort he would choose for himself in the future.


    First, she must be of virtuous character, absolutely not like the previous Crown Princess, Madam Sun, who had been vile and narrow-minded. Second, she must be wise and benevolent, able to tolerate other consorts and their children. Third, her family must not have too much influence, otherwise it would be like the Wang family from the previous dynasty. But he couldn’t just pick someone from a humble family, either. How would she be able to command the daughters of the noble families within the palace?


    Before the Crown Prince could reach a conclusion, he was ordered to leave the palace to inspect the implementation of the land reformation decree. Then… then… then he was given a bowl of calming soup, carried away from the chaos like a dead pig, and when he opened his eyes, he was already in the mansion of Liang Wuji, the governor of Yu County.


    On either side of the bed, there was a lively scene. On the left was his uncle, Big Marquis Yue, whose face was as black as the bottom of a pot. He sternly declared that he would tell Empress Yue about the Crown Prince’s reckless actions (meaning, “you’re in for it now, kid. Your mother will skin you alive”). On the right was the tearful Marquis Yu, who repeatedly declared he would resign his post to the Emperor (meaning, “I’m going to tell your dad”).


    The Crown Prince’s head was splitting, and all he wanted was to rush out and tear apart the young woman who had tricked him into drinking the medicine. Once upon a time, Cheng Shaoshang was the furthest from receiving a positive evaluation from the Crown Prince. Now, she was even further away.


    In the Crown Prince’s opinion, even a woman like the Fifth Princess, who was known for her power-hungry schemes, land-grabbing, and keeping male lovers, was better than Cheng Shaoshang.


    Because the evil deeds of women like the Fifth Princess and Madam Sun were essentially due to the inaction of men. The former was because the Emperor was too soft-hearted and unwilling to discipline his daughter. The latter was because the former Crown Prince was cowardly and weak, allowing himself to be manipulated by a hypocritical wretch.


    The Fifth Princess, Madam Sun, or any other woman, if they had encountered Huo Buyi or himself, would be subdued as easily as a gecko, unable to make a fuss. But with Cheng Shaoshang, she didn’t crave power, wealth, or the oppression of the innocent, yet she was still incredibly disruptive.


    No matter how accomplished, insightful, and capable you are, she will make your path a long and winding one, forcing you to search for answers from top to bottom.


    In the Crown Prince’s eyes, Huo Buyi was a rare kind of intelligent man, as calm and insightful as ice water, as brave and fearless as a wild beast. Before Cheng Shaoshang appeared, if someone had told the Crown Prince that Huo Buyi would be so obsessed with a mere romantic entanglement, the Crown Prince could have broken off the eaves of the ancestral temple and eaten them with a sauce of fermented millet. But then…


    After Huo Buyi and Cheng Shaoshang became engaged, they argued for three days, then were affectionate for three days, then argued again for another three days.


    Every time the Crown Prince saw Huo Buyi with a frosty expression, his head ached. Marquis Yu, to make things worse, added that the Emperor and Empress Yue were exactly the same way, perhaps even worse. He said that since Cheng Shaoshang’s family was not very influential, she had some restraint around Huo Buyi and didn’t dare to go too far. His implication was that Empress Yue had been incredibly ‘unpredictable’ in her treatment of the Emperor.


    The Crown Prince’s headache intensified.


    Before Huo Buyi was exiled, the Crown Prince considered Cheng Shaoshang absolutely unvirtuous. After Huo Buyi was exiled, seeing how meticulously and attentively she cared for Empress Dowager Xuan, relieving the Emperor and Empress Yue of much guilt, the Crown Prince thought to himself, ‘Hmm, she’s quite virtuous after all.’


    But now, after this calming soup, the Crown Prince felt that Cheng Shaoshang could no longer be evaluated based on virtue. She needed to be assessed on whether she should be flayed and skinned.


    Just as he was grinding his teeth in anger, a young eunuch came to announce Yuan Shen’s request to see him.


    The Crown Prince was stunned, and then, for the first time in a while, he felt a pang of guilt.


    To be honest, he was genuinely and wholeheartedly happy when Cheng Shaoshang and Yuan Shen became engaged. He even had a wedding gift planned. But then Huo Buyi, that brother-betraying scoundrel, insisted on clinging to Cheng Shaoshang like a stubborn vine. What could he, a loyal brother, do? He was helpless, of course! So he had no choice but to try and woo Cheng Shaoshang from Yuan Shen, thinking he was a true friend!


    Yuan Shen entered, and the Crown Prince, seeing his pale face and gaunt figure after being imprisoned for days, felt even more guilty. He personally went forward to help him up, saying, “I have heard about what happened. Diwu Cheng was also being used. Although your father had the fault of covering up the crime, he has killed many of the Gongsun family’s secret spies and assassins, so his merits and demerits cancel each other out. My father often said that you are a talented man who will achieve great things after years of experience. Why did you need to put yourself in such danger?”


    “His Majesty and Your Highness are both generous and kind, but as a subject, I cannot avoid introspection,” Yuan Shen humbly replied. “When my father learned that Diwu Cheng had been manipulated and committed a grave mistake, he should have personally escorted Diwu Cheng to surrender himself. Even if he later pleaded for mercy with his life and reputation, it would have been better than covering up the crime.”


    The Crown Prince nodded silently in agreement. He actually thought the same. If it were him, Yuan Shen’s father would definitely not have gotten off so easily.


    “My purpose in seeking Your Highness is twofold,” Yuan Shen said, taking a scroll of silk from his chest and presenting it respectfully. “I am foolish and have no clue how to find the Gongsun family’s spies. I have been wandering around, and by chance, I’ve learned a bit about the implementation of the land reformation decree in these few prefectures. What kinds of people are resisting, what kinds of people are being incited, and what kinds of people are being coerced—I’ve recorded it all. I transcribed it in the past two days and would like Your Highness to review it.”


    The Crown Prince took the scroll, smiling faintly. “Very good. Very good indeed. You are truly a meticulous and diligent, Shanjian. I will inform my father of this and acknowledge your contributions. What is the other matter?”


    Yuan Shen lowered his pale face and said, “I wish to take my leave of Your Highness first.”


    “Why is that? You have been imprisoned for a long time. You should rest here properly. Why rush your departure?”


    Yuan Shen said softly, “Master Huo sent a message to the Capital… it’s about his marriage to Shao… to Mistress Cheng. I imagine the Emperor’s decree for their marriage will arrive soon. It’s best for me to leave quickly.”


    “Oh? So soon? Ah…” The Crown Prince coughed lightly several times, putting on a serious expression. “Zisheng is too impetuous. The situation is still unclear. How can he only focus on his personal affairs?”


    Yuan Shen forced a smile. “His Majesty will be extremely happy when he hears of Master Huo’s marriage. The Huo family is filled with loyal martyrs, and Master Huo has been on the battlefield for many years. Now that he finally has his wish, it’s truly a cause for celebration by heaven and earth.”


    The Crown Prince thought to himself, ‘You guessed right. My father will be so happy that he will go to the Temple of Merit tonight and burn three incense sticks, telling his sworn brother General Huo Chong that he will finally have grandchildren.’


    With the conversation going this far, the Crown Prince didn’t stall any longer. He readily let Yuan Shen leave.


    The Crown Prince was a resolute and decisive man. While he had been completely serious when he tried to woo Cheng Shaoshang from Yuan Shen, hoping Yuan Shen would be caught in bed with a famous courtesan in the Capital that very night, he was also genuinely sorry for him now.


    The Crown Prince made up his mind. He would no longer hold Yuan Shen and his father’s past actions against them. In the future, if Yuan Shen served the government well, he would promote him without any prejudice.


    He had been sitting for long when he thought of a certain young woman again, remembering the calming soup. He started to fume, grinding his teeth once more. He shouted outside, “Someone, bring me Palace Attendant Cheng. I have something to say!”


    Thinking that Huo Buyi had already reconciled with that young woman and sent a quick horse to the Emperor, he wouldn’t be able to yell at her once the imperial decree arrived. The Crown Prince decided to seize the opportunity to vent his anger on the young woman before it was too late.


    Since he was planning to scold her, he couldn’t allow Huo Buyi to interrupt. So, the Crown Prince stopped a young eunuch and instructed him to first send Master Lu and Big Marquis Yue to find Huo Buyi to inquire about the details of the entire situation, and then bring Cheng Shaoshang to him.


    His Highness the Crown Prince was, after all, a thoughtful and meticulous man.


    Moments later, Cheng Shaoshang crept in, looking plain and docile, with a timid demeanor. The Crown Prince’s lips twitched. Looking at her cunning eyes and her feigned helplessness, it was obvious that she had already guessed why he wanted to scold her.


    Before the Crown Prince could begin, Shaoshang had already admitted her mistake with a docile tone. “Your Highness, I made a mistake.”


    The Crown Prince coldly said, “What have you done wrong?”


    Shaoshang pondered for a moment, then looked up. “Your Highness, I have made countless mistakes in my life. Where would Your Highness like me to begin?”


    The Crown Prince slammed his hand on the desk and roared, “Start with you making me use a battering ram to break down Empress Dowager Xuan’s palace gate!” He wondered if the court historian had recorded this absurd incident. He would have to check when he ascended the throne.


    “Shouldn’t it be about my engagement with Master Huo?” Shaoshang asked, feigning surprise and delight.


    The Crown Prince choked. After all these years, he couldn’t decide who was more at fault in the relationship between Huo Buyi and Cheng Shaoshang. While Cheng Shaoshang was certainly the most unruly, unvirtuous, and inconsiderate woman in the world, Huo Buyi was also to blame for seeking out such hardship.


    The Crown Prince sneered. “You must have cursed me a thousand times in your heart over the years. I don’t care if you hold a grudge against me. Now that you and Zisheng have found yourselves in such danger, shouldn’t I scold you? And you dare to trick me into drinking that calming soup? You! You are a reckless and fearless woman. How dare you be so bold! Hmph! I think you’re tired of living! Be honest, do you have a secret grudge against me, and this is your chance to harm me?”


    “That’s not true at all!” Shaoshang quickly replied. “Your Highness, you’ve completely misunderstood me! Over the years, whether Your Highness has scolded me for being shortsighted and ignorant, for only caring about my own little patch of land, for being mean-spirited and selfish, for being arrogant and unmanageable, for being unable to be magnanimous, acting impulsively and without order, I haven’t taken any of it to heart!”


    The Crown Prince almost burst out laughing, speechless for a moment. She didn’t take any of it to heart, yet she remembered it so clearly?!


    “Actually, Your Highness, you don’t know this, but I’ve admired you deeply for a long time,” Shaoshang said calmly.


    The Crown Prince didn’t believe a word of it. “Is that so?” he sarcastically said. “That’s truly unheard of. I’d love to hear about this.”


    “It’s true,” Shaoshang said enthusiastically. “I remember, shortly after my engagement to Master Huo, he mentioned something about Your Highness. He said there was a lady in your inner chambers who, relying on your favor, allowed her family to bully the people and seize their property. When you found out, you immediately reprimanded the lady harshly and personally handed her father and brother over to the Ministry of Justice, ordering them to be punished severely.”


    The Crown Prince was stunned, suddenly remembering that incident.


    “It was a trivial matter, nothing to remember,” he said, feeling a pang of disappointment in his heart.


    It was an incident from many years ago. He was only a teenager then, full of youthful passion. She was his first love, and if things hadn’t turned out differently, his firstborn child would have been born years earlier.


    “Violating the law, harming the innocent, such crimes deserve severe punishment,” the Crown Prince said with a detached expression. “After it was made public, many people criticized me for being overly strict and cruel.”


    “That’s not how it is,” Shaoshang said sincerely. “Your Highness, you are very strict with officials and those close to you, but you are very kind and generous to the common people. Throughout history, even into the future, the ordinary people will always be the most vulnerable. Powerful families can bully them, corrupt officials and ruthless officers can humiliate them. They are like insects on the road, crushed without a sound. To have a ruler like you who protects them is the greatest fortune for the people of the world. This is what I truly believe, Your Highness. If you don’t believe me, ask Master Huo. I’ve told him this more than once!”


    The Crown Prince was deeply moved and softened his tone. “I don’t fear criticism from others. I only hope that the people of the world can live in peace and prosperity, free from natural disasters and human calamities. Then I will have not betrayed the trust of heaven and my ancestors.”


    He had intended to scold the young woman thoroughly, but now he couldn’t bring himself to do it. He simply waved his hand and said, “Alright, go back. Rest up. After your marriage, you must take good care of Zisheng. Over the years, Zisheng has truly suffered a lot. You… you must treat him well.”


    Shaoshang sincerely agreed and quickly exited. As soon as she reached the courtyard, the Crown Prince suddenly called out to her.


    Shaoshang turned her head in confusion. She saw the Crown Prince raise his right hand, and then she felt a slight pain on her shoulder. She looked down and saw a small stone.


    She was speechless, staring at the Crown Prince in disbelief. He… he… he… he… he had actually thrown a stone at her! The heir apparent to the throne had actually thrown a stone at her!


    The Crown Prince’s brow was sharp and strong, his usual solemnity vanished. He looked ten years younger, suddenly returning to his mischievous and playful youth. He laughed heartily, “Alright, we’re even now. Go back and happily prepare for your wedding!”


    Shaoshang stomped her foot in anger and turned to leave.


    Watching the young woman pout and fume, yet not daring to retaliate, secretly amused the Crown Prince.


    He laughed and walked towards his room, but stopped after a few steps.


    The Crown Prince thought to himself, ‘Is this girl intentionally flattering me to avoid being scolded?’ He then shook his head.


    Forget it, he thought. He quite liked what she said and decided to double the wedding gift for the couple.


    If she has a daughter in the future, and if she isn’t as unvirtuous… well, as long as she’s a bit more virtuous, he might consider asking for a marriage alliance with his son. After all, the girl was quite attractive, and her character was alright. She was quick-witted.


    His Highness the Crown Prince, after all, was a man of great foresight.


    …


    I loved this extra. The Third Prince is such a fun character and I want more. Also, if you don’t remember, Shaoshang threw a stone and hit Third Prince’s shoulder when he was “punishing” Huo Buyi. Petty revenge at its finest!
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    Extra 3
A’Xiu


    On the side of the official road, a lush bamboo forest stood tall.


    A grand and stately carriage, adorned with intricate details, stood parked on the road. Behind it, two lines of robust guards, each bearing a sword and a bow, followed in formation. A young scholar, beaming with smiles, squatted in front of the carriage. Two steps away, a tall, handsome, and dignified nobleman stood with an air of authority.


    By the edge of the bamboo forest, a young girl, dressed in the garb of a local villager, squatted, with a handsome young man, adorned in fine clothes and a jade crown, standing half-way in front of her. The girl was charming and simple, with natural beauty. But the young man in fine clothes was even more outstanding, with delicate and stunning features that defied description.


    The young girl blushed crimson, burying her face in her arms, unable to speak.


    “I heard them call you A’Xiu just now. So, young miss, your name is A’Xiu, right? Back at the marketplace, you couldn’t stop looking at me. I’m not heartless, how could I ignore a beautiful lady’s intentions?” The young man acted exactly like a dissolute young master harassing a good respectable woman. “Did you twist your ankle, miss? Let me take you home. Come, come, come, let me help you. Don’t hide, miss. Miss, miss…”


    A’Xiu’s blush deepened. “No, no, please don’t…”


    The young man became even more enthusiastic. “Don’t push me away, young miss. How old are you? Where do you live? Are you betrothed?”


    A’Xiu mustered her courage and lifted her head. “No, no, I’m not… Do… do you… like me?”


    The young man beamed. “Of course, how could I not be attracted to such a beautiful girl? Am I made of stone?”


    A’Xiu blushed furiously, stammering, “Actually, actually, you are very handsome, too…”


    The young scholar in the carriage remained expressionless. “You really aren’t going to stop her? She’s getting better and better at harassing young women. What if she takes the girl seriously? Are you really going to marry her?”


    The nobleman smiled slightly. “Let her learn her lesson this time. It’ll teach her to stop flirting and chasing after every person she sees.”


    The young scholar grimaced. “I’m afraid she’ll use my name to get into trouble again! Here I am, sitting at home, and trouble comes knocking at my door!”


    The nobleman glanced sideways at him. “You clearly ran away because your family was forcing you into an arranged marriage. Why are you blaming it on Shaoshang? And why did you even get a divination that said your destiny was far away…”


    The young scholar glanced over and tugged on the nobleman’s sleeve. “Look, look! Your new bride is about to get married!”


    The nobleman immediately turned his head towards the bamboo forest.


    Crouching on the ground, A’Xiu timidly pulled on the young man’s sleeve. “… Do you really like me?”


    The young man sensed trouble brewing. “Uh, well, I do like you, but…”


    A’Xiu’s eyes lit up with joy. “Then, I’ll ask my father to propose.”


    The young scholar was stunned. “Why would her father propose? Shouldn’t it be the man who proposes? Oh, I guess the customs of the local tribes are different.”


    The nobleman stared at A’Xiu’s neck, his expression hinting at suspicion.


    The young man was startled and frantically waved his hands. “No, no, no, that won’t work. That absolutely won’t work!”


    A’Xiu’s eyes welled up with tears. “You’re a noble person from the Han people. Do you look down on us locals? My father is the local tribal leader. You go back and ask your elders. Maybe they’ll agree to our marriage.”


    The young man laughed awkwardly. “How could I look down on you? Your father is a tribal leader, but… but… it’s not that I have anything against you, miss. It’s just… it’s just…” She couldn’t offend the local tribal leader. So, she steeled herself and said, “It’s because I’m a woman! I’m dressed as a man! Look at my ears if you don’t believe me!”


    She tried to point to the small holes in her earlobes to show A’Xiu. But then…


    “I know,” A’Xiu seemed confused. “I’ve known you were a woman all along.”


    “Huh?!” Shaoshang’s expression was like someone who had been stepped on by an ox.


    A’Xiu looked up. “You Han women love to wear men’s clothing when you visit our land. I’ve seen it since I was little. I knew you were a woman the moment I saw you at the market.”


    Shaoshang was speechless with embarrassment. “Haha, I see…” She suddenly became curious. “If you knew I was a woman, why did you say your father will propose?”


    A’Xiu’s smile was like a spring flower. She stood up, actually a little taller than Shaoshang. “Because I’m a man, can’t you tell? Everyone here knows. Why are you pretending not to know? Don’t believe me? Look!” She suddenly pulled her robe open, revealing a flat chest.


    Shaoshang was speechless, staring blankly at A’Xiu’s thin and flat chest.


    To the side, the young scholar tumbled out of the carriage, landing headfirst on the ground. Huo Buyi’s face darkened, and he rushed to the scene in a few swift strides.


    The farce ended with A’Xiu sobbing, Shaoshang awkwardly trying to soothe him, and the newly appointed governor, Huo Buyi, consumed by jealousy.


    A’Xiu’s real name was Xiuzhu. He was the only son of the most powerful tribal leader in the region.


    Before A’Xiu was born, the tribal leader had lost several sons. A’Xiu’s birth was also difficult, and he was a frail child. Desperate, the tribal leader sought the help of the local shaman. The shaman, with practiced ease, sacrificed a chicken and sprinkled dog blood before concluding, “Dress the child as a girl until they are fifteen. This will ward off evil spirits.”


    A’Xiu wanted to complain. He thought their local shaman was too easygoing. Han shamans, at least, would dance a ritual dance to drive away evil spirits and draw some exorcism talismans. But their local shaman, over the years, had treated every case of child illness with the same solution—raise them as a girl.


    Under this unified treatment method, not only did A’Xiu wear girls’ clothing until the age of fifteen, but so did A’Yong from next door, A’Gang from the back mountain, A’Meng from the forest, and even his two cousins from his maternal grandfather’s side.


    Therefore, A’Xiu had never felt bullied or developed a feminine heart from wearing girls’ clothes since childhood. Although he wore girls’ clothes, he also received all the training that boys should, such as hunting and fishing.


    Despite his complaints, A’Xiu eventually grew up healthy and strong, and the tribal shaman remained respected for his wisdom.


    A month before A’Xiu’s fifteenth birthday, he met a Han woman disguised as a man at the market. The woman had a bright and radiant smile, her beauty like stars in the night sky. A’Xiu was immediately captivated. If Brother A’Yong, who had just switched back to his male clothing, hadn’t pulled him along, he wouldn’t have been able to move.


    But then… then… A’Xiu couldn’t help but feel a pang of sadness. The woman was actually the governor’s wife! Waaaah, the heavens were so unfair to him. He had to go to the shaman to get his fortune told and change his destiny!


    His father, the tribal leader, soon found out about this, and specifically took A’Xiu to the governor’s mansion to apologize. Then, A’Xiu saw the governor’s wife dressed in fine clothes, looking embarrassed. He went home and burst into tears again, wailing to his mother that his father must not love him anymore, because he was rubbing salt in his wounds!


    His father, ears reddened by his mother’s scolding, could only sneak out to talk to him in the middle of the night.


    “A’Xiu, what do you think of the new Governor Huo?”


    A’Xiu chewed on his tear-soaked sleeve, grumbling, “Not good.” But the governor’s wife was nice. “He looks fierce.” He wondered if he would bully his wife.


    The tribal leader frowned. “A’Xiu, you’ll be fifteen soon. Don’t act like a child anymore. Otherwise, how will you inherit my position?”


    A’Xiu rubbed his tear-reddened eyes, hiccupping between sobs, and recounted all the things he had seen and heard in the Han city.


    The new governor’s family name was Huo, and he was supposedly the adopted son of the great Han Emperor. He wasn’t even thirty, yet he had already fought countless wars in the south and north, earning many merits. Before he arrived in A’Xiu’s territory, he was already infamous. They said that when he was suppressing bandits in the western prefectures, he crushed every mountain peak one by one, leaving nothing but barren land in his wake.


    A’Xiu’s father, however, dismissed his concerns. “The bandits in the western prefectures have ruled the mountains for decades. They’ve been passing down their reign from father to son and from grandfather to grandson since the great turmoil of the previous dynasty. They’ve been accustomed to being kings. They can’t be easily pacified. Furthermore, if we really want to pacify them, the court would have to pay a large price, and we’d have to be wary of their sincerity. They might just turn around and rebel. Since this Governor Huo is skilled in warfare, why bother with such effort? Once he has crushed and subdued the first few waves of ferocious bandits, it will be much easier to pacify the rest later on.”


    Later, when Governor Huo truly entered the territory, A’Xiu realized that the rumors might not be accurate. The new governor’s policies were firm yet gentle—eradicating bandits, encouraging farming, building irrigation systems, and even assimilating the large number of tribal people, all done subtly and unobtrusively.


    While they, the tribal people living deep in the mountains and forests, lived a difficult life, constantly lacking salt and medicine, they had been wary of the Han people for so long that they never dared to take a step forward. But under the new governor’s subtle influence, even A’Xiu’s father, a rigid and stubborn tribal leader, could no longer contain himself.


    No one knew exactly what A’Xiu’s father and Governor Huo discussed, but eventually, he agreed to persuade the leaders from the surrounding areas to send their sons to the official academy in the prefecture to learn the Han language, poetry, morals, and etiquette.


    Naturally, A’Xiu was among them. As the only son of the powerful tribal leader, he was a key target for the court’s attention. A’Xiu secretly hoped that the governor’s wife would come to ‘pay special attention’ to him, but unfortunately, the only one paying him special attention was the governor himself.


    Before he left, his father told him, “The Han officials will surely try to win over the children of the leaders. Learn to be observant. Don’t be completely swayed by their ways, but also don’t be stubborn and inflexible. You must be respectful.”


    A’Xiu thought his father was overthinking it. The new governor was actually quite displeased with him. On his first day at the academy, the governor took him to the training ground for ‘training.’ He didn’t bother with the riding and archery techniques of the Han people. Instead, he just wrestled with A’Xiu, using local wrestling styles. A’Xiu was thrown about eighteen times until he was dazed and confused, seeing stars and not knowing east from west.


    A’Xiu had only shed his female clothing a few days ago when he burst into tears. The ruthless Governor Huo seemed to have gotten his revenge. He laughed heartily and dragged A’Xiu to get his wounds bandaged. That night, the governor carried two vats of wine, grabbed A’Xiu by the neck, and went up to the roof to drink.


    “Your father is the most respected tribal leader in the area. He’s known for his distrust and dislike of the Han people. Do you know why he’s willing to be the first to come down from the mountains and embrace the court?”


    Although Governor Huo was more than ten years older than A’Xiu, he had a youthful and elegant smile that made him look like a handsome older brother. Despite his reluctance, A’Xiu admitted to himself that he and the governor’s wife were quite a good match.


    “I don’t know,” A’Xiu shook his head, clutching the wine jar.


    Governor Huo sighed. “Your father did it for you.”


    A’Xiu’s jaw dropped.


    “Your family has been tribal leaders in this land for nearly a hundred years. About twenty years ago, the tyrannical emperor’s officials imposed heavy taxes, oppressed your people, and even kidnapped you to become slaves. So, your grandfather, who was very respected back then, led many surrounding tribes in a rebellion.”


    A’Xiu’s cheeks flushed red. He happily exclaimed, “I know! We won in the end. The bad emperor’s corrupt officials were driven away by my grandfather. Then everyone elected my father as the tribal leader!”


    “Yes, you won. But do you know how many people from your family died?”


    Governor Huo’s body exuded a refreshing aroma of wine, tinged with a hint of distant icy air. A’Xiu didn’t understand why, despite them drinking the same wine, Governor Huo smelled so good.


    “Every family, every tribe, has lost people, but your family suffered the most. Your grandfather had over a dozen sons, and only your father and your uncle survived. Your uncle is still disabled.” Governor Huo smiled enigmatically, his eyes shining with an almost impossible brilliance.


    A’Xiu, who had been slightly tipsy, sobered up. “Uncle… Uncle never married or had children. Father only has me, his only son. That, that…” He shook his head violently. “No, that’s not right. Everyone respects Father. The story of Grandfather leading everyone to fight against the tyrannical emperor is still sung in our tribe!”


    Governor Huo said, “Even without the tyranny of the previous emperor, your tribes weren’t always peaceful. Disputes over land, women, and livestock were common. I don’t need to tell you what happens to defeated tribal leaders.”


    A’Xiu took another drink, his mind blank. Of course, he knew. Those songs also sang about it. Defeated tribal leaders were considered lucky if they were simply killed. Often, the victors would hold a victory ceremony, and during the ceremony, they would gouge out their eyes, carve out their bones, and flay them.


    “Your father wants you to inherit his position. Even if you can’t inherit it, he wants you to live safely. But you were weak since childhood, and your temperament is even weaker. You cry so easily…”


    “I do not cry!” A’Xiu shouted, abruptly standing up. His eyes welled up again.


    Because he had stood up so quickly, he almost forgot he was on the roof and nearly fell. Governor Huo gently caught him with one hand.


    A’Xiu slumped back down. He understood now. His father was getting old, and he was worried that his son’s future position would be unstable and he wouldn’t have any backing. So, he wanted to use the power of the court to control the situation.


    He looked at Governor Huo again. His shoulders were broad, his waist strong, his gaze firm and decisive. He seemed to possess an endless reservoir of strength. Anyone who saw him would naturally feel a sense of security and reliance. This was what a real man should be like.


    After their late-night conversation, Governor Huo seemed a little more at ease with A’Xiu. He allowed him to come and go as he pleased in his residence and personally instructed him in reading and matters of governance. Naturally, A’Xiu saw the governor’s wife again.


    Although young, the governor’s wife was very capable in managing affairs. The large mansion was organized and well-run under her management. The atmosphere of the house was lighthearted and pleasant, yet nothing slipped through the cracks. It was unlike the homes of those Han officials A’Xiu had visited before, which were either chaotic and dizzying or cold and lifeless, like walking corpses.


    The little maidservant at the governor’s mansion said that the governor’s wife used to be a palace supervisor, responsible for managing a palace, so naturally she was very capable.


    A’Xiu particularly liked the governor’s wife’s tone of voice, powerful yet playful. He could listen to her scolding people for a whole day.


    Governor Huo’s teachings were strict. A’Xiu couldn’t bear it a few times, but to avoid crying, he would pinch his own arm. The governor’s wife found out about it and came to see him with a smile.


    “Do you know, A’Xiu? You always remind me of someone I know, my cousin’s husband. He also cried easily when he was young. Well, actually, he still cries a lot as he got older. He even cried on the day he married my cousin. My annoying brother loved to bully him.”


    “But now, do you know where he is? He’s traveled to the Western Regions with my cousin, saying he wants to see the distant mountains and deserts. As he travels, he sends things back.” The governor’s wife’s cheeks flushed pink, and her eyes were gentle.


    “I just received a letter from home. Because the desert shifts, many of the old maps are useless. But he brought back new sheepskin maps for the court. He said he’ll also bring back new seeds and minerals. Now everyone praises him. No one underestimates him anymore. A true hero doesn’t have to be cold and rigid like a block of ice. As long as you follow your heart and are resolute, even being passionate doesn’t make you any less of a man.”


    A’Xiu knew that the governor’s wife was comforting him, but he felt what she said was right.


    His biggest wish now was to become a pillar of support for his parents, to relieve their worries, and to become a great tribal leader like his grandfather. He was willing to endure any hardship for that goal!


    A’Xiu found himself increasingly free in the governor’s mansion, indicating that Governor Huo was growing to trust him. But this also brought a small annoyance—he kept running into the governor and his wife in intimate moments.


    The custom among his people was quite open, and young men and women touching and kissing each other was something A’Xiu had seen since childhood. But for some reason, he would still blush and his heart would race whenever he saw the governor and his wife getting intimate. The same actions, when done by Brother A’Yong and his sweetheart, were like animals, hurried and lustful. A’Xiu couldn’t even bother to look. But when the governor and his wife did it, there was an unspeakable tenderness and passion, a slow and lingering intimacy.


    One day, Governor Huo was taking A’Xiu to the military camp outside the city. It was still early morning, and the governor’s wife, her hair loose, stumbled out sleepily to see him off. Her eyes were soft and seductive, and she was barefoot, her snow-white feet exposed. When the governor saw her, he embraced her and kissed her.


    The governor’s wife followed his jawline to his long neck, nibbling on his Adam’s apple. Then she kissed his chest, where his robe had fallen open. Governor Huo, tall and strong, lifted his wife with his arms, kissed her earlobes and the hollow of her neck, then lower…


    A’Xiu had just reached the entrance to the courtyard when he saw this, his face flushed red. He rolled and scrambled out of the courtyard, his sleepiness completely forgotten.


    Another time, the governor’s wife was personally shaving and grooming the governor’s face. A’Xiu sat cross-legged on the porch, reciting his books and occasionally glancing back. He saw her gently caressing the governor’s face and neck with tender affection. The governor had one hand resting on her delicate waist, and their love overflowed when they looked into each other’s eyes.


    After reciting his books, A’Xiu went back inside. As he left, he suddenly remembered. The governor had one hand on his wife’s waist. Where was his other hand? Where did it go? He tried to recall. Her summer robe was very loose, especially the sleeves. Oh my, the governor’s other hand must have slipped inside her sleeve…


    Who was the idiot who told A’Xiu that the Han people were all reserved and restrained? They were all liars!


    Then there was the governor’s wife’s brother, Young Master Cheng, who loved to laugh and joke. A’Xiu was trying very hard not to cry, but Young Master Cheng kept trying to make him cry. Later, when Young Master Cheng went to visit an old man who lived in seclusion on a mountain in the neighboring county to learn about astrology, he fell head over heels for the old man’s granddaughter, who was practicing the path of immortality. There was a lot of chaos and commotion, but in the end, Young Master Cheng got what he wanted. And A’Xiu got his revenge.


    By the time A’Xiu was able to write a complete letter home in Han characters, the governor’s wife became pregnant. Governor Huo was stunned. Tears unexpectedly streamed down his handsome and imposing face.


    “Shaoshang, I, I…” Governor Huo, the man who seemed cast from steel, choked back tears and embraced his wife.


    The governor’s wife gently held her husband’s head in her arms. “I know, I know… You’ll have many children and grandchildren. You won’t be alone anymore.”


    Governor Huo looked up, his eyes clear and filled with tears. His lips curved into a smile. “No, from the moment I saw you, I was no longer alone.”


    Although he didn’t know why, A’Xiu felt a pang of sadness in his heart, and he cried.


    He felt that the governor and his wife’s love story must have been hard-won and difficult. It was truly wonderful that they were finally together.


    A’Xiu stayed by Governor Huo’s side, learning for many years. He witnessed the governor’s wife’s pregnancy, childbirth, and the raising of their children. The great emperor in the Capital sent long caravans, laden with goods and physicians, time and again. The governor and his wife would occasionally return to the Capital for duties, to visit their families, and to receive promotions and rewards. This cycle continued endlessly.


    Just as Governor Huo’s wife said, they indeed had several children and grandchildren, each more mischievous and infuriating than the last. But it was so lively and joyful.


    Later, news came from the Capital that the Emperor was gravely ill. The governor and his wife immediately set out for the Capital with their children. Unexpectedly, they never returned.


    Half a year later, A’Xiu heard that the old Emperor had passed away and a new emperor ascended the throne. Governor Huo had been given a very important and powerful position and could no longer return to be the governor.


    A’Xiu became a respected tribal leader, just like his grandfather, but he never saw the governor and his wife again.


    Over the next decade, A’Xiu married and had many children, fulfilling his parents’ wishes. He had planned to visit Governor Huo and his wife in the Capital once his father was well enough. They had also expressed their longing for a reunion in their letters.


    But fate had other plans. During a campaign to suppress a neighboring tribal leader who wanted to rebel and oppress the people, A’Xiu was badly injured. A’Yong and A’Gang, at his bedside, swore to assist his children well. The current governor, A’Xiu’s long-time friend, tearfully assured him that the court would surely take good care of all his family.


    As he lay dying, A’Xiu felt he had nothing left to worry about. He only wished he could see Governor Huo and his wife one last time.


    He wanted to tell them that he admired them both deeply, very, very deeply. In his heart, he had secretly considered them his beloved brother and sister.


    ‘Thank you,’ he thought, ‘for teaching me about love and courage, responsibility and duty. It has truly been my good fortune.’


    …


    I have mixed feelings about this extra. I really enjoyed the beginning bit, but I just feel like these extras should at least give us readers some sort of closure or cute, fluffy scenes between our couple. Is it just me?
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    Extra 4
In the end, they did not meet (As is customary, the final chapter is for the second male lead)


    Just after the New Year, the Yuan Mansion’s usually bustling head steward was anxiously pacing by the side gate, sweating profusely. He saw a familiar carriage approaching slowly. The carriage walls were covered with strange patterns, made of gold, silver, pearls, jade, feathers, and other materials. From afar, it looked like a child’s messy scribbles, but upon closer inspection, the patterns were actually runes.


    The steward’s face lit up with joy. He personally went forward to greet the old man, bending over and bowing low as he helped the wizened old man with mottled beard and hair out of the carriage. He kept muttering, “Thank the heavens, you’ve finally arrived. Oh dear, we’re completely helpless…”


    The old man looked annoyed. “Didn’t I fix it the last time? Why are you calling me again? Who’s upset him this time?”


    The steward frowned. “We wouldn’t dare say this to anyone in the entire mansion, Elder Cheng! The old master holds such authority in the household. He’s always been the final word. Who would dare provoke him? It’s just that…”


    The old man snorted. “This man, for decades he’s put on a façade of gentleness and elegance, but at home, he’s so formidable. Spit it out. Otherwise, I’m leaving.”


    The steward had no choice but to tell the truth. “The eldest young master’s seventh daughter is about to be married. Yesterday, I don’t know what came over the old master. He opened the treasury himself to add to her dowry. Everything was fine, but as he was looking, he suddenly muttered to himself, ‘Shaoshang would definitely like this fabric. I’ll personally deliver it tomorrow.’”


    The old man sighed and scratched his ear. “He’s just remembering an old habit, I suppose.”


    “Who says otherwise?” the steward lamented. “In those days, the young master was always sending gifts to Shao, Shao… to Madam Huo. I was still a young servant then, and I remember for years, whenever the young master opened the treasury, he’d think about whether Madam Huo would like this or that. He was ill for a long time because of it. You know all about this, Elder Cheng…”


    He caught a glimpse of the old man’s worried expression and quickly shut his mouth. When he used to follow Yuan Shen to the Cheng family every day, this Third Master Cheng, who loved to talk about celestial principles, astrology, the universe, and the cycle of rebirth, was the one responsible for dissuading them. They were old acquaintances.


    Cheng Shaogong retorted, “Who told him to send it? Who told him to send it? I spent so much effort trying to get rid of him, but he was like a stubborn leech, clinging on. He brought this hardship upon himself. Who can he blame?”


    The steward chuckled. “You’re right, you’re right. But all of the old master’s peers and friends have either passed away or are not in the city. I had no choice but to come to you.”


    Cheng Shaogong exasperatedly scratched his ear. “Alright, alright, lead the way!”


    It was January, and the spring air was biting with a chill. They walked along the edge of a pond covered with a thin layer of snow, heading towards the depths of the mansion. They reached a tall bamboo house with warm walls on all sides. An elegant and solemn old gentleman sat upright at the head of the room, a tea kettle simmering nearby. He was sternly scolding a young man, handsome and well-dressed, who knelt before him.


    The steward exclaimed, “Isn’t that Fourth Young Master? He’s already in his twenties, but still acts like a child, constantly angering the old master.”


    Cheng Shaogong saw that Yuan Shen was scolding his son, so he decided to hide behind a thick bamboo stalk and told the steward to not announce his arrival.


    Yuan Shen rubbed his furrowed brow, a hint of resignation in his voice. “Don’t get any wild ideas. Just study diligently and make some progress in your studies. That’s more important than anything else…”


    Yuan Si, his neck stiff, retorted, “When I was young, Father taught me to read the books of Kuai Tong. Father said that although Kuai Tong was arrogant, there was one thing he said correctly, ‘The hesitation of a tiger is not as good as the sting of a wasp; the hesitation of a swift horse is not as good as the steady pace of a slow horse; the hesitation of Meng Ben is not as good as the surefootedness of a commoner…’”1


    Yuan Shen sighed. “What are you trying to say?” Yuan Si was the son of his concubine, born in his middle age. He didn’t know where he went wrong, but this child didn’t possess even a hint of his own smooth and clever nature. Instead, he had the stubborn and unyielding qualities of a bookworm.


    “Reading ten thousand scrolls is not as good as traveling ten thousand miles. My son, you have read so many books. It’s time for you to go out and see the world…”


    “Didn’t I let you go? You’ve been to the east, south, west, and the north!”


    “But those were all the homes of Father’s friends and relatives. Every time I went, you had me send letters and gifts. How can that be considered going out? A man should wear a sword and travel far and wide. The years of reading…”


    “Have you been reading Marquis Ban’s travelogue again?” Yuan Shen interrupted coldly before his son could finish reciting the poem.


    Caught, Yuan Si looked sheepish. “I heard that Uncle Ban was also gentle and loved to cry when he was young. He even traveled far to the Western Regions. Now his son is following in his footsteps. Two marquises from the same family…”


    Yuan Shen sighed deeply. “Your Uncle Ban only appeared gentle. He rarely fell ill after his first education. He might seem timid and weak, but he has a special talent—he can recognize directions. When he and the former Emperor were investigating the land reformation decree and got lost deep in the mountains, the paths twisted and turned. Even the local farmers who knew the way were helpless, but he managed to guide the former Emperor back out by following the original path.”


    “It’s because of that skill that he dared to travel through that desert, with no markers and no people, and he managed to return unscathed. You, on the other hand, are a complete klutz! A little breeze and you’re bedridden for three days. Do you have any idea what kind of body you have? It seems like you haven’t been drinking enough medicine!” Yuan Shen’s voice rose. “Get out of my sight! If you dare to say another word, I’ll break your legs and see how far you can get then! Go! Go!”


    Yuan Si, dazed and confused by the scolding, reluctantly retreated.


    Cheng Shaogong turned to the steward. “His mind seems pretty sharp, doesn’t it? He knows exactly what to say when scolding his son.”


    The steward smiled bitterly. “Just wait and listen.”


    At that moment, another young man, handsomely dressed and wearing a jade crown, came in and knelt before Yuan Shen.


    Cheng Shaogong asked lightly, “Your family has so many children and grandchildren. I can’t tell who this is. Why does he look so… well-groomed?”


    The steward quickly clarified. “That is Eldest Young Master’s fifth son. Of all the young masters in this residence, he is the most handsome.”


    Cheng Shaogong rolled his eyes.


    Yuan Shen, already in a bad mood, saw his grandson’s timid appearance and became even more irritated. “You’ve been locked up for half a month, forced to copy books. Have you thought it over now?”


    Fifth Young Yuan’s eyes welled up. “Grandfather, I… I truly love Mistress Wu…”


    “Love? You think you know what true love is?” Yuan Shen said sarcastically.


    Fifth Young Yuan continued to sob.


    Yuan Shen stroked his beard, his eyes filled with mockery. “Alright, this is what you’ll do. Your great-grandparents passed away, and I only observed seven months of mourning because of the busy affairs of the court. I’ve always felt guilty about that. You go back to your hometown and observe the remaining seventeen months of mourning for me. That will make up for my shortcomings. When you return, I will arrange for you to marry Mistress Wu. How does that sound?”


    Fifth Young Yuan was utterly confused, torn between two difficult choices. He truly loved Mistress Wu, but the thought of leaving the exciting world and returning to his strict hometown to endure a year-long period of mourning was worse than death.


    Yuan Shen chuckled. “Or perhaps… in a couple of years when I retire, the Emperor will surely allow me to recommend a few family members of the Yuan family. Based on seniority and knowledge, it would be your turn, or your Third Uncle’s sixth son. But if you are willing to give up this opportunity to your Third Uncle’s seventh son, you can still marry Mistress Wu.”


    Young Fifth Yuan’s jaw dropped. This involved his future prospects, making his decision even more difficult.


    Young Fifth Yuan had many cousins. He wasn’t as renowned in the court as his eldest cousin, nor did he understand water management and governance like his Third Uncle. Not to mention, Marquis Huo had such an illustrious family. His brothers-in-law were all brilliant and capable, favored by the Emperor.


    He opened and closed his mouth several times, finally stammering, “I heard people say that Grandfather also had a love that wasn’t meant to be when he was young. Why can’t you understand…” It was an old rumor. No one knew for sure who the woman was.


    Yuan Shen laughed bitterly. “That’s what your mother told you, isn’t it? Women’s ears are too big!” His laughter was laced with sarcasm. “Yes, there was someone.”


    “But if you can’t give up something important to you for her, how can you call it true love? A few furtive glances from behind a screen and you call it true love? If you dare to say another word, I’ll send you to the northern frontier to serve as a soldier. We Yuan men are lacking good generals!”


    The last sentence was a roar. Young Fifth Yuan scrambled out.


    Cheng Shaogong turned back. “He seems perfectly fine. He’s loud and sharp-tongued. What’s wrong with him?”


    The steward began to plead, “You’ll know once you go in.”


    Cheng Shaogong flicked his sleeve and strode toward the bamboo house, calling out as he walked. “An old friend has come to visit! Why don’t you come out to greet me, Shanjian?”


    Yuan Shen looked up and saw him. He immediately retorted, “Your wife has run off to practice immortality again, hasn’t she?”


    “Nonsense! Where did you hear that? We’re a loving couple. Why would we run away or practice immortality?” Cheng Shaogong nearly stumbled, his beard bristling and his eyes wide with anger.


    Yuan Shen’s expression remained unchanged. “The second year after your marriage, she slipped away once. Luckily, she was pregnant and couldn’t go far. After she gave birth to your eldest daughter, she tried to run away again. Only your mother’s vigilance stopped her. Shortly after your eldest son’s wedding, she wanted to go to the mountains to cultivate immortality. You had to pretend to be sick to keep her from leaving. These days, your home has been peaceful, your children and grandchildren are well. I figured she must be itching to leave again.”


    Although he was right, Cheng Shaogong refused to admit it. He shouted, “Absolutely not! A young couple, a bond for life. My wife and I are harmonizing beautifully, and we’re planning to collaborate on a book about astrology!”


    “Then why are you here?” Yuan Shen frowned. “You’ve already learned everything about my astrological books. What else do you want?”


    “Is it wrong to come and visit you? You were terribly ill last month. I’m just worried about you!” Cheng Shaogong was furious.


    He really wanted to shake the steward hard and ask him, ‘What’s wrong with Yuan Shanjian? Why did you bring me here?’


    Yuan Shen stood up and patted his robe. “I’m too busy to entertain you today. Yesterday, I found some exquisite silk. Shaoshang is very sensitive to heat in the summer. I’m going to have a summer robe made for her.”


    Cheng Shaogong was taken aback and froze, muttering, “Aren’t you afraid of Huo Buyi’s disapproval?”


    Yuan Shen laughed heartily. “Between close friends, and now in-laws, why would we need to be angry?”


    Cheng Shaogong chuckled bitterly. “Over the years, you’ve always used various excuses to visit the Huo residence. Everyone in the Capital thinks you and Marquis Huo are close friends, but it’s all your doing. If it wasn’t for your gentle demeanor, Huo Zisheng would have punched you long ago!”


    “That’s why he’s been wanting to be posted outside the Capital!” Yuan Shen laughed again. “But the previous Emperor acted decisively and wouldn’t let him go. He couldn’t let him leave the Capital. When the previous Emperor passed away, Huo Buyi wanted to retire. But the current Emperor remembered the former Emperor’s last words and insisted on keeping him as the assistant minister.”


    Cheng Shaogong didn’t know what to say.


    “Alright. I’m leaving now. We’ll talk later.” Yuan Shen started to leave.


    Cheng Shaogong held him back. “What kind of host are you? It’s almost evening. Why don’t you offer your guest a meal?”


    Yuan Shen pondered for a moment. “Why don’t we go to your sister’s house for a meal?”


    “What kind of joke are you telling? With you around, it would be a miracle if I even got a meal, let alone a good scolding!”


    Yuan Shen was unable to escape Shaogong’s persistence and had to tell the steward to prepare a meal. The two of them chatted and ate dinner.


    After the meal, Yuan Shen insisted on going to see Shaoshang, but Shaogong tried to dissuade him, saying it was late and the weather was cold. Yuan Shen, however, remembered clearly. He scoffed. “Have you gone senile? It’s the Lantern Festival today. There’s no curfew in the Capital. I specifically told my family to go see the lanterns tonight and not bother me.”


    Shaogong sighed, and they both climbed into the carriage.


    The wheels rolled over the thin layer of ice on the ground, making a soft crunching sound. Soon, they saw the large lanterns hanging in front of Marquis Huo’s mansion from afar. As they passed the eastern wall, Yuan Shen lifted the carriage curtain and suddenly ordered the carriage to stop. He whispered, “Something’s not right.”


    He gazed at the towering eastern wall. “Every year on the Lantern Festival, Shaoshang hangs a long string of colorful horse-drawn lanterns here. Why aren’t they here today?”


    Shaogong sighed. “…Because Shaoshang isn’t home.”


    Yuan Shen, usually decisive and sharp-witted, was now bewildered. “She… where did she go?”


    Shaogong looked at him with sympathy. “Half a year ago, Huo Zisheng asked to retire for the third time. Finally, the Emperor granted his request. Not long after, he took Shaoshang and left to travel.”


    Yuan Shen sat there, stunned. After a while, he said, “Because of that tribal leader, I presume? Shaoshang has already arranged for his children’s marriages and futures. The court decreed that his family will inherit the tribal leader’s position forever. What else could he possibly want?”


    Shaogong sighed and shook his head. “Shaoshang always thought they had plenty of time, that they would have a chance to see A’Xiu again. Who would have known…” He couldn’t help but feel a pang of sadness thinking about the delicate, tearful, and kind boy.


    “Huo Zisheng promised Shaoshang long ago that he would take her to see the mountains, oceans, deserts, and the snowy regions, but he never had the time. After A’Xiu died, they realized that fate was unpredictable and they should cherish the present moment. When the previous Emperor was alive, Marquis Huo couldn’t bear to leave him alone to shoulder the burden, so he stayed in the court. When the new Emperor ascended the throne, he served as the assistant minister for three years, fulfilling his promise to his old friend. After that, he firmly resigned his post.”


    Yuan Shen seemed to have lost all of his strength. His shoulders slumped, and he looked like a truly old man.


    “I remember now,” he whispered. “They left half a year ago. Shaoshang said they wouldn’t return to the Capital.”


    “Here, she saw off Empress Dowager Xuan, then Emperor Wen and Empress Yue, her family elders. Then she received news of the death of that tribal leader. Three years ago, she saw off the previous Emperor. She doesn’t want to come back here anymore.”


    The atmosphere in the carriage became heavy. After a long silence, Yuan Shen forced a smile. “Look at me, I’ve gone senile. I’ve forgotten all about this. It seems I should retire early to avoid hindering the affairs of the court…”


    Shaogong couldn’t hold back his tears anymore. “No, your memory has always been good. You… you just had a serious illness. After you recovered, you remembered everything. You even remembered the day my youngest son entered the Imperial Academy. You even helped me to find a good teacher for him…”


    “You remember everything. Only…only you forgot that Shaoshang has already left…” He choked, unable to speak further.


    Yuan Shen murmured, like he was in a dream, “She’s already gone… I remember now…”


    “She said she wants to live the rest of her life happily.”


    “She hopes that every day will be filled with sunshine and gentle spring breezes. When she dies, whenever that is, she wants to be buried beside Huo Zisheng.”


    “But… but you promised that you would be buried with me in the Yuan family’s ancestral tomb someday.”


    Shaogong’s tears flowed even more freely. Yuan Shen, however, gently patted his back and comforted him. “It’s alright, it’s alright. When you get old, you forget things.”


    “Don’t feel bad for me, Shaogong. Shaoshang didn’t choose wrong. Huo Buyi treats her very well. He’s carried her in his heart for decades, unlike me, who was always busy with promotion and wealth. But, in this way, the Emperor must value the Huo family even more. Such a sensible minister, he wholeheartedly supports the Emperor when needed. He retired cleanly once the Emperor had secured his footing…”


    He chuckled wryly, “I’m truly a common man, always striving for gain and position.”


    Shaogong wiped his tears and smiled. “It’s good you know you’re a common man! Just focus on building the careers of your family members. Make the connections you need to make, and cultivate the relationships you need to cultivate. May the Yuan family have generations of high officials, illustrious and powerful!”


    “Generations of high officials, illustrious and powerful…” Yuan Shen murmured to himself. In his ears, he seemed to hear a woman’s voice, filled with annoyance.


    ‘…And don’t flatter me about being a wife of a high official. If I had been born a man, I would be the high official, and you would be the wife!’


    Thinking about it, Yuan Shen chuckled and said, “Shaogong, why don’t I sing you a song?”


    Cheng Shaogong sat there, confused. Then he heard this high-ranking official, the pillar of the court, begin to sing a song towards the eastern wall of the Huo mansion.


    “I went out the eastern gate, and saw women as numerous as the clouds. Though they were as numerous as the clouds, she is not the one I desire. A woman in white robes and a green skirt, she brings me joy and intimacy…”


    I went out the city gate, and saw women as numerous as the flowers. Though they were as numerous as the flowers, she is not the one I think of often. A woman in white robes and a green skirt, she is someone I could enjoy being with.


    The voice was warm and deep, but with an indescribable sense of weariness and melancholy. As he sang, Yuan Shen unexpectedly shed tears. He covered his eyes with his hand and pressed his lips tightly together.


    He too had loved a woman with all his heart, although Huo was more passionate than he was.


    For her, he had wasted five years of his life. He had abandoned a very good marriage proposal and needlessly offended many people.


    He had also waited for her under the scorching sun, ignoring everyone’s stares, desperately hoping she would open the gates of Yong’an Palace.


    He had even sprinted along the endless palace walls, chasing after her fleeing figure, even as everyone in the palace looked on with surprise and mockery.


    In his life, a life dedicated to pursuing power and calculating every gain and loss, he had also experienced a love that shook the heavens.


    He didn’t regret it. He had done his best. He loved with all his might.


    That was enough.


    Shanjian, Shanjian, you will never be seen again.


    …


    
      	蒯通 (Kuai Tong): A famous strategist and advisor during the Han dynasty. He was known for his shrewd political maneuvering and bold ideas, which sometimes made him appear arrogant. ↩︎
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    Don’t get me wrong, I loved Love Like the Galaxy, especially the last volume. It was so good and there was so much that I wished had made it into the drama. But I feel like the ending dropped the ball. That seems to be a staple in at least Chinese dramas.


    I don’t know. I just feel like we went through so much with Shaoshang and Huo Buyi and there wasn’t a satisfying pay off. I would have loved an extra chapter where we saw the wedding, wedding night for a little somethin’ spicy, or even just domestic, every day life for them.
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