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BOOK ONE
MISTER MEI

CHAPTER 1

Jinling, royal capital of the great Liang empire.

There, every object was steeped in royal brilliance. Even the city gate was
exceptionally solid and majestic. Squeezed between the endless stream of people
entering the city was an unexceptional blue-roofed carriage. It swayed and inched
forward, finally stopping a few dozen feet before the city gate.

A handsome young man dressed in white lifted the curtains of the carriage and
jumped down. He took a few steps, then raised his head to look at the word “Jinling”
above the gate.

The two riders in front of the carriage sensed that something was amiss. They
looked behind, then turned their horses in unison and trotted back. The two were
dressed as nobility, and appeared to be of similar age. The young man in the front
called out, “Su, what’s wrong?”’

Mei Changsu did not answer. He remained, gazing steadily above the gate. The
wind lifted his dark hair and scattered a few strands across his pale face. His figure
appeared forlorn, as if weighted by the sorrows of life.

“Are you tired, Su?” The other rider had caught up, and asked Mei Changsu with
concern. “We’re almost there. You’ll be able to get a proper rest today.”

“Jingrui, Xie Bi.” A smile flitted across Mei Changsu’s colourless lips. “I want to
stand here for a bit longer... So many years have passed, yet Jinling has barely

changed. I suppose the capital remains as magnificent as ever past this gate...”

Slightly startled, Xiao Jingrui asked, “So...you have been to Jinling before, Su?”
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“Fifteen years ago, I was under the guidance of Mr. Li Cong at Jinling. I have not
returned since he was demoted and left the capital.” Mei Changsu sighed faintly and
closed his eyes, as if trying to erase the grandiose. “The memories of my teacher make
me lament over the past. Like smoke, like dust, they are scattered, never to return.”

Xiao Jingrui and Xie Bi became inadvertently solemn at the mention of the great
Confucian scholar Mr. Li.

Li Cong was a famous Royal Tutor with vast knowledge. He tutored the royal sons
by the Emperor’s edict, and yet did not neglect his teachings outside the palace. Both
the rich and the poor attended his lectures without distinction, and his good name was
unparalleled. However, he angered the Emperor one year for some unknown reason,
and was demoted from the great Royal Tutor to a mere commoner. He left the capital
with anger and died with anguish, leaving pain in the hearts of all scholars. Through
their journey to Jinling together, Xiao Jingrui and Xie Bi both thought Su to be a
remarkable intellectual. Yet, neither suspected the source of his knowledge to be this
great scholar.

“Mr. Li would surely not want you to harm your body with sorrow.” Xiao Jingrui
comforted Mei Changsu quietly. “Your body is unwell. Our purpose in inviting you to
Jinling was for you to relax and recuperate. We as friends would feel bad if you
immerse yourself in grief.”

Mei Changsu was silent. Then, he slowly opened his eyes and said, “Don’t worry.
Since I arrived here, it is only natural for me to pay my respects to my late teacher and
his tragic circumstances. There is no reason to wallow in sorrow. I am fine. Let’s go
in.”

It was nearing dusk. The day market had closed, and the night market had yet to
open. After navigating the quiet streets, the three soon arrived before a majestic estate.
Hanging high above was striking sign, “Manor of the Marquess of Ning”.

“Oh my! Quick, go notify everyone. The eldest young master and the second
young master have returned!” It was the time of the evening when the servants were
busy lighting the lanterns around the manor. A sharp-eyed servant had seen the party
and cried out, then hurried forward to greet his masters.

The three descended from their respective horses and carriage and entered the
manor through the main entrance. A great mural greeted their eyes, with the words
“Empire’s Protector and Pillar” by the Emperor’s brush.

“Uncle Qin, where are Father and Mother?” asked Xiao Jingrui to an elderly
servant that hurried out.
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“The Marquess is in his study, but the Madam is paying respects to Buddha today
and will be resting at the Princess’s Manor.”

“Then what about my Mom and Dad? My brother and sister?”

“Master and Madam Zhuo have returned home. Young master Zhuo and our young
mistress accompanied them.”

Mei Changsu could not help but chuckle over the conversation. “Such chaos!
There’s Father and Mother, then Mom and Dad. On top of that, you don’t share a
surname with either of your brothers. Someone uninformed would be so confused by
this conversation.”

“They would certainly be confused if they are uninformed, but Jingrui’s
background is basically a legend now. There must be very few who are still ignorant
of it.”

“Xie Bi, where are your manners? Refer to me with elder brother instead of my
name.” Xiao Jingrui put on a stern face, and the three laughed in unison.

But jokes aside, Xie Bi was right. The circumstances of Xiao Jingrui’s birth were
extraordinarily bizarre, and involved both the ancient noble family of the Marquess of
Ning and the famous martial arts group Heaven’s Spring. There must be no one alive
who is still ignorant of the story.

Twenty-four years ago, the Marquess of Ning, Xie Yu was deployed. He left the
capital and his pregnant wife—the Emperor’s sister, Princess Liyang—to fight against
the southern Xia empire. In the same year, the master of the famous Heaven’s Spring
martial artist group, Zhuo Dingfeng, entrusted the care of his pregnant wife to a friend
in Jinling while he went to battle with the Demonic Sect. Of course, life never goes as
expected. A plague suddenly broke out within the capital and the upper class quickly
evacuated to nearby temples for refuge. By coincidence, the two madams of the Xie
family and Heaven’s Spring ended up living in separate courtyards of the same
temple.

The two women quickly became acquainted in the lonesome mountain. The
friendship blossomed, and the two would often be found together. One day, while the
two madams were chatting over a game of Go,! they were both overcome with labour
pains at the same time. It was a day of high wind and thunderstorms. The servants
were in a flurry of activity until midnight, when finally, the cries of infants could be
heard. Two boys were born almost simultaneously.

Amidst joy and laughter, the midwives carried the two precious little masters to
bathe in another room.

T A board game. https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Go_(game)
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Right then, an accident occurred.

A tree was struck by lightning within the ancient temple. A branch broke and fell
on top of the delivery room. In the blink of an eye, tiles scattered, beams shook, and
windows broke. Strong gusts of wind blew into the room, snuffing out all the candles.
The servants somehow managed to move their madams to safety amidst screams and
chaos. The midwives, who fell on the ground in terror, quickly grabbed the two babies
from the wooden tub and ran out.

Thankfully, no one was hurt. Everyone relocated to another room, settled in the
two mothers, and breathed a long sigh of relief. That was when they realized that there
was a huge problem.

The two baby boys were both carried out naked in complete darkness. Both were
similarly wrinkled, both cried loudly, and both were of similar weight and features.
Which one belonged to the Marchioness, and which one belonged to Madam Zhuo?

During the second day, the problem grew greater, as one baby boy had died.

As the Marchioness was a Princess, this case naturally found its way into the ears
of the Emperor, who ordered the two families to bring the baby boy to Court. He first
ordered the Royal Physicians to identify the boy by blood.>? However, the baby’s
blood would merge with blood from both families, without any observable difference.
The Emperor took a better look at the appearances of the two pairs of parents, and
knew that the situation would be hard to resolve.

2 The test would be administered by placing a drop of blood from two different
people in the same cup of water. The theory was that if the two drops of blood
merged, they were kin. If they did not merge and stayed separate, then the two people
were not related. In modern day, we know that this method is actually inaccurate.
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CHAPTER 2

Xie Yu and Zhuo Dingfeng were both tall, handsome men, and their wives were
both beautiful and elegant. Even though the parents did not look the same, it was hard
to find clear differences in their features.

It would be difficult to identify the child based on features even after he grew
older. The decision of whose family he belonged to must be made soon.

The Emperor held the baby and gazed at him for a long while. Though he could
not reach a decision, he quickly grew fond of the little boy and thought of a
compromise. “Since it is impossible to figure out who this boy belongs to, then it
would not do to have him take on either the surname Xie or Zhuo. I will bestow upon
him the royal surname and name him in accordance with the convention?® for my royal
sons. His name will be Jing...Jingrui, since he was born on Mt. Rui. He will live with
the Xie family one year and the Zhuo family the next, as a son of two families. How is
that?”

As the Emperor made a decision and there was no better idea, everyone was forced
to agree.

Just like that, Xiao Jingrui received double identities. He was both the eldest
young master of the Xie family, son to the Marquess of Ning, and the second son of
the Zhuo family of Heaven’s Spring. Due to Jingrui, the once unacquainted Xie and
Zhuo families became close as blood. Two years ago, the eldest son of the Zhuo
family married the eldest daughter of the Xie family, bonding the two families closer
than ever.

“All right brother, since our Father is in his study, let’s go pay our respects.” Xie
Bi turned to look at Mei Changsu and asked, “Will Su come with us?”

3 Often, there would be a naming convention for each generation within a family.
For example, the current line of the Emperor’s sons are named Xiao Jing . As such,
we have Xiao Jingrui, Jingxuan, Jinghuan, etc.
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Mei Changsu smiled. “Of course. I should greet the owner of the manor I am
imposing upon.”

The two brothers guided their guest inside the manor in great spirits. The servants
along the way could tell from the scene that an honoured guest had arrived. Yet, with
his white robes and modest appearance, they were unable to discern his background.

According to the customs of the nobility, the doors to the main hall are not opened
unless it is to receive a royal edict or a person of higher status. So, the two brothers
led their guests directly to the Eastern Hall. Although there was still a glimmer of light
outside, the hall was already bright with candles. Under the warm yellow glow, a
person paced back and forth on the smooth marble floor in deep thought, a book in his
hands. Upon hearing people entering, he paused and turned, his long beard fluttering.

This was the man upon whom Emperor relied upon, the so-called “Pillar of the
Empire”, Marquess of Ning, Xie Yu.

Glorified for his beauty in youth, the man stood before them over half a century
old. Nonetheless, his neat features still retained some of the beauties of youth, and his
figure was strong and healthy. He was donned in part-worn, casual robes. He wore no
luxurious accessories besides a jade belt. In spite of that, one could not ignore the aura
of grace he exuded.

Xiao Jingrui and Xie Bi walked forward and bowed respectfully on the floor. They
spoke in unison, “Greetings, Father.”

“Rise,” said Xie Yu, raising his hand. His gaze fell upon Xiao Jingrui and his
voice turned stern. “So you’ve remembered to come back. I have not seen you for
more than two months. You even forgot about the Mid-Autumn Festival, the day of
family gatherings. It appears that I have been too lax in your upbringing—"

His lecture just begun, Xie Yu suddenly noticed a fourth person in the hall. He
stopped abruptly. “Oh, we have a guest?”

“Yes.” Xiao Jingrui bowed, “This is Mr. Su, a friend of mine. I was often under his
care during my travels. I invited him to Jinling to relax and recuperate from his
illness.”

Mei Changsu stepped forward and bowed as customs demanded. He said calmly,
“I, commoner Su Zhe, greet the Marquess.”

“Mr. Su is too polite. You are our guest, not to mention my son’s good friend.
There is no need to be so modest.” Xie Yu raised his hands and returned a slight bow.
The man before him appeared frail and sickly, yet still handsome and elegant. He took
another look and said, “Mr. Su appears to be an exceptional man. Please treat my
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manor as your own home while you honour us with your stay. There is no need to feel
restrained.”

Mei Changsu gave a slight bow and smiled, then stepped back slowly.

With a guest present, Xie Yu was unable to lecture Xiao Jingrui further. He
resigned with a final glare and lightened his tone. “Our guest must be weary from his
long travels. Why don’t you two arrange for him to rest? Do not sleep in tomorrow,
you must go to the Princess’s Manor and escort your mother home. Come to my study
after I return from court, as I have tasks for you two.”

“Yes, Father.” The two brothers bowed in unison and backed out of the hall with
Mei Changsu. Only after exiting the courtyard door did they relax their posture.

Word had arrived early, and the servants of the manor had the guest courtyard
Snow Cottage cleaned and prepared. New decorations were arranged, and hot water
and tea were placed. The whole courtyard appeared remarkably cozy, without a hint of
its usual uninhabited nature.

They ate an early dinner during their journey, so Xiao Jingrui and Xie Bi
accompanied Mei Changsu for a late snack at the Snow Cottage. While the congee
and desserts were arriving, Xiao Jingrui suddenly remembered something and asked,
“Where’s Feiliu? Let’s call him to eat with us.”

Mei Changsu laughed, “He has been here all along.”

Just as he finished speaking, Xiao Jingrui and Xie Bi suddenly felt a chill down
their spine. They turned to the previous empty corner, where a youth now stood
quietly in light blue robes. His features were mesmerizing, yet an air of icy solitude
surrounded him, forbidding people from getting close.

“This 1s not the first time I’ve seen Feiliu, but his skills still give me the jitters.”
Xie Bi lowered his voice, “Su, with a guard like him, I feel uneasy even getting close
to you. I’'m afraid he’ll misunderstand and give me a beating.”

“How can that be? Our Feiliu has a great temper. He’s very well-behaved.” Mei
Changsu began to raise his hand, and Feiliu floated over at the next moment. He
crouched down and rested his head on Mei Changsu’s knee. “See, he acts spoiled too.
It’s just that sometimes he can’t discern real and fake, so simply refrain from play
fighting with me when he’s present.”

This exceptionally skilled young guard had hurt his head in the past and suffered
from some mental deficiencies. Xiao Jingrui and Xie Bi both knew this. However,
they held Mei Changsu in great respect as a senior friend, and never planned on
rough-housing with him anyway. There was no need to pay much attention to this
advice.
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Feiliu did not like the congee, so Xie Bi ordered the servants to bring him some
noodles. The group ate and chatted. Suddenly, a voice was heard outside the
courtyard. A person laughed brightly and entered the room. “You guys are so slow! |
almost grew moss waiting for you!”

Xiao Jingrui was delighted. He jumped up and grabbed the person, “Yujin!”

On the contrary, Xie Bi frowned and stuck his chin out. “I say, Yujin, aren’t you a
bit too quick on the news? We’ve just returned, and it’s so late. What’re you doing
here?”

“I notified your steward to send me notice as soon as you’ve returned.” Yan
Yujing walked forward swiftly to greet Mei Changsu. “Su, you look great today. You
must’ve been so bored travelling with these two without me, right?”’
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CHAPTER 3

Yan Yujin was the eldest son of the Royal Uncle, the Empress’s nephew, as well
as Xiao Jingrui’s best friend. The three noble gentlemen met Mei Changsu during
their travels and originally planned to return to Jinling together. However, they
chanced upon an elderly couple during their journey and saved them from
assassination. They learned that the couple planned on entering the capital to sue the
Duke of Qing, Bai Ye. At Bin Prefecture, home to the Duke, his relatives were guilty
of pillaging farms, bullying citizens, stealing land, and manslaughter. As the families
of the Marquess of Ning and the Duke of Qing have been long time friends, Xie Bi
was afraid of being reprimanded by his father for meddling in this matter. On the
other hand, the easy-going Yan Yujin answered the call of chivalry and offered to
escort this old couple to the capital ahead of the party. He refused to allow Xiao
Jingrui to accompany them, instead insisting that he should accompany Mei Changsu,
who must travel at a slower pace due to his poor health.

“How are Uncle and Aunt Hu?” Mei Changsu naturally needed to inquire after the
elderly pair upon seeing Yan Yujin.

“The complaint has already been submitted to the Royal Investigators, and
everything is in order now. The Emperor ordered a special investigator to Bin
Prefecture by secret edict. The case won’t start before the investigations are finished,
so everything is still calm. Xie Bi, you needn’t be in such a hurry to be distant with
me to avoid problems.” Yan Yujin spoke in a humourous tone, but his words were
unyielding. “I wanted to come see Jingrui and Su despite it being so late, I didn’t
come to see you! If you don’t like it, you can come bite me!”

“Bah!” scoffed Xie Bi, “Your skin is so thick, who can bite through it?”
“All right all right. Enough with the wisecracks, onto a serious topic now.” Yan
Yujin pulled a chair over to the table and chugged a cup of tea. “I bet you guys don’t

even know how great your timing is for your return!”

“Great timing?”” Xiao Jingrui blinked, confused. “What are we in time for?”
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“Haha!” Yan Yujin smacked his best friend’s shoulder with vigor, “You guys are
just in time for a huge event!”

Hearing this, Xiao Jingrui and Xie Bi’s eyes both widened with curiosity. The two
knew Yan Yujin very well. This nephew of the Empress was the biggest drama lover
in the capital. Wherever a spectacle existed, one would certainly see his shadow.
Since he had seen so many events, his standards were naturally high. So, whatever it
was, if it could be described by him as a “huge” event, it definitely couldn’t be boring.

“Stop torturing us! Spill it, what sort of event will there be? Will the Royal Court
host a martial arts tournament?” urged Xie Bi.

“Even better than that,” said Yan Yujin, waving his hand. “Do you guys still
remember who we saw outside the little town where we met Su?”

“We saw...” Xie Bi thought for a moment. “Ah, those envoys sent by the Yu
empire to Liang! Weren’t they throwing a fit in the restaurant saying how they lost
their letter of credence? They were smashing things and searching people. Those
barbarians were just itching for a lesson! Have they entered the capital? What are they
here for?”

“Hehe,” grinned Yan Yujin, “They’re here to request a political marriage!”

“Oh, is that so...” Xie Bi was rather disappointed. “The Emperor will examine the
envoys as usual. It will be interesting, but hardly a huge event.”

“Hey, don’t jump to conclusions.” Yan Yujin gave him a sidelong glance. “Not
only will this event involve the Emperor and the Yu envoys, it will also include a third
party you’ll never think of! Take a guess!”

Xiao Jingrui and Xie Bi had only begun to think when Mei Changsu said, “Have
the envoys from the northern Yan empire also arrived at Jinling?”

Yan Yujin was slightly taken aback, but quickly regained his excitement. “Su is
correct. The party of envoys from Yan is also quite sizeable. The two groups have
been competing in Jinling for quite some days. The Emperor couldn’t make a
decision, or perhaps he didn’t want to make a decision. So, he declared in an edict for
there to be a fair competition in three days, outside the Vermillion Bird Gate!”

“This sounds more interesting.” Xiao Jingrui raised his eyebrows. “We’ve already
seen Jindiao Chaiming as part of the Yu envoys. I don’t know if Yan brought Tuoba
Hao with them, but their representative couldn’t be any weaker. A competition
between these two parties will surely be a sight.”

“A competition between two? There will be three parties!” Yan Yujin laughed,
pleased with himself.
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“Oh?” The two brothers asked simultaneously, “Who else?”

Yan Yujin was enjoying the suspense. He was just about to tease them some more,
when Mei Changsu chuckled and said, “I’'m guessing our host. Gentlemen are
enamoured by fair ladies. Shouldn’t our own brave warriors of Liang have a chance as
well?”

Facing the inquiring gazes from the two brothers, Yan Yujin was forced to
confirm. “Su is correct. This is the third interested party.”

Xie Bi was surprised. “His Majesty’s edict is strange. If he does not want a
political tie, can’t he simply refuse? If he wants a political marriage, why is he
dragging in our own men into the competition?”

“You don’t understand now, do you?” Yan Yujin was in good spirits again. “As |
said before, they are here to request a marriage. They’re not simply negotiating for a
political tie! Did you think it would be the same as the past, where if the Emperor
agrees, a suitable princess would be simply chosen to enter the marriage? That the
other party would not care who it is, as long as it’s a noble princess of the great
Liang?”

“Are you suggesting that this time, envoys from Yu and Yan have come to ask for
a specific princess in marriage?”

“That’s right.” Yan Yujin continued mysteriously, “A specific princess, a princess
they’re willing to get beaten black and blue to marry... Do you want to take a

guess...?”

Before he finished, Mei Changsu placed down his bowl of porridge and said, “I’m
guessing it is Princess Nihuang.”

Xiao Jingrui and Xie Bi both jumped up in shock, gasping, “What?!”
Yan Yujin glared at Mei Changsu in resentment. He said bitterly, “Su, even though
your intelligence is really something to be admired, this bad habit of correctly

guessing everything is really tiresome. It makes people feel very unfulfilled!”

“Sorry, I will reflect on it. I won’t be like this anymore,” chuckled Mei Changsu.
“Please continue.”

“What is there to continue? I’ve basically told all there is to the story...”

“This is all there is?” cried Xie Bi. “What type of idiotic request is this from Yu
and Yan? The Emperor should’ve rejected it from the start, not start some public
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tournament! Has none of the court officials said anything? How can Princess Nihuang
marry to foreign land?”

A chilly smile appeared at the edges of Mei Changsu’s lips, so faint that it was
barely discernable.

Indeed, how can Princess Nihuang marry to foreign land? She was not your
average noble lady who grew up in some secluded inner palace. Princess Nihuang was
a brilliant female general, commanding a hundred thousand cavalry units at the
empire’s southern border. Ten years ago, Liang’s southern enemy Chu raised war. The
Prince of Yunnan, Mu Shen was in charge of protecting the southern border, and died
in battle. His daughter Nihuang was appointed commander in the crisis. The entire
army battled Chu in cloths of mourning and annihilated thirty thousand enemies. After
the war, the Emperor decreed Princess Nihuang to defend the southern border in place
of her young brother. The whole southern army was under her command. The Princess
also once swore to the heavens that she will not marry until her young brother can
inherit the heavy duty of Yunnan. She is twenty-seven years old now, and still
unmarried.
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CHAPTER 4

Due to Princess Nihuang’s important status, the noble young men were taken
aback at the Emperor’s decision to allow foreigners in this competition for her hand in
marriage. Xiao Jingrui was the first to ask, “Didn’t the Emperor ask for Princess
Nihuang’s opinion in this matter?”

Yan Yujin continued slowly, “Of course he did. The Princess agreed, since the heir
to the Prince of Yunnan, Mu Qing, came of age last month and inherited the title. But,
she did add several conditions. First, the competitor must be the person asking for her
hand. Additionally, she’ll leave the literary tournament to His Majesty, but the top
candidates in the martial arts tournament must compete with her. She will only marry
if she loses to them.”

The two brothers breathed a sigh of relief after hearing this. Xie Bi said
reproachfully, “Stupid Yujin, you were riling us up on purpose! This is much better.
Most of the top fighters in Yu and Yan must be married, and thus won’t be eligible. I
doubt there will be anyone with skills better than our Princess Nihuang in the small
pool of unmarried men.”

“They don’t necessarily need better skills than her,” interjected Mei Changsu
again. “If the Princess is interested in a candidate, she will naturally lose even if she is
stronger.”

“I think so too,” said Yan Yujin smugly. “You all know that the Princess has
always liked me best...”

Xie Bi spat out the tea he was drinking and coughed, “The...the Princess has
always liked to yell at you best! A weirdo like you can give up hope. Princess
Nihuang has been weathered from many battlefields. She can only like a man who is
reliable and responsible.”

“Ahh,” sighed Yan Yujin. “Xie Bi, you’re so cruel, bursting my dreams like
that...”
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“Stop messing around already.” Xiao Jingrui gave Yan Yujin a shove and said,
“But Yu and Yan must have come here with sweet dreams. I mean, they don’t lose
much even if they fail, but if they succeed... Think about it, not only will the two
empires be tied in marriage, they will also gain a military genius and a boost to their
fame.”

Mei Changsu said mildly, “The Royal Courts of Yu and Yan have been shaky
lately, no? Each have a few parties battling for the position of Crown Prince. If a
Prince manages to marry Princess Nihuang now, it would be the same as securing the
position of Crown Prince.”

“Su really got to the root of the matter there. Even though they know we wouldn’t
marry Princess Nihuang to foreign land, they must still take this opportunity to
compete. If they manage to win by some stroke of luck, it will guarantee victory back
home.” Yan Yujin added with admiration, “I wonder who gave them this idea for
them to summon their courage and come here.”

Mei Changsu looked at Yan Yujin with great interest and asked, “How are you
certain that someone gave them this idea?”

Yan Yujin shrugged, “I don’t really like to analyze things. This is just my intuition
speaking. Think about it, the two empires thought of this idea at the same time, and
took action at about the same time. Isn’t that too much of a coincidence?”

“Who cares about coincidences, it’s all good as long as Princess Nihuang does not
marry a foreigner.” Xie Bi waved his hand, and turned towards Mei Changsu. “Su,
who do you think will win in this competition?”

Mei Changsu laughed in spite of himself. “I’m not a fortune-teller. How could I
know?”

“You correctly guessed everything Yujin asked just now. I thought you could see
the future!” Xie Bi laughed as well.

“All right, I’ll tell you the truth,” chuckled Mei Changsu. “I didn’t actually guess.”

“Didn’t guess?” Yan Yujin immediately became excited. “Does Su actually know
the arts of fortune-telling?”

“How can a mere fool such as I untangle the intricacies of fortune?” Mei Changsu
took out a roll of text from his sleeves as he spoke, “I did not guess. I actually knew of
this matter long before. It says it all right here...”

Yan Yujin took the text with great curiosity. The three gathered around to read it,
and cried out in astonishment.
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“This is a letter by the hands of the Emperor of Yu, appointing his envoys to
request a political marriage!” Xie Bi’s eyes bulged. “Why is it in your hands?”

“Ah, the restaurant in that town... The Yu envoys really lost their letter of
credence.” Yan Yujin tilted his head and stared at Mei Changsu. “Su, were you really
bored or something? Stealing their letter like that...”

“You’re right, I was really bored.” Mei Changsu still wore his light smile. “The Yu
envoys happened to rest in the same inn as me. The owner of the inn told me they kept
a long sandalwood box under close guard, which definitely contained treasures. I was
curious, so I asked Feiliu to bring it to me. Who knew it was just an official letter?
Since it had nothing to do with someone like me, I wasn’t really interested. I was
intending to place it back, but they discovered the loss so quickly and made a scene.
There was no choice, so I never ended up returning it...”

The three had all been witness to Feiliu’s amazing skills, so none were surprised to
hear that he was the culprit. But really, this Mei Changsu is a bit too curious. Isn’t he
afraid of getting into trouble by taking the letter of credence from envoys?

“Oh right, are there any requirements or limitations for the competition?” Xiao
Jingrui returned the conversation to its original topic.

“Of course. He needs to be from a good family, of similar age, of handsome
features, and unmarried...”

“Just that?”
“Just that.”
“Ah!” cried Xie Bi, “Then you can join too, brother!”

“Me?” Xiao Jingrui was startled. “I have great respect for Princess Nihuang, but
I’ve never thought of...”

“Nobody’s asking you to be the final victor,” said Xie Bi, tugging on his sleeves.
“The more men from Liang to compete, the better, since it will lessen the chance of a
victor from Yu or Yan. Since you’re so outstanding, you will definitely eliminate
many competitors. You can also filter out unqualified candidates for Princess
Nihuang.”

“But...”

“But what? My combat skills are lacking, so it’ll be useless even if I sign up.
However, you’re the second son of Heaven’s Spring. Uncle Zhuo taught you martial
arts personally, so you qualify as a great fighter at least. Su has gone to such lengths
on our way back to give you pointers for your moves. Just think of it as gaining some
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battle experience.” Without further ado, Xie Bi turned to Yan Yujin and said, “Yujin,
please sign him up tomorrow.”

“Oh, you don’t need to worry about it, I’ve already signed him up.” Yan Yujin
grinned impishly.

“Oy... Youtwo...”
“Don’t be nervous,” said Mei Changsu, suppressing his laughter, “I know your
level in martial arts very well. It’ll be impossible to be the final victor, but what’s the
harm in competing for a few rounds?”

“Are those words supposed to comfort me?” Xiao Jingrui felt like crying. “Am I
fun to bully or something...?”

Xie Bi thought of another question, “The nobility of Jinling can’t be the only ones
who know of this event, right? Can talented people from the common class join as
well?”

“Of course they can.” Yan Yujin gave him a glance, “News like this can’t be
hidden anyway. Besides, the Emperor wants to choose a good husband for the
Princess, to reward her hardships on the battlefields. Haven’t you noticed all sorts of
brilliant martial artists on your way to the capital?”

The three recalled carefully, and slowly realized that it was just as Yan Yujin had
said. Since there always was an endless stream of people entering the capital, they
haven’t paid much attention.

“All right, enough chatting with you guys.” Yan Yujin stood up and stretched. “I
need to get a good rest so that in three days, I can exhibit my amazing skills, beat
down all the brilliant martial artists, and win the maiden heart of Princess Nihuang...”

Xie Bi rolled his eyes. “This guy’s dreaming while he’s still awake...”

“It really is time to leave. Su needs to rest.” Xiao Jingrui added, “Feiliu has been
asleep for a long time now.”

Everyone turned. Feiliu was lying on the bed still clothed, with the curtains still
up. He was sleeping soundly.

“He still feels like a block of ice even when he’s aslee—" Yan Yujin began to
comment when Feiliu’s eyes suddenly opened. Startled, he pointed at Xiao Jingrui.
“He said that!”

Feiliu’s eyes stared off in the distance for a bit, then closed again.
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“Don’t worry, he already knows your voices,” assured Mei Changsu. “If there was
a stranger’s voice, Feiliu would wake up immediately.”

“Phew,” breathed Yan Yujin, patting his chest. “Then we will take our leave.
Please rest early, Su.”

Mei Changsu rose to walk the others to the door and watched as the three left. The
gong sounded for 9PM, and he stopped to listen. He stared out into the silent darkness
of the manor for a long while, before slowly closing the door.
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CHAPTER 5

The city of Jinling was famed for its royal brilliance, with the Royal Palace of the
Emperor of Liang at its centre. After exiting the South Victory Gate and following a
slanted red brick road, one would find themselves before an exquisite manor,
independent yet seemingly one with the palace.

The manor is not extraordinarily large, yet a dire mistake would be made should
one deduce the owner of the manor by its size. The main gate of the manor was closed
year-round. Above them hung a pure black sign with gold edges. The sign reads,
“Manor of Liyang”.

Princess Liyang, the only living sister of the Emperor, the wife of the Marquess of
Ning.

Everyone in the capital with some years to their names could clearly remember the
grand occasion of the Princess’s marriage that stirred up the city. The couple who
gazed upon the commoners atop the Phoenix Building could be accurately described
as a hero and a beauty. Twenty-four years flew by, and the couple remains attentive
and loving. They reared three sons and one daughter, all of whom are intelligent and
respectful. This was the perfect model family in everyone’s eyes.

According to the customs of the royal family, Xie Yu should have relocated to the
Princess’s manor after marriage, and be referred to as a “Prince Consort” rather than
“Marquess”. The late Empress Dowager* did not approve of Princess missing the joys
of family life without due to her high status. In accordance with the Princess’s own
wishes as well, she moved into the Manor of the Marquess of Ning after their
marriage and paid proper respects to her father- and mother-in-laws. The Princess was
dignified and virtuous in nature. She ordered servants to refer to her as Madam within
the manor, being especially strict in this regard with her own servants. Later, Xie Yu
was decorated for his military feats, elevating further within the Royal Court. As the
Princess kept a constant low profile, people slowly became accustomed to seeing the

4 Emperor’s mother
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relationship as “Marquess” and “Marchioness”, rather than what should have been
“Princess” and “Prince Consort”.>

This Manor of Liyang was constructed when the Princess was fifteen and had been
left idle since her marriage. Princess Liyang felt it a pity to leave the manor vacant, so
she ordered all types of unique plants and flowers to be nurtured there. The manor was
fragrant year-round, and was a top attraction within the capital. Royal Concubines and
noble ladies frequently requested to sightsee during flowering seasons. The Princess
would rest there for a few days to pay respect to Buddha, or to accompany the visiting
Grand Empress Dowager.

Their mother happened to be staying at her manor when Xiao Jingrui and Xie Bi
returned from their journey,

In the early morning, the two brothers obeyed their father’s command and went to
greet the Princess at the Manor of Liyang, then escorted her royal carriage back to the
Manor of the Marquess of Ning. As the old Marquess and Marchioness have passed
away, there was no need to greet them. Princess Liyang instructed the party to return
straight to her usual dwellings in the main building of the inner courtyard.

The party walked along the corridor, passing by the side courtyard. Sweet
osmanthus trees were planted along the walls, which had some late blooms and
lingering fragrance. Princess Liyang slowed down, apparently enjoying the fragrance
in the breeze. Right at that moment, a whisper of guqin’ travelled over the walls. The
music was indistinct as it came from quite some distance, but the tone was clear and
spirited, whisking the listeners away to a greater realm.

“Who is playing the guqin? The musician is remarkably talented.”

Xiao Jingrui leaned over for a closer listen. After a moment, he replied, “This is a
friend of mine. His name is Su Zhe. Upon my invitation, he came to Jinling to rest and
recuperate. He is currently staying at the Snow Cottage.”

“Does Mother wish to meet him?”” asked Xie Bi quickly.

Princess Liyang smiled softly. “Since he is Jingrui’s friend, he is naturally under
the care of you two. Why would there be a need to meet me?”

5 To clear any potential confusion: According to customs, the couple should be
viewed as “the Princess and her husband”, with the Princess holding higher status.
However, the couple is viewed as “the Marquess and his wife”, with the Marquess
holding higher status.

6 Emperor’s grandmother

7 A beautiful plucked seven-string instrument. https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Guqin
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“But it’s hard to hear the music properly here. Why don’t I ask Su to come to the
inner courtyard to play for Mother?” suggested Xie Bi.

Princess Liyang frowned slightly, but her voice was still gentle. “Bi, this Mr. Su is
a guest here, not some entertainer to summon here and there. If it is meant to be, I will
hear him play again. If fate dictates otherwise, then it cannot be forced.”

Xiao Jingrui felt similarly to Princess Liyang at his brother’s suggestion, and was
rather upset. However, as their mother has already rejected the idea, he decided to stay
silent. Of course, it was not Xie Bi’s intention to be rude. He was accustomed to
having people oblige his mother’s wishes due to her high status, and didn’t really
think about his suggestion. His face flushed from the resulting rebuke.

They arrived at the main building of the inner courtyard. Princess Liyang sat down
on a long couch by the window. She was naturally clever, and her perceptive eyes saw
that her sons appeared to have other matters to attend to, and did not keep them for
long. After some idle chatter, she sent the two away.

Due to the circumstances of his birth, Xiao Jingrui had long since renounced his
right to the Marquess title, insisting the inheritance for Xie Bi instead. As Xie Bi grew
older, it became evident that he was better than his brother in political affairs and
managing relations. For the past few years, the Marquess of Ning has been delegating
the majority of the family affairs to Xie Bi and having him be the representative in
many important occasions. Thus, Xie Bi was constantly under a pile of work, and
disappeared as soon as he left the inner courtyard. The comparatively idle Xiao
Jingrui instead rushed to the Snow Cottage.

Mei Changsu had abandoned the guqin and was reading under a tree. He raised his
head and smiled brightly towards the courtyard entrance when he heard hurried
footsteps. Spots of sunlight slipped between leaves to dance softly upon his face,
making the smile appear exceedingly radiant.

Xiao Jingrui smiled as well, and gave a slight bow in greeting. He asked, “Did Su
rest well last night?”

“Were you worried that I won’t be able to sleep well?” Mei Changsu motioned for
him to bring a chair over to sit. “I’m not picky with my beds. I only slept in due to
staying up late, thinking about the ‘huge event’ Yujin spoke of. Feiliu said that you
came here in the morning as well?”

“Mhmm.” Xiao Jingrui looked around, “Where’s Feiliu?”

“Oh, I let him go play outside since it’s his first time in Jinling,” answered Mei
Changsu mildly.
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Xiao Jingrui broke out in a cold sweat. Although Feiliu was mentally a child, his
combat skills were those of a master. What a daring person Mei Changsu was, to
allow Feiliu to go play so easily.

“Don’t worry, our Feiliu wouldn’t cause any disturbances.” Mei Changsu smiled,
as if reading Xiao Jingrui’s mind. “With his skills, he can disappear in a flash even if
he made a mess. People wouldn’t be able to come trouble this manor.”

“You know I’m not concerned about being troubled,” defended Xiao Jingrui with a
smile, “Su is attaching false blame on me again.”

Mei Changsu didn’t respond. Instead, he knocked on the table and said, “Since
you’re here, why don’t we battle a bit in a game of Go?”

Xiao Jingrui stood up immediately and went indoors to fetch a Go set. He set up
the game on a stone table under the tree. Even though Mei Changsu was incredibly
talented, he is not perfect, at least not in his skills in Go. Xiao Jingrui had perfect
understandings of his capabilities from their trip together. He did require full power to
force Mei Changsu to frown in deep thought and slowly contemplate his next move.

Three rounds later, Mei Changsu was in absolute defeat. Xiao Jingrui laughed
while clearing the mess of stones, “Su, although you’re not bad at Go, you don’t have
an instinct for counting. I can safely boast that you won’t be able to win against me in
this lifetime.”

“Don’t get haughty now. Just wait until I teach Feiliu, he’ll be making you cry.
Feiliu’s mind is not as bright and complicated as others, but his focus is astonishing.
Out of all the people I know, no one can compare with him in that regard.”

Xiao Jingrui ignored his attempt to preserve dignity, and raised his head to look
outside. He asked, “Where did you send Feiliu? It’s already noon now, and he hasn’t
returned.”
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CHAPTER 6

Speak of the devil. At that moment, clear cries sounded from outside the
courtyard, followed by the sound of cloth snapping in the air. A deep and powerful
male voice yelled, “Who dares to make mischief in the manor of the Marquess?
Freeze!”

“Oh no, this voice belongs to...to...” Xiao Jingrui jumped up, startled. He felt a
squeeze on his arm, and turned to find a solemn Mei Changsu gripping his forearm
and saying gravely, “Quick, take me there!”

Without further thought, Xiao Jingrui hastily wrapped his arm around Mei
Changsu’s waist. He summoned his inner energy, took a few great leaps over
buildings, and flew to the scene of the disturbance.

They flitted across a side corridor and rushed into the main courtyard. Two figures
were rushing about in intense combat. Not only did Feiliu possess peculiar movement
abilities, he was also a fierce swordsman. The point of his sword sent cutting chills
into his opponents with their vicious attacks. Yet, his current opponent did not lose
even a slight bit of ground, deflecting and striking with his palm technique. His
intense inner energy was fiery like the scorching sun. His attacks rendered the Feiliu
incapable of escaping from his range, as if exposing all of the youth’s mysterious arts
under its rays.

“Feiliu, stop!” shouted Mei Changsu. Xiao Jingrui quickly collected himself and
followed suit, calling, “Commander Meng, please stop!”

Feiliu had always obeyed the commands of Mei Changsu without question. He
immediately withdrew his sword and took a step back. His opponent did not press on
and likewise stopped his attacks, though he remained on guard.

“Jingrui, what’s going on?” questioned an imposing voice. Xiao Jingrui finally
realized that his father was present as well. The Marquess was standing in the
southeastern corner of the courtyard, as if preventing Feiliu from entering the inner
courtyard.
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“Please forgive me, Marquess.” Mei Changsu stepped forward slowly and bowed.
“This is a guard of mine. He is rather poor of conduct, and tends to go in and out
without regard for customs. I am to blame for neglecting his discipline, and am
willing to bear any punishment.”

Xiao Jingrui also hurried forward to explain, “This is definitely a
misunderstanding. Feiliu always enjoys flying about, but he would never harm anyone
as long as he isn’t provoked...”

His face still dark, Xie Yu interrupted his son’s words and spoke to Mei Changsu,
“Mr. Su is a guest of ours, and naturally we would never inflict insult upon you.
However, I’'m afraid that this habit of your attendant must be changed, or a similar
misunderstanding will repeat in the future.”

“You are absolutely right, Marquess. I will definitely be stricter in my discipline.”

Xie Yu made a sound of approval, and finally turned towards Feiliu’s opponent.
Surprisingly, he gave a slight bow. He said apologetically, “Commander Meng came
today as a guest. I did not expect to disturb you in this skirmish. Please accept my
apologies.”

Commander Meng was about forty years old, tall with a solid build and firm
features. His eyes were bright and piercing, yet refined. When he saw the Marquess of
Ning coming over to apologize, he immediately waved his hand and said easily, “I
was only surprised by this youth’s peculiar movements. He dared to fly across the
manor of a Marquess, all the while remaining undetected by the guards. I thought he
was some criminal with evil intents, so I decided to lend you a hand, Marquess. Since
it was a misunderstanding, let’s just think of it as sparring.” He eyed Mei Changsu
with curiosity, “If I may ask, who are you, sir?”

“My name is Su Zhe. I was acquainted with Mr. Xiao during my travels, and am
lucky to be considered a friend. I came the capital for a short stay on his generous
hospitality.”

“Su Zhe?” Commander Meng rolled the name over his tongue, and looked towards
Feiliu, a youth who seemed so inconspicuous at first glance. He chuckled, “Mr. Su
must be an exceptional man to have such a guard.”

“Not at all.” Mei Changsu smiled calmly. “I only happened to save Feiliu once
from some misfortunes, and he decided to remain by my side in gratitude. I do not
possess any outstanding characteristics to command such a skilled fighter.”

“Is that so?” One could not perceive whether or not he believed the explanation
from his unchanging expression, but he did not pursue further. Xie Yu gave Xiao
Jingrui a long look, but remained silent as well. He invited Commander Meng to take
tea in the main hall, and the two left side by side.
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As soon as they left, Xiao Jingrui slapped his forehead. He stomped in frustration
and said, “Oh no oh no! My father is suspicious now. He’ll definitely call me over
tonight to inquire after your real identity. What should I do?”

In contrast, Mei Changsu remained calm. He answered casually, “Just say I’'m a
friend you met during travels, and you don’t know anything else.”

“It’s not that simple!” grimaced Xiao Jingrui. “Do you know who that Commander
Meng 1s?”

Mei Changsu’s eyes became slightly more focused. He sighed, “How many
Commander Mengs could there be in the capital, who can receive such respect from
the Marquess of Ning and possess such great skills in martial arts? He is, of course,
the great general who commands the fifty thousand Royal Guards, Commander Meng
Zhi.”

“Who is he, besides being the commander of the Royal Guards?”

“He is second in rankings to Xuan Bu of the Yu empire. I suppose he is currently
the number one warrior of our empire...”

“Exactly. Think about it, a guard of yours could actually go neck to neck with the
greatest warrior of Liang...”

“But Commander Meng didn’t even use his full power...”

“True, he wasn’t going all out. Even so, he’s still the greatest warrior of Liang. It’s
astonishing that Feiliu can exchange so many blows with him without defeat. You
know what kind of person my father is, there’s no way he’d believe you’re just an
ordinary guest. Besides, even if I keep my mouth shut, my father will simply call Xie
Bi and the truth will come tumbling out!”

“That’s true.” Mei Changsu tilted his head and thought for a moment. “Forget
about it. If your father inquires further, then just tell him the truth. He’s only worried
that you brought home someone with a mysterious background. It’1l be fine once it’s
cleared up for him. It’s not as if ’'m some criminal, I'm only hiding my identity to
avoid disturbance. 1 can’t have you lying and deceiving your father just to conceal

2

me.

Xiao Jingrui felt very apologetic, and responded with embarrassment, “Su, I'm
really sorry. But don’t worry, my father is a discreet man of few words. Even if he
learns about your true identity, it’ll only be so that he can understand the situation. He
won’t speak about it to others.”
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“How could you be blamed? It’s my fault for being too relaxed recently and not
thinking things through, thus allowing Feiliu to make a scene...” At those words, Mei
Changsu saw Feiliu lower his head with apprehension. He quickly moved to comfort
Feiliu, softly patting on the head, and coaxed gently, “No no, it’s not Feiliu’s fault.
It’s because of that uncle. He stopped you, so you got into a fight, right?”

Feiliu nodded.
“That’s why, our Feiliu was not wrong at all! It was that uncle’s fault.”
Xiao Jingrui began to sweat again. Who disciplines a child like that?

“But you know, if Feiliu wants to go out in the future, you should walk out
through the front door. When you return, you need to walk in through the front door
as well. You can’t run around on the walls and rooftops like usual. The people here
are very timid, but their eyes are very sharp. If they accidentally see Feiliu, they’ll be
very scared... Okay?”

(C’Kay.”

Xiao Jingrui couldn’t help but think to himself, Feiliu probably wouldn’t mature
with this sort of education even if he did not have a head injury.

Mei Changsu did not seem concerned about the commotion. He brought Feiliu
back to the Snow Cottage, and passed the time with music and games just as leisurely
as before. On the contrary, Xiao Jingrui was anxious all day, thinking about this and
that.

Sure enough, Xie Yu called Xiao Jingrui and Xie Bi to his study at night. He went
straight to the point and asked, “What is the background of that Mr. Su you’ve invited
here?”

Xiao Jingrui and Xie Bi looked at each other. They knew that their father’s
suspicions must’ve been raised to question them like that. It would be impossible to
conceal the truth. Not to mention, how could they, as sons, defy their father? There
was a brief pause, and Xie Bi blurted out the truth, “Su... His real name...is Mei
Changsu. I believe Father has heard of him. He is the current chief of the world’s
largest clan, the East River Alliance...”

Xie Yu was shocked. He was frozen for a long time. Finally, he replied, “No
wonder a mere guard of his is so skilled... So he is the top rank of Langya, Mr. Mei of
East River...”
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CHAPTER 7

Top rank of Langya, Mr. Mei of East River.

Xie Yu was descended from an ancient noble family and possessed the high rank
of Marquess, but it was impossible for him to be unimpressed by this title.

“He glitters in the distance like ice, like snow. Serenely, a subtle fragrance floats
along the winding river. Recognizing all heroes of this world, at the head of East
River is Mr. Mei.”® This was the poem recited by Chief Shu Qitian of the northern
superpower Cliff Dragon Sect when he first met Mei Changsu nine years ago.

At the time, the Gongsun family entered the East River area while fleeing from
assassination. Shu Qitian crossed the river in chase. The newly appointed Chief of the
East River Alliance, Mei Changsu, arrived in person at the riverside to greet Shu
Qitian. The two men, unarmed and without guards, had a private discussion at the
summit of Mt. He. After two days, Shu Qitian descended the mountain to return to the
north, the Gongsun family was saved, and the River East Alliance’s fame spread
throughout the lands.

“The Chief of the River East Alliance has always kept a low profile. Hardly
anyone has ever seen him... How did you two become acquainted with him?”” asked
Xie Yu after pondered for a moment.

“It was my brother...” stammered Xie Bi. Xiao Jingrui took over, “Yes, Father.
Last winter, I passed by Mt. Qin in my travels and was resting at a teahouse.
Coincidentally, Su was sitting at the next table. He was staring at a branch of plum
blossoms® 1T was holding, and seemed as if he really liked it. T gifted the plum
blossoms to him without much thought, and we became acquainted. I was often under
his care as I was journeying thereafter. Su has a frail body, and is in poor health. The

8 The poem is pretty vague. The gist of it is praising Mei Changsu for his beauty
and serene air, then naming him as the leader of East River. Poems are hard to
translate. :(

9 Perhaps by design or perhaps by chance, Mei Changsu’s surname “Mei” refers to
the plum blossom.
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elderly doctor, Dr. Xun Zhen told him that he must leave East River and ignore the
affairs within his alliance in order to focus on recovery. So, I took this opportunity to
invite him for a short stay in Jinling... As Father knows, Su’s fame is too widespread.
He decided to use the alias Su Zhe in order to maintain a tranquil lifestyle...”

“So that’s how it is...” Xie Yu nodded. “No matter. Mr. Su is an honoured guest.
You two must take good care of him.”

Xiao Jingrui and Xie Bi bowed together dutifully, and slowly walked out.

As soon as they left their father’s study, Xie Bi grabbed Xiao Jingrui with
inquiries. He finally learned about Feiliu’s fight with Commander Meng, and tutted in
amazement. The two went to the Snow Cottage to inform Mei Changsu about their
father learning his real identity. The Chief of the East River Alliance merely smiled
faintly, and didn’t pay it much mind.

The next day in the early morning, the Empress’s nephew Yan Yujin came over
finely dressed. He announced, “Su’s weariness from his travels should have been
rested by now. So today, let’s all go out to play.” He dragged Xiao Jingrui and Mei
Changsu out, and left behind Xie Bi, who was swamped in work with resentful eyes.

The tournament for Princess Nihuang’s hand in marriage was nearing, so the
capital was blooming with talented young men from all over the lands. All the
restaurants and teahouses were bustling with business. Occasionally, there would be
some exciting brawls, as if people were taking the first round of eliminations into their
own hands. The drama-loving Yan Yujin found all of this highly entertaining, and had
been running around to watch shows since the day he returned. When he brought Xiao
Jingrui and Mei Changsu out with him, he could already introduce with authority the
restaurants with the most duels, and the teahouses with the highest level fighters.

They watched a day’s worth of brawls, and hardly saw any skilled fighters. (Of
course, the real masters of martial arts would never make a spectacle of themselves by
joining this mess.) Yan Yujin was still in high spirits, but Xiao Jingrui has been bored
for quite some time. Normally, he would try to hang in there for his good friend’s
enjoyment, but today they came with Mei Changsu. Once he saw him beginning to
show signs of weariness, he immediately rejected Yan Yujin’s suggestion to go play
in another restaurant.

“Why not? That place is really fun. I went there a few days ago, and saw someone
with a morning star fighting another with dual swords. The person didn’t strike
properly with his morning star, and it ended up flying back. He hit himself on the
forehead and fainted. Oh, I had such a great laugh...”

Xiao Jingrui reminded him quietly, “Yujin, Su is tired.”
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“Eh?” Yan Yujin saw Mei Changsu’s pale face and smacked himself. “I was too
thoughtless. Su is sick, of course he would be different from us. Why don’t we rest
here then? The food here is pretty good. Should I order some signature dishes for you
to try out, Su?”

“We had snacks not more than two hours ago, how would we have room for more
food?” Mei Changsu leaned back in his chair. Though he appeared weary, he still had
some vigor. “Let’s sit for awhile then each go home. Even though we came out to
play, we can’t be too extreme. We should let Jingrui return home to eat dinner with
his family.”

“That’s true, Xiao Jingrui is a good child,” said Yan Yujin approvingly. “Unlike
me. My father does not care in the least about what time I return home...”

Although he spoke in a light-hearted manner, Mei Changsu still detected a hint of
loneliness. He turned to take a deep look at Yan Yujin. Xiao Jingrui didn’t notice,
being too familiar with him. Instead, he waved his hand for a server and ordered him
to go rent a clean pillowed litter.!°

A while later, the litter arrived, and the three parted ways in front of the restaurant.
Yan Yujin continued to wander around, and Xiao Jingrui accompanied Mei Changsu
to return to the Manor of the Marquess of Ning.

While they were exiting the litter in front of the manor, a servant who saw them in
the distance ran inside to announce their return. Xie Bi rushed out to greet them
immediately after. He called out as soon as he saw the two, “Why were you out for so
long? Someone wants to see you. They’ve been waiting for quite awhile now!”

Xiao Jingrui’s response to Xie Bi’s complaints was an immediate inquiry, “Who
wants to see us?” On the other hand, Mei Changsu paused his footsteps, and a hint of
hesitation flashed between his brows. But, it was only for a brief moment, and he
quickly recovered his calm demeanor.

Xie Bi took some measured glances at the two’s outfits and said hurriedly, “It’s
passable, you don’t need to change. Hurry up and come in with me. The Empress,
Mother, and Princess Nihuang wants to see you.”

Xiao Jingrui was shocked. The three women Xie Bi spoke of could be considered
the most noble and powerful women within the Liang empire. The Empress reigned
over the Inner Palace,!! and was the mother of the empire. Princess Liyang was the
sister of the Emperor and the wife of the Marquess of Ning. Although Princess
Nihuang had a lower status, she commanded the ten thousand cavalry units at the
empire’s southern border. It was rare to see even one of the three, not to mention

10 A carriage carried by humans.
" The location for the Emperor’s harem.
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having them especially waiting here together. It’s safe to say that nobody has ever
been received at such a rare gathering before.

“What are you doing so dazed?” Xie Bi gave his brother a poke, “It’s okay if you
don’t want to go in. They mainly want to meet Su anyway.”

“Just listen to yourself.” Xiao Jingrui glared at Xie Bi unhappily, “Did you pique
their curiosity by being too talkative and telling them about the fight between Feiliu
and Commander Meng? Did you forget that Su is here to recover from his illness? He
is not here to acquaint all the nobles. Will he still be able to relax peacefully if he is
placed in the limelight?”

Xie Bi felt rather ashamed after being reprimanded, and apologized with
embarrassment, “It was my fault. I accidentally let it slip while entertaining the guests
with Mother. Please forgive me, Su.”

“No no,” said Mei Changsu. He spoke with indifference, “I should be thankful that
Young Master Xie is introducing me to nobles. Who knows, when I greet them in a
little while, the Empress will perhaps reward me with treasures in place of Prince Yu.”
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CHAPTER 8

Xie Bi was shocked by Mei Changsu’s words. His heart dropped. He raised his
eyes, and saw that while Mei Changsu was wearing a light smile, but his eyes did not
show a hint of laughter. Xie Bi knew his little scheme has been seen through by this
extraordinarily intelligent Chief of the East River Alliance. He felt thoroughly
embarrassed, and thought desperately for a way to explain himself.

Due to Xiao Jingrui’s special circumstances, he spent the majority of his life
travelling outside of the capital, especially after he came of age. He was never
involved in politics. Yet even so, he was still a son of a Marquess, and had some basic
knowledge of the major powers in the Royal Court. When he heard the words of Mei
Changsu and saw Xie Bi’s expression, a bit of contemplation made the situation clear
for him. He was furious. Xiao Jingrui marched forward to shield Mei Changsu behind
him and told Xie Bi loudly, “Go inform the Empress and Mother, Su is unwell and
cannot go greet them.”

“What are you doing, brother?” Xie Bi tried to push him aside hastily. “Stop
causing trouble. Do you think the people waiting in the main hall are just average
guests? You can’t simply see them if you want to, and refuse if you don’t.”

Xiao Jingrui tightened his jaw. He gripped onto Xie Bi’s arm and summoned his
inner energy, rendering his brother unable to move. He stared right into Xie Bi’s eyes
and spoke with seriousness, “l believe that Mother and Princess Nihuang are only
curious. The one who really wants to meet Su is the Empress, right? So, I will say this
again. Please go inform the Empress, Su is unwell and does not wish to lose his
bearings in front of Her Majesty, and asks for her forgiveness.”

Xie Bi struggled against Xiao Jingrui’s grasp with great strength, but was unable
to free himself. He flushed with embarrassment and annoyance. Although Xie Bi
referred to Xiao Jingrui with “brother”, and a close brotherly bond really existed
between the two, Xie Bi never truly viewed or respected Xiao Jingrui as a real elder
brother. Xiao Jingrui was gentle and modest in nature. He had always been yielding to
his siblings, never ordered them around as an elder brother, and always forgave any
light bullying he received. He was especially never stern with Xie Bi, the heir. His
sudden tough attitude was a surprise to Xie Bi, who was not accustomed to such.
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Mei Changsu walked forward and spoke with reluctance, “Nevermind, Jingrui. I
will—” He did not finish before Xiao Jingrui retorted without even turning, “No!
Absolutely not!”

“Brother!!”

“I don’t care what you were thinking when you invited Su to Jinling. All I know is
that I invited him to rest and recuperate. These struggles have nothing to do with
him.” Xiao Jingrui’s eyes were firm and unyielding. “Prince Yu or the Crown Prince,
whatever stance you wish to take, whomever you wish to side with, that is your
business. Father has let you be, and so will I, to an even greater degree. However, Su
is not involved in the affairs of the Royal Court. Even if he controls the world’s
greatest clan, even if he possesses appointable talent, you cannot invite him on false
premises and scheme to involve him in the conflict like this, with no regard for his
thoughts. Even if Su was a stranger, your actions are against moral character. Not to
mention, you must possess at least some friendly feelings towards him through our
travels together, no?”

Xie Bi had never heard such sharp words from Xiao Jingrui before. Besides, he
was in the wrong, and so was naturally less imposing. He mumbled a retort, “It’s just
to meet the Empress, he doesn’t have to decide anything...”

“Just to meet the Empress?” Xiao Jingrui chuckled coldly, “If it wasn’t for Su’s
vast knowledge and his status as the Chief of the East River Alliance, why would the
Empress wish to meet him out of the blue? Should the Empress present the honour of
recruitment on behalf of Prince Yu during the meeting, how should Su respond? If the
Empress bestows some exceptionally expensive gifts, do you want Su to accept or
refuse? Without Su’s approval, you’ve unreasonably placed him in a difficult
situation. Are your actions befitting that of a friend?”

Xie Bi’s expression began to falter after being so fiercely reprimanded. His
expression was full of embarrassment, and veins were appearing on his forehead. Xiao
Jingrui softened upon seeing this. He lowered his tone and continued slowly,
“Brother, the family has always relied on your care and great efforts. I haven’t
provided you with a lot of help, and for that I feel apologetic. I know that everything
you do is for the Xie family. Regardless, we cannot treat a friend like this. If Yujin
learns of this, he would yell at you too. I am going to accompany Su to the Snow
Cottage now. As for the Empress... I believe that with your clever wit, you’ll be able
to resolve the situation.” After that, he turned to grab Mei Changsu, and left without
so much as a backwards glance.

Xie Bi stood dumbstruck for a bit. Finally, he sighed, and did not dare to follow.
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Once they returned to the Snow Cottage, Mei Changsu sat down on the long chair
beneath the tree as usual. Xiao Jingrui poured him a cup of hot tea, and brought a stool
close by. He sat quietly for a long time. Finally, he said in a low voice, “Sorry...”

Mei Changsu’s eyes slowly rested upon the face of Xiao Jingrui. This young man
of two families had now regained his usual warmth. His face was gentle and his eyes
were clear, completely devoid of the fierceness and determination from before. Yet, as
he watched him, Mei Changsu felt a shock that was difficult to articulate.

Mei Changsu originally thought Xiao Jingrui to be a simple and kind child. He
never imagined this young man to possess such firm and resolute principles on
friendship and moral character.

He did not wish to go meet the Empress currently, but he most likely would’ve
been able to handle the situation if they had to meet. Still, he couldn’t help but be
touched when Xiao Jingrui stepped forward to block his path, protecting him without
any reservations.

If everyone in the world can be like Xiao Jingrui, then the world may become a
much better place. Unfortunately, too many people cannot do that, including
himself...

“Su, please don’t be upset with Xie Bi... He did not actually act in malice. He has
always supported Prince Yu, and he truly admires your knowledge.” Xiao Jingrui
couldn’t discern Mei Changsu’s expression and felt a bit uneasy. “Your motive for
coming to Jinling was to leave behind the disputes of the Alliance, and yet we’re
making you face such a mess now...”

Mei Changsu gave a slight smile. He reached out and patted Xiao Jingrui on the
knee, speaking quietly, “Being upset would be too much... I know that everyone has
their own reasons for the actions they take, and Xie Bi is no different. Unfortunately,
everyone tends to think too much about themselves. Many annoyances in the world
are born this way. This is the same anywhere in the world. The Yan and Yu are
spilling blood over their thrones, how could our Liang empire be any different?”

“Before you came to Jinling, you said that you needed to hide your identity.” Xiao
Jingrui hung his head and looked very disheartened. “I clearly promised you, yet I
couldn’t fulfill it...”

“How could you be blamed for this? It originated from my mistake. I forgot to tell
Feiliu to be careful...”

Xiao Jingrui shook his head and said gravely, “Su, you don’t need to pretend to be
blind to the truth to spare my feelings. After today’s events, we should all understand
that even if Feiliu did not fight with Commander Meng yesterday, Xie Bi1 would still
reveal your true identity to Prince Yu...”
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“All right then, why don’t we flee the capital under the veil of darkness?” joked
Mei Changsu, trying to relax the mood.

“Su!!” Xiao Jingrui cried out, mixed between worry and laughter.

“All right now, stop worrying.” Mei Changsu laughed and leaned back on his
chair. “What has happened happened, and everything will turn out fine. Both parties
are desperately recruiting talented individuals. Since I unfortunately struck their
fancy, I would only bring the troubles back to East River if I run back, and then get
scolded by the people there for being a harbinger of disaster. It would be better to stay
in the capital and watch the drama unfold. Once they’ve inspected me for a few more
days, they’ll discover that I am just a useless scholar. Then, they wouldn’t take me in
even if I went to seek them out.”

Xiao Jingrui knew that the situation wasn’t as simple as Mei Changsu claimed, but
he was still amused into laughter, and his low spirits were wiped away.

In the end, the refusal did not stir up any trouble. The Empress and Princess
Nihuang went off peacefully. It seems that Xie Bi really was rather outstanding in his
ways. The dinner scene was very peaceful as well. Neither the Marquess of Ning nor
Princess Liyang mentioned anything regarding their guest at the Snow Cottage. Xie Bi
was even quieter, and returned to his quarters after a few bites. Xiao Jingrui followed
soon after to check up on him. Xie Bi did not get angry with his brother, only
requesting Xiao Jingrui to apologize to Su in his stead. Then, he used the excuse of
feeling unwell and went to sleep early.

The next day, Yan Yujin came over again for more adventures, and found with
surprise that nobody seemed very spirited. He immediately suspected that he missed
out on some great event. He went straight to questioning Xiao Jingrui, but was not
able to pry out any information after struggling for half a day. Thankfully, he finally
remembered that the tournament to choose Princess Nihuang’s husband would begin
the next day, and that he must rest and retain his energy to strive for his goal of
winning the maiden. He finally stopped tormenting his best friend and returned home
wearily.
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CHAPTER 9

Outside the Vermillion Bird Gate of the Jinling palace stood a towering building.
It was constructed in the style of the Royal Family with decorated beams and
sparkling tiles. This ceremonial building was named “Phoenix”. Since the time of the
third Emperor, all celebrations such as marriage and coming-of-age within the royal
family of Liang were held there while congratulations were received from thousands
of citizens. Even though Princess Nihuang was not directly related to the Emperor, her
famous deeds are unmatched, and her prestigious name was well-known. She
generally received special honour in the Royal Court higher than that of the Emperor’s
daughters. This tournament for her husband was naturally held in the Phoenix
Building.

One month ago, the Emperor ordered the Department of Construction to erect a
platform in the huge square before the Phoenix Building. Surrounding the platform
was a circle of colourful damask tents for the nobility to sit beneath. Normal officials
and other significant people were to sit scattered outside the tented area. As for regular
citizens, they would of course be blocked outside the guarded premise. They will not
be able to attend the grand occasion, and can only wait from afar for hints of news
while chatting to relieve boredom.

Although the people who can personally see the tournament in its entirety were
few in number, the importance of this event was self-evident. It could even be said
that the attentive eyes of the whole world were all directed upon the platform outside
the Vermillion Bird Gate, waiting for this most thrilling competition to begin.

The victor would be able to obtain the world’s most difficult to conquer, but also
most brilliant woman.

The family of the Marquess of Ning were of course guests under the damask tents
with their status. Everyone originally planned to go see this huge event together, but
Xiao Jingrui was uncertain about bringing Mei Changsu to such a public occasion due
to the increasing complications from the past two days. He was immersed in
hesitation. The man in question was rather unconcerned about his dilemma. Mei
Changsu did not express an interest in attending, and did not pronounce his plan to
stay. Instead, as if watching a show, he looked on as Xiao Jingrui paced back and
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forth while frowning in contemplation, and spent his other attentions happily
entertaining Feiliu.

“What’re you guys doing? It’s so late and you guys haven’t even left yet!”
Following this complaint was of course the Empress’s nephew, Yan Yujin. He wore a
new outfit in pale lilac, and adorned his hair with a silver circlet, appearing very
handsome. He stood at the entrance of the Snow Cottage and called boldly, “Hurry
up! In an hour, even the Emperor will begin to leave from his quarters. What’re you
dallying around for?”

Xiao Jingrui sighed, “I was debating about the attendance today.”

“Of course we’re attending! We won’t get our turn on stage today, but we did sign
up, so we should at least go observe our future opponents.”

“I’m not talking about me. I’'m talking about Su—"

“Su needs to go all the more. If you’re not even going to bring Su to such a huge
event, then what entertainments will you take him to in the capital?”

“You don’t understand...” Xiao Jingrui’s expression remained heavy. He roughly
explained the troubles of last night and continued, “All the important people will be
present in this sort of occasion. Who knows what will happen if Su attends?”

Yan Yujin tilted his head and thought for a moment, then laughed. “If that’s the
case, then all the more reason to go. If you make Su stay in the Snow Cottage, you
can’t guarantee that the Crown Prince and Prince Yu won’t come visiting later with
some excuses. Then, it’ll be a muddled mess of who came first and who came later,
who said what and who gifted what. It’s the perfect opportunity today in front of the
crowd for Su to meet everyone he needs to meet. He can use this opportunity to
express his disinterest in recruitment. This way, nobody would be able to say anything
about being the first to reach him. It’ll be more convenient for the future.”

Mei Changsu stopped arranging Feiliu’s headband. He raised his head and gave
Yan Yujin a look of admiration. This young master did not like schemes, yet he could
always see straight to the heart of the matter. One can’t deny his natural talent.

“What you said makes sense.” Xiao Jingrui did not like to think about these
political trickeries either, and only thought about it for a whole morning for Mei
Changsu. His head had been aching for awhile, so these words from Yan Yujin
convinced him immediately. His whole body felt a lot more relaxed. “Shall we leave
after Su finishes any preparations he requires?”

“No need.” Mei Changsu stood up, supported by Feiliu’s hand. “Feiliu and I are
not requesting marriage, so what’s the need for dressing up? Let’s go. Xie Bi should
be tired of waiting outside as well.”
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“Eh? How did you know that Xie Bi was outside? I didn’t mention that just now
did I?” Yan Yujin was very surprised.

“I guessed.” Mei Changsu smiled simply, and was the first to leave the Snow
Cottage. Xie Bi was indeed waiting under an old willow tree outside the courtyard. He
hurried forward to greet the group when he saw them coming out.

“Su, regarding two nights ago, it was my—"

“Why speak more about the matter?” Mei Changsu’s smile was light and gentle,
without any hint of anger. “I did not mind. You don’t need to take it to heart either.”

The two met eyes and smiled, and indeed spoke no more about that matter. On one
hand, Xiao Jingrui had deep brotherly love for Xie Bi. On the other, he held great
respect for Mei Changsu. When he saw that there were no hard feelings between
them, he felt as if the dark clouds have parted. He was extraordinarily happy that the
atmosphere has returned to the peace he hoped for, and he was full of smiles.

They rode in a horse carriage to the Vermillion Bird Gate, which was already
teeming with people when they arrived. Almost all the high officials and nobility in
the capital have mingled here. Everyone was busy exchanging greetings and
pleasantries with all their family, friends, and colleagues. The place was bustling like
a market. The group shielded Mei Changsu between them, and greeted people nonstop
all around them. The torrent of greetings relented slightly only when they reached the
tented area.

The damask tents for the Yan and Xie families were not located at the same place.
However, the Marquess of Ning and Princess Liyang were both accompanying the
Emperor upon the Phoenix Building. So, Yan Yujin came to sit with the group, saying
the more the merrier. Feiliu was not appearing and disappearing as usual. Instead, he
stuck close to Mei Changsu’s side and stared at every person who got close. His icy
aura sent chills down the three noble gentlemen close by.

When it was nearing noon, the bell atop the Phoenix Building rang suddenly,
sounding nine long and five short rings to announce the Emperor. There was
immediate silence below the building, with only the sound of a ceremonial official
directing the crowd to bow to the Emperor.

Gazing up from the circle of damask tents, one would see a field of magnificent
fans, pearl crowns, and damask robes beyond the railings of the Phoenix Building.
Aside from deriving that the Emperor must be sitting outside the main building based
on positioning, it was basically impossible to identify anyone by face. The situation
was different for the people sitting atop the building, who were able to see everything
clearly from high above.
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The ceremonial official had led the first fifty competitors up on the stage. They
bowed to the Emperor, and each person’s name was declared before they descended
the stage. They were ordered and paired through ballots. Finally, the competition
officially began.

Mei Changsu was not skilled in combat due to his health. However, as the Chief of
the world’s largest clan, he was very knowledgeable in the various schools of martial
arts. He patiently answered all the inquiries from the three young men in the shared
tent. Even though the competition upon stage was not yet spectacular, the atmosphere
within the tent was very lively.

Just as the first three rounds ended, the first of the many expected visitors arrived.

What astonished everyone was that this particular visitor was someone completely
unexpected.
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CHAPTER 10

“Are all my young masters enjoying themselves today?” The person paid no
attention to the apparent astonishment of the people within the tents. His body was
slightly bowed, and his face was full of smiles. He swung the long brush he was
holding and bowed in greeting.

“Ah, you flatter us. Please sit, Eunuch Gao.” Xie Bi was a regular in the Royal
Court, and was the first to react. He rushed forward to stop the eunuch in his bow.

“Oh, there’s no need to sit.” Gao Zhan was an old confidant of the Emperor,
having personally served His Majesty for more than thirty years. He had long since
been promoted to the Head Eunuch of the Royal Palace, yet remained humble in his
manners and actions. He did not show any sign of discourtesy to these children who
were his junior by decades. He said, smiling, “Please follow me. The Grand Empress
Dowager wishes to see you.”

“The Grand Empress Dowager?” Xie Bi was startled. “Her Majesty is here as
well?”

“That’s right. The Grand Empress Dowager is upon the Phoenix Building. Her
Majesty saw you youngsters enjoying yourselves, and asked you to join her.”

“All of us?”
“Yes. This mister and this young man, all of you.”

Xie Bi turned around, and the group looked at each other. This Grand Empress
Dowager was the official grandmother'? of the Emperor, and was past the venerable
age of ninety. She never participated in politics, and enjoyed a long life from the
carefree lifestyle. The Empress Dowager had passed away for many years, and she
was still leading an enjoyable life. She loved being surrounded by the younger

12 She was the official wife of the current Emperor’s grandfather. She is not
necessarily related to the Emperor by blood.
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generation, so it was not surprising for her to summon them. However, nobody
thought that she would still be able to see the people sitting below with her aging eyes.

Astonished or not, not even the Emperor can refuse summons from the Grand
Empress Dowager. The group straightened their clothes. They followed Gao Zhan out
the tent and entered the Phoenix Building from the side stairs.

The Grand Empress Dowager was not at the main building. Rather, she was sitting
in a warm hall that was sheltered from the wind. Upon entering, the group saw a
white-haired old lady leaning upon a soft couch. Her face was filled with wrinkles and
kindness. Four people sat by her side amidst a group of maids and eunuchs.

Mei Changsu’s eyes flickered slightly, and confirmed the identities of these four
people.

Upon the main seat sat the official wife of the Emperor, Empress Yan. She was
donned in yellow robes and a phoenix crown. There were already wrinkles by her eyes
and mouth, and only a hint of her youthful beauty remained. At the right of the
Empress was a beautiful well-groomed madam. She was also past forty, but was
evidently better maintained with her bright skin. This was the birth mother of the
Crown Prince, Noble Consort Yue. At the left of the Empress sat a more dignified
middle-aged madam. Her beautiful eyes were a bit familiar. It was, of course, Princess
Liyang. The last person was a young lady. Her clothes were simple, and her makeup
was light. Although her features were not breathtaking, she possessed a heroic air and
bright spirit. None of the noble madams dressed in finery could surpass her in
presence. Who else besides Princess Nihuang could possess such a demeanor?

“Are they here?” asked the Grand Empress Dowager. She sat up shakily,
happiness spreading across her face. “Quick, call them here. Tell me, who are these
children?”

Yan Yujin couldn’t resist a smile, and was glared at by Empress Yan.

Due to her old age, the Grand Empress Dowager had become a bit confused within
recent years. Even though she enjoyed the company of young ones, she cannot
remember who was who. Sometimes she would see someone one day and need to be
reintroduced the next.

Gao Zhan led the group forward. Mei Changsu was coaxing Feiliu quietly. “In a
bit, let’s allow the grandma to hold your hand, okay? Let’s smile for the grandma,
okay?”

Feiliu’s face was cold, revealing an unwilling expression.
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The Grand Empress Dowager was already holding the hand of Xiao Jingrui, who
was closest to her. Gao Zhan hurriedly introduced from the side, “This is the eldest
son of the Marquess of Ning, Xiao Jingrui.”

“Little Rui, have you married yet?” asked the old lady kindly.

“Not yet...”

“Oh. You need to hurry!”

“Yes...”

She patted Xiao Jingrui on the head, then turned to hold Xie Bi’s hand.

“This 1s the second son of the Marquess of Ning, Xie Bi.”

“Little Bi, have you married yet?”

“No...”

“You need to hurry!”

“Yes...”

Next, the Grand Empress Dowager motioned towards Feiliu. Mei Changsu hastily
pushed him forward. The youth’s face was cold. He let the old lady grab his hand

reluctantly.

“This young man is named Feiliu...” Gao Zhan introduced after quickly asking
Xie Bi.

“Little Fei, have you married yet?”

6€N0!’,

“You need to hurry!”

“N—" Mei Changsu quickly stepped forward and covered his mouth before Feiliu
could say “no”. The Grand Empress Dowager’s attention immediately turned to Mei
Changsu. She pulled over his hand and looked at him with a smile.

“This 1s Mr. Su, Su Zhe,” said Gao Zhan.

“Little Shu,” asked the Grand Empress Dowager with a bit of a lisp, “Have you
married yet?”
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“NO 29

“You need to hurry!”

113 2

The last person to be pulled over was Yan Yujin. After being introduced by Gao
Zhan, the Grand Empress Dowager asked as usual, “Little Jin, have you married yet?”

Yan Yujin blinked and answered mischievously, “Yes, ’'m married.”

The Grand Empress Dowager paused slightly as if still processing the response,
but she quickly followed with a new question, “Do you have a child yet?”

Yan Yujin blanked, and murmured, “Not yet...”

“You need to hurry!”

113 2

Empress Yan stepped forward and spoke respectfully, “Grandmother, do you want
the children to sit with you for a bit?”

“Yes, yes.” The Grand Empress Dowager was very happy. She waved her hand,
“Come sit. Little Shu, sit by great-grandma. Little Rui and little Bi, sit here. Little Jin,
don’t stand there. Little Fei is too far...”

Surrounded by young ones, the old lady was very pleased. She ordered plate after
plate of exquisite fruits and snacks and divided them between the group as if they
were young children. She watched them eat from the side and laughed with delight.

The Grand Empress Dowager was of high age after all. Even though she was
feeling joyful, she began to tire soon. Empress Yan and Princess Liyang began to fear
for her health. Together, they coaxed and lied, finally convincing the Grand Empress
Dowager to return to her palace and rest. The group was thus finally let out.

Mei Changsu thought that this unusual summons thus end smoothly. He relaxed
slightly and walked out the warm hall with the rest. However, just as the party reached
the stairs, a pleasant female voice behind them called out, “Mr. Su, please wait.”

She only called for “Mr. Su” to wait, but as one could imagine, everyone stopped
and turned around in unison.
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CHAPTER 11

Princess Nihuang walked over gracefully, surrounded by an air of power. She
walked straight to Mei Changsu and paid no mind to the many pairs of eyes on her.
She smiled and said, “The warm hall is too stuffy, it does not suit someone from the
battlefields like me. If Mr. Su does not object, would you join me for a walk along the
corridor and see how the tournament below is progressing?”’

Ignoring the fact that this was the famous Princess Nihuang, there would be no
reason to refuse even if she were an average lady. So, Mei Changsu smiled and
accepted. He quietly left instructions for Feiliu and accompanied the Princess,
strolling towards the long corridor outside the warm hall.

Feiliu stood still with a cold expression, his eyes staring straight off into the
distance. It was as if he turned into a statue. The other three gentlemen couldn’t
exactly turn into statues like him, and stood conflicted at the stairway. Should they
leave? But they were worried about Mei Changsu. Should they stay? But this was not
a place where they may simply idle. While they were hesitating, Eunuch had walked
over. He said, all smiles, “The Princess has kept him behind as a guest. What are my
young masters worried about? Please rest in the tents below. It would be much too
restrictive for you to stand here, no?”

His words were tactful, but his meaning was clear. There was no other choice. The
three could only walk down the stairs. What surprised them was that even though Gao
Zhan had always lived within the depths of the Royal Palace, he appeared to be very
clear about Feiliu’s identity. Even though he chased away the three noble young men
of high status, he paid no mind to this cold youth and allowed him to stand like a pole
at the stairway.

Meanwhile, Mei Changsu had accompanied Princess Nihuang to the outer
corridor. The two stood side by side and watched the lively combat upon the stage
below.

“Mr. Su.” Light sparkled in Princess Nihuang’s eyes, which rested upon Mei
Changsu. She asked, “I awaited your presence at the Manor of the Marquess of Ning



Hai Yan / NIRVANA IN FIRE / 45

yesterday, only to hear that we were unable to meet you as you were unwell. As I see
you today, it seems that you have recovered?”

“Yes, I have recovered.” Mei Changsu answered without care. He did not have a
hint of the awkwardness resulting from a false excuse being uncovered.

“I wanted to admire how Mr. Mei of East River would respond to the honour of
recruitment from the Empress. A pity.” Princess Nihuang looked at him with greater
interest. “Do you know how your predicament came to be?”

“Predicament?” Mei Changsu turned, “Do I have a predicament?”

“I can be certain that when you return to your tent in a little while, the Crown
Prince and Prince Yu will go visit you immediately. Do you believe me?”

“I dare not pay disbelief to the words of Your Highness.”

“Don’t you find it strange?” Princess Nihuang’s gaze was like a sword, and her
voice was full of pride. “Yes, you command over the world’s largest clan, and the
talented name of Mr. Mei of East River is well known. Even so, you still remain a
commoner. You should not be able to provide much assistance to the disputes of
Court. Yet, why are the Crown Prince and Prince Yu so interested in you?”

Mei Changsu grimaced, “Honestly speaking, I find this very strange indeed. I am
very mediocre, and gained some small fame only through the support of my comrades.
I do not have any notable accomplishments to deserve such favour from the Princes.
Since Your Highness is so insightful, I beg of you to speak with the two Princes.
Please tell them that Mei Changsu is too useless to recruit.”

Princess Nihuang laughed brightly. She took a long look at Mei Changsu and
followed his eyes into the distance. They gazed at the city resting in mist. After a long
moment, she started slowly, “Your predicament...originates from Langya Hall...”

Langya Hall.

It seemed to be the name for a place, or perhaps the name of an organization. From
another point of view, it should be more like a store. A store to do business.

The business procedure was as follows. You enter Langya Hall. You ask a
question. The Hall Master quotes a price. If you accept this price, then pay. Langya
Hall will give you the answer to your question.

There have been people who accused Langya Hall of being a scam, saying “If they
cannot answer your question, then Langya Hall will quote an impossible price. Since
you can’t pay, they will not need to answer. Isn’t that a scam?”
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Even so, carriages lined up like long dragons at Langya Hall, and money flowed
into the Hall like rivers. Everyone still believed that whatever you wished to know,
you will receive a satisfying answer as long as you bring enough money into Langya
Hall.

This authority had never been broken.

“My predicament originates from Langya Hall? What does that mean?” Mei
Changsu turned his head and his expression flickered slightly.

“Do you know what comment Langya Hall has for you?”

“Yes,” answered Mei Changsu lightly, “The top rank in the List of Gentlemen. It’s
just some fabrication”

“The few annual rankings provided by Langya Hall are free, but they are definitely
not fabrications.” Princess Nihuang’s voice was clear. “The world’s ten greatest
martial artists, the world’s ten greatest clans, the world’s ten wealthiest people, the
world’s ten greatest gentlemen, and the world’s ten most beautiful ladies. Nobody
with their name on these major lists is ordinary.”

The corner of Mei Changsu’s lips shifted, but he remained silent.

Nobody doubts these five major lists of rankings due to the mysterious and
astonishing ability for Langya Hall to collect information. The East River Alliance sits
at the top of the ten great clans, and the Chief is the top rank in the List of Gentlemen.
Mei Changsu definitely cannot deny that he has an impressive name.

“However... The East River Alliance has been the top clan for years, and this is
not the first year for you to be the top rank in the List of Gentlemen either.” Princess
Nihuang chuckled softly, “The reason for the Crown Prince and Prince Yu’s unusual
enthusiasm to recruit you recently is due to a new comment by Langya Hall.”

“What have they said now?” asked Mei Changsu with pain.

“The Crown Prince brought heavy rewards with him to Langya Hall, requesting a
recommendation for a prodigy to help govern the world.” Princess Nihuang looked at
him with sympathy, “You were unfortunately recommended.”

“He who does not hold a particular office should not plan its duties.” Mei Changsu
responded coldly. “Governing the world is still the responsibility of the Emperor right
now. What are the others thinking to worry about it in advance? Even if I really am a
prodigy as Langya Hall states, shouldn’t I only be of use after the new Emperor
ascends the throne?”
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“Do you really think he wants a prodigy to help the empire? Still, there is no need
now to go into what he asked. The answer from Langya Hall is really memorable.”
Princess Nihuang spoke slowly, “As far as I know, the answer was thus: ‘Mr. Mei of
East River, the qilin'® prodigy. Obtain him to obtain the world.””

13 A mythical beast, “said to appear with the imminent arrival or passing of a sage
or illustrious ruler. It is a good omen thought to occasion prosperity or serenity. It is
often  depicted with what looks like fire all over its body.”
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Qilin
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CHAPTER 12

“Qilin?” Mei Changsu laughed. “Take a look at me, Princess. Do you think that 1
have anything to do with the odd-looking creature?”

“You still have the heart to laugh?” Princess Nihuang looked at him with
admiration. “Langya Hall has never been wrong with their comments. Of course one
would rather believe it to be true than otherwise. This would be a simple matter if it
were merely a Prince amassing talent under his command. If you were to refuse, he
would not pursue further. However, your predicament turned messy with the comment
of ‘qilin prodigy’. Before obtaining you, both Princes will persist in their efforts.
However, once one of them succeeds, then the side that failed will inevitably attempt
to destroy you with all their powers. Do you feel nothing else for this situation?”

“Of course I do,” responded Mei Changsu seriously. “I feel that the Langya Hall
Master must have a grudge against me.”

Princess Nihuang cracked a smile. She half turned and leaned against the railings.
Her eyes were shimmering with light. “After meeting with you, I actually believe that
perhaps the Langya Hall Master is right once again...”

“Please, Princess.” Mei Changsu bowed hastily, “Your Highness should not have
any grudges against me. I am already on a bed of coal, please do not light the fire.”

“This fire has been burning for quite awhile now. I recommend you to pick a side
quickly.”

“And therefore be killed quickly by the other?”

“At least this way, one person will protect you with all his might. Isn’t that better
than having both of them giving up and trying to kill you together?” Princess
Nihuang’s tone suddenly turned cold, “Who will you pick? The Crown Prince or
Prince Yu?”

A look of extreme pride appeared on Mei Changsu’s face. It disappeared in an
instance, and he was once again that idle and sickly young man. “A talent must select
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his lord to perform deeds. Didn’t you come to Jinling to gain achievement?” ask
Princess Nihuang slowly.

“How can I think about achievements with this sickly body? I only wanted to rest
for a little while.”

“You came to the royal capital to rest?”” Princess Nihuang’s eyes looked into the
distance. She spoke mockingly, “Mr. Mei of East River is unusual indeed. You really
know how to select a place.”

Mei Changsu ignored her ridicule and responded mildly, “Your Highness appears
to be unexpectedly concerned about the politics of Court.”

Princess Nihuang whipped her head back. Her clear eyes glared fiercely at Mei
Changsu. Her strong presence was like a raging flame under which an average person
would immediately cower.

Yet Mei Changsu returned her gaze calmly, a smile lingering on his lips.

After awhile, Princess Nihuang finally withdrew the fury she purposefully emitted.
She grunted and answered coldly, “The Mu family has been guarding Yunnan for
generations. One can say that it and the Royal Court exist in mutual dependence. The
future direction of Court has great impacts on our principality. Why shouldn’t I be
concerned?”

“In my opinion,” Mei Changsu bowed, “The changing of the throne had no impact
on Yunnan in the past. Regardless of who ascends the throne in the future, the Mu
family who guards the southern border would not be touched easily. Why would Your
Highness be so concerned with the battle for the throne?”

Princess Nihuang did not answer this question. Instead, she roared with laughter.
Although she was a woman, her bright and spirited demeanor was filled with the pride
and dignity of a prince, much worthy of admiration. One could imagine how stunning
she would be on the battlefield as she heads an attack like a storm of fire. If the young
Prince who recently inherited the title possesses half the grace and dignity of his
sister, then it would be more than enough to ensure Yunnan to be the most secure
principality of the world.

Mei Changsu moved his brows, and understood this female general of the southern
border.

True, the Mu family of Yunnan was loyal to the Court, but the Court also needs to
be able to appease them. Princess Nihuang was a hero amongst women. How could
she bow her head to just any master? How could she not come to see the character of
the future Emperor and how he obtains the throne?
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Princess Nihuang turned after restoring her composure. “Mr. Su,” she said,
“Would you like to do me a favour?”

Mei Changsu replied hurriedly, “If Your Highness has any instructions, I will
endeavour to complete them.”

“The Emperor has given an edict that only the top ten candidates from the martial
arts tournament will be qualified to take part in the literary tournament. I would like to
ask you to be the examiner in the literary tournament and help me rank the people
asking for my hand.”

Mei Changsu was very surprised by this request, and his first reaction was to
tactfully decline. “The literary tournament is decided by the Emperor. How could I
interject?”

“Mr. Su’s talent is so widely known, His Majesty will not oppose it.” Princess
Nihuang gazed into the distance, and there was a hint of softness. “Everyone
encourages me to marry, saying that I must do so eventually as a woman. It wouldn’t
do any harm to select carefully, would it?”

Mei Changsu pondered for a moment and asked, “Is the ranking in the literary
tournament used to determine the order in which they compete with Your Highness?”

“Yes. The victor from the literary tournament will have the first opportunity to
compete with me. If he wins, then the following nine will not have a chance.”

“What if he loses?”

“Then the next person will step up. If none of the ten can win against me, then I
won’t be married off this time.” Princess Nihuang sneered, as if she had long seen the
ending she spoke of. “Will you agree?”

Mei Changsu knew that it would be useless to try to be low-key in such conditions.
He wasn’t afraid to take the limelight. He nodded slowly and shifted his gaze upon the
stage, where flashes of blades never stopped. He sighed, “It would be great if there
was a fated one for Your Highness amongst these men...”

Princess Nihuang stepped closer and stood shoulder to shoulder with him. Her
eyes remained upon the battles below. As if speaking to herself, she asked quietly,
“Why didn’t you join?”

“Me?” Mei Changsu chuckled. “With a body like mine, I’'m afraid I would be sent
flying in the first round. By that time, I wouldn’t be able to be a qilin. It would be
pretty fortunate if I don’t turn into a pancake...”
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Princess Nihuang burst with laughter at his descriptions. “Mr. Su is really
humourous. I wonder, what is your ailment?”’

“It 1s just a chronic illness, currently not life-threatening,” answered Mei Changsu
smoothly. He continued to watch the crowd below. Suddenly, something made his
lashes quiver slightly and his gaze wavered. His movements were minute and
disappeared without a trace, but a person like Princess Nihuang noticed immediately.
She followed his eyes and searched for awhile, but couldn’t determine what he saw.

“The Phoenix Building is ultimately not a place for me to stay long. If Your
Highness has no further instructions, it would be best for me to return to the tents
below,” said Mei Changsu warmly. “Besides, if the gilin does not return, wouldn’t the
Crown Prince and Prince Yu become restless in their wait?”

“That is true. It’s better for you to see them soon,” nodded Princess Nihuang. She
smiled, “Then I will not keep you further. Please do as you wish.”

Mei Changsu bowed in departure, and the female general who usually does not
pay much mind to nobility actually bowed in return. The two went separate ways. One
returned to the Warm Hall, and the other went directly down the stairs. Feiliu
naturally followed.

A long corridor connected the side exit of the Phoenix Building and the entrance
of the tented area. Guards stood attentive outside the walls, and the passage was
extraordinarily quiet. Mei Changsu walked slowly with his head lowered in thought.
He only raised his head when Feiliu gasped “Ah!” behind him, and saw the strong
build walking towards him.

As the Commander of the Royal Guards, Meng Zhi was in charge of the safety of
the Royal Palace. His responsibilities were hefty with the Emperor present, and he
needed to patrol the area with extra caution. However, as the commander, he of course
knew that Mei Changsu entered the Phoenix Building under summons from the Grand
Empress Dowager. So, he did not interrogate Mei Changsu as they met, instead
greeted him with a smile.

Mei Changsu gave a soft smile as well, and nodded in greeting. The two man each
had their business to attend to. It was as if the two met by coincidence. Neither party

appeared to have the intention to stop and make small talk.

Yet, in the brief moment when their two shoulders brushed by each other, Mei
Changsu’s lips parted. He emitted a very quiet but very stern phrase:

“Listen, tell those two to go back!”
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CHAPTER 13

While Mei Changsu and Princess Nihuang were having a téte-a-téte on the
Phoenix Building, the young people within the tent were feeling rather uneasy. They
surrounded Mei Changsu as soon as he returned.

“What did the Princess say to you?” asked Yan Yujin, who rushed to the front with
curiosity.

Mei Changsu smiled meaningfully. He blinked and answered, “The Princess
praised me. She said I looked like a qilin...”

“Qilin?” Yan Yujin was startled. “Is it that odd looking sacred beast? Are you sure
the Princess was praising you?”

“What’re you saying?” Xie Bi gave him a shove. “That’s the Princess praising him
for being a qilin prodigy!”

Mei Changsu gave him a side-long look, but remained silent. Xie Bi finally
realized that he said something wrong and coloured. However, Yan Yujin did not
question further, and instead happily chattered to Mei Changsu about how amusing
the recent fights were. Xiao Jingrui, whose expression wavered, pretended not to hear.
He turned to instruct servants outside the tent to bring in some hot tea.

A new understanding washed over Mei Changsu. One of them was carefree and
honest, the other was pure and kind. Yet, they were both more sensitive than Xie Bi,
who was entangled in the schemes of politics. At least they knew when to ignore
certain things.

But since Xie Bi knew about the “qilin prodigy” comment, his status with Prince
Yu was clearly significant. Whether it’s a Crown Prince or a Prince, they will surely
invoke the Emperor’s apprehension and anger if His Majesty hears about them
recruiting some qilin. Thus, they would never tell this secret to anyone besides their
closest confidants. Mei Changsu was still unable to deduce how Princess Nihuang
came upon this news.
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“...and then he dodged and dodged. At first, his opponent couldn’t do anything
about it, but he forgot that he was on a stage. So, just as he was happily dodging, he
stepped into thin air and fell down! Hahaha...” Yan Yujin roared with laughter.
Suddenly, he stiffened his face and asked angrily, “Su, are you listening to me?”

“l am.”

“Isn’t it funny?”’

“It 1s very funny.”

“But you’re not laughing!”
“I am laughing...”

Xiao Jingrui came over and punched Yan Yujin. “Su has dignity, and he laughs in
a refined manner. You think everyone laughs their head off like you?”

Yan Yujin was just about to retort, but Xi Bi suddenly gave a cough. He said
quietly, “The Crown Prince and Prince Yu are coming this way.”

The tent was immediately silent. Mei Changsu stood up slowly and called out,
“Feiliu, the people coming here are guests. Don’t block them.”

A grumbled “Oh” sounded from outside, and a loud voice announced, “The Crown
Prince has arrived! Prince Yu has arrived!”

One can tell at a glance that the two people walking in were brothers. They were
both tall and well-built, with deep-set eyes and thin lips. The Crown Prince, Xiao
Jingxuan, was thirty-five years old. He had two deep wrinkles by his mouth and a
slightly nefarious air. Prince Yu, Xiao Jinghuan, was thirty-two. His features were
more relaxed, and he wore a peaceful smile as he walked in.

Everyone in the tent bowed down in greeting, and were of course immediately
supported upright.

“Jingrui and Yujin, you two went for a long trip again didn’t you? You make me
so envious.” Prince Yu had once been in charge of these noble young men while they
were studying in the Royal Schoolhouse. Compared to the Crown Prince, he had a
closer relationship with the people present. He smiled and patted Xiao Jingrui’s
shoulder, “I’ve heard awhile back that you three brought an honoured guest into the
capital. Unfortunately, I have been swamped with work and wasn’t able to pay a
visit.”

The Crown Prince made a slight face. Couldn’t find the time? If the two weren’t
restrained by each other’s watchful eyes, Prince Yu would’ve immediately rushed
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over as soon as he heard the news from Xie Bi. Even so, didn’t he ask the Empress to
go on a recruitment visit the very next day? Word says that he was deftly rejected.
Serves him right!

“This must be Mr. Su. You live up to your elegant fame,” continued Prince Yu
pleasantly. “The fourteen prefectures of East River have enjoyed years of peace and
prosperity thanks to the efforts of your honoured alliance. I have been meaning to
report this to the Emperor to request commendation for your alliance. I did not dare to
act only in fear that your alliance may disdain material prizes with its virtuous spirit.”

Mei Changsu replied evenly, “My name is Su Zhe. I came to the capital with
friends, and have nothing to do with the East River Alliance. Please do not
misunderstand, Prince Yu.”

The Crown Prince was overjoyed seeing Prince Yu rendered speechless by the
polite retort. He jumped on the opportunity and said, “That’s absolutely right. Mr. Su
is just Mr. Su, why are you dragging in other things? I have heard that you suffer from
poor health, and came to the capital for relaxation and amusement. What sights have
you seen?”

“Ah, 1 gave Su a tour around the capital for a whole day. Qing Music House,
Shangxu Market, Fuzi Temple, Xiyuan Pond... We’ve been to them all!” answered
Yan Yujin innocently.

“These are all places you like to visit.” The Crown Prince glared at Yan Yujin
accusingly, “Mr. Su has sophisticated tastes. How would he be able to enjoy these
noisy and artless places? The scenic places of Jinling are mostly located at the
outskirts of the city. Unfortunately, most have been absorbed by the Royal Gardens. If
Mr. Su is interested, then please accept this jade access token. It is not very useful, but
it will aid in clearing your path.”

His speech was modest, but everyone knew the importance of the stamped jade
token he brought out. Xie Bi raised his eyebrows and glanced at Prince Yu.

The temporarily defeated Prince Yu pursed his lips and waited for Mei Changsu’s
reactions. The Chief of the East River Alliance took the token casually and gave it a
glance. A slight smile appeared on his lips, and he called out, “Feiliu!”

In the blink of an eye, the handsome and frigid youth appeared by Mei Changsu’s
side. The young gentlemen were used to it, but the two Princes were given quite a

fright.

“Here, take this. In the future, you can move however you want when you go out
to play. If an uncle catches you again, then show this token to him. Okay?”

“Okay!’7
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“All right, go play then.”
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CHAPTER 14

The youth vanished before everyone’s eyes. The Crown Prince stood dumbstruck,
his face a shade darker. On the other hand, Prince Yu was getting cramps from
suppressing his laughter.

The jade token was stamped with the Emperor’s Royal Seal. Besides the Crown
Prince, it was not bestowed to even the other Princes. It was absolutely a symbol of
status. The token would humble all officials wherever the bearer goes, and yet he
casually handed such a generous gift for his guard to play with. Should one say that he
was blind to its value, or that he was simply rude?

“Actually, sightseeing is really taxing on the body.” It was Prince Yu’s turn again
to pull himself together. “Mr. Su should first nurse his health. By chance, I recently
received a rare thousand-year knotweed,'# which is a great supplement. Also, I have a
medical spring'> at the Mt. Ling palace. Bathing in this spring is very invigorating,
even Father constantly praises its effects. Why don’t I invite Mr. Su to go there for a
short stay? I will be able to have a chance to discuss literature and prose with you. |
am hoping to absorb some of the elegance and grace of the top rank gentleman.”

Even Xiao Jingrui was moved by Prince Yu’s suggestion. The thought back to
their journey, where Mei Changsu’s colour drained and breath shortened with any
light exertion. He often coughed for half the night as well. The thousand-year
knotweed and the Mt. Lin medical spring were undoubtedly offerings difficult to
refuse.

“Aren’t you really busy recently? I believe Father gave you a handful of tasks,
saying you were very capable.” The Crown Prince sneered, “How would you have
time to accompany Mr. Su to some Mt. Lin palace?”

“You don’t need to worry, brother. I’ve completed my tasks regarding the
Department of Military Affairs and Qi Prefecture. I reported to Father yesterday, and

14 A traditional Chinese herbal medicine. See
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Fallopia_multiflora.
15 Think hot springs, but filled with herbal medicine.
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was just about to report to you today. As for the case against Duke Qing, the Royal
Commissioner has yet to return, so the trial cannot begin for now. There’s a perfect
opportunity of some idle days right now. Shouldn’t you let your brother rest for a little
while?” responded Prince Yu, smiling. His attitude was extremely respectful, but the
Crown Prince felt great resentment. It looked to him that Prince Yu was simply
itching for a beating. He wished that nobody was present so he could give him a few
refreshing slaps himself.

“I will gratefully accept your kind intentions,” said Mei Changsu. He took a look
at these brothers. They had the appearance of perfect respect, yet both hated each
other to the core. He bowed slowly in respect and continued, “However, I have been
taking medicine especially prepared for me by Dr. Xun. I cannot take unapproved
supplements. The thousand-year knotweed is such a treasure, please do not waste it.
As for the medical spring at Mt. Lin, ’'m afraid I will need to write to Dr. Xun first. If
he says that I may bathe in it, then I will go disturb Your Highness.”

The Crown Prince felt much better after seeing Mei Changsu refuse Prince Yu as
well. He quickly cut in, “That’s right. One can never be too careful in nursing an
illness. There’s no logic in gulping down any expensive medicine you find and
jumping in any water you see. If you do not have any doctor better than Dr. Xun, then
stop giving random suggestions to Mr. Su.”

Prince Yu understood that Mei Changsu would never express which party he
prefers in front of the Crown Prince and himself. This meeting was simply an
opportunity for everyone to be acquainted and observe each other in close quarters.
The real battle will take place later. He shouldn’t rush things. Thus, he laughed with
the perfect picture of benevolence and said, “That was careless of me. It’s a pity that
there is no wine here, or I would certainly drink three cups in penance.”

The Crown Prince stood up. “Jinghuan, Mr. Su came here today to watch the
tournament. Let’s not bother him any further. Shall we leave now?”

Prince Yu pondered for a moment. Although the jade token from the Crown Prince
was handed off to his guard, the gift was ultimately accepted. How could he allow
himself to fall behind? He quickly gave Xie Bi a look.

“That’s right, Su,” called out Xie Bi with immediate understanding. “Didn’t you
want to pay tribute to the remnants of Mr. Li Cong’s teachings? I believe that he had
some manuscripts...”

“Yes yes, they’re at my manor.” Prince Yu continued the conversation
immediately. “I hold great respect for the great Confucian scholar Mr. Li, and thus
collected a few of his manuscripts. Could it be that Mr. Su is also...?”

“Mr. Li had students from all walks of life. Su had also listened to his lectures,”
contributed Xie Bi.
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“What a coincidence.” Prince Yu clapped with a smile. “We would have a lot to
discuss in the future.”

This really lined up with Mei Changsu’s tastes. His eyes sparkled, and he asked
quietly, “Which manuscripts? Is there Absolute Discourse?”

“Yes, yes,” replied Prince Yu with joy. “It’s right in my library. If Mr. Su wishes
to read it, please come to my manor whenever you wish to. Nobody would dare to
block your path.”

He did not mention gifting the manuscript, instead only inviting Mei Changsu to
his manor read it. Clearly, he wanted to use the manuscript as bait to create frequent
interactions between them. The Crown Prince did not like where this was going, and
was growing uneasy. He interjected hastily, “Jinghuan, aren’t you being too petty? It’s
just a few manuscripts. If Mr. Su likes them, then just gift them to him. Don’t create
such a hassle for him by making him view them at your manor... If you’re feeling too
stingy, then name a price. I’ll buy them as a gift to Mr. Su.”

After receiving such provocation, Prince Yu had no choice but to say, “I was only
afraid that Mr. Su would not accept the manuscripts. If you are willing to receive
them, I will of course immediately deliver them.”

Mei Changsu replied lightly, “Since Prince Yu cherishes these manuscripts as
well, I would not dare to snatch them away.”

“Oh, what are you saying? You are such a talented and knowledgeable individual.
If Mr. Li was still alive today, he would definitely see you as his top pupil. These
manuscripts should naturally be in your hands.” Prince Yu put on a benevolent fagade.
He couldn’t resist shooting an attack towards the Crown Prince, and said to him, “At
the risk of offending you, my brother, I must say that there’s a problem with what
you’ve just said. These manuscripts aren’t worth much in the eyes of an average
person, but they are priceless treasures in the eyes of those who hold respect for Mr.
Li. So, I’'m afraid that you may upset Mr. Su with talk like naming a price...”

The Crown Prince was immediately upset. However, it was true that he did not
enjoy reading and couldn’t understand the thoughts of these scholars. He was afraid of
saying something wrong and offending Mei Changsu, and was forced to endure the
attack.

There was no significant victory or defeat in the two’s skirmish. They saw Mei
Changsu’s fatigue and knew that they couldn’t stay long. Each said some more words
of concern out of courtesy, and the two left together.
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CHAPTER 15
Tingsheng

Yan Yujin had long since gotten tired of the snide attacks within the tent and had
run out alone to watch the tournament. He only returned after seeing the two Princes
leave, and saw Mei Changsu coughing nonstop on the chair, with Xiao Jingrui patting
his back gently. Yan Yujin asked immediately, “What’s wrong, Su? Are you sick
again?”

“It’s nothing much...” Mei Changsu accepted the tea Xiao Jingrui handed him and
took a drink. He wiped the corner of his eyes which had teared up from coughing.
“The Crown Prince and Prince Yu both had some fragrance... I’'m not used to it...”

“Oh, I know, that’s ambergris from the East Sea. It was gifted to them by the
Emperor, and only to those two. The fragrance is strong indeed, it’s no wonder that Su
is not used to it. But, I’ve heard that it’s the best in keeping one spirited. It’s even said
to increase the masculine energy.”

“Is that so...” answered Mei Changsu off-handedly. He glanced at Xie Bi, who
was standing at the side and didn’t appear to have heard their conversation.

His dislike for ambergris should reach Prince Yu through Xie Bi by tonight, so
Prince Yu will not be wearing the fragrance the next time he meets Mei Changsu.
Xiao Jingrui and Yan Yujin were definitely not the Crown Prince’s men, so there
shouldn’t be anyone to give this information to him. Yet, if the Crown Prince also
abandons the fragrance during their next meeting, then it would mean that the Crown
Prince has spies in Prince Yu’s manor.

If the Crown Prince does not receive the news and continues to wear ambergris
before him, then the abilities and control of Prince Yu need to be re-evaluated with a
big increase in his favour...

It was finally quiet after the exit of the two Princes. No more outstanding visitors
arrived, and the group was able to watch a few rounds of the competition peacefully.
There were no exceptional fighters, but the matches were still rather entertaining.
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There was a two-hour break at noon. Curtains shimmered atop the Phoenix
Building, and one couldn’t tell if the Emperor was still present. He probably only
arrived to show his presence. It was unlikely that he would watch the competition in
its entirety for days on end. Yan Yujin arranged for food and drinks at some point. He
began to excitedly discuss the events of the morning while waiting for the afternoon
competition to begin. Yan Yujin was probably the only one among them all to put all
his heart and mind into watching the competition.

At a little bit past noon, Xie Bi disappeared with some excuse. Xiao Jingrui saw
the sluggish Mei Changsu and suggested to return home early. Yan Yujin was unable
to retain them and could only bid them farewell. His lonely figured saw his friends off
by the tent entrance.

As soon as he was in the carriage, Mei Changsu leaned on the pillows and closed
his eyes for a snooze. Xiao Jingrui did not disturb him. He sat quietly by Mei
Changsu’s side, looking as if he had something on his mind. The carriage shook
slowly, and their shoulders brushed every so often. The mood was very tranquil, but
also a little stagnant.

After some time had passed, Mei Changsu asked, “When we were just coming
out... Jingrui, did you see?”

Xiao Jingrui’s heart throbbed. His fingers unconsciously pulled on the curtain’s
tassels. After a long pause, he finally replied with a “Yeah”.

“After seeing that...what do you feel?” Mei Changsu opened his eyes and slowly
rested his gaze upon his companion. The latter was turning his gaze as well. His bright
eyes showed a hint of something bitter, yet sweet. They looked as if some uncertainty
lingered one moment, but then they appeared to be very clear in the next.

“My first thought was...her hairstyle changed. The hair she wore down before...
They’re all coiled up now.!6 It looks nice. Nicer than before...” Xiao Jingrui squinted
his eyes slightly, as if recalling. He continued, “And then I saw the person beside her.
They were holding hands... Honestly speaking, I still felt a tiny bit upset at first, but
then I felt completely at peace. It was a beautiful scene—she tilting her head to speak
and he listening quietly. I didn’t feel uncomfortable at all. Especially the way he
looked at her with those eyes... It makes me feel that it was worth all the waiting Ms.
Yun did for him. I don’t think I would be able to have such an expression in my eyes,
even when my love for her was at its peak... Su, I don’t know why, I just know that I
wouldn’t be able to as I am right now. I feel like I’m still lacking somewhere, but 1
can’t figure it out...”

16 Unmarried girls tend to wear their hair down, and married women tend to coil
their hair up.
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“Because the people who have walked on the ridge between life and death are
those returning from another world. The people who have only lived in one world can
never be like them...” Mei Changsu looked at Xiao Jingrui deeply. His eyes were
filled with kindness while he spoke, “But why be like them? Isn’t it better to live
happily in the simple world?”

Xiao Jingrui raised his eyebrows. “Su, you think that...Ms. Yun’s husband had
experienced...”

“The walk near death make love shine brighter.” Mei Changsu sighed. “Regardless
of what they’ve experienced, it is reassuring for such infatuation to have a good
ending.”

“That’s true,” nodded Xiao Jingrui solemnly. “Such a kind and benevolent person
like Ms. Yun deserves a happy ending of a loving husband and blissful life.”

Mei Changsu turned his face slightly and hid the light flickering in the depth of his
eyes. He spoke to himself in the quietest voice, “Such a pure and kind person like you
should deserve a happy ending as well...”

“What did you say, Su?” Xiao Jingrui leaned in to listen but still couldn’t hear him
clearly.

“I said... Such a good person like you will definitely meet the right lady in the
future...”

“The future...” Xiao Jingrui sighed. He was lost in thought for awhile. Then, he
lifted a curtain and looked out.

He simply wanted to look around, but as soon as he stuck his head out, he saw a
crowd of people around the corner. A horse carriage was stopped in the middle, where
there was loud cursing.

“Jingrui, stop the carriage and see what’s going on.” Mei Changsu sat up to look
outside as well. “I heard the voice of a child.”

“Okay,” answered Xiao Jingrui. He ordered the carriage to stop, then jumped
down and walked closer to the scene. The group of people were wearing the same
servant uniforms. A lantern with the surname “He” hung from the carriage. The
people on the street did not dare to get close and watched the scene from a great
distance.

Xiao Jingrui frowned, and roughly figured out the identity of the person flaunting
his power in the streets. He squeezed into the centre. Sure enough, he saw He Wenxin,
the son of the Minister of Personnel He Jingzhong. He Wenxin was kicking a small,
thin boy. He yelled while kicking, “You little bastard, what were you scampering



Hai Yan / NIRVANA IN FIRE / 62

about for? You startled my horse and almost made me fall from it...” He snatched the
horse whip from a servant nearby. He was just about to put his strength into it when
his hand was caught by someone.

“Who the fuck dares to—" He Wenxin began to swear angrily, then saw Xiao
Jingrui’s face. He quickly swallowed back the rest of his words. Actually, the real
nobles within the capital are generally well disciplined. Very few would act so cruelly
in the streets like this. Even though there were some people who hold true disdain for
commoners, they would refrain from beating and swearing in person out of concern
for their status. He Wenxin’s father became a court official through Royal
Examinations, and was transferred all around the empire after his appointment. He
Wenxin was left under the care of his grandmother, who spoiled him and neglected in
his discipline. He was notorious for his atrocity from just the few years he’s been in
the capital. He did possess some cleverness and usually never messed with those he
cannot afford to mess with. Thanks to that, he has lasted until now without incidents.
He did not dare to speak more when he saw that it was Xiao Jingrui interjecting.
“Never mind, I don’t want to bother with this,” he said with some embarrassment, and
disappeared rapidly with his servants.

Even though Xiao Jingrui was angry, it was not as if he could drag He Wenxin
back and give him a beating. So, he resigned with a sigh and crouched down to look at
the child. The boy was tiny and thin, appearing to be no older than ten. On his face
were a few slightly swollen red handprints. When the boy saw the man beating him
leave, he straightened his curled up body a bit and quickly crawled around to pick up
some scattered books. He stacked them into a large pile and wrapped them with an old
cloth. However, there were many books and little cloth, and he couldn’t make a knot.

“What’s your name?” asked Xiao Jingrui as he helped to gather a few books. He
touched the boy’s shoulder, “You probably received quite a few kicks. Are you hurt?”

The boy cowered away from his hand. He lowered his head and remained silent.

“Jingrui,” called Mei Changsu from the carriage, “Bring the child here and let me
have a look.”

“Okay.” Xiao Jingrui reached out to grab the boy’s arm. He spoke warmly, “How
would you be able to carry this many books? I’ll find someone to help you. Come,
let’s go there first.”

“I can carry them...” mumbled the boy quietly. In the end, he did not dare to
struggle much. Xiao Jingrui half-dragged, half-carried the boy to the carriage and
stuffed him inside.

Mei Changsu’s pressed on the boy’s shoulder with his warm and soft hands. He
moved down steadily, checking his whole body gently and attentively. When his palm
pressed on the lower ribs, the boy cried out in pain and skirted back.
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“He is probably hurt here.” Xiao Jingrui stopped the boy from behind and removed
his shirt gently. He sucked in his breath. Besides a new purple bruise at his ribs, old
wounds appeared all over his thin body. At a rough glance, there appeared to be
wounds from clubs, whips, and even branding irons. The marks were fading, but one
could imagine what type of torment the child went through.

“Which family are you from?” asked Xiao Jingrui loudly, unable to contain his
shock. On a second thought, he asked again, “Are you a servant of some manor?

Who’s the one constantly beating you like this...”

“No...” denied the child immediately. “I haven’t been beaten for many years. This
is from before...”

“Even if it’s from before. Tell me, who beat you?”

“Jingrui.” Mei Changsu stopped him quietly, “Don’t question him further. This
child’s ribs must be fractured if not broken. Let’s bring him back to the manor first
and have a doctor take a look at him. Also, bring those books in. Look, this child is
really concerned about his books...”

He was not wrong. The boy looked clearly relieved once he saw all the books
brought in. He begged quietly, “I’m fine, please let me down. I can go back by

myself...”

“Where are you going back to?” Xiao Jingrui took this opportunity and inquired
further.

The boy seemed very sharp. He immediately lowered his head.

“Are you reading all of these books?” asked Mei Changsu warmly, flipping
through the pile of books. Perhaps his air of gentle elegance was reassuring. The boy
was a little calmer after he raised his head and glanced at Mei Changsu. He answered
meekly, “Yes, some... Some others...I can’t understand.”

“How old are you?

“Eleven.”

“What’s your name?

The boy paused for a long time, so long that it seemed like he wouldn’t answer.
Finally, he said woodenly, “Tingsheng.”

“What is your surname?”
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“...Idon’t have a surname. I am just called Tingsheng...”

Mei Changsu re-examined this child closely. His face was swollen red and his
features have yet to mature, but one can still see that he had rather handsome eyes. His
words and actions have been very submissive since the beginning, without any
apparent struggle against unjust treatment. Yet strangely enough, one could not feel a
hint of servitude from him. It was as if he radiated tenacity from his bones, and
nobody can make him subservient regardless of how he is bullied.

“Tingsheng, if we let you down now, would someone find a doctor for you when
you go back?”

Tingsheng pressed his lips together. Clearly, there was no certain answer, and he
did not wish to lie.

“Then we must take you back to our place and have a doctor take a look at you.
After he says that you’re okay, we’ll send you back. Does that sound good?”

Tingsheng hung his head and kept silent, his brows squeezed together.
“Will our goodwill bring you difficulties?”

Tingsheng flinched and bit his lips together tightly.

“Did you come out by yourself?”

“No... There’s another person...”

“Where is he?”

“He ran off...”

“If you go home late, will someone beat you?”

A chill flashed in Tingsheng’s eyes. He shook his head, “Not anymore... I just
won’t get food...”

Xiao Jingrui felt his blood surge. He said angrily, “You don’t get food? Which
family do you belong to? Why would you go back after being treated like this? Tell

me, I can help you. You can come to my family too. At least we’ll feed you!”

Tingsheng raised his eyes. In his gaze was a sense of calm and maturity beyond his
years. “You’re taking pity on me and want to take me in, right?”

Xiao Jingrui froze. He tried to explain awkwardly, “No... What [ meant was...”
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“I don’t have the right to be taken in. I must go back to that place... If I could be
taken in, [ would’ve been ages ago...”

“Do you have a contract?” guessed Xiao Jingrui. “Who is the owner? Tell me, I
can go negotiate.”

Tingsheng lowered his eyes with indifference. “No, you can’t.”

“Do you know who he is?” asked Mei Changsu. He looked into the child’s eyes.
“His father is a Marquess and his mother is a Princess. He is a person of high status.
Regardless of who you were sold to in Jinling, your old master will let him have his
way as long as he goes forward to negotiate. Do you understand?”

Tingsheng’s head remained lowered. He insisted, “No, you can’t.”

Mei Changsu and Xiao Jingrui looked at each other. They were just about to speak
again when the driver called out, “Young master, we’ve reached the manor.”
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CHAPTER 16

Prince Jing

“Here, let’s head in first.” Xiao Jingrui jumped down from the carriage and lifted
the child down as well. He instructed the servant who came up to greet them, “Go
summon a doctor.”

Mei Changsu followed them, stooping out from the carriage. He carried the heavy
bag of books, wondering how the little child managed to lift it.

“I’1l hold 1t,” said Xiao Jingrui, walking over. However, an attentive servant had
already seized the bag. He reached out his arm instead and supported Mei Changsu as
he jumped down from the carriage.

Tingsheng took a quick glimpse at the “Manor of the Marquess of Ning” sign
above the entrance, and his face clouded for a second. Even though he quickly
lowered his head again, this slight change in demeanor did not escape Mei Changsu’s
eyes.

They brought the child to the Snow Cottage. A doctor soon arrived to treat him,
and concluded that his ribs were dislocated. He must rest, eat nutritious food, and
must refrain from any more physical labour. If not, then this will inevitably cause
other issues for his body in the future.

One could tell that Tingsheng lived in very harsh conditions just by looking at him.
If they let him return now, then he probably will not be able to fulfill any one of the
doctor’s orders. Yet, regardless of how Xiao Jingrui interrogated him, Tingsheng
refused to spill out any details on where he lived.

Compared to him, Mei Changsu was much more patient. He sent for someone to
bring exquisite food and drinks to feed Tingsheng, then told him to sleep and rest.
When he saw that Tingsheng was much too uneasy to fall asleep, he began to flip
through a book to examine the extent of the boy’s knowledge.

“You don’t have a teacher, do you?”

“NO 29
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“Who taught you to read?”
“My mom.”

Mei Changsu pondered for a moment. Although this child had a desire to learn, his
education was clearly shallow and chaotic. The books he bought were haphazard as
well, varying in their difficulty. They did not seem to be a list given to him by a
scholar, but rather more like what he chose himself based on his own presumptions.
Mei Changsu wondered where he got the money to buy books.

“Tingsheng, education doesn’t work like that.” Mei Changsu organized his pile of
books patiently. He went to retrieve many more volumes from his room and marked
them in order. “You need to read these books first. These are the fundamentals. They
are the simplest in content and style, and have clear moral values. Learning is just like
building a house—the foundation needs to be solid so that the house above will not be
crooked. If you just read at random without understanding their true meaning, you will
only mess up your temperament. And these books, they are good books, but you are
too young. I doubt you can even recognize all these words, so you wouldn’t
understand their contents without someone to explain them to you. Leave these books
for now. If you have a chance in the future, then feel free to come and ask me.”

Tingsheng’s eyes lit up, but immediately dimmed again. He intuitively knew that
this older brother before him was a learned scholar. However, it was absolutely
impossible to frequent this Marquess manor and ask him questions.

“Thank you.” Tingsheng stood up and bowed deeply to the two. “Can I leave
now?”

“Geez, you...” Xiao Jingrui looked at him, his head beginning to throb. “You
already had a huge pile of books, and now Mr. Su gave you so many more. How can

you carry them all?”

Tingsheng looked at the small mountain of books and really did not wish to
abandon any. So, he gritted his teeth and said bravely, “I can carry them.”

“Don’t be rash now.” Xiao Jingrui caught him quickly. “You’re hurt. You can’t
use brute strength like that. Why don’t I ask someone to send you back?”

Tingsheng shook his head with determination.

Xiao Jingrui was powerless with this child. He looked helplessly towards Mei
Changsu.
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Mei Changsu pondered for a moment. He was just about to speak when a clear
shout sounded from outside the Snow Cottage. It was Feiliu’s voice, followed
immediately by someone calling, “Little master, you can’t hit him... He is...”

“Breaking in. Hit!”” answered Feiliu coldly. The sound of cloths snapping in the air
grew louder.

“Who are you? How dare you obstruct my...” shouted another person angrily, and
the voice cut off. He was probably unable to speak further due to Feiliu’s attacks.

“Go out, then no hit!” Feiliu likely received instructions from Mei Changsu and
was not lethal in his attacks. However, his voice was like ice, leaving no room for
discussion.

Xiao Jingrui was unable to identify the voice of the man being obstructed, but he
still ran out immediately. Moments later, his voice sounded as well, “Feiliu, stop
fighting. This is a guest. He can come in.”

“Didn’t say okay! Out!” insisted Feiliu.

Mei Changsu frowned. Besides the few people Feiliu already knew, most guests
would be announced by servants. If he wished to see them, then he would first instruct
Feiliu to allow them in. This had allowed them to be free from conflicts thus far. This
guest had clearly charged in by relying on some kind of status, and not only were the
servants afraid to block his way, they did not even have a chance to announce him
first. Thus, he ended up provoking Feiliu and was stopped by him.

Normally, Mei Changsu would never see such a rude guest.

He was just about to raise his voice and decline this guest when his gaze fell upon
Tingsheng.

The child’s face was as white as a sheet. He stared straight forward, mouth agape,
and was listening attentively to the noise outside. He wrung his hands together, almost
changing their shape.

Mei Changsu suddenly changed his mind. He called out, “Feiliu, let him in!”

The sound of combat immediately stopped, and Xiao Jingrui’s voice sounded
again. His tone was extremely polite, saying, “I hope you are unhurt? What could
have made you charge in like this? Is there an urgent matter? My father is not home
right now. Why don’t [ accompany you to the main hall and wait...”

“I’'m not looking for the Marquess,” said the man as he charged into the Snow
Cottage. His path led him before Mei Changsu, whose calm gaze had a hint of
sharpness. The man stopped involuntarily. He swept the room with his eyes, and
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finally calmed down when he saw Tingsheng standing there safe and sound. He asked,
“Ting, are you all right?”

“Yes,” answered Tingsheng, his voice low and respectful.
“Do you know this child?” asked Xiao Jingrui, who followed the man in.

“Jingrui.” The man turned and spoke solemnly, “I heard that this child accidentally
bumped into the carriage of a nobleman, and perhaps he startled your important guest.
It’s no wonder that you’re upset. However, he is just a child. Please do me a favour.
Can you allow him to apologize to your guest and let him go?”

Xiao Jingrui looked at him, his mind whirling. He stood confused until Mei
Changsu let out a laugh, then he followed suit. “I think Your Highness has some
misunderstandings. Tingsheng did not bump into my carriage. We met him passing by
and decided to bring him home with us to treat his wounds. If you don’t believe me,
you can ask Tingsheng.”

The man stood dazed. He turned to glance at Tingsheng’s expression, thought
about Xiao Jingrui’s usual conduct, and knew that he spoke the truth. He immediately
looked embarrassed.

“I did not know that it was Prince Jing arriving.” Mei Changsu stood up slowly
and bowed. “Please forgive Feiliu’s offense just now.”

Xiao Jingrui hurried forward and introduced, “Prince Jing, this is Mr. Su Zhe.”

The Emperor’s seventh son Xiao Jingyan was thirty-one years old, a tall and
slender young man. His features were not too different from his brothers, but due to
leading the army year-round, he had an extra dash of fortitude in addition to the
imperious air of royalty. The skin on his face and hands were also not as delicately
preserved as the other Princes. He did not show any unusual expression upon hearing
the name of Su Zhe, and returned a bow politely, likely only due to Xiao Jingrui’s
ceremonial introduction.

On the other hand, Mei Changsu examined Prince Jing carefully behind his usual
expression of calmness.

Xiao Jingrui asked as soon as the guest was seated, “Does Tingsheng belong to
Your Highness?”

“...Erm... No...” Prince Jing had a troubled expression, as if he did not know how
to answer. “Tingsheng currently...lives in the Secluded Courtyard...”
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“The Secluded Courtyard?” Xiao Jingrui did not think of that place. He blurted
out, “Isn’t that the place of punishment for the Palace’s servants? He’s so young, what
crime could he have committed to be confined there?”

Tingsheng’s lips were pressed into a line, stiff as steel. He did not have any colour
on his face.

“He was confined with his mother, and was born there.”!” Prince Jing knew that
even if he did not speak, Xiao Jingrui would be able to investigate easily. So, he spoke
quickly and frankly. “If you don’t need anything else, then please let him go back
soon. According to regulations, the people in the Secluded Courtyard are not allowed
to spend the night outside. His mother is probably very worried right now...”

“You know his mother?” Xiao Jingrui knew that he should not inquire further, but
was not able to win against his curiosity. Prince Jing’s official consort had passed
away many years ago. Currently, he only has two concubines who were appointed to
him, and no others. Compared to other Princes with teeming harems, he was certainly
eccentric. Perhaps it was because he fell in love with a convicted Palace maid.
Thinking further along those lines, perhaps that child was...

At this point, Xiao Jingrui felt that his imagination was in danger of turning into
that of Yan Yujin. He forcefully cut off his train of thought and smiled with some
embarrassment.

Prince Jing was his elder by a few years and thus had more life experience. He was
also pretty smart, and so he understood from a glance where Xiao Jingrui’s thoughts
ran off to. However, he did not intend on clarifying. He learned about Tingsheng’s
existence only a few years ago. At the time, the child was tormented beyond belief.
For the past few years, he had exercised some of his powers to relieve Tingsheng from
beatings, but at the end of the day, he could not protect him perfectly. Prince Jing
would inevitably be worried whenever he left the capital to inspect the borders. He
returned to the capital just a few days ago and was busy completing some tasks from
the Department of Military Affairs. He finally had some free time to check on
Tingsheng in the Secluded Courtyard, but heard his friend say that he got into trouble
in the streets. Prince Jing quickly looked into the situation and rushed over to save
him. Thankfully, nothing major happened.

“It was impertinent of me to trespass into the Marquess’s manor. I will most
certainly return with apologies on another day.” Prince Ying did not say much more.
He stood up and gave Tingsheng a look. “It is getting late. I will take my leave—"

Before he finished, Mei Changsu suddenly began to cough. At first, it seemed like
he was forcefully suppressing it. Then, he began to cough more and more violently, as

7 Tingsheng’s name is literally “courtyard-born”, likely named after his birth in
the Secluded Courtyard.
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if he’s about to tear his organs apart. Veins popped all over his forehead, which was
covered in large drops of sweat. Xiao Jingrui had never seen him cough like that in all
their time together, and was very anxious. He hurried over to pat Mei Changsu’s back,
but found it useless. He went to wipe his sweat with a handkerchief, but found his
forehead to be burning hot while his face was icy cold. He became more agitated and
shouted for someone to summon a doctor. Even Feiliu had pounced over. He hugged
Mei Changsu’s shaking body, and was speechless like a terrified child who was only
able to cry out “ah, ah”.

After a long struggle, Mei Changsu began to slowly calm down. He raised the
handkerchief covering his mouth. A blot of glaring red blood flashed, and was
crumpled away. Xiao Jingrui had already seen it and was very distressed, but kept
quiet. He simply asked Mei Changsu softly, “Su, do you need to take one of Dr. Xun’s
pills?”

“No need.” Mei Changsu fought to regulate his breathing and smiled at Feiliu. “It
is just a cough. Don’t be scared, Feiliu. I’ll be all right if Feiliu helps me and pat me
on the back tonight...”

“Feiliu pat!”
“That’s right. With Feiliu patting my back, nothing would happen to me...”

Prince Jing had been watching from aside. He couldn’t leave, and couldn’t stay.
He saw Su Zhe calm down now and hurried forward to inquire politely, “Is Mr. Su
i1?”

Mei Changsu slowly turned his gaze, and found Tingsheng staring at him with
wide eyes. Mei Changsu smiled softly at him and waved his hand, “Come here,
Tingsheng.”

Tingsheng looked at Prince Jing. He didn’t really know what was going on, but he
walked over to the long chair.

“Tingsheng, would you like me to be your teacher?”

Tingsheng was shocked. He did not know how to respond. Prince Jing frowned,
“Mr. Su, Tingsheng is from the Secluded Courtyard...”

“I know.” Some moisture lingered in Mei Changsu’s eyes, probably due to his
violent coughs. They made his gaze look more intense as he continued, “I am simply
asking. Would you like me to?”

Tingsheng’s chest heaved sharply. For some reason, he was suddenly certain that
this was an opportunity. So, he squared his jaws, straightened his back, and answered
loudly, “Yes!”
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“All right.” The smile on Mei Changsu’s pale face widened. He reached out and
held the child’s hand in his. “Go back for now. I will definitely find a way to have you
by my side.”
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CHAPTER 17

Choosing a Master

As to Mei Changsu’s sudden promise, the person who ended up being the most
astounded was actually Prince Jing. Compared to Xiao Jingrui, he had a better
understanding of the child’s status, and he knew exactly how difficult it would be to
take him away from the Secluded Courtyard. After all, even the significant efforts of a
Prince could not achieve the goal of taking Tingsheng into his manor. This young man
was simply a good friend of a Marquess’s son. It would probably be futile even with
Xiao Jingrui’s assistance, and this would merely result in another disappointment for
Tingsheng.

“Mr. Su must be a kind person and can’t bear to see this child suffer,” said Prince
Jing evenly. “However, the people within the Secluded Courtyard may only leave
with the Emperor’s special pardon. It is not an easy task. Does Mr. Su think that it
could be resolved with just a word from the Marquess of Ning?”

Xiao Jingrui said hurriedly, “Ah, I can ask Father to go meet the Emperor...”

“Jingrui.” Prince Jing cut him off immediately. “Are you requesting the Marquess
of Ning to meet the Emperor for the son of a maid in the Secluded Courtyard? Please
stop making such jokes.”

“But...” Xiao Jingrui was about to continue, but Mei Changsu pressed his arm and
said, “Jingrui, Prince Jing is right. Every person in the Secluded Courtyard has
criminal charges. It’s not such a simple matter as taking pity on someone from the
streets and buying them back. You must not say anything about this matter with the
Marquess, nor to anyone else, understand?”

“You don’t want us to help?” asked Xiao Jingrui incredulously. “Then how do you
plan on rescuing him? Are you going to ask the Crown Prince and Prince Yu?”

Prince Jing raised his eyebrows. A light, sharp as a sword, flashed in his eyes. He
said coldly, “So Mr. Su...is actually friends with the Crown Prince and Prince Yu. I
have not paid you due respect!”
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Mei Changsu glanced at him and ignored the comment. He continued his warm
speech to Xiao Jingrui. “Jingrui, you must believe in me. I can be more confident
about saving Tingsheng only if nobody else knows about this. As the son of a
convicted maid, the Emperor’s suspicions will be raised in accordance with the status
of the person asking for a special pardon. If not, Prince Jing could’ve saved him long
ago. Promise me, pretend that you know nothing about this and do not bring it up
again in the future, okay?”

Xiao Jingrui stared bewilderedly at him. Although he did not understand, he still
nodded out of trust and respect for Su.

Right then, a person outside the courtyard announced, “Young master, the
Marquess has returned.”

An idea struck Mei Changsu. He seized the chance and said, “Run along and go
greet the Marquess. You don’t need to keep me company here.”

“But your body...”

“Don’t worry. You know that I cough a lot, it’s not a big deal. How can you not
greet the Marquess when he returns to the manor? If you abandon the proper etiquette
of a son in order to accompany me, the Marquess will think that I am a horrible friend
you shouldn’t associate with. Go.”

Xiao Jingrui complied. He stood up and turned towards Prince Jing, “Then, I will
accompany Your Highness out first.”

“Would Your Highness like to stay for a while longer? I have some details I want
to ask...about Tingsheng...” said Mei Changsu, smiling.

Prince Jing’s eyes flickered. He couldn’t really figure out who exactly this strange
and sickly young man was, and wanted to observe him some more. So, he nodded to
Xiao Jingrui and said, “You can go ahead. Since Mr. Su has such good intentions, |
want to get to know him better as well.”

“If so, then I will take my leave.” Xiao Jingrui reckoned his father to have passed
the second gate by now, and was a bit worried. He hurriedly gave a bow and rushed to
the main courtyard.

After the owner left, the two remaining men in the courtyard did not begin to
converse immediately. Prince Jing coldly surveyed the man sitting on the long chair
beneath the tree, his expression extremely vigilant. On the other hand, Mei Changsu
was a lot more relaxed. He quietly instructed Feiliu to go outside the courtyard, then
picked out a book and sent Tingsheng to read it in another corner of the courtyard.
Finally, he turned his gaze to the Prince and gave him a faint smile.
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“Even if Your Highness holds animosity towards me, there’s really no need to
express it so clearly,” said Mei Changsu leisurely. “At least you and I have a common
goal right now, which is to save Tingsheng.”

“That is what I find curious,” responded Prince Jing, his eyes filled with suspicion.
“Why are you putting in so much effort to rescue Tingsheng? Is it only due to
sympathy?”

“Of course not.” Mei Changsu took a look at the tiny figure reading in the corner.
His eyes were extremely warm. “He has great qualities. I want to take him in as a
student.”

Prince Jing snorted. “There are many more children with better qualities than him.
With your many friends—the son of the Marquess of Ning, the Crown Prince, and
Prince Yu—you can take in any student you want.”

“Then what is the reason for Your Highness to protect Tingsheng so? Your
Highness charged into the manor of the influential Marquess of Ning for a little
convicted servant. I’'m guessing that it was not only due to sympathy?”

Prince Jing answered lightly, “I really like Tingsheng’s mother. I am only caring
for the loved one of the person I love...”

“You are caring for the loved one of the person you love indeed, but it is definitely
not because of his mother...” Mei Changsu closed his eyes for a bit, and his face was
an expressionless mask, “...but his father...”

Prince Jing’s whole body trembled. The muscles on his face twitched
involuntarily. His hands formed tight fists by his side, as if struggling to prevent them
from colliding with the young man’s face.

“I suppose this is the difference in age between Jingrui and 1. I understood
immediately, but he couldn’t, because he was still a child at that time. He only knew
to study literature and practise martial arts then. That event is too far in the past for
him...” Mei Changsu was not looking at Prince Jing at all. A slightly bitter smile
surfaced, and he continued, “Tingsheng is eleven, born in the Secluded Courtyard.
Whose posthumous child is he? From the timing, the most fitting would be that
person... You two were once deployed together, so you should’ve cared for each
other a lot...”

Xiao Jingyan’s gaze stabbed at Mei Changsu like icicles. His voice did not hold
any warmth as he asked, “Who...are you?”

“Neither the Crown Prince nor Prince Yu is my friend. They are trying to recruit
me.” Mei Changsu laughed mockingly, “Do you know what comment Langya Hall
has made for me? ‘Qilin prodigy. Obtain him to obtain the world.” How could I be
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considered a qilin prodigy if I have no knowledge of the major events in the Princes’
lives?”

“From what you’ve said, it sounds like you are deliberately collecting information
and secrets of this sort to prepare for your future actions?”

“That’s right,” answered Mei Changsu quickly. “What’s wrong with being a qilin?
I will be relied on by the powerful and make contributions to the world. Perhaps in the
future, my name may enjoy a space of worship in the Royal Ancestral Temple, and
my fame will go down in history.”

Prince Jing’s eyes were dark. He asked with a voice filled with hostility, “Then,
are you planning on choosing the Crown Prince or Prince Yu?”

Mei Changsu lifted his head slightly. His eyes looked at the blue sky beyond the
balding branches. He stared and stared. Finally, he slowly pulled his gaze back and set
them upon Prince Jing. “I want to choose you, Prince Jing.”

“Choose me?” Prince Jing reared back and laughed, but his eyes were sorrowful.
“Then you must be blind. My mother is a lowly Concubine, and I do not have any
notable relatives on her side. I am thirty-one, and have yet to be decorated as a Royal
Prince. I have always kept company solely with rugged military men, and have no
contacts within the Royal Court. What can you accomplish by choosing me?”

“Certainly, your situation is not ideal,” said Mei Changsu evenly. “Unfortunately, I
have no better choice.”

“What does that mean? The Crown Prince and Prince Yu both have considerable
support. It wouldn’t be a surprise if either one snatches the throne...”

“I don’t want to choose them precisely because it wouldn’t be a surprise if either
one obtains the throne. Would it not be a great show of my qilin abilities if I can set a
person nobody thought of on the throne, all by myself?”

Prince Jing took a long look at Mei Changsu. He couldn’t tell if this person was
joking or serious.

“Your Highness, please be honest.” Mei Changsu returned his gaze calmly, like a
demon luring someone to hell. “Are you really completely uninterested in becoming
the Emperor?”

Xiao Jingyan’s heart quivered, and he silently clenched his jaw. As the Emperor’s
son, it would be a lie to say that he had never held any desire for the throne. Yet, it
would be untrue to say that he thinks about it constantly, or that seizing the throne is
his most important goal in life. However, he was willing to pay any price if he could
really prevent the Crown Prince and Prince Yu from claiming the throne.
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“If I manage to save Tingsheng, then please consider it as a greeting gift for
joining you.” Mei Changsu looked indifferent, but his words made Prince Jing’s blood
churn. “The Eldest Prince, your most respected elder brother... Your wish is to have
his only remaining blood leave the Secluded Courtyard, right?”

Prince Jing’s eyes quivered slightly. He spoke in staccato, “Can you really do it?”
“I can.”

“However... I do not actually appreciate people who are so calculating like you.
Even if I were to ascend the throne with your assistance, you may not receive much
merit or status from me. Are you fine with that?”

“Since I have a calculating mind, I will naturally have opportunities to discuss
conditions with Your Highness.” Mei Changsu smiled broadly, making him appear
sunny and lighthearted, much unlike his somber words. “You wouldn’t happen to be
the type who kills accomplished officials, would you? That sounds more like Crown
Prince and Prince Yu...”

Prince Jing began to think carefully with his fingers over his lips. This Su Zhe had
said such ridiculous things, but he appeared to be very serious. Perhaps he was trying
to deceive him, but he really couldn’t think of a motive. Whether it’s the Crown
Prince or Prince Yu, neither had ever taken any brother besides each other to be a
worthwhile opponent. They wouldn’t bother with sending such a capable person just
to probe his thoughts. Then, what is he after? Is he really only choosing someone he
wishes to support?

“Your Highness should think it over faster. After all, Tingsheng must return before
dark,” urged Mei Changsu serenely.

Finally, Prince Jing gritted his teeth and made a decision. “All right. As long as
you can prevent the Crown Prince and Prince Yu from ascending the throne, I can
cooperate with you.”

“That’s not enough determination. You must make the throne your absolute goal.”
Mei Changsu’s words were like ice. “You know what powers the Crown Prince and
Prince Yu hold. If you want them to fail, then someone else must succeed. Who can
be this person be but you? Of the living Princes, the Third Prince is crippled, the Fifth
Prince is cowardly, and the Ninth Prince is too young... Like I said, your situation is
not ideal, but there is no other choice...”

“You’re rather blunt.” Pince Jing’s eyes flashed with interest, “Since you’re
interested in joining me, aren’t you afraid to offend me?”



Hai Yan / NIRVANA IN FIRE / 78

“Do you only like to listen to pleasing words?” From his tone, Mei Changsu
appeared very tired. He leaned back in his chair, his eyes half closed. “Please rest
assured, Your Highness. In at most ten days after Princess Nihuang’s tournament, I
will be able to take Tingsheng away from the palace. Right now... Please forgive me
for not seeing you off.”

After he finished, he closed his eyes completely, as if beginning to nap. Xiao
Jingyan did not pay much mind to such rude behaviour. He took a look at Mei
Changsu, and did not say anything. Then, he stood up, called for Tingsheng, picked up
the bag of books, and walked sharply out of the Snow Cottage.
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CHAPTER 18
Old Friend

That night, Xiao Jingrui brought home a Royal Physician for Mei Changsu, but the
doctor was afraid to interfere once he learned that the patient was taking medicine
from Dr. Xun. He left orders to “rest well and avoid emotional stress”, then left
immediately. Mei Changsu sent Xiao Jingrui off with the doctor, using the excuse of
wanting to sleep early. He didn’t actually go to bed. Rather, he threw on a coat,
opened the windows, and sat quietly beneath the windowsill. He stared at the crescent
moon hanging in the sky, as if in deep thought.

Feiliu walked over. He sat on the little rug nearby, plopped his head onto Mei
Changsu’s knee, and shook him gently.

Mei Changsu looked down on the black-haired head on his knee. He reached and
patted it softly, asking quietly, “What’s wrong with our Feiliu? Feeling lonely?”

Feiliu raised his head and looked at Mei Changsu with eyes clear as daylight.
“Don’t be sad!”

Mei Changsu was a bit taken aback. After a while, a warm smile appeared on his
face. “I was only caught up in my thoughts. I’m not sad. Don’t worry, Feiliu.”

Feiliu shook his head and insisted, “Don’t be sad!”

That instant, Mei Changsu felt his whole heart melt, as if his emotions were about
to burst from his control. Only a flickering breath remained in his chest, supporting
his body’s movements and expressions. How easy it would be to not be sad! He only
need to seek a secluded scenic location to recuperate, and have a few good friends
visit frequently. There would be no intrigue, no conspiracies, and no betrayals. He
would be able to recover from his lingering illness. He wouldn’t need to disappoint
other’s good intentions. What a delight it would be for his body and soul!
Unfortunately, that was ultimately a dream. The things he had placed upon himself, he
must grit his teeth and carry them to the end, regardless of how heavy and painful they
were.
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“Feiliu, why don’t you go back to Lang Prefecture?” suggested Mei Changsu
quietly, caressing the youth’s head.

Feiliu’s eyes widened. He dived frantically and latched on to Mei Changsu’s waist.
“Don’t want!”

“I can write a letter to Lin Chen and tell him to stop teasing you. Would that be
okay?”

“Don’t want!”

“But Feiliu,” said Mei Changsu with a hint of insuppressible sorrow, “If you
remain by my side, you will see me turn more and more evil. Eventually...Feiliu will
be sad too...”

“Feiliu like this.” Feiliu pressed his face tightly against Mei Changsu’s knee.
“Won’t be sad!”

“Is that enough?”” Mei Changsu gave a long sigh. “Can you be very happy just by
remaining at my side and resting upon my knee?”

“Feiliu happy!”

Mei Changsu gathered Feiliu’s face into his hands gently. He ran his fingers over
Feiliu’s forehead, his expression growing more sorrowful. “All right... If that is the
case, then at the very least, I should be able to preserve your happiness... Feiliu, you
need to remember this. Regardless of what happens in the future, don’t be afraid,
because there will always be someone taking care of you. You will always be
my...happiest child...”

Feiliu blinked. He couldn’t really understand what was said, but he could feel its
warmth and kindness. So, imitating Mei Changsu, he used his fingers to pull a slight
smile on his icy face that was still unaccustomed to smiling. His forceful tugging
made him look strange, but it was already a rare expression of his emotions.

“Our Feiliu is so cute. When we return to Lang Prefecture, let’s smile for Lin Chen
too, okay?”

“NO ! 2
“Why not?”

“He’s bad!”
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“You really dislike Lin Chen, don’t you?” chuckled Mei Changsu soundlessly. He
gathered Feiliu into his arms and rocked gently. “You’re better than me... It would be
great if [ can be so carefree...and so happy...”

Feiliu broke away from his arms. He sat up straight and spoke earnestly, “Can!”

Mei Changsu looked at him warmly, “Can I really?”

“Can!” repeated Feiliu. He rose and dragged a tall stool over. He sat on it, then
pulled Mei Changsu to sit on the rug. He moved Mei Changsu’s head and placed it on
his own knee. “Like Feiliu! Su can too!”

Mei Changsu felt his eyes moisten. He rested his head on Feiliu’s knee, and felt
Feiliu’s fingers slipping into his hair and caressing him softly, caressing into him his

purest love and reliance.

“Our Feiliu is so smart,” murmured Mei Changsu, shutting his eyes tightly. “So Su
can be like this too...”

“Can!” Feiliu made a great effort and tried to smile again. At the same time, he
rocked his knee and began to slowly hum a soothing tune.

“Feiliu has learned this song as well?”
“Learned! Feiliu sings!”

Mei Changsu took a deep breath and tried to relax every muscle in his body.
Weariness washed over him.

“Sleep!” said Feiliu.
“Feiliu is sleepy and wants to sleep?”
“No! Su sleep! Feiliu fights bad guy!”

Mei Changsu froze, then quickly understood what Feiliu meant. He raised his
eyebrows, “Someone came into the Snow Cottage?”

“Yup!” nodded Feiliu, “Outside! Uncle! Feiliu go fight him!”

Mei Changsu breathed a sigh of relief. He pulled on Feiliu’s arm and stood up,
calling out the window, “Please come in, Meng.”

Just as his voice faded, a shadow flitted into the room. He clearly had a muscular
physique, yet his movements were as quick as a spirit.
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“This uncle is Su’s guest. Let’s not fight him, Feiliu. Let’s go sleep, okay?” Mei
Changsu coaxed the youth into the inner chamber, Meng Zhi following behind him.
The two adults waited until Feiliu laid down on his bed and closed his eyes
obediently, then went to sit at the round table at the centre of the room.

“Did those two leave?” asked Mei Changsu as he poured a cup of tea for Meng
Zhi.

“I delivered your message, but Wei Zheng looked like he didn’t want to leave...”
“Then what does he want to do?”

“Stay in the capital and help you, of course. He said that this is everyone’s
business and that he can’t have you shouldering the burden yourself...”

“Nonsense!” responded Mei Changsu angrily. “He’s different from me. I’'m all
alone, but he has Ms. Yun. She had been waiting for him for the past twelve years,
separated by life and death. She finally waited to see the day of him coming back after
surviving, and the two are finally able to be together after enduring all that hardship.
Why is he making a commotion again? I don’t need him here. He needs to leave if he
wants to, and leave if he doesn’t!”

“You don’t need to get angry,” comforted Meng Zhi. “I know Wei Zheng.
Regardless of how he feels, he will obey your orders. I am only worried about you
right now. Did you come to the capital like this, unarmed and alone? Didn’t you bring
any support?”

“But I brought Feiliu.”

“You mean that child?” Meng Zhi looked towards the bed. “Speaking of which,
I’m really sorry about the other day. I didn’t know that this child was yours. I was
shocked by his abilities, and fought him out of curiosity. I hope I didn’t cause you any
trouble?”

“No,” said Mei Changsu lightly, “I only gained some fame.”

“Why didn’t you notify me first before coming here? How am I supposed to help
you right now without any preparations?”

“Are you going to help me?” Mei Changsu smiled with indifference, “Forget about
it. You are the Commander of the Royal Guards right now, and in high favour with
the Emperor. Why should you endure hardships for me? You are helping me
enormously just by pretending not to know me.”

Meng Zhi gritted his teeth and furrowed his brows in anger. “Did you really mean
that? What kind of person do you take me for?”
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Mei Changsu smiled, so faintly that it was barely noticeable. He grabbed Meng
Zhi’s elbow and squeezed. He answered quietly, “Meng, how could I not know your
feelings? Ignoring the fact that you were war buddies with us, you wouldn’t stand idly
by just based on your chivalry alone. However, I really do not have an absolute
chance of success in what I’'m doing. I don’t want to drag you in. I fear that some
small carelessness will destroy overnight the loyal name of Meng that has existed for
generations...”

“Loyalty lies in the heart, not in the name. As long as you do not directly harm the
Emperor, you will never be my enemy.”

“The Emperor? The Emperor is forever a knife, holding the power to kill and cut.”
Mei Changsu smiled in understanding, “It seems that you’ve already guessed my
reason for entering the capital.”

“Yes, I think I can guess it.” Meng Zhi’s eyes were filled with concern. “However,
while it is simple to break the path of either the Crown Prince or Prince Yu, it will be
hard to get rid of both of them. His Majesty will need to keep one no matter what!”

“Not necessarily,” chuckled Mei Changsu coldly, “These are not the only two sons
of the Emperor.”

Meng Zhi had probably never considered the possibility of someone besides the
Crown Prince and Prince Yu succeeding the throne. He asked with great
astonishment, “You...you want to support Prince Jing?”

“Is there a reason why I should not?”

“I know that you and Prince Jing care for each other a lot, and I don’t think lightly
of his capabilities either. To be fair, his disadvantages are really trivial. They are only
the low status of his mother and general lack of attention from the Emperor. These can
all change if he performs well in the future. The crucial point is that Prince Jing is not
good with political schemes by nature, and detests struggles for power. Yet, the
struggle for the throne is such a dangerous affair. How can someone of his nature
defeat the ruthless and powerful Crown Prince and Prince Yu?!”

Mei Changsu fiddled with the lid of his cup. He spoke expressionlessly, “So what
if he is bad with political schemes by nature? He has me. I will take on those dark and
bloody affairs. In order to take down people of evil, I am willing to stab innocent
people in the heart. It would make me sad, but when a person’s pain had once
surpassed the limit, he can tolerate this level of sadness...”

His words were dark, but contained a bleakness and tragedy that was impossible to
disguise. Meng Zhi stared at his face, dazed, and felt a sudden unbearable pain in his
chest. Finally, he sighed and asked quietly, “Then...would Prince Jing agree?”



Hai Yan / NIRVANA IN FIRE / 84

“Why not? His hatred for the Crown Prince and Prince Yu runs as deeply as mine.
Not to mention, there is the throne waiting for him at the end. The throne has a special
appeal. Not many people can resist it. Not even Jingyan...”

“That’s impossible!” said Meng Zhi, striking the table. “So he detests power
struggles, but it’s not like you enjoy them! When did Prince Jing turn so heartless?
Doesn’t he care about you?”

“Meng,” smiled Mei Changsu dimly, “You forgot, Jingyan doesn’t know that it’s
me... | am already dead. I am already a scar in his heart... The person threatening and
luring him to walk upon the path to the throne is simply a stranger named Su Zhe.
Why should he care?”

“Ah!” cried Meng Zhi, vexed. “Right, he doesn’t know... But didn’t you meet him
today? You didn’t tell him? And he didn’t recognize you?”

“Why would I tell him?” Mei Changsu’s face was pale as snow, but his eyes were
very calm. “Regardless of how innocent a friend was once upon a time, people who
return from hell turn into demons. Not only was he unable to recognize me, I can’t
recognize myself anymore either.”

Meng Zhi clasped his hands together, so tight that his knuckles turned white. He
wanted to use this to diminish the pain of his heart tearing apart. He still remembered
the eighteen-year-old him, with his brilliant smile and healthy, apple-red cheeks at
departure. Twelve years had flown by. Upon looking back, it already felt like a
previous lifetime.

“Shu...” The hand he took into his were thin and pale. Meng Zhi could only
imagine what hardships and pain he had to overcome to struggle back to the world of
the living.

“Promise me, don’t ever tell Jingyan.” Mei Changsu looked out the window, his
gaze blurred and distant. “The lively and cute friend he grew up with will never be the
same person as the sinister and ruthless tactician. Isn’t it better this way?”

“Shu...”

“You and great-grandma are the only two people in the entire royal capital who
knows about Lin Shu’s return. I don’t wish for there to be a third person, Meng.
Please.”

“You can rest assured with me, but how did the Grand Empress Dowager find out?
She’s been getting a little muddled in the recent years.”
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“I don’t know how she recognized me either, as I look entirely different now. But
when she looked at me and called me ‘little Shu’, her gaze was so warm. I am sure
that she didn’t simply call me by the wrong name... Perhaps her foggy memory of the
past allows her to be more at ease. I am only her little Shu. I am supposed to appear at
her side. Perhaps that’s why she was so happy, and not at all surprised.”

Meng Zhi was a bit uneasy, “The Grand Empress Dowager wouldn’t say anything,
would she?”

“She wouldn’t,” said Mei Changsu calmly. “Besides, nobody would really pay
attention to anything she says now.”

“Ahh...” Meng Zhi gave a long sigh, “That’s true.”

Mei Changsu raised his cup of tea and took a sip. He was silent for a moment, then
asked slowly, “Meng, since you are here today, I have a question I want to ask you...”

“Ask away.”

“We’ve secretly contacted each other many times these years. How come you
never told me that Jingyu has a posthumous child?”

“What did you say?” Meng Zhi almost jumped up in astonishment. “Prince Qi has
a child?!”
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CHAPTER 19
The Faded Past

“What did you say?” Meng Zhi almost jumped up in astonishment. “Prince Q1 has
a child?!”

“You didn’t know about this either?” Mei Changsu was a bit surprised. “Jingyan
really kept a tight lid on the secret, but that’s hardly surprising. If even the slightest bit
of news fall into the ears of the Crown Prince or Prince Yu, then Tingsheng’s life is
forfeit...”

“Is it true?” asked Meng Zhi incredulously. “All the men in Prince Qi’s household
have died. All the women were seized into the Secluded Courtyard, and anyone who
had somewhat of a title was forced into the afterlife within a year. How could there
possibly be a surviving orphan?”

Mei Changsu’s eyes were heavy. He thought deeply for a moment and answered,
“I cannot deduce the details either. However, Jingyu’s Princess was intelligent and
wise, and Xiutong was strong and brave. They were both outstanding women who
were not at all inferior to men. Besides, everything was in such chaos then. It
wouldn’t be impossible for them to have fought to preserve a bit of Jingyu’s blood and
have him hidden away within the Secluded Courtyard. Going by the way Jingyan
cares for Tingsheng, he had probably confirmed the child’s identity. There should be
no mistake.”

“What about his looks? Does he look like Prince Qi?”

“The child had been tormented since birth. He’s yellow and thin, so it’s hard to
tell. However, sometimes you’ll see a shadow of Jingyu around his brows and eyes.”

“Since Prince Jing knew that he is Prince Qi’s child, why didn’t he take better care
of him? The child went through so much suffering!” Meng Zhi couldn’t hold back his
complaints.

“He doesn’t have a choice either. It would inevitably raise suspicions if he looks
after a little palace servant out of the blue. If Tingsheng’s identity is revealed by some
accident, do you think the Crown Prince and Prince Yu would simply leave it alone?”
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“But we can’t just let the child stay in a place like the Secluded Courtyard!” Meng
Zhi stood up passionately and began to pace back and forth in the room. Feiliu sat up
in his bed and stared at him with icy eyes, fully alert.

“Let’s sleep, Feiliu.” Mei Changsu turned and coaxed Feiliu, then turned to Meng
Zhi. “Sit down first, Meng. I know you’re worried, but don’t you think that Jingyan
and I are worried as well? We must save Tingsheng. However, the plan must be
absolutely foolproof, and we must rescue him without harming a hair on his body.”

“Do you already have a plan?” asked Meng Zhi anxiously.

“I have a rough idea, but I still need to hammer out the details. We can’t rush this.
Haste makes waste, right?”” Mei Changsu gave a sidelong look at Meng Zhi and raised
his eyebrows. “Meng, you’re the greatest warrior of Liang now, and carry the heavy
responsibility of protecting the Emperor. I’ve heard people praise you from as far as
Lang Prefecture for your calmness and strong will. How come you’re having such
trouble containing yourself today?”’

Meng Zhi scratched his head and gave a long sigh. “I don’t know what it is either.
In any other situation, it wouldn’t be hard for me to maintain my composure even if a
mountain blew up. But, speaking to you right now, I feel like I returned to my rash
and reckless younger self... Do you still remember the Battle of Gourd Valley? If it
were not for Prince Qi’s three personally written orders holding back my reins, |
probably would’ve charged straight into the enemy’s trap. If I let Gourd Valley fall,
your esteemed father definitely would’ve plucked my head off and give it a great
kick.”

“It’s true that Father did not have much trust in you back then, but he also said
later that he cannot compare to Prince Qi in regards to identifying talents. Prince Qi
could single you out from thousands of soldiers during a single battle practise, even
though you were not the most spectacular. My father could not match his great
judgment...”

“But who could compare with your esteemed father in terms of his ingenious and
formidable command over his troops? Oh, how glorious the Red Flame Army was in
those years. Any army would tremble before it.” As he spoke of old memories, Meng
Zhi felt a surge of pride that had been submerged for many years. How regretful that
there was no wine before them. Instead, Meng Zhi grabbed his teacup and took a big
gulp, lamenting, “It’s such a pity that I was forcefully transferred away from the Red
Flames before I was there for long. If [ were able to hone myself under Prince Qi and
your esteemed father, I would be much more capable than [ am now.”

Mei Changsu sighed faintly, “Along with any loss comes a gain, I suppose. If you
were not transferred away from the Red Flames, putting aside the fact that you
wouldn’t have been able to escape the devastation twelve years ago, you would not be
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the Commander of the Royal Guards today simply due to your identity as an old
member of the Red Flame Army.”

Mei Changsu’s words immediately reminded Meng Zhi of something else. He
gritted his teeth and spoke bitterly, “Not necessarily. Isn’t there an old member of the
Red Flames standing magnificently in Court right now, surrounded by a halo of light
as ‘the Empire’s Pillar’?”

Mei Changsu’s hand on the table shook, then stilled. His fingertips pressed on the
red tabletop, as if they were about to leave a few prints.

“It feels so gross, having to put up a false front and pretend to be friendly with him
for these years.” Meng Zhi exhaled a long breath, as if trying to release all his
melancholy. “And you. Why did you decide to come live in this place?”

“For safety,” answered Mei Changsu lightly.
“What? You think it’s safe here?”

“At least I can be rid of a lot of troubles.” Mei Changsu’s tone was like ice,
chilling to the bone. “By taking advantage of those three young men, I am able to
quickly come in contact with the important people at Court. This is certainly better
than having my hands tied by entering Jinling as an aide due to the Crown Prince or
Prince Yu’s summons.”

Meng Zhi thought it over and nodded in approval, but he saw Mei Changsu’s stiff
expression and instinctively avoided delving deeper into this topic. He asked about
something else instead, “What are your thoughts on this tournament for Princess
Nihuang’s husband?”

“The Mu family of Yunnan is the empire’s protective screen of the south. The
Princess had toiled away for the empire to the point of setting back her youth for
many years. I only hope that she can find someone to love truly from this event.
Everything else is unimportant.”

“Did you know that the Crown Prince and Prince Yu had both entered their own
men into the tournament? If one of them succeeds, your goal would be much more
difficult to achieve.”

“The Princess’s intelligence and zeal far exceeds mine, so there’s no need for me
to worry about the tournament for her. However, the Yu and Yan empires still came
forward to request a marriage even while knowing the slim chance of success. They
must have an ace up their sleeves. You need to be extra cautious.”

“Mhmm!”
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“It’s getting pretty late. You should head back. As soon as the plan for rescuing
Tingsheng is solidified, I will ask for you to assist me. Regarding Wei Zheng, I would
also need to trouble you to watch them leave the capital, and tell them that they must
not return again.”

Meng Zhi gave his promises and stood up. He took a step towards the exit, but
then stopped, reluctant to leave. He turned and gazed at Mei Changsu. Meng Zhi’s
eyes were filled with cherish and concern for Mei Changsu, but he understood that
there was a limit as to what he can do. He couldn’t suppress the waves of sadness in
his chest. Without much thought, he reached out his arms and gave Mei Changsu a
tight hug.

The curtains around the bed fluttered slightly, and Feiliu shot out in a flash. He
pointed his palm like a sword, aiming straight for Meng Zhi’s throat. After Meng Zhi
avoided the attack by stepping back, Feiliu immediately twisted into a tumble and
delivered another chain of lethal attacks.

“Feiliu!” Mei Changsu stopped him hurriedly, “The uncle is saying his farewells to
me. He’s not bullying me. Don’t be angry now, Feiliu...”

“Feiliu not allow!” Anger spread on the youth’s icy face.

“Okay okay, it won’t happen again in the future.” Mei Changsu smiled at Meng
Zhi apologetically, “Sorry Meng. Our Feiliu has always been like this.”

“No worries. I’'m really happy that this child is so protective of you.” Meng Zhi
shot a friendly smile towards Feiliu. “You have to protect him well, okay?”

Feiliu ignored him. He remained on guard by his Su’s side, not moving a single
step.

“I’ll be leaving, then.” Meng Zhi took another long look at Mei Changsu and
spoke quietly, “Shu, you need to take care of your body. You cannot let anything
happen to you, you hear?”

Mei Changsu’s eyes grew hot. He hurriedly swallowed down his surge of
emotions, and nodded without speaking.

Feiliu glared at Meng Zhi. His face was still expressionless, but his eyes clearly
showed his great impatience. As soon as Meng Zhi hopped over the windowsill and

vanished, he immediately went to close the window tightly.

“What’s going on? Our Feiliu doesn’t like that uncle?” teased Mei Changsu in a
soft tone.

“Doesn’t like!”
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“How come?”’
“Feiliu can’t win!”

“Don’t worry,” said Mei Changsu, caressing his hair. “Our Feiliu is still young.
When you reach the uncle’s age, you will definitely be able to win against him.”

Feiliu’s expression still remained unchanged, but happiness immediately radiated
from his eyes. Mei Changsu took his hand and led him to lie down on his bed. He
tucked him in and quietly hummed a soft tune, staying by his side until he quietly
closed his eyes. Only then did Mei Changsu leave quietly and go to bed himself.
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CHAPTER 20
Baili Qi

Mei Changsu did not go to watch any more matches during the next few days. He
stayed behind and rested at the Snow Cottage with the excuse of his poor health.
Thankfully, after appraising him the other day, both the Crown Prince and Prince Yu
did not think Mei Changsu to be someone who would easily yield to favour or might.
As they have yet to come up with a new way to lure him to their side, neither party
came forward to pester him. Mei Changsu spent his days reading books and playing
the guqin, and focused his entire energy on recovery. As a result, he really began to
look much healthier.

Since Xiao Jingrui and Yan Yujin had signed up, they had to fight in the
tournament every day, and could not keep Su company as a result. On the other hand,
Xie Bi appeared to have lots of free time. He would find some time every day to come
over and chat about this and that with Mei Changsu. Their topics ranged far and wide,
but not a word was mentioned about Prince Yu.

However, the Snow Cottage would liven up every day after dusk. Yan Yujin made
enough noise for ten people, and would narrate the day’s competition to Mei Changsu
like a story. He would become especially animated when describing his and Xiao
Jingrui’s battles, using exceedingly vivid descriptions. It was as if he was describing
some momentous, earth-shattering event, or some pivotal battle that will alter the tide
of the martial arts world. It was probably more spectacular listening to him than
seeing the event in person.

Xie Bi would frequently nudge his brother’s arm and criticize, “Aren’t you
embarrassed by him? Is Yujin really talking about you? It sounds to me more and
more like the deity Erlang!® has descended to earth. All you’re missing is a celestial
dog at your side.”

Xiao Jingrui would usually give a wry grin, but he not once did he stop Yan Yujin
or shattered his enthusiasm.

18 A famous Chinese warrior deity. See https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Erlang Shen.
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In contrast, Feiliu would exclaim “Impossible!” from time to time, as he sat and
stared at the sky coldly.

Yan Yujin mulled over it for awhile before he finally understood Feiliu’s meaning.
From then on, he did not dare to make wild exaggerations as he was describing
specific attacks.

Although Yan Yujin was guilty of bragging, he and Xiao Jingrui were undoubtedly
first class in their strength. They had subdued their competitors without much effort in
the first few rounds. There had been a few scares in the past two days, but they still
ended their matches in victories.

The Emperor would appear punctually upon the Phoenix Building every day in
order to attach importance to the event. Although everyone knew that he would watch
one or two matches at most before leaving, they still felt very honoured by his
presence. Marrying Princess Nihuang was not the sole aim for most of the young men
who entered the tournament. After all, the position only had one opening, and the
difficulty was too great. Most people used this tournament as an opportunity to
present their talents, hoping to improve their fame in the martial arts world through
battles, or to improve their status by catching the eye of some high authority.

Just like that, the tournament proceeded along merrily, with everything according
to plan, and attracted the eyes of the entire world as anticipated. Every day, someone
would leave the stage dejectedly, and some rookie would rise to fame with a single
battle. The final result represented the combination of fame, fortune, and power.
Compared to that, this entire process could not be described as dull. At most, it was
not unexpected enough.

However, though the unexpected arrived late, it arrived nonetheless.

At dusk during the seventh day of the tournament, Mei Changsu realized that
something astonishing must’ve occurred when he saw the solemn expressions on the
faces of Yan Yujin and Xiao Jingrui, who rushed into the Snow Cottage.

“Su! Su!” The one making a racket as soon as he entered was, of course, Yan
Yujin. He had run there, giving his cheeks a pinch of redness and his forehead some
droplets of sweat. He rushed in, dragged a bamboo stool over, and sat down. He spoke
hurriedly before he had a chance to catch his breath, “Oh no, there’s a huge problem!”

“What’s wrong?” Mei Changsu placed down the book in his hands and sat up.
“Did you and Jingrui lose?”

“What’s the big deal even if we lost? But Shangzhi lost today!”
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“Qin Shangzhi?” Mei Changsu raised his eyebrows nonchalantly. “Even though he
is a skilled combatant amongst the young men, he certainly has yet to reach the
pinnacle of martial arts. Why should it be so astonishing for him to lose?”

Xiao Jingrui had sat down beside Mei Changsu as well, and replied very seriously,
“It’s not astonishing for him to lose, but he was defeated in a single move!”

Mei Changsu was shocked, “How’s that possible? Even if his opponent was
Commander Meng himself, he shouldn’t be defeated in a single move.”

“That’s why I said there’s a huge problem!” exclaimed Yan Yujin with a stomp.
“Could it be that the person who defeated him is not a citizen of Liang?”

“We wouldn’t be so worried if he was a citizen of Liang. This person is from the
northern Yan empire. His name is pretty weird, called Baili Qi.!° He was pretending to
have a lot of difficulties in the previous rounds, but he suddenly became fierce today,
with tomorrow being the last round. It appears that not only is he looking to win, but
he also plans on shaking up the remaining competitors during the process.”

Mei Changsu frowned, “Besides Tuoba Hao, the Yan actually have someone of
such caliber?”

“This person is practising a sturdy form of martial arts. His looks are coarse, and
he’s covered in steel-like muscles. Shangzi took him lightly as a boor, and was rather
careless. As a result, Baili Qi received his first attack head-on without even attempting
to dodge. Then, before he had a chance to retreat, Baili Qi dislocated his shoulder with
one palm strike, which rendered Shangzi unable to move his arm and thus forced to
admit defeat.” Xiao Jingrui was just as worried, but his anxiety was not as exposed.
He only showed a darkened face, and continued with a rather stable tone, “It’s a bit
unfair to say that he was defeated in a single strike, but it’s true that Baili Q1 possesses
outstanding strength. He may not have much of an advantage if he uses his brute force
on someone with a solid foundation and intense inner energy like Commander Meng,
but...”

He paused as he reached this part in his speech, as if unwilling to state it clearly.
Still, Mei Changsu had already discerned the meaning of his unspoken words.

Princess Nihuang was, after all, a woman. Her nature of combat focused on
technique, and was only supplemented with strength. She would be greatly
disadvantaged if she faces an opponent who practised a sturdy form of martial arts
like Baili Qi. If she happens to make a blunder, then there really will be a huge
problem.

19 His name is literally “hundred li marvel/oddity”, where 1 li = 500m. Basically, a
strange guy.
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“Don’t freak out yet,” cut in Xie Bi, who had already been in the Snow Cottage
before the two arrived. “This is not necessarily a hopeless case going by the procedure
of the tournament. Even if that Baili Qi enters the top ten in the martial arts
tournament, the literary arts tournament is still at the discretion of the Emperor. It’11
be fine if His Majesty just ranks him as the last candidate.”

Mei Changsu’s gaze grew a bit more focused. He shook his head, “But this way,
there would be no guarantee that the tournament will conclude according to Princess
Nihuang’s own wishes. Originally, if she did not like a candidate, she only had to
defeat him. If she did not like anyone within the ten candidates, she didn’t have to
marry. However, with the appearance of a skilled fighter today who is both someone
so difficult to defeat and someone she would never wish to marry, he remains a threat
even if he was placed in the last position. To prevent the possibility of losing to him in
the end, the Princess will be forced to choose a husband from the nine candidates
before him. I’m afraid that it would be an utter humiliation for someone so proud to be
forced to face such a situation.”

“The last round will take place tomorrow, and the final ten candidates will be
chosen. Why don’t you come take a look as well, Su?” Xiao Jingrui leaned in closer to
Mei Changsu and continued quietly, “Your knowledge in martial arts far exceeds
ours. Perhaps you would be able to judge the level of danger Baili Qi poses, and
figure out how to deal with him.”

“Are you or Yujin going to face him?”

“No,” denied Xiao Jingrui, shaking his head. “Neither Jingrui nor I am in the same
group as him. Regardless of our victory or defeat tomorrow, we will not face him.
However, if he wins tomorrow, then he will definitely be in the top ten. I hope you
would agree to observe him, so as to give Princess Nihuang some helpful
suggestions.”

“That’s right, that’s right,” echoed Yan Yujin. “Jingrui’s level in martial arts
wasn’t necessarily better than mine before, but he actually shot above me after
receiving Su’s advice during their journey.”

Mei Changsu smiled lightly, “The Princess already possesses top rank combat
skills, so the suggestions I can make will be limited. She’s different from Jingrui.
Jingrui’s skills weren’t as great as hers, so there was more room for improvement.”

“Su,” grimaced Xiao Jingrui, “Can’t you say it a bit more delicately? That
stung...”

“However, it really is too dangerous for Princess Nihuang to immediately face off
with an unfamiliar yet skilled fighter after just the one round tomorrow.” Mei
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Changsu’s two neat brows knitted together. “We need to think of something in order
to add another barrier in between.”

“Do you already have a plan, Su?” pried Yan Yujin impatiently.

“Before the last round tomorrow, the Emperor can issue an edict to add in an
additional two days of challenge rounds.”

“Challenge rounds?”

“Yes. The reason will be to eliminate any unfairness in the tournament due to the
division of groups. The final ten champions tomorrow will be the ones to be
challenged. Any of those who were defeated during the past few days can challenge
any champion outside of their group at will. If he wins in a battle, then he can replace
the original champion’s position and become a new person to be challenged. The final
ten candidates after two days of battles will be the actual people who can partake in
the literary tournament. None of the people with the guts to challenge the champions
will be mediocre. Even if they cannot defeat Baili Qi, it will at least create some more
experiences for the Princess.”

The three noble gentlemen bobbed their heads up and down. “That’s a great idea!”
praised Yan Yujin.

“However, someone would need to enter the Palace tonight and ask the Emperor to
issue an edict immediately,” reminded Mei Changsu off-handedly.

Yan Yujin rushed to answer without even thinking, “That’s a piece of cake. I’ll
enter the Palace right away!”

“No need, no need!”, said Xie Bi, stopping him quickly. He was a bit embarrassed,
but he still begged with a flushed face in the end, “Can we have Prince Yu go to His
Majesty?”

Nobody seated was stupid. They immediately understood what he was planning as
soon as he spoke. They glanced at him together, and nobody spoke.

The Emperor had probably received a report on Baili Qi by then, and was likely
anxious as well. If someone were to raise this suggestion before the Emperor, His
Majesty would certainly be delighted. The Princess will naturally be indebted to this
person as well. A new opportunity will land in the laps of the defeated candidates, so
of course, they would be even happier. Even the ten champions will mind their
reputation, and would refrain from strong opposition to maintain their strong front. So,
regardless of how you look at it, this suggestion was in everyone’s best interest. It’s
no wonder that Xie Bi was willing to embarrass himself in order to snatch this
opportunity for Prince Yu.
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“Since Xie Bi wants to offer his legs on this run, then go,” permitted Mei Changsu
lightly after awhile.

Xie Bi was overjoyed. He gave his thanks again and again, then stood up swiftly
and left without any further delay.

An odd silence descended upon the room after he left. Mei Changsu leaned his
head back on the warm pillow and closed his eyes to recharge. Xiao Jingrui had never
enjoyed associating with this sort of business. Besides, it was his younger brother, so
he could only stay silent. Even though Yan Yujin wasn’t aligned with any party, he
was still somewhat connected with Prince Yu due to Empress Yan, so he couldn’t
exactly make any comments either. All of a sudden, the air became rather still.

Quite a bit of time passed before Yan Yujin finally had enough of sitting around in
silence. He thought of another question and asked, “Say, isn’t it strange? Going by
Baili Qi’s display yesterday, he should be able to squeeze into the world’s top ten no
matter what. How come there isn’t a hint of him in the Langya Rankings?”’

Xiao Jingrui spoke before Mei Changsu had a chance to answer, “You don’t know,
huh? And you dare to call yourself cosmopolitan. Langya’s List of Martial Artists has
stated from the start that it only ranks the martial artists based on the skills that they
have already displayed. Those who remain obscure and never reveal themselves to the
world will not be considered by Langya Hall as long as they do not use their skills,
even if they are peerless martial artists. Of course, sometimes the rankings will
astonish people, but that is only due to Langya Hall’s amazing ability to collect
information quickly and thoroughly. They can obtain the results of many covert and
private battles, so there will be some discrepancies with the general perceptions. With
such attentions he’s attracted, Baili Qi will definitely enter the List of Martial Artists
next year.”

“Psh, aren’t you just relying on the stuff you learned from Su? To think that you’re
even lecturing me now.” Yan Yujin puffed his cheeks, unwilling to accept the loss.
“I’m going to move into the Snow Cottage tomorrow!”

Xiao Jingrui laughed, “You’re even noisier than a crow. Even if Su can bear with
you, Feiliu would not be willing...”

Before his voice faded away, a chilly voice suddenly sounded from the treetops
above, “Feiliu not willing!” It gave Yan Yujin a big fright, and he quickly shuffled

closer towards Mei Changsu.

“Feiliu’s back.” A smile appeared on Mei Changsu’s face. He began to raise his
hand, and Feiliu leaned into him in a flash.

“Is 1t fun outside?”
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“Not fun!”

“Feiliu doesn’t like the idea of Yujin coming to live here?”

“Doesn’t like!”

“Why not?”

“Very similar!”

Yan Yujin blinked with curiosity, “Very similar to what?”

Mei Changsu laughed, “He’s saying you feel very similar to Lin Chen of our East
River Alliance. He’s a person who Feiliu absolutely cannot stand.” He turned back to
Feiliu and teased, “Why do you think they’re similar? Yujin has never teased you, has

he?”

Feiliu glared at the Empress’s nephew coldly. His voice was like a block of ice as
he answered, “He wants to tease!”

“Oy oy oy,” protested Yan Yujin, waving his hands hastily, “The virtuous doesn’t
make a judgment based on imagination. You’ll kill off an innocent person this way...”

“That’s right,” laughed Mei Changsu, gasping for breath, “Don’t mind him, Feiliu.
There are snacks left for you inside, all of them your favourites. Go in and eat.”

Feiliu said an “okay”, then glared at Yan Yujin again before disappearing in a
flash.

Xiao Jingrui looked at his good friend’s expression and bowled over in laughter. It
was a long while before he slowly ceased his laughter, and patted Yan Yujin’s
shoulders in consolation.

Yan Yujin put on a gracious air and waved his hand, “You seldom have the
opportunity to laugh at me, so I'll just let you laugh to your heart’s content.” He
turned to Mei Changsu again and asked, “Then will you go tomorrow, Su?”

“Since there’s such entertainment, of course.” Mei Changsu smiled gently at him
and continued, “However, this idea of a challenge round will create inconveniences
for you two. I do apologize.”

“It’s much better this way! Everyone will be relying on their actual abilities,”
responded Yan Yujin. He gave a hearty chuckle, “It really didn’t sit right with me,

having people taking care of us.”

Xiao Jingrui asked, dumbfounded, “What’s this about being taken care of?”
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Yan Yujin gave him a sidelong glance, “You’re this dense, and you still had the
gall to laugh at me?”

“Jingrui,” said Mei Changsu in a low voice, patting his hand, “This is a tournament
to choose a husband, not a soldier. The Court would naturally take care of young men
like you two with good looks, good personality, and good family backgrounds. Don’t
you think that the people in your groups are especially weak?”

“Oh?” Because Xiao Jingrui had a kind and gentle nature, he never liked to
analyze too deeply into any matter, and really did not realize. He was stunned.

Yan Yujin pounced on this opportunity and spoke darkly by his ear, “You thought
you were pretty impressive, didn’t you? Whether it’s in your travels or in the capital,
who would believe you if you deny receiving any benefits from your identity?”

“Yujin!” Mei Changsu smiled while frowning, “What kind of best friend are you?
Do you want to continue until Jingrui gets upset?”

“Su, you shouldn’t coddle him so much,” said Yan Yujin, shaking his head, “It’s
better for him to see certain issues clearly. Jingrui is a bit too honest. That’s not good.
He needs to be like me. Even though I’'m carefree, I can’t be muddled in the things
that must be understood clearly.”

Mei Changsu’s gaze suddenly turned complex. He sighed softly and said, “You
certainly are a whimsical and easygoing person. It would be great if Jingrui can be
like you...”

Xiao Jingrui looked at one, then at the other. He couldn’t help raising his hand
between them, and said with displeasure, “Stop! Stop! What are you guys talking
about? It’s not like I’'m stupid. Besides, even if I’'m a bit naive, I should at least be
better than this heartless person here, right?”

Mei Changsu replied warmly, “You are, of course, an amazing person, and I hope
that we can always get along with each other like this. However, you really value
relationships by your nature, and this will inevitably hurt you in the future. We are
only worrying for you in advance.”

Xiao Jingrui saw that he spoke sincerely. A warm feeling surged into his heart, and
he replied immediately, “Please rest assured, Su. Life is full of ups and downs that
serve to hone one’s spirit. No matter how feeble I am, it is not to the extent that I
would worry my friends by falling into perpetual despondency when I face a
problem...” After he finished, his tone suddenly changed. He looked at Yan Yujin
from the corners of his eyes and said, “As for you, save it. Stop copying Su and
pretending to be profound.”
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“Oy oy,” said Yan Yujin, planting his arms on his hips, “You’re moved to bits
when Su is worried about you, but when I worry about you, you glare at me? Isn’t the
difference a bit too much?”

“What pride could I have to speak of,” said Xiao Jingrui, looking at Yan Yujin
from the corners of his eyes still, “If I let a pampered thing like you fret over me? Get
away from me.”

“You dare to look down on me? Let’s fight!” Yan Yujin rolled up his sleeves and
pounced. The two wrestled together like schoolboys, fighting noisily without using
any proper techniques. Even Feiliu was alerted by the clamour and poked his head
outside to see the commotion.

Mei Changsu watched them with a faint smile. Yet, there was some unfathomable
expression in the depth of his eyes.
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CHAPTER 21
Guidepost of Mu

Mei Changsu arrived before the Phoenix Building the next day as promised. He
took a seat within the Marquess of Ning’s tent, with Xie Bi accompanying him at his
side. Sure enough, before the tournament began, a eunuch in green robes appeared, a
Royal Edict in hand, and announced the new addition to the tournament. It was a
Royal Edict, and there was sufficient justification, so nobody voiced any opposition.
The announcement quickly concluded and did not delay the start of the tournament.

Xiao Jingrui and Yan Yujin had matches towards the beginning of the tournament
and both entered the stage before long. Regardless of how weak the group was, it was
impossible for a mediocre man to enter the last round, so their opponents were rather
impressive. Xiao Jingrui entered the stage first to compete against a young swordsman
in his twenties. The two were of similar age and used the same weapons, and went
head-to-head as soon as the match began. They returned speed with agility, and
strength with power. Their fight was a dazzling display, but it was completely lacking
in ingenuity. However, such a battle would certainly show a swift outcome. Xiao
Jingrui was the superior in techniques, so his opponent admitted his defeat briskly and
left the stage without further ado. He seemed to be a rather forthright person by his
actions and temperament. Mei Changsu saw from a distance that Meng Zhi had
ordered someone to summon the young swordsman to him. Presumably, Meng Zhi
liked his temper and wanted to gather him under his command.

Once Yan Yujin’s opponent entered the stage, it was apparent that he was a
worldly martial artists rich in battle experiences. His steps were firm and his gaze was
steady. His square face was weathered by the elements, and he had high bloated
temples. His two palms were thick with callouses, showing his diligence in training.
He was a sharp contrast with the handsome and delicate nephew of the Empress, who
was ruffling his fan upon the stage. This was going to be interesting.

“Speaking of which, this is my first time seeing Yujin in combat,” said Mei
Changsu. He switched his gaze back and forth between the battle upon the stage and
Xiao Jingrui, who had just entered the tent and settled into his seat. “I’ve always
found it a bit strange. You have a background with Heaven’s Spring, and your father
here possesses military decorations, so it is only natural for you to be skilled in martial
arts. However, the Yan family has had civil officials in every generation, and it is a
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noble family without any ties to the martial arts world. Yet, you guys have always
claimed that his skills are on par with yours in your conversations. I finally figured it
out today. So, Yujin is actually a disciple of the Kun Sect. I’ve underestimated him.”

Xiao Jingrui explained hastily, “Yujin has not entered the Kun Sect, nor is he a
recognized disciple. Due to a severe illness during his youth, he needed a high-level
mantra to protect his body. The Master of the Kun Sect was old friends with his
grandpa, the deceased Grand Preceptor Yan, so he accepted Yujin as a disciple in
name only. This was never publicized, so we did not especially mention it to you.”

Mei Changsu smiled. He did not respond, and instead focused his eyes upon the
stage. The martial art style of the Kun Sect was famous for its maneuvers and
techniques. The sect was very strict with the aptitude of their disciples, and was less
concerned with whether or not they were diligent in their practise. It fitted Yan
Yujin’s personality perfectly. His robes fluttered as he whisked around the stage, a
light breeze flowing from his fan. The degree of his damage was yet to be seen, but
his dashing handsomeness was certainly first rate.

“It appears that I was not the only one to underestimate him. The Langya Hall
Master had been imprecise in his ranking as well.” Mei Changsu gave a clap and
laughed. The moment his two palms touched, an attack sent a grey streak flying out
from the stage. Yan Yujin pranced gracefully to the middle of the stage in his fine
clothes and fragrant fan. He lifted his chin up slightly, his big eyes appearing to sweep
every angle below the stage.

“I don’t think there’s any imprecision,” said Xie Bi, tilting his head. “Look at that
frivolous air. It’s pretty generous to let him be tenth!”

Xiao Jingrui was already used to the ways of his good friend, and he simply
pretended to not have noticed. He leaned closer to Mei Changsu and spoke by his ear,
“Baili Q1 will be in the next match.”

Mei Changsu inclined his head slightly and raised his cup to sip some tea. Right
then, Yan Yujin sauntered in proudly, and loudly asked if they had paid attention to
his awe-inspiring performance upon the stage.

“You call that awe-inspiring?” Xiao Jingrui couldn’t resist, and began to tease, “I
think your opponent was actually blinded by your fluttering fan and slipped off the
stage himself.”

“You’re just jealous of me,” pouted Yan Yujin, and ignored him. He walked
straight to Mei Changsu’s side and squeezed Xie Bi away. “What do you think, Su? 1
have better aptitude than Jingrui, right?”
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“That’s true,” chuckled Mei Changsu, “But you like to fool around a bit too much.
It clearly could’ve ended in fifty moves, but you had to drag it to sixty-three. Was it
for me to see your ‘Falling Petals’ technique?”

Yan Yujin froze for a moment, and a hint of admiration flashed in his eyes. “You
have sharp eyes, Su. It’s unfortunate that my opponent isn’t some flower-like beauty,
or the attack would really make her flutter to the ground like falling petals.”

Xiao Jingrui snorted, “If your opponent was actually some beautiful lady, the one
fluttering to the ground would be you!”

“Stop messing around, the next people are out. Is that Baili Qi?” asked Xie Bi,
knocking on the table.

Everyone raised their heads. The contestants for the next match were indeed
already standing upon the stage. One of them had a pleasing figure with broad
shoulders, long limbs, and a narrow waist. He was dressed neatly in a blue outfit, light
armor circling his waist. He held a fang lance in his hand. By his weapon, he seemed
to be a military man suited for cavalry battles. Clearly, he must be rather exceptional
to qualify for the last round. The person he was facing was exceedingly stocky. He
had bulging muscles from head to toe, which could be seen from even underneath his
clothes. His huge hands were empty. It was, of course, the person who had astounded
everybody yesterday through a single battle—Baili Qi.

“Such a boorish and ugly person definitely cannot be a good match for the
Princess,” said Xie Bi. It was his first time seeing Baili Qi, and he was more roused
than the others. “Besides, he is a foreigner from the Yan empire. We need to think of a
way to drive him off, no matter what.”

“Who is that person?”

“Let me check,” said Xie Bi, flipping through the programme in his hands. “He is
a Lieutenant General of the Divine Might Battalion. His name is Fang Lance... Eh?
He actually has the same name as his weapon...”

“Brother, that’s not what Su’s asking.” Xiao Jingrui gave Xie Bi a shove, and
turned to Mei Changsu, “That is the little Prince Mu who had just recently succeeded
the title of the Prince of Yunnan. I suppose he heard the news yesterday and is worried
about his sister, and decided to sit outside to get a clearer view.”

“Jingrui, that’s not what Su’s asking either,” snickered Yan Yujin. “He’s wearing
robes embroidered with silver dragons, and he’s sitting underneath a magnificent tent
with the character of Mu. Anybody with eyes can see that he is the little Prince Mu.
Su is asking about the person standing behind the little Prince.”

“Do you know who he 1s?”” asked Mei Changsu, tilting his head over.
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“I don’t know.”

“If you don’t know, then what’re you blabbering on about?” Xiao Jingrui stood up,
“I’ll go ask around.”

Mei Changsu reached out and stopped him. “There’d no need. I only asked out of
curiosity as the person possesses an impressive aura about him. I suppose he ought to
be some important officer in the Manor of Mu. There’s no need to inquire into the
details.”

“He 1s our manor’s General Zhangsun,” said a sudden voice at the tent’s entrance.
Xiao Jingrui shot up immediately to shield everyone behind him.

A middle-aged person appeared. He was dressed in the crimson uniform of
officials, and had three strands of whiskers flowing from his chin. He bowed in
greeting, “I have been presumptuous in my visit. Please forgive me if I have startled
anyone.”

“So it is the esteemed Guidepost of the Manor of Mu.” Even though Xie Bi did not
recognize the visitor, he could still guess his identity from his outfit. He stood up and
returned the greeting, “To what do we owe the pleasure of your visit, sir?”

Before the visitor had a chance to reply, Yan Yujin shouted suddenly, “Ah! He
lost!”

Mei Changsu looked at Baili Qi, who had already defeated his opponent during
their idle chatter, and was now standing upon the stage expressionlessly. Mei Changsu
shook his head and sighed. Even though the battle today was not decided in a single
move, the match was still completely one-sided. There was nothing mysterious to
Baili Q1’s techniques. He was simply sturdy and strong. His opponent attempted in
vain to battle strength with technique, and was defeated during a slip in his defence.

The middle-aged man in crimson took this opportunity to say, “I am Guidepost
Wei Jingan of the Manor of Mu. I came to request an audience with Mr. Su regarding
precisely this matter.”

“There’s no need to be so polite. What’s the need for requesting an audience when
you’re already here? A visitor is a guest. Sit, sit,” said Yan Yujin with ease, as if he
was the master within this tent of the Marquess of Ning. He dragged a chair over.

“Many thanks,” said Wei Jingan. He actually dropped the pleasantries as
suggested, and went straight to the point, “Nobody is as anxious about this tournament
for Princess Nihuang’s husband as our people in the Manor of Mu. Baili Qi astonished
everyone with his performance yesterday. Even though our Princess is as calm as
usual, our little Prince is very anxious. Thus, he especially ordered me to come see
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Mr. Su and make an inquiry as to whether or not any actions should be placed in
motion.”

Once he finished, even Mei Changsu himself couldn’t hide his incredulous
expression, not to mention the others.

The group gathered in the tent had certainly been discussing the matter of Baili Q1.
However, that was only due to a feeling of concern that arose from their respect for
Princess Nihuang as a citizen of Liang. Yet, going by the words of Wei Jingan, it
sounded like this problem was supposed to be Mei Changsu’s responsibility right
from the start.

“Guidepost Wei,” said Mei Changsu carefully after some consideration, “Could it
be that the little Prince is under the impression that I should take some sort of action?”

“Is there no need for action still?” Wei Jingan raised his brows. “Or could it be that
Mr. Su does not believe that Baili Qi could pose a viable threat?”

“I do not dare to make such claims at present. However, what I find odd is...why
would the little Prince want to ask me?”

Wei Jingan was a bit shocked as well. His eyes widened, “Didn’t Mr. Su already
have an agreement with our Princess that this tournament is only held to obey the
orders of His Majesty, and that nobody will be chosen in actuality?”

These words were even more mind-blowing than the ones before. The young men
were dumbfounded. They all stared stupefied at Mei Changsu.

Since he entered the capital, Mei Changsu had only ever been alone with Princess
Nihuang for that little while. Who could’ve imagined that he moves so swiftly? Even
such a promise has been pledged, and he didn’t make a peep even when he watched
everyone run around in circles for the tournament. He really knew how to keep his
calm.

Of course, Mei Changsu himself was also flabbergasted. He was just about to
defend himself, but he began to cough from breathing in some cold air. Xiao Jingrui
looked on from the side with a long face. However, he still softened after a little bit
and came over to pat Mei Changsu’s back to ease his coughs.

“Guidepost Wei, I do not know how such claims came to be. However, I must still
trouble you to give a reply to the little Prince.” Mei Changsu drank some hot tea to
moisten his throat and continued, “The Princess had indeed instructed me to complete
a task for her, but the matter is very different than what you spoke of. I’'m afraid that
the little Prince is probably misunderstanding something.”
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“Misunderstanding something?” Wei Jingan froze. “Then what matter did the
Princess entrust to you?”

“The Princess was only worried about the Emperor feeling fatigued, and entrusted
me to assist with the literary tournament of the top ten candidates and help her arrange
their rankings somewhat. There was no mention of anything else.”

He didn’t appear to be lying to Wei Jingan. Besides, Mei Changsu did not have
any reason to lie to him. Wei Jingan was at a loss for what to do. He did not know
what sort of miscommunication occurred between the Princess and the little Prince,
but going by the little Prince’s instructions today, this Su Zhe should be someone the
Princess holds in high trust and great fondness. Mei Changsu appeared graceful when
Wei Jingan first laid eyes upon him, but he was sickly and weak, and did not seem to
be a good match for his heroic Princess. It works out fine if he denies those claims.

“Please forgive my rashness then, Mr. Su.” Wei Jingan bowed politely. “But even
so, the Princess must already view you has a friend to entrust to you a matter of such
importance as the literary tournament. May I suppose that you will not stand idle in
the matter of Baili Qi either?”

“I dare not do anything but try my hardest. I must urge the little Prince to refrain
from being overly troubled as well. The Princess had calmed many storms and settled
many predicaments in her days. She would not make a mistake in her marriage. |
believe that this matter will be promptly resolved as well.”

“I hope it goes according to your auspicious words.” Wei Jingan was a
straightforward person. Once he had finished, there was no need for more courteous
exchange. He bowed to everyone in the tent and left.

“Feiliu’s not here today?” asked Yan Yujin, watching his disappearing figure. “We
didn’t notice since there’s always people coming and going, but he actually came to
straight to our entrance and heard us talk...”

“There’s a fair at East Market today, so I let Feiliu go there to play,” answered Mei
Changsu, smiling. “However, the Guidepost is a civil office, and yet he possesses such
skills in the lightfooted arts. Look at the air of that General Zhangsun serving next to
the little Prince as well. The Manor of Mu is truly filled with talents, and Yunnan is
certainly worthy of its fame as the world’s greatest principality.”

“Also, no one from Yunnan signed up for such a large-scale tournament. One can
see that to them, the Princess is truly someone to be worshipped but never touched,”
added Xie Bi.

“Jingrui, why are you upset?” asked Mei Changsu, who had found an unusual
expression on the young man beside him.
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Xiao Jingrui mumbled with a rigid expression, “Why didn’t you tell me that the
Princess had asked you to oversee the literary tournament?”’

“What, was Su supposed to report it to you?” asked Xie Bi incredulously.

Mei Changsu did not mock him, but rather explained patiently and warmly,
“Jingrui, of course I must agree to such a request from the Princess. However,
overseeing the literary tournament is such an important matter. It can’t be decided
with just the Princess’s invitation, and would require the Emperor’s royal permission.
I have not received any Royal Edicts in these days, so I supposed that His Majesty has
not given permission. Because of that, I did not mention it to you guys.”

“It’s normal to not have mentioned it. Su is such a responsible person, so he
naturally wouldn’t jabber about something still undecided.” Xie Bi laughed out loud.
“What I’m finding strange is why you’re so upset, brother.”

Xiao Jingrui also thought that he was being unreasonable after thinking it over a
bit, and blushed slightly.

Yan Yujin covered his mouth and laughed for awhile too. He said mockingly, “It’s
because Jingrui likes Su, of course. He’s always thinking that since he was the one to
invite Su to Jinling, he should be the closest with Su. Now he discovered someone
else being close with Su too, who he didn’t know about, of course he’d be jealous.”

“W-Who’s jealous?!”
“My brother has been stingy like this since he was young. He clings on to anything

he likes, and wouldn’t let me touch them at all. How come you’re still like this when
you’re all grown up?”

“What’re you babbling about, you brat? What did I cling on to and not give you?”
“That chestnut stallion!”

“That horse was too spirited. You fell whenever you tried to ride him, so of course
I didn’t dare to let you ride him anymore. What if you were knocked silly?”

“And Lin Shu!” exclaimed Yan Yujin, adding to the chaos. “You were happy as a
clam when Lin Shu taught you archery, but then you discovered the next day that he
taught me too. You ended up not talking to me for days!”

Mei Changsu felt his heart freeze, as if all the blood in his body gathered and
congealed there. His face suddenly turned pale.

“What’s wrong?” Xiao Jingrui rushed over and asked anxiously, “Do you feel
unwell again? You’re like this a lot these days. Are Dr. Xun’s pills ineffective?”
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“An elixir of life does not exist.”” Mei Changsu managed a smile, “I’m already
much better than before. There’s only a short pain with an attack, and I would recover
soon after.”

“It’s too cold here inside the tent,” said Yan Yujin, bringing over a fur cloak, “I’ll
tell them to add another firepit.”

“It’s not even winter yet. There’s no need.” Mei Changsu looked at Yan Yujin and
Xie Bi and grinned, “Do you two usually gang up like this to bully Jingrui?”

“That’s right,” answered Yan Yujin happily. “It’s really fun to bully him. Do you
want to join, Su?”

“Oy, you...”

Mei Changsu turned and pressed Xiao Jingrui as he spoke quietly, “You’ve been
friends with him for so long. Don’t you know him yet? The more riled up you are, the
happier he gets. Just ignore him, and he wouldn’t be able to have fun by himself.”

“Hmph. Su really is biased towards Jingrui,” protested Yan Yujin. “But it’s no big
deal even if you teach him, since I can always think up a new way to bully him. Are
you scared, Jingrui?”

Xiao Jingrui was a smart person and a fast learner. He ignored Yan Yujin this
time, and focused on chatting quietly with Mei Changsu. The Empress’s nephew saw
that his attack had fallen through, and found it really boring. He circled around in the
tent for a bit, then ran outside again to entertain himself with who knows what.
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BOOK TWO
THE WIND BEGINS TO STIR

CHAPTER 22
Emperor of Liang

That day, Mei Changsu stayed and watched until the very last round before
returning home. He barely ate any dinner due to his fatigue, which made Xiao Jingrui
and Feiliu very worried. Still, he insisted on watching the challenge rounds in the next
two days from beginning to end, saying that he cannot betray the Princess’s trust.

The addition of challenge rounds was clearly effective. Three of the final ten
contestants were eliminated after being challenged. The final ten champions drank
their Royal Wine and received their rewards of golden flowers. They were to enter the
Royal Palace for the literary tournament after resting for three days.

“Su, you look like you’re not satisfied with any of us within the final ten,”
commented Yan Yujin that night, twirling his golden flower. The group was gathered
in the Snow Cottage.

“You guys are pretty much the cream of the crop,” sighed Mei Changsu, “But
whenever I think of the magnificence and grace of Princess Nihuang, I feel that the
candidates are still lacking in some ways.”

“Are Jingrui and I lacking something too?” challenged Yan Yujin, unwilling to
accept the judgment. “We’re probably the most likable people in the capital, whether
it’s in terms of character or looks!”

Mei Changsu glanced at the two and refuted with certainty, “You two are too
young.”

Yan Yujin rolled his eyes at the response. “How can you hold our age against us?
It’s not like we wanted to be born a few years after the Princess!”
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“Oh, stop messing around,” said Xiao Jingrui, giving him a shove. “We only
entered to fill the numbers anyway, so that we could filter out some more unqualified
candidates for the Princess.”

“Oy, don’t drag me into this ‘filling the numbers’ business, okay? I’'m actually
serious!” Yan Yujin put on a solemn expression.

“When have you ever been serious in all your years alive? Even if you are, it’s
useless. What lady would like a husband younger than her?”

“Ha!” snickered Yan Yujin. “Look at you lecturing me. Ms. Yun is older than you
by six years. Count it out, how many years have you pursued her for?”

Mei Changsu saw Xiao Jingrui freeze from the retort and interjected hurriedly,
“Jingrui 1s a candid person. Regardless of how much he cared for Ms. Yun, he was
never forceful or persistent, nor did he pestered her in any way. You should mimic
him now and allow the Princess to make her own decision, as a truly carefree and
upstanding young man.”

Yan Yujin clasped his hand over his heart and complained bitterly, “You finally
found someone to support you, Jingrui. It’s going to be hard to bully you in the future
with Su protecting you...”

Everyone cracked up over his dramatic display, and the atmosphere immediately
relaxed.

While everyone was happily chattering away, a servant suddenly dashed inside in
a panic. He said while panting, “A eunuch from the Royal Palace arrived to announce
an edict. The Marquess asked everyone to hurry to the front hall...”

These people were all used to seeing Royal Edicts and were not alarmed. They
stood up and began to say their farewells to Mei Changsu.

“N... No...” said the servant hastily, “It’s mainly Mr. Su... Mr. Su needs to
receive the edict...”

“Me?” Mei Changsu was startled, but after some thought, he figured that he
wouldn’t be able to get any answers from the servant anyway. Hence, he stood and
changed his attire, then followed everyone to the front hall.

The eunuch standing before the front hall did not carry a Royal Edict. He waited
until everyone bowed to the ground, then flicked his long brush and announced in a
high voice, “By the Emperor’s decree, Su Zhe is summoned to appear before His
Majesty tomorrow after the Morning Court Session.”
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Everyone paid their gratitudes and rose. The young men guessed that Princess
Nihuang must have made a report to the Emperor, and were not surprised. Princess
Liyang was not in the manor that night. Thus, the only person who felt surprised was
the Marquess of Ning, Xie Yu. He usually buries himself in politics and pays no
attention to other affairs. As such, he did not pay much mind to this guest in the Snow
Cottage, and was naturally confused by why the Emperor would wish to summon a
commoner. However, it would be rather rude to ask that, so he pondered for a moment
and asked politely, “Would Mr. Su happen to know why His Majesty wishes to see
you tomorrow in the Palace? It would allow me to assist you in making any necessary
preparations.”

Mei Changsu understood his intent and replied lightly, “I have no special talents,
and only receive some undue admiration for my perception. Two days ago, Princess
Nihuang had invited me to help her in overseeing the literary tournament. I am
guessing that this is likely the reason behind the Emperor’s summons.”

Although Xie Yu was shocked, he quickly realized that there was nothing to be
bewildered about when he remembered the renowned talent of Mr. Mei of East River.
He felt immediate relief, and returned to the back courtyard after giving a slight bow.

The next morning, a carriage from the Manor of Mu arrived for Mr. Su,
confirming everyone’s conjectures. Although the noble young gentlemen were of high
status, the Royal Palace was not exactly the marketplace after all, and they could not
accompany Su simply because they wanted to. So, even though the worried was
worried and the curious was curious, in the end, Mei Changsu entered the carriage
alone. He even tossed a task at Xiao Jingrui along the way—taking care of Feiliu.

The carriage rode to outer walls of the Palace, then it was switched with a litter
covered in blue silk. Mei Changsu suddenly felt his emotions swell. He hastily closed
his eyes to meditate and restore his calm and clarity. He exited the litter after entering
the Righteous Gate. According to the route, he was probably heading to the Hall of
Military Eminence. Just as he turned at the corner of the hall, he met another group of
people turning out from the side corridor.

The young man amidst them was dressed in a princely robe with embroidered
dragons. He was handsome and graceful, and his youthful features did not damper his
dignity. Even from a distance, he stared up and down at Mei Changsu with curious
eyes. He smiled immediately when he saw Mei Changsu looking back at him. His
expression was extremely friendly, just like a younger brother meeting his new
brother-in-law for the first time, which drew an amused yet helpless smile from Mei
Changsu. Yet, when Mei Changsu saw the Princess grinning mischievously, he knew
with certainty that this female general had done it purposefully.

“Mr. Su, you look great today,” said Princess Nihuang, strolling over. “Here, let
me introduce you—this is my younger brother.”
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“Greetings, Prince Mu.”

Mu Qing hastily reached out to support him. Usually, people call him the “little
Prince Mu” due to his young age. Mei Changsu’s removal of the word “little” had
made him very happy. Besides, this was the man his sister was fond of, so it wasn’t as
if he dared to be arrogant in front of her. He was already brimming with smiles, “I’ve
heard much about you, Mr. Su. You certainly do justice to your famed elegance.”

Mei Changsu gave a pained chuckle and said, “I am but a sickly man who dares
not receive such praise.”

“Oh? Prince Jing has arrived too?” said Princess Nihuang suddenly.

Mei Changsu turned around and saw Prince Jing, Xiao Jingyan, striding over. The
two men met eyes briefly, then their gaze diverted.

“Thank you for allowing me to take up your precious time, Prince Jing,” said
Princess Nihuang with a smile. From her words, Prince Jing appeared to have arrived
upon her invitation as well.

Mei Changsu looked at the two people standing shoulder to shoulder. The man
was mighty and tall, with a valiant air of a mighty beast. The woman was noble and
heroic, and possessed the air of a blazing phoenix. Mei Changsu’s eyes glimmered
involuntarily, and he felt his heart quiver.

Prince Jing was a man of few words. He only replied with a polite response, then
stood silently.

“Do we need to wait for someone here?”” inquired Mei Changsu.

“There’s no need. Look, they’re all here.” Princess Nihuang smiled sweetly,
“These two really act as one.”

Mei Changsu knew who she was referring to without even needing to turn his
head. Just as expected, the Crown Prince and Prince Yu’s laughter rang in succession
a moment later, as if they were competing in who can act more gracious and
benevolent. They greeted the group at the corner of the hall pleasantly.

Theses two were royalty, so everyone stepped forward to greet them with bows.
Prince Yu had made the Emperor very pleased by presenting the suggestion of
challenge rounds a few days ago, so he was naturally very happy to see Mei Changsu.
Although the Crown Prince was displeased, he knew that he could not place blame on
Su Zhe for the situation. It was his fault for not having any eyes or ears near him, so of
course he had to show that he held no resentment. Mei Changsu made sure not to
neglect Princess Nihuang and Mu Qing while chatting with the two Royal Princes. He
performed gracefully in the intricate dance of conversation, and engaged all parties
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perfectly. Xiao Jingyan stood at the side and stared at the scene coldly, an expression
of noticeable disgust in his eyes.

The people grouped up and entered the hall together. Wine and food were already
laid out on banquet tables positioned inside the hall. Due to customs, the party could
not take their seats as the Emperor had yet to arrive. So, they stood around in groups
of two or three and chatted away.

Due to their rivalry, neither the Crown Prince nor Prince Yu wanted to give the
other the chance to be alone with Mei Changsu, so the three were unexpectedly
gathered together. Mu Qing had always looked up to Prince Jing’s military feats, and
also felt that men should discuss topics of might and blood, so he began to consult
Xiao Jingyan on military affairs. Princess Nihuang wandered between, listening on
this side for a bit and chatting with the other for awhile, ending up as the most relaxed
of them all.

About a quarter of an hour later, a golden chime sounded softly outside the hall. A
ceremonial official announced loudly, “The Emperor has arrived—"

The hall became silent at once. Everyone stood orderly according to customs, and
Mei Changsu backed away into the corner. He waited for the figure in yellow robes to
take a seat upon the main seat of the hall, then followed everyone in bowing down to
the Emperor.

The Emperor of Liang was over sixty. Strands of white hair scattered at his
temples, and his face was wrinkled. However, he still carried himself with a mighty
air, without any hint of the frailty of old age. He ordered everyone to rise, then his
gaze automatically rested upon the figure furthest away, Mei Changsu.

To the revered Emperor, the Chief of the East River Alliance or the world’s
biggest sect were all distant affairs for him, far away from the grandeur of the Royal
Court. The only reason he was interested in Mei Changsu was because he was under
the same misunderstanding as Mu Qing and thought that he must be the one Princess
Nihuang had secretly chosen.

With his first look, he found this person to be handsome and elegant, without any
hint of nervousness in his actions. It’s no wonder that the Princess was partial to him.

With his second look, he found his face to be overly pale and his figure under the
fur cloak to be slight and thin. It’s unlikely for him to enjoy longevity. He seemed a
bit inadequate.

With his third look, he found his two eyes to be very serene. They were sort of
clear and yet sort of complex. Even though they were silently downcast, as if
meditating, they were full of spirit.
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The Emperor of Liang smoothed his grey beard and nodded to himself. He called
out, “Su Zhe.”

“The commoner is present.”

“The Princess has recommended you to me, saying that you are exceptionally
talented. The Crown Prince and Prince Yu have also given you much praise. | have
here with me three essays. Read them, and point out the superior one for me.”

“The commoner obeys Your Majesty’s command.”

Mei Changsu received the essays from a eunuch and skimmed over it roughly,
almost reading ten lines with one glance. He finished quickly and said, “Reporting to
Your Majesty, An Essay on Central Governance is the finest.”

“Oh? Why s0?”

“This essay has the air of a sovereign. How can I dare to criticize it as a mere
commoner?”’

The Emperor of Liang reared back with laughter. He looked very pleased, and
praised Mei Changsu, “You really do have an eye for talent. I will entrust the
Princess’s literary tournament to you. Although you do not have a position, you
should still have the title of a Guest Official since you are working for the Royal
Court. There is no need to refer to yourself as a commoner anymore.”

Mei Changsu pondered for a slight moment before saying, “The official obeys
Your Majesty’s command.” These words were said in a very cool tone, as if he paid
no mind to the Emperor’s benevolence and only acted to obey customs.

“Someone, present a seat for Mr. Su next to Princess Nihuang.”
“Thank you, Your Majesty.”

Mei Changsu bowed and entered his seat. The Princess shot a smile at him
immediately, and an expression of “so that’s how it is” appeared on everyone in the

hall.

At that time, the Commander of the Royal Guards, Meng Zhi, appeared at the
entrance of the hall. He served directly under His Majesty and did require an
announcement to enter the hall. He headed straight into the hall and reported,
“Reporting to Your Majesty, the two envoys from the Yu and Yan empires as well as
the ten final candidates have all arrived at the Royal Palace, and are waiting outside
the hall for Your Majesty’s instructions.”
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Mei Changsu had already heard the news that the goal of the banquet was not
solely to see him. More importantly, it was held to study the candidates for the
position of Prince Consort in advance. However, the news had not been confirmed
until now, so he was rather happy for it to be true.

While he was pondering, the Emperor of Liang had already issued a summons.
Meng Zhi received the command and turned around. In the brief moment of his gaze
turning, he gave a slight nod to Mei Changsu, unnoticed by all.

Mei Changsu relaxed slightly knowing that Meng Zhi had been successful, but his
expression gave no hint of change while he sat serenely. A few moments later, a
eunuch announced the arrival of Princess Jingning. The Emperor of Liang smiled
happily and asked his little daughter as soon as she entered, “Ning, weren’t you
whining yesterday about how you wanted to join the banquet? How come you’re late
today?”

Princess Jingning’s delicate brows were knitted together, and a dark cloud hung
over her face. Her expression was extremely gloomy. After she finished her greeting
to the Emperor, she answered sullenly, “I saw a snow-white Persian cat on my way
here and chased after it, and was thus delayed.”

“You really love cats, don’t you? Are you unhappy because you did not catch it?”

Princess Jingning pondered silently for a moment, then answered quietly, “No... |
was chasing that cat, and accidentally went into the Secluded Courtyard. I saw the
people there performing hard labour and looking very miserable, and thus felt a bit

sorry...”

Prince Jing’s heart quivered upon hearing her mention the Secluded Courtyard,
and threw a quick look at Mei Changsu. However, the latter was very calm, as if he
never heard it at all.

The Emperor of Liang’s face darkened slightly. He said reprovingly, “How can
you enter a place like that as a Princess? Besides, the people at the Secluded
Courtyard have their crimes, and thus deserve the hardships of labour. You need not
feel such compassion for them.”

“Yes, Father,” said Princess Jingning, hanging her head. “It’s just that there were
also young children there, who were frail and pitiful. I was thinking, what kind of
crime could they have committed at such a young age...”

“There’s no need to speak further!” bellowed the Emperor of Liang, cutting her
off. “I’ve really spoiled you too much. Why are you bringing up those criminals
during an occasion like this? Take your seat now. The envoys will arrive soon. You
must always remember your status as a Princess. Look at Princess Nihuang, and how
tactful she is with her noble bearing...”
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“Your Majesty thinks too highly of me,” laughed Princess Nihuang immediately.
“Jingning is a pampered little Princess. Your Majesty wouldn’t be able to bear it if she
really were to fight on the battlefields like me.”

The Emperor of Liang’s eyes appeared very affectionate, and said, “I can’t bear to
have you endure such hardships either. Now that Qing has inherited the title, I will be
at ease after I choose a good husband for you.”

“I am infinitely grateful to Your Majesty’s kindness and benevolence. Even my
father in the afterlife must feel the graciousness of Your Majesty and feel deeply
indebted.” Princess Nihuang had governed over Yunnan for many years, and certainly
did not build her success solely on bravery and might. Even a simple phrase of
gratitude was transformed into such sincere and pleasant words by her.

The Emperor of Liang smiled warmly. At that time, the envoys from Yu and Yan
had entered the hall. They took their seats after bowing to the Emperor. The ten final
candidates entered after them. Each wore unique outfits, and some wore anxious
expressions. Clearly, they had been spontaneously summoned early in the morning,
and were not prepared in any way.

Compared to them, Xiao Jingrui and Yan Yujin who were used to entering the
Palace were naturally a lot more relaxed. Their eyes searched around as soon as they
entered the hall. Even though they did not dare to voice a greeting once they found
Mei Changsu, they smiled at him in unison.
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CHAPTER 23
Challenge

Everyone paid their gratitudes and took their seats. The Emperor of Liang ordered
maids to fill each table with fragrant wine and favoured everyone with three cups. He
waited until everyone drank their wine, then said, “This banquet is graced by the
presence of gallant warriors and great fighters. Everyone here must be gallant
gentlemen to be able to claim final victory. My intention for hosting today’s banquet
is to honour your accomplishments and congratulate you. Heroes are great drinkers.
Everyone may drink another cup.”

The ten candidates hastily raised their cups and stood up. They drained their cups.

The Emperor of Liang then turned towards the two Head Ambassadors at the guest
table and said, “The Yan and Yu empires are truly birthplaces for gallant heroes.
These young heroes have travelled from afar, and are all exceptionally skilled.
However, I fear that I am not well acquainted with them. I would be glad if you could
introduce them to me.”

The two ambassadors hastily stood up and bowed, saying “Yes, Your Majesty!”
Yet, just as they straightened up and were about to speak, they discovered a problem.
The two empires both have representing candidates in the final champions. However,
the Emperor of Liang had only said to “introduce them”, and never specified who
should introduce first and who should introduce after. Honestly speaking, who spoke
first and who spoke second was not such a big deal, but everyone needed to try to
come out on top during such a grand banquet. Besides, the Yan and Yu were not some
friendly neighbouring empires. Disputes and quarrels were frequent between them, so
neither party wanted to yield ground for no reason.

After a momentary lapse, the two head ambassadors realized that this deadlock
needed a solution. Together, they turned their eyes towards the host. They found the
old Emperor to be wearing an unkind smile. He clearly wanted them to resolve this
issue of sequence amongst themselves.

“There are two warriors from our Yu empire within final candidates...” began the
Head Ambassador of Yu immediately, implying that we have two and you guys only
have one, so we should speak first.



Hai Yan /NIRVANA IN FIRE / 117

“It’s unfortunate that these ten candidates do not have an opportunity to compete
further amongst themselves. Our warrior Baili is still eager for more,” said the Head
Ambassador of Yan, unwilling to concede. His words implied that both of yours
together can’t compare with the one of ours, so why should you speak first.

“Actually, there are many other brave warriors within our empire who are able to
compete. However, considering that this is to request the Princess’s hand in marriage,
the candidate should possess both good looks and talent. Thus, we made a careful
selection beforehand.” The eyes of the head ambassador of Yu were filled with
disdain, clearly mocking Baili Qi for his ugly looks, which the Princess will definitely
find disdainful.

“All that glitters is not gold. It is better to judge people by their character rather
than their appearance. Such a remarkable person as the Princess would never give her
attention to people who are merely useless ornaments...” retorted the Head
Ambassador of Yan, who had an equally sharp tongue.

The Emperor of Liang finally gave a laugh and mediated, “Our three empires are
friends today, which should be a joyous affair. Let’s not bury our head in the details.
Please take a seat, ambassadors. Let’s have Meng Zhi take over the duty of
introductions.”

Meng Zhi shot out immediately. After a “Yes, Your Majesty”, he turned back went
next to candidate from the Yu empire first. He indicated the man politely with his
palm and said, “This warrior from the Yu empire is named You Guangzhi,”® age
twenty-eight. His father is a Second Rank Official within the Central Records. He had
once been engaged with a Ms. Hu, which had been cancelled three months ago.”
Following that, he went next to the Yan table and said, “This warrior from the Yan
empire is named Baili Qi, age thirty. He is a soldier serving under the Fourth Prince of
Yan. Apart from this tournament, he had never left the side of His Highness. He had
never been married.” After that, he returned back to the side of Yu and said, “This
warrior from the Yu empire is named Zheng Cheng, age twenty-seven. He is the
brother-in-law to the Second Prince of Yu. He had once been married to a lady with
the surname Zeng,?! who he expelled half a year ago under the crime of malicious
language.”

The Emperor of Liang listened quietly. “Mhmm.”
The Yu ambassador didn’t expect for Liang to actually investigate the

backgrounds of these candidates so thoroughly, and was rather unnerved. He rushed to
explain, “Your Majesty, these two are both outstanding young men of my empire, in

20 Fun fact: His name means “well-travelled”
21 Fun fact: The character of her surname can also be read as “ceng”, which means
means “once”, e.g. “they were married once, but not anymore”.
b
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possession of both good looks and character. Any previous engagements have
absolutely been properly resolved. We dare not mistreat the Princess.”

The Yan ambassador chuckled coldly, “They’ve really been resolved in time!”

“It’s still better than your esteemed empire sending over a servant. Don’t you
know that this is to request the Princess’s hand in marriage?” retorted the Head
Ambassador of Yu angrily.

“The Princess is marrying a person, not his family background. Besides, with the
Princess’s honourable status, why would she need to mind something like someone’s
family background?”

“There had always been a distinction between the noble and the common since
ancient times. How can it be ignored?”

“Our warrior Baili had become sworn brothers with the Fourth Prince prior to
leaving. The noble and common change with the tides of time and fate.”

“You...” The Yu ambassador was about to retort, but someone by his side tugged
his sleeves discreetly and said quietly, “There is already a process in place for how the
Princess will choose her husband. There is no benefit in this quarrel.”

The Head Ambassador of Yu wasn’t dumb either. He comprehended immediately
with the slight reminder. Besides, the person who spoke to stop him was his Vice
Ambassador, the famous martial artist on the Langya Ranking, Jindiao Chaiming.
How could he ignore him? He gave a “Humph!” and sat down.

The Emperor of Liang watched their quarrel with cold eyes. He remained silent
until both sides momentarily doused their fire, then said slowly, “Everyone here is
exceptional. There is no need for a quarrel. Unfortunately, I have been busy with
government affairs and have not been able to see every match. I’m afraid that I’'m still
rather unfamiliar with these warriors.”

“I have a suggestion, Father.” Prince Yu had a quick wit by nature, and with the
addition of his speedy information gathering, he already knew the intention of his
royal father’s. He jumped on the opportunity and said, “Why don’t we take advantage
of the banquet today and have these ten warriors spar with each other? It would make
for a great tale.”

The Emperor of Liang made a soft sound of approval. He brushed his beard and
asked, “What is the opinion of everyone else?”

“Father, I believe that this suggestion by Prince Yu is rather lacking in
consideration,” responded the Crown Prince hurriedly. “Your Majesty’s royal figure is
here. How can we allow knives and swords in the hall? If they somehow...” At that
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part in his speech, he suddenly saw something at the corner of his eyes. Mei Changsu
had raised his cup and was gazing at it, all the while shaking his head gently. The
Crown Prince’s heart gave a thump, and he immediately changed his speech, “These
are merely some concerns I hold for Father... But now that I think about it, |
remember Father’s heroics that year while quelling the rebellion. Plus, we have
Commander Meng standing guard, so there shouldn’t be any major issues. Hence, |
have a suggestion, Father. Sparring is fine, but everyone must hold back in their
attacks, as it is inauspicious to see blood.”

He changed his tone halfway through, which rather showed some quick wit. Prince
Yu did not see Mei Changsu’s hint, so he didn’t understand how this person suddenly
wised up. He was a bit disappointed, and gave a cold “Hmph!”.

“Both of my sons’ suggestions please me greatly,” chuckled the Emperor of Liang.
“Then, everyone may challenge any other candidates at their will. There is no need to
set any rules.”

His words clearly exposed that he really did want to see everyone spar. The Crown
Prince silently lamented over the danger he avoided, and couldn’t help but send a
grateful look at Mei Changsu. However, the latter was leaning over and listening to
Princess Nihuang’s whispers, and didn’t see him at all.

Even though everyone was allowed to freely challenge others, everyone there had
endured thousands of hardships to earn their positions. Plus, nobody wanted to rashly
challenge someone in front of the Princess, in fear of making a fool out of themselves
rather than earning prestige. For a time, everyone tried to measure each other out, and
there was an awkward stillness.

“I’ll go first, then.” The person who gave a long laugh and stood up, clothes
rustling, was of course the carefree Yan Yujin. He walked to the middle of the hall
and bowed to the Emperor, then turned around leisurely and tilted his chin up, “I, Yan
Yujin, would like to challenge the young master Mr. Xiao.”

Xiao Jingrui looked at him with a pained yet amused smile, but he had no choice
but to stand up. Quite a few people in the hall couldn’t help but chuckle while they
watched the two stand face to face and hug their fists in greeting. These two rascals
had scuffled with each other since their childhood, and had left teeth marks on each
other’s little cheeks before they could even walk. However, nobody had actually seen
them in a proper duel.

Just as everyone watched the match begin with eyes filled with expectancy, they
couldn’t resist an internal “Psh” after a few moves. How was that an important duel?
It was clearly a performance competition. Never mind Xiao Jingrui, who was acting
properly as usual. However, Yan Yujin was dead set on showing off. He performed all
of his coolest and prettiest moves, and fluttered around the hall like a colourful
butterfly. Sometimes, when Xiao Jingrui’s attack would accidentally block the move
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he was about to display, he would even glare at him. During all that hassle, he didn’t
forget to choose the best angle to give charming smiles at the Princess. It made
Princess Nihuang bowl over in laughter. She waved her hand while trying to catch her
breath and said, “Little...little Jin... Enough, enough... I know...you’ve always been
the most handsome...”

After that opening, the atmosphere was, as expected, immediately relaxed to the
extreme. Soon after, people began to challenge others one after the other. For a time,
there was an unending stream of spectacular matches. Everybody was certainly
spectacularly skilled, each with their strengths.

About four or five rounds later, the biggest dark horse Baili Qi finally stood up. He
hugged his fists at a Liang candidate who had already won one round, but who had
also rested for a round as well. During such an occasion, it was impossible to hesitate.
The opponent stood up immediately and came forward.

“This person isn’t from the capital. Do you know him?” asked Yan Yujin, leaning
in his good friend’s ear.

“Li Xiao is the most outstanding disciple in the current generation of the Wudang
Sect.?? My Zhuo dad often has high praises for him. His inner energy has is very solid
with great foundation. He could actually be considered an opponent for Baili Qi,”
answered Xiao Jingrui quietly.

While the two were whispering amongst themselves, the duel had already begun.
The Wudang Sect had great martial artists from every generation. Its inner energy
mantra and combat techniques naturally had their superior aspects. Li Xiao was very
appropriate in his attacks and defences against a great fighter like Baili Qi. Every
move and every technique was filled with power. In the blink of an eye, dozens of
moves have been exchanged, and he actually showed no sign of defeat.

Still, just when everyone was exclaiming over a spectacular move from Li Xiao
called “Win Some Lose Some”, Princess Nihuang suddenly sucked in her breath. At
the same time, Meng Zhi summoned his inner energy and shouted loudly, “No!”
Before the remnants of his voice faded away, Li Xiao’s body had already flown out.
Meng Zhi darted out and caught him, then supported him to sit on the ground. When
Meng Zhi looked at Li Xiao again, the young man’s forehead was filled with cold
sweat, and his face was ashen. Meng Zhi held his limp right arm for an inspection,
then his brows locked together. The young man was luckily shielded when Meng Zhi
shouted with 10% of his inner energy, which prevented Baili Qi from shattering all of
the energy channels in his arm. However, the bone was broken, and the major tendon
was severely damaged. The young man had gritted his teeth and did not make any

22 A fictional sect with some historical roots, popular in Chinese wuxia stories. See
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wudang_Sect
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sounds. Still, one can see from his sorrowful eyes that he understood that with his
injury, it would be almost impossible to advance his martial arts further hereafter.

“This is the Fracture Restoration Balm made by Dr. Xun. Use it for three
consecutive days, then refrain from using power for half a month, and you will be able
to make a perfect recovery.” Mei Changsu had circled around quietly at some point.
He shoved a box of balm into Li Xiao’s pocket and continued softly, “You need to
believe in Dr. Xun. Don’t worry and rest well. You will not have any lingering
problems.”

Dr. Xun’s Fracture Restoration Balm was an incredible medicine that one can
seldom chance upon, and some unfamiliar young man actually gifted a whole box of it
to himself. Li Xiao was so startled and thankful that he forgot all about his pain. He
stared dumbly at Mei Changsu, unable to speak.

Meng Zhi gave a slight nod to Mei Changsu and summoned servants to carry Li
Xiao off. At that time, Baili Qi had already returned to his seat. He looked on with
indifference, as if his destructive move just now wasn’t anything much.

“Mr. Ambassador,” started the Crown Prince angrily, “Everyone had decided to
spar in goodwill. How could your fighter be so cruel? It’s too much!” He felt really
humiliated as he had just suggested for the candidates to hold back in their attacks,
and was the first to speak.

The other candidates shot over angry looks as well. The Head Ambassador of Yan
stood up and said haughtily, “We did obey the Crown Prince’s orders and did not
show blood. Besides, it is impossible to avoid injury in competitions of strength. It is
well-known that our empire has always respected the strong. The Princess is a
courageous lady of the military and should know that the word “kindness” does not
exist on the battlefield. What wrongs has our warrior Baili committed?”

The Emperor of Liang said with apparent displeasure, “The Royal Court is not the
battlefield. Your warrior has been rash. It must not be repeated.”

Even though he said that, it was a duel after all. The Emperor of Liang couldn’t
exactly get angry and administer punishment, thereby allowing for criticism in the
future. Thus, he could reprimand him a little. After the other party respectfully agreed,
he let it pass and did not mention it further.

Still, from the subsequent cold smile of the Yan ambassador, everyone discovered
that Baili Qi’s objective was nothing using this opportunity to display his combat
abilities. He went on to challenge seven opponents, two of which were from Yu. He
did not use any more cruel moves like breaking bones, but he still gave his opponents
quite a few hidden injuries. In the end, he only left Yan Yujin and Xiao Jingrui alone,
ignoring them completely. Who knows if it was because he thought too little of them,
or if it was because he thought too highly of them?
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CHAPTER 24
Provoking the Enemy Envoy with Wit

After claiming another victory, Baili Qi returned to his seat and showed no
intention of standing up again. Xiao Jingrui took this into his eyes and stood up with a
grave expression. He hugged his fists coldly towards Baili Qi and announced, “I, Xiao
Jingrui, request a match with the Warrior Baili.”

It was the first time for Baili Qi to be challenged that day. A light flickered in his
eyes, and he turned around to look at his empire’s ambassador. When he saw the
ambassador shake his head at him, Baili Qi’s expression immediately turned
nonchalant. He shook his head in refusal and said, “I’m tired.”

Xiao Jingrui knew that his name would easily make others mistake him for a
Prince of Liang, and suspected that to be the reason for Baili Qi to refuse his
challenge. He added hurriedly, “I am the son of the Marquess of Ning, Xie Yu, here to
seek guidance. If Warrior Baili feels tired, then please instruct me after you have
rested for awhile.”

Baili Qi turned around again and saw the ambassador of Yan shaking his head still.
“No more fighting today,” said Baili Qi.

Actually, it was widely known that Xiao Jingrui was not a competitive person. For
something like a martial arts duel, he always believed that there was no need to make
enemies regardless of victory or defeat. However, Baili Qi’s actions that day really
went over the line. Sometimes, his opponent would have clearly backed off in defeat,
but he still insisted on chasing after them to strike them down completely. It roused
the anger of the even-tempered young man, making his blood rush so much as to
actually initiate a challenge. Xiao Jingrui had gathered up his courage, resolving to
repress the audacity of Baili Qi somewhat even if he had to bear heavy injuries. He
never thought that he would be so coolly turned away right from the start. It just so
happened that the man did indeed fight in many consecutive rounds as well. With
Xiao Jingrui’s kind nature, he was seriously incapable of saying something like
“you’re feinting tiredness to avoid fighting”. He was frozen in anger for awhile.
Finally, he said, “Then Warrior Baili, please schedule a time with me. Let us battle
another day.”
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Baili Qi drank some tea and shook his head for the third time. He responded
coldly, “Is there any reason to battle in another day? There are so many people here. If
you really want to fight, then why don’t you pick someone else?”

Seeing him so insistent on refusing Xiao Jingrui, the Emperor of Liang became a
bit excited. He turned his head and shot a look at Meng Zhi, and the Commander of
the Royal Guards understood his thoughts immediately. He quickly leaned over and
spoke by the Emperor’s ear, “Please do not misunderstand, Your Majesty. The Yan
are not being submissive. They must know that Jingrui and Yujin are of noble status,
and the two clearly seemed to be friendly with the Princess just now. The Yan only
wish to avoid angering the higher powers of Liang too much. In actuality, Jingrui is
not a match for Baili Qi.”

The Emperor of Liang’s expression remained unchanged upon hearing this, but he
was inevitably a bit disappointed. Baili Qi had been so cocky today. As the ruler of
Liang, he naturally hoped for a citizen of Liang to win back some honour.
Unfortunately, it did not seem like his hopes would come true. Just as he was feeling
rather down, he suddenly saw Mei Changsu whispering with the Princess at their
table. Nihuang’s face was full of astonishment after hearing something. The Emperor
couldn’t resist and asked, ‘“Nihuang, what are you discussing with Mr. Su?”

Princess Nihuang paused for a moment and forced a smile, “Nothing much...”

The Emperor of Liang dipped his brows slightly with displeasure. He said gravely,
“Don’t you lie to your liege, now. What were you discussing?”

Princess Nihuang gave a smile, “Of course I dare not. Mr. Su was only giving a
few comments on the duel just now. There really was nothing else.”

“Oh? What observations do you have, Mr. Su? Please share them with us.”

Princess Nihuang glanced at Mei Changsu and saw him looking very reluctant.
She had no choice but to stand up and say, “Mr. Su said that Warrior Baili’s power is
overly hard but brittle, thus more liable to break. His path in martial arts is incorrect.
If someone were to identify his flaws, he can be struck down with just a few
children.”

The muscles on Baili Q1’s face twitched upon hearing such a comment, and some
anger rose. However, the Yan ambassador took these words merely as the Liang
attempting to regain their honour and responded arrogantly, “Those words could be
applied to anyone. If you are capable, Mr. Su, why don’t you attempt to identify his
flaws, then find some children to strike him down?”

Mei Changsu replied hastily with a smile, “I spoke imprudently. Please rest
assured. It mustn’t have been easy for Warrior Baili to achieve such skills. I would
never destroy someone’s future prospects so carelessly.”
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He was evidently apologizing, but his words stung more than a provocation. His
words plainly implied, “I can actually put my money where my mouth is, but I don’t
want to destroy you.” The Yan ambassador had been feeling very pleased with their
accomplishments and naturally did not take it well. He retorted, “If this gentleman has
such abilities, then please try it before His Majesty. Our Warrior Baili is fatigued, but
we dare not ruin Mr. Su’s good mood and keen interest in boasting.”

“Oh, it couldn’t be done so quickly,” said Mei Changsu, still wearing his warm
smile. “Even if I were able to find some children immediately, I still need to train
them for a few days at the very least. All right, let’s just say that my words were
nonsense. Please do not take it to heart...”

To the Yan ambassador, Mei Changsu’s words sounded more and more like he
was stating a fact. If he were to simply ignore Mei Changsu now, it would seem as if
he was afraid of him. How could he leave things be, and allow the honour earned by
Baili Qi’s fists to be taken away by someone’s clever tongue? If the Fourth Prince
learns about this in the future, he would surely blame the Head Ambassador for being
useless. Of course he had to make a retort. The Yan ambassador chuckled coldly and
said, “If Mr. Su needs to train people, then we will wait. Please appoint a day, Your
Majesty. We promise to show up whenever we are summoned.”

Mei Changsu looked like he was in somewhat of a predicament. He mumbled,
“Im not very familiar with the capital. Where would 1 be able to find these
children...”

Find some children? If he makes a request, every single Liang citizen present
would be able to find him a whole crowd immediately. However, nobody could figure
out if he was actually speaking the truth or if he simply wanted to upset Baili Qi, so
nobody dared to speak up.

Seeing this, the Yan ambassador was even more certain that Mei Changsu was
bluffing. He immediately added fuel to the fire, “Where’s the difficulty in that? I’ve
heard that there are many young disciples in the martial art studios of your royal
capital...”

“The children in the martial art studios are too strong. I’'m afraid that Warrior Baili
may face a disadvantage. Besides, it would not be fair to have children who had
already practised martial arts gang up on him.”

This person still insists on boasting even when pushed so far! The Yan ambassador
gritted his teeth in anger, “No harm. We do not have any complaints.”

“That’s no good,” said Mei Changsu, shaking his head. “I need to find some
weaker ones... Are there any weaker children in the Royal Palace, or in the
households of everyone here?”
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Everyone was very cautious. They did not dare to answer, fearing they would
accidentally do Mei Changsu a disservice. Princess Jingning was the only one who did
not really understand the situation. Plus, she had just recently been startled by the
desolate circumstances within the Secluded Courtyard, so she answered immediately,
“Yes, in the Palace. There are a bunch of little kids in the Secluded Courtyard.
They’re all sticks and bones, and so pitiful.”

“The convicted servants within the Secluded Courtyard, huh,” said Mei Changsu
quietly to himself. “They are rather more suitable than normal children, but would
Your Majesty permit it...?”

The Emperor of Liang saw his gaze turn towards himself. He couldn’t really be
certain if Mei Changsu wanted him to allow it or not. Just as he was hesitating, Meng
Zhi’s voice whispered in his year, “Please give your permission, Your Majesty.”

The Emperor of Liang had absolute trust in this empire’s greatest warrior on the
topics of martial arts. He immediately responded with, “I give my permission.
Someone, go to the Secluded Courtyard and pick a few children to bring here.”

“Remember to choose some weaker ones!” added Mei Changsu.

The Yan ambassador was furious. He said fiercely, “The convicted servants are
people as well. You must have a heart of steel, Mr. Su, to send these children to their
deaths.”

Princess Jinging had become very anxious when she saw the results of her off-
handed remark. She jumped in to reply, “That’s right! Isn’t this sending those children
to their deaths? Father, this can’t be okay!”

“Please rest assured, Princess. I do have some confidence,” soothed Mei Changsu.
“What’s more, as convicted servants, they ought to serve His Majesty even if it ends
in their death. Not to mention that if they were to win, His Majesty would bestow
them with great rewards.”

Princess Jingning became even more upset hearing that, “They labour in the Palace
every day. Regardless of how much money they are bestowed, they have no place to
spend it. Their lives are more important, of course!”

“That’s true,” said Mei Changsu. He looked up and pondered for a moment,
“These little convicted servants have no hope in their hearts. I suppose they would be
rather lazy and hard to train. This was a bad idea, I shouldn’t have chosen them...”

The Yan ambassador was initially rather surprised when he saw them going off to
pick people, and immediately calmed again when he saw Mei Changsu showing signs
of retreating. He jeered, “You’re really stubborn, Mr. Su, refusing to give up on your
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boasting even now. Actually, you only need to make an apology. Our Warrior Baili is
a very forgiving person.”

Mei Changsu stared at him with a steady gaze, until the Yan ambassador was
beginning to look a bit uncomfortable. Then, he gave a sigh and said, “I have given
you a chance to back down again and again, but you’ve refused to do so. If you insist
on trying, then I have no choice but to be uncivil towards Warrior Baili.”

The Yan ambassador was furious. He was just about to retort, but the eunuch who
was sent to the Secluded Courtyard had returned just then and reported, “Your
Majesty, I have brought five children here.”

“Good. Tell them to come forward.”
“Yes, Your Majesty.”

Five little figures followed behind the eunuch, cowering as they walked into the
Hall. They curled up into balls as they bowed on the ground.

Prince Jing had already been feeling suspicious. He pretty much understood the
situation after seeing Tingsheng in their midst. As he saw everyone’s attentions
gathered on the children, he quickly found an opportunity and whispered a few words
to his sister Jingning next to him.

“Raise your heads. Report your ages. Which guilty officials are you the
descendants of?”” asked the Emperor of Liang coldly.

The five children were all scared out of their wits. Urged and threatened by the
eunuch, they finally responded one by one, brokenly and with shaking voices. When it
was Tingsheng’s turn, he said quietly with a pale face, “I am e-eleven. T-he grandson
of...t-the former Grand Secretary of the Hall of...S-Supreme Harmony...who was
found g-guilty in...the corruption c-case of the Royal Examinations...”

Mei Changsu suddenly felt his heart clench, and immediately raised his teacup for
a drink to cover it up. Thinking back about it now, the women in the household of
Prince Qi were really worthy of awe and respect. While they were confined in the
Secluded Courtyard, and without any assistance from the outside world, the women
managed to cooperate and scheme a fake identity for Tingsheng, the posthumous child
born through luck. They protected him and allowed him to escape elimination from
the Crown Prince and Prince Yu. Unfortunately, these courageous women had
suffered extreme torment, and not many were still among the living.

The five children finished their responses. The Emperor of Liang didn’t really take
it to heart. He made a sound of approval, then asked Mei Changsu, “Do you think
these children are usable, Mr. Su?”
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“Five is too many. We cannot take advantage of Warrior Baili too much. Three is
more than enough.” Mei Changsu glanced at the children carelessly and pointed at
three people including Tingsheng. “I’m afraid that I would need to take them home
with me to train them for two days. Can Your Majesty permit it?”

“I permit it. I will grant great rewards if there is a victory in two days.”

Mei Changsu sighed, “Your Majesty is benevolent, but the Princess was right just
now. These children are all convicted servants. They would have no place to use any
silver or gold bestowed upon them.”

The Emperor of Liang chuckled and said, “You misunderstand. My intent was to
grant great rewards to you.”

“Eh?” Mei Changsu looked confused, “There would be no need to reward me.
They are the ones who will be working hard. Please reward them with something they
can enjoy instead, Your Majesty.”

“Of course they shall be rewarded as well.” The Emperor of Liang saw the Yan
ambassador turning red with anger while listening to this exchange, and was very
pleased. “If they win, I will reward them with...err...with...”

He was trying to thinking of what the reward should be when Princess Jingning
interrupted and said, “Father, you need to promise a great reward to make them
willing to work their hardest, and to make it easier for Mr. Su to train them. In my
opinion, the biggest reward to these convicted servants would be to release them from
hard labour and allow them to leave the Secluded Courtyard to find another station in
life. Even if you were to reward them with a mountain made of gold or silver, Father,
it’s not as good as that.”

The Emperor of Liang saw that his little daughter was feeling really sympathetic
towards the little convicted servants today. In order to make her happy—plus, those
children weren’t really important—he nodded without much thought and agreed. “All
right. It will be as you wish. If they achieve a victory, I will permit them to be released
from hard labour and have the Royal Household Department find them appropriate
stations.”

Princess Jingning was ecstatic. “Thank you, Father! I just know that Father is most
gracious and benevolent.”

“Oh you, you’re so soft-hearted. Although, it’s not bad for girls to be soft-
hearted.” The Emperor of Liang looked at her lovingly, then turned towards everyone
in the Hall. “Let us adjourn for today. Before the Princess’s literary tournament in two
days, let us all witness the results of Mr. Su’s training before starting the battle of ink
and brushes.”
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Everyone stood up immediately and said as one, “Yes, Your Majesty.
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CHAPTER 25
Training Children

The Emperor of Liang rose, supported by the hand of a eunuch, and returned to the
Inner Palace. Everybody within the hall stood respectfully until the Emperor was
gone, then scattered one by one. The Crown Prince and Prince Yu both rushed over,
wanting to inquire after the authenticity of Mei Changsu’s startling proclamations.
Prince Jing was the only one to leave quietly by himself.

Mei Changsu showed admiration in his eyes. As if he couldn’t help it, he praised,
“I never imagined that Prince Jing would have such composure. He does not speak nor
act more than he should, and I’ve never seen him lose his calm under any
circumstance. He really has the grace of a Royal Prince.”

So that’s the type the qilin prodigy likes. Hearing his words, the Crown Prince and
Prince Yu swallowed back their torrent of questions and greeted Mei Changsu
nonchalantly, then walked out with “composure” as well.

A few words from Mei Changsu got rid of two Royal Princes. He turned around
and immediately saw Princess Nihuang nodding at him while barely suppressing her
laughter, a face full of admiration. He returned a helpless smile.

At that time, Xiao Jingrui and Yan Yujin walked over, Xiao Jingrui holding the
hand of Tingsheng and Yan Yujin holding the hands of the other two children. The
Empress’s nephew began asking when he was still a few steps away, “Su, are you sure
about this? We’ve confirmed it just now—these three children really don’t know any
martial arts.”

“That’s okay, who knows martial arts as soon as they’re born? Jingrui, I need to
trouble you to notify the Marquess that these three children will be staying at the
Snow Cottage as well.”

“That won’t be a problem.” Xiao Jingrui grasped Mei Changsu’s arm with
concern, “But Su, let me challenge him first in two days. I feel that...”

“All right now,” Mei Changsu patted his hand assuringly, “Don’t worry. Although
I cannot practise martial arts myself, I can still train people.”
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“If Su says he can do it, then he’ll definitely be able to do it. You should stop
frowning so much.” Yan Yujin chuckled, “You’re not as handsome as me normally,
and you’re even less handsome when you frown.”

Everyone laughed together, and their mood lightened. Still, the three children hung
their heads and cowered back, looking very anxious. Mei Changsu knew that it would
be impossible for them to completely relax so quickly, so he did not rush to talk with
them. He only made a slight gesture for the three to follow him, and walked with the
Princess until they’ve exited the Royal Palace. Nihuang saw that her younger brother,
who had left first, was already standing dutifully waiting for her. Mei Changsu was
with friends, so he probably wouldn’t need the Mu carriage to send him back. Hence,
she did not stay behind, and left after saying her farewells. The carriages of the
Marquess of Ning and the Yan households were both driven over just then. Mei
Changsu brought the children into the carriage with him. He still did not make any
inquiries during their ride, and only lifted the curtains for the children to see the
scenery of the streets outside. Xiao Jingrui, who was riding in the same carriage,
gazed at Tingsheng’s profile and thought back to when he first met the boy. He
gradually began to understand, and turned around involuntarily to give Mei Changsu a
look.

Facing this pair of inquiring eyes, the Chief of the East River Alliance gave a light
smile and nodded.

Even though Mei Changsu had solemnly promised that he would train these three
children in earnest, everyone who came to check on the situation in the next two days
discovered that he was actually extremely leisurely and at ease. Besides drawing some
strange lines on the ground in the courtyard and instructing the children to practise
stepping on them, he lounged on the long chair beneath the tree almost all day long.
The person who was working hard, what with demonstrating movements and jumping
around, was actually Feiliu.

Even still, all visitors were only allowed to take a few glances at the entrance of
the courtyard before they were rushed out due to “necessary confidentiality of secret
techniques”. This added a feeling of mystery around the whole training process. Only
Xiao Jingrui was a bit special, and was reluctantly allowed to come in to sit for a bit.

Still, as time went on, people began to have some different opinions. The next
night, when the young master Mr. Xiao entered the Snow Cottage again to visit and
inquire for the others, he found with surprise that the children’s speed had clearly
increased exponentially.

“They’ve only really practised for a day and a half since yesterday afternoon, and
yet they’ve improved so quickly. I must focus in order to see their movements clearly
now!”
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“Even though these children are thin and frail, their perseverance, willpower, and
concentration surpass regular adults by far. They should not be underestimated.” Mei
Changsu used hand signals to direct Feiliu in correcting the trainees’ footwork, and
continued casually, “But regardless of how great their aptitudes are, it’s still
impossible for them to practise anything substantial within two days.”

“What?” exclaimed Xiao Jingrui, astonished, “Then you mean...”

“Hey, don’t worry,” said Mei Changsu with a slight smile. “Of course it’s rather
crazy to rely only on these children to strike down Baili Qi. This set of footwork and
the complimenting sword formation are really the only two things that can genuinely
produce an outcome.”

“But... But...” Xiao Jingrui became even more anxious, “But regardless of how
excellent the teamwork and footwork, it’s impossible to execute its effectiveness
without the corresponding physical power! Baili Qi possesses very solid inner energy.
Even if he were to stand still and take a few hits, these children would be able to make
a scratch on him.”

“Jingrui,” Mei Changsu looked at him with warm eyes, “You’ve practised martial

arts for many years. Don’t you know what using your opponent’s power against them
is?”

“Using your opponent’s power against them requires hand techniques to guide its
intricacies. These children don’t know any combat techniques at all!”

“They won’t be able to master hand techniques right now of course, but you’ll
learn about its profundity once you see the synergy of this set of sword techniques.
Besides, the stronger and harder Baili Qi is, the more delicate and brittle his weak
point will be. I already know where his Achilles’ heel is, else I wouldn’t dare to make
such grand statements before the Emperor. What, you don’t believe in me?”

Xiao Jingrui froze for a bit, then said hastily, “Of course I do. I dare not make little
of Su’s vast knowledge. I’'m only worried that if...”

“Don’t worry. Even though this is fun, I wouldn’t play along if there’s really a
risk.” Mei Changsu continued lightly, “If you delay me a little more, my assurance
will drop a little too.”

Xiao Jingrui panicked and said immediately, “Continue with your work, Su. I’'m
leaving right now.” He backed out of the courtyard right after he finished.

Mei Changsu watched his figure disappear into the distance. Only then did a
strange expression flash in his eyes. He mumbled to himself, “As expected, it’s hard
to deceive an honest child... Is because you are steadfast and avoid shortcuts? You
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know that the more embellished and profound a thing appears, the more unreliable it
actually is.”

Feiliu heard him speak and immediately shot over. He stared at Mei Changsu with
big eyes.

“No no, I wasn’t talking with our Feiliu.” Mei Changsu smiled warmly and
smoothed the youth’s hair. “Feiliu has worked hard. They still need to be even more
familiar with their training. They need to be able to dazzle everyone’s eyes. Only then
will Su be able to fool everyone.”

“Too slow! Fast!” Feiliu nodded firmly.

“That’s right,” encouraged Mei Changsu, “They’re too slow now. They need to be
faster.”

Feiliu turned away immediately and focused on his task of training the three
children’s movements. Mei Changsu relaxed his waist and leaned back. His gaze was
still directed at the courtyard, but his mind had begun to wander off. After some
unknown time had passed, he was roused by a word from Feiliu.

“Uncle!” exclaimed Feiliu angrily, standing in the middle of the courtyard.
Because of his sudden halt, the three children remained in their places, afraid to move.
None of them knew what was going on, and stood frozen.

Mei Changsu had just regained his bearings, and it actually took a while before he
understood Feiliu’s meaning. He then quickly said, “You’ve already practised for so
long today. It’s rather late. Feiliu, bring your little brothers to the west bedroom to
sleep and don’t come out again, okay?”

“Sleep?”

“Yes, sleep. You have to wake up early tomorrow to practise. There’s a good
child.”

Feiliu looked at the main room, then tilted his head to ponder for a moment. It
seemed that being a good child was more important, so he took his three little
disciples into the west bedroom and quickly closed the door and windows.

Mei Changsu stood up slowly and entered the main room where he usually
resided. Just as Feiliu had said, Meng Zhi was already sitting at the table. He stood up
immediately when he saw Mei Changsu enter.

“I’'m a bit tired today. Help me close the window, Meng.” While Mei Changsu
ordered the greatest warrior of Liang around, he climbed straight onto his warm bed
and covered himself with a thick fur rug.



Hai Yan / NIRVANA IN FIRE / 134

“Aren’t you relaxed.” Meng Zhi closed the window, then turned back and sat at
the edge of the bed. He stared at Mei Changsu with seriousness, “Tell me the truth.
What exactly do you want to do?”

“What are you asking about, Meng?”’

“Don’t play dumb with me! I’m asking about the task you roped in yesterday.
Although I’ve been cooperating with you the whole time, I’ve also observed Baili
Qi’s abilities very carefully. It’s no doubt that being overly hard and thus easily
breakable i1s his weakness, but not even you should be able to make three children
strike him down.”

“You don’t believe it, Meng?” Mei Changsu gave a distant smile, “Just one more
day, and the result will show. See for yourself then.”

Meng Zhi’s gaze bore into Mei Changsu’s face like red-hot coal. Finally, he let out
a long breath, and his tense shoulders relaxed. He said in a low voice, “Just as |
thought. Baili Qi is your subordinate...”

Mei Changsu rubbed his icy hands together. He raised them to his mouth and
breathed on them. “Wrong guess. Baili Qi is not my subordinate. However, the person
you see now is not the real Baili Qi, that’s all.”

“What’s going on here?”

“If I want to be tousling the clouds here in the royal capital in order to reach my
objective, I need to first become an important person, of course. No matter how highly
the Crown Prince and Prince Yu think of me, it can’t be compared to the appreciation
of His Majesty the Emperor himself. So, the original intention for laying the
groundwork of this plan was to put myself in the limelight and gain fame.” Mei
Changsu’s eyes turned towards the west window, as if he wanted to see the little child
in the west bedroom beyond the paper window. “Today, the plan is slightly altered for
Tingsheng. It actually feels better and more natural. I suppose the heavens are aiding

2

me.

“From the sounds of it, you guys have already kidnapped the real Baili Qi while
the Yan envoys were passing through the East River Alliance’s jurisdiction, and then
you replaced him with an imposter?”

“Yes. Actually, regardless of how excellent the disguise, there will inevitably be
flaws as time goes by. Only, Baili Q1 had always remained within the Prince’s manor
and was not seen often by others. He also possesses a rude temperament and an ugly
appearance, so none of the envoys want to look at him closely. In addition, the person
disguised as him is very detailed and careful, so no flaws have been shown over these
days.”
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“Then then Yan’s strategy this time to first keep a low profile and then show
off...”

“That was the decision they made before they had departed, to first have Baili Qi
hide his abilities and then make a sudden show of an astonishing warrior. Our man
simply went with the flow and acted in complete accordance with their plan, thus
avoiding suspicion.” Mei Changsu continued airily, “I was just talking about using
your opponent’s force against them with someone. If the opponent remains
completely still, it’ll actually be harder for us to make a move.”

Meng Zhi nodded thoughtfully, already grasping most of the situation. What he
had observed was the rudimentary steps in training. In combination with his skills in
martial arts, he can, of course, see immediately that the set of footwork and sword
technique have rather low damage. Yet at the same time, they have a very apparent
ability once they are fully learned—the ability to create errors and chaos in one’s
vision. Once someone’s body movements and attack process are unable to be seen
clearly, almost everyone will instinctively believe that it must be a style of
exceedingly superb martial arts with astonishing damage. What the three children
need to do then is to render people incapable of seeing their movements and attacks
clearly. That way, when Baili Qi falls down, everyone will think that he had been
struck down by the martial arts that was spectacular to the point of unidentifiable.

“It’s still rather dangerous to have the children fight. Jindiao Chaiming and the
Princess are top tier fighters. Their observation skills can’t be bad. However, for
Tingsheng, I suppose this is the only way.” Meng Zhi sighed, “I’ll come take a look
again tomorrow night. It’ll be great if they are well-versed in their movements. If
there are still flaws, we’ll need to think of something else.”

“Then I’ll thank you in advance.” Mei Changsu smiled and breathed on his fingers
for the second time.

“Are you still cold even with the fur rug?” Meng Zhi took Mei Changsu’s hands
into his own, and discovered them to be freezing cold. He massaged them to warm
them up, and his heart clenched, “It’s not even winter solstice yet and you’re already
like this... You were never afraid of the cold before. I’ve even heard Prince Jing joke
about that before, saying the young commander of the Red Flame Army is just like a
little fireball. On a snowy night, you could throw on a thin armor, ride alone after the
enemy for hundreds of kilometres, and return to camp after their capture with no hint
of shivering...and yet look at you now. Your body’s damaged to such a degree...”

“All right,” said Mei Changsu. He retrieved his hands and pulled the fur rug up.
His tone was very light, as if they melted in the wind as soon as they left his lips,
“That’s why I don’t like meeting with you often. I'm already a completely different
person from the past. You’ll only invoke sorrow if you compare us like this all the
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time. I don’t want to have any weakness in my emotions right now. So please...don’t
talk about these things if you can avoid it in the future...”

Meng Zhi gazed at his face, which was as pale as snow. The eyes of such a manly
person actually began to turn red. He suppressed them again and again, and finally
said, “You’re right. I was being all mushy like some little girl.”

“Who would dare to call the greatest warrior of Liang a little girl?”” Mei Changsu
gave a smile to relieve his mood. “But take a look at Princess Nihuang. Even though
she’s a woman, she doesn’t lose in any aspect to men.”

Meng Zhi gave a hearty laugh as well. He stood up and said, “That’s right. We
need to be on our toes as well. We can’t have the Princess surpassing us.”

“Are you leaving, Meng?”

“Yeah. You should rest early as well. I’'ll come again tomorrow. If there’s nothing
important, [ won’t show myself.”

Mei Changsu made a sound of approval. He was just about to get up to see Meng
Zhi out, but was forcefully pressed back. Mei Changsu wasn’t a stickler for customs,
so he smiled and did not insist further.

Sure enough, Meng Zhi did not show himself the next day. It seemed like the three
children’s practise was satisfactory. After dinner, Mei Changsu emphasized a bit on
some notable items. He soothed the children and told them not to worry the next day,
then sent the children back to their rooms early.

However, the Snow Cottage did not maintain such tranquility. About two hours
later, an unexpected visitor arrived late at night.
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CHAPTER 26
Late Night Visitor

Strictly speaking, this person shouldn’t be termed a visitor, since the Snow Cottage
Mei Changsu currently resides in is actually in her home. Only, she had never came
for a visit during all this time.

Mei Changsu did not show his surprise. He gently coaxed Feiliu back into his
room, who came out upon the commotion. He then gave a slight smile to Princess
Liyang and bowed in greeting.

“The wind had risen. I’ve heard that you are unwell, Mr. Su. Let’s talk inside.”
Princess Liyang wore a cool expression, but her tone was warm enough. She did not
make any modest refusals when she saw Mei Changsu step aside to make way for her,
and stepped indoors in the lead. With the warm air colliding into her, she untied the
ribbons of her golden cloak.

She came quietly by herself, so there naturally weren’t any maids near her. Mei
Changsu stepped forward to take the cloak she slipped out of and hung it nearby. He
then brought a teapot from the firepit and poured a cup of hot tea for her.

Princess Liyang cupped the tea in her hands, but did not bring it to her mouth. She
wrapped her palms around the cup’s edge, as if warming her hand. After a long while,
she finally said, “Please accept my apologies for visiting at such a late time. It’s just
that if I were to come earlier, I’'m afraid...”

Seeing her choke halfway through her words, Mei Changsu gave a faint smile and
took over the other half, “Your Highness is afraid that Jingrui would still be here if
you came earlier? In that case, Your Highness have some instructions for me alone?”

Princess Liyang raised her head and looked at him. Su Zhe was a commoner, and a
wide gulf existed between the ranks of him and the Emperor’s sister. The word
“Instructions” wasn’t spoken only out of politeness. However, the many different
lights shone on this man were dazzling, making it impossible for one to determine his
proper identity.
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The chief of the world’s biggest clan, the respected good friend of the finest noble
gentlemen in the capital, the master of a guard that can compete with the greatest
warrior of Liang, the target of the Crown Prince and Prince Yu’s desperate
recruitment attempts, a man in high favour and in an ambiguously affectionate
relationship with Princess Nihuang... Combining all of these bits and pieces together,
it’s impossible for even the noble Princess Liyang to see him as a mere commoner.

And yet it is because she knows that he is definitely not a common man, and that
he must have unmeasurable powers, that the reclusive princess came to this humble
guest lodging, alone and in the depth of night.

“Regardless of what words you have for me, since you are here already, they must
be spoken eventually. There is no need to hesitate, Your Highness.” Mei Changsu had
already gathered up the visitor’s expression with a sweep of his eyes and continued
slowly, “I will naturally accept Your Highness’s instructions if it falls within my
range of abilities. If it is something I am incapable of completing, I will not speak
more than I should, nor spread gossip. Please rest assured, Your Highness.”

Princess Liyang’s gaze fixated slightly, as if she had mentally came to a decision.
The cup in her palms had unknowingly been placed on the table at some point. She
raised her head and looked straight into Mei Changsu’s eyes. She said, pausing at each
word, “Mr. Su. Please save Nihuang.”

Upon hearing such a request, even someone with such a steady mental state as Mei
Changsu could not conceal a flash of surprise in his expression. “What do you mean,
Your Highness?”

“I’ve heard that Nihuang thinks highly of you, Mr. Su. I presume there must be
affection between you two.” Princess Liyang raised her hand to stop Mei Changsu,
who looked as if he wanted to clarify the statement, indicating for him to allow her to
finish. “Though Nihuang is smart, she spends the majority of her time within her
principality after all. She does not understand how deep and murky the waters of the
capital are. She counts on the noble and powerful status of Yunnan, as well as herself
being a top fighter amongst top fighters, and holds a playful attitude towards this
tournament for her husband. She strongly believes that everything is within her
control, and is thus rather careless.”

“From the sounds of Your Highness’s words, could it be that someone would
actually dare to conspire against the Princess?”

“In order for the people in the capital to reach their objectives, is there anything
they wouldn’t dare to do?” Princess Liyang thought of something, and her eyes
revealed a hint of pain. “As one single person, Nihuang represents the entire stance of
the Manor of the Prince of Yunnan, and represents the military power of the ten
thousand cavalries at the southern border. Isn’t that importance worth it for someone
to risk conspiring for?”
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Mei Changsu raised his brows lightly and slowly nodded. Of course he had paid
considerable measure to Princess Nihuang’s importance. That is why he had always
wanted to find a way for her to completely support Prince Jing. Other people wouldn’t
let go of this chance either, of course. However... Going by Princess Nihuang’s
current powers and her adamant personality, who would dare to seize her might? And
who would really be capable of reaching their objective through plots and
conspiracies?

“I know what you are thinking of, Mr. Su.” Reading other people’s expressions
isn’t a secret technique unique to East River. The princess who had grown up
surrounded by crafty clouds and deceitful winds knows it as well. With one glance, a
cool smile showed at the corner of her lips. “Nihuang is very strong indeed. Strong to
the point where it seems unnecessary to protect her... But Mr. Su, you don’t
understand. Regardless of how strong a woman is, she is still just a woman at the end
of the day. Some things that are inconsequential to men are enough of a blow to
destroy the will of a woman. If Nihuang already has someone she likes, this blow will
be even stronger. It’ll make her feel that who she marries and what type of life she
will lead in the future are all inconsequential...”

As she spoke, Princess Liyang’s expression was very calm, and her tone was very
cool. However, her slowly reddening eyes and her stiff and colourless fingers atop the
table betrayed her boiling emotions.

Mei Changsu turned his head, hiding the sympathy rising in his eyes.

He had no memory of the Princess Liyang of the past, who was bright and lively
with a fiery nature, and who would compete with the princes whenever they went
hunting. He only had memories of his mother’s quiet laments to herself when he
complained to her about his Aunt Liyang being too cold and unapproachable.

How exactly the old incident occurred why it occurred were genuinely too
secretive and too far in the distant past. Even though he had made deliberate
investigations during these years, he was unable to find any valuable information.
Perhaps the truth only exists hidden in the hearts of those few people, none of whom
will say it out loud.

“Your Highness,” said Mei Changsu slowly after pondering deeply for awhile, “I
acknowledge the logic of your words, but I still cannot imagine it. What exactly is the
method that can create such an effect?”

The corners of Princess Liyang’s lips twitched slightly, as if she did not want to
explain in details at all. However, she understood clearly that it would be impossible
to gain his trust without revealing more details.
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“His Majesty is privately very satisfied with two of the final ten candidates, and
wish to pair them with the Princess. Do you know who they are?”

Mei Changsu, of course, shook his head immediately.

“Sima Lei, son of the Grand Marshal, and Liao Tingjie, son of the Marquess of
Zhongsu.”

“Right.” Mei Changsu was not surprised by the answer. It just so happened that
between these two people, the Sima family supports the Crown Prince and the
Marquess of Zhongsu supports Prince Yu. It was rather balanced. Who knows if it
was purposefully designed by the Emperor, or if it was a coincidence?

“But going by the current rules of the tournament, none of those two have any
possibility of winning unless the Princess throw a game and lose deliberately.”

“Right,” nodded Mei Changsu again. Far more than those two. None of the ten
could win.

“That’s why, some people are getting worried. The support of Mu family of
Yunnan is far too attractive. However, if the matter cannot be finalized during the
Princess’s short stay in the capital, it will require twice the effort for half the result
when she returns to Yunnan.” Princess Liyang suddenly gave a cold laugh, “At a time
like this, Nihuang’s personal wishes have long since been outside these people’s
consideration. The people within the Palace are experts in underhanded tactics. Some
people who have knowledge of old events will inevitably attempt to imitate the
method used by the Empress Dowager in the past...”

At the mention of the Empress Dowager, Mei Changsu’s heart quivered again.
That’s right. Thinking about it now, Princess Liyang had rarely visited her mother in
his recollections, nor had he ever seen her speak with the Empress Dowager. Only, his
life was overflowing with rich and vibrant matters then, and he had thus never paid
any attention to this strange situation.

Princess Liyang closed her eyes for a moment, as if needing to calm herself.
Because, what she was about to say next was the essential heart of the method.

“There 1s a type of wine in the Palace called ‘Coils of Passion’. It has the effect of
inducing hallucination and sexual desire with just one cup. If a woman drinks it, she
will mistake the man next to her as the person she dearly loves and longs for. Urged
by the effects of the drug, she will take the initiative and beg to be embraced. She does
not know about the existence of such a wine, so even when she sobers afterwards, she
will believe that it was her weak will that led to her misconduct while being
intoxicated. She furthermore cannot be angry at the man since she was the one who
took the initiative. Ashamed and in despair, that feeling really is worse than death. But
death had always been the most difficult affair throughout the ages. If she dies then,
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she will die without dignity. From then on, no matter how many unspoken words are
hidden in her heart, it would be impossible for her to say them. If a trusted person
comes forward then to advise her while she is feeling at loss, how could she have any
energy to struggle or to refuse? She is only able to have others manipulate her as they
wish...” Princess Liyang’s tone slowly changed as she reached towards the end of her
speech. From her tragic sorrow, even the densest man would be able to see that what
she spoke of was her own feelings, carved deep in her heart.

Mei Changsu stood up and walked slowly to the other end of the room. He turned
his back towards her and averted his eyes, silently waiting for her to regain her calm.

About ten minutes later, Princess Liyang finally took in a deep breath and said
slowly, “Please excuse me, Mr. Su. The woman who was framed in the past is a dear
sister of mine, so I became a bit emotional. I hope you don’t mind.”

“Of course not, Your Highness. Something like this really makes one’s hair rise.
Your Highness will inevitably feel angry and sympathetic even if it wasn’t your sister.
Only, I do not quite understand. Who was the recipient of Your Highness...’s sister
love, that the Empress Dowager would be so opposed to the point of...”

Princess Liyang gazed into the distance, as if crossing through time to fall upon
that certain point far away, “He was...a hostage prince...sent to Liang from the
Southern Chu empire...”

Mei Changsu’s confusions cleared immediately, and he couldn’t bear to ask
further.

“Although Nihuang is not related to me by blood, her dazzling spirit reminds me
of the past. It makes me admire her.” Princess Liyang seemed to have finally
overcome the peak of her pain, and her expression slowly calmed. “If someone plans
to use such underhanded tactics against her, I must prevent it no matter what. I hope
you will assist me, Mr. Su.”

Mei Changsu’s eyes flickered. He paused, then finally ended up asking anyway,
“How did Your Highness...came to learn about this conspiracy?”

Even though Princess Liyang knew that he would pose such a question, she still
couldn’t prevent turning her head to avoid the gaze that was not actually intense.
Finally, she answered softly, “Xie Bi, that child. He wants to be involved, but his
heart is not hard enough. I saw him ill at ease, and forced the truth out of him after
questioning...”

“Ah.” Mei Changsu nodded and asked the next question, “With Your Highness’s
status, there must be many ways to prevent this. Why did you decide to choose me?”
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Princess Liyang gave a mocking laugh and responded coldly, “Many ways? I
doubt it. The event has not transpired. Should I question the mastermind? They will
not admit to it. Should I report it to His Majesty the Emperor? I have no evidence to
back my empty words. I would enter the Palace myself to prevent it, but who knows
when they will make their move? What can this status of a princess actually achieve
during such a time?”

Mei Changsu pondered for a moment. He wanted to ask her why she didn’t ask her
own husband for help, but he suddenly realized that this method was the same as the
one in the past. Even if Xie Yu was not a co-conspirator then and was simply used by
the Empress Dowager, he was still a benefactor at the end of the day. It would be
rather awkward to discuss it with him. Besides, one would certainly offend the
mastermind if one were to actually help prevent the event from occurring. Xie Yu was
not a hot-blooded youth. He wouldn’t necessarily agree to help.

To think about it, the noble princess really had nobody to ask for help. It really
does make one sigh in pity. However...

“Your Highness, even if | had the desire to help, I’'m afraid that my hands are
rather tied as a mere commoner...”

“Don’t you have close ties with Princess Nihuang? Besides, you will see her
tomorrow. Please give this information to her then and tell her to be careful when
dealing with the ladies in the Palace. That should guarantee her safety.”

“Why don’t you tell her yourself, Your Highness?”’

“I have always been cold and reserved. Even though I’ve always admired Nihuang
in private, I do not have close ties with her. She may not believe me. More
importantly, they already know that I’ve discovered this conspiracy. As soon as I enter
the Palace, there will definitely be a lady to accompany me by my side. [ won’t have
an opportunity to speak in detail with Nihuang privately... Luckily, you reside within
this manor, Mr. Su. I still have some powers here. I believe that I can conceal this late
night visit from those people. Only, I must trouble you, Mr. Su.”

Mei Changsu looked at her thoughtfully. He spoke meaningfully, “I do not have
close ties with Your Highness. It really is my honour to be the recipient of such deep
trust.”

The clever Princess Liyang understood. She smiled lightly, “It is rather
presumptuous of me to visit so suddenly. But firstly, I really don’t have anyone else to
ask for help. Secondly, I know that you have close ties with Nihuang. Thirdly...
Jingrui always praises you endlessly before me. This child has a pure heart, so the
person he likes and respects should not be a common man. However, I have
considered it before coming here. This may implicate you in offending nobility, so it
is understandable for you to refuse my request. Please consider it carefully.”
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After saying that, Princess Liyang lowered her head and began to drink her tea in
silence. Mei Changsu stared at the few inconspicuous strands of white woven in her
head of black hair. He suddenly felt a slight pang in his heart, and a feeling of
aloofness rose.

“It 1s late. You should return, Your Highness.” The drums striking the time
sounded from outside the window. Mei Changsu retrieved the golden cloak from the
hanger and gently draped them over her frail shoulders. He spoke slowly, “The
Princess is my friend. I will most certainly put in my fullest efforts. I must ask for
Your Highness to enter the Palace as well tomorrow, in order to act accordingly to any
change in circumstance.”

Princess Liyang did not speak any further after gaining his promise. She raised the
hood of her cloak over her head and quietly exited the little courtyard. She
disappeared into the darkness in no short time.

Mei Changsu stood before the steps and saw her out with his eyes. The night wind
rushed at him, injecting coldness all over his body. A pair of hands grabbed him from
behind and forcefully pulled him inside. He turned around and saw a pair of bright
eyes with a hint of anger in them.

“Sorry, sorry, Su forgot to wear his jacket.” He patted the youth’s head to comfort
him. “Our Feiliu still hasn’t fallen asleep?”

“She leave. Wake!”

“Ah, she woke you up?” Mei Changsu smiled apologetically. He curled up on the
warm bed and gathered the thick cotton blanket around him. “Go back to sleep, then.
Don’t you have to go out to play tomorrow?”

“You sleep!”

“Okay, okay, I’ll sleep too.” Mei Changsu closed his eyes obediently. He appeared
calm and peaceful, but he recalled old and new information on all aspects of the
capital like running water in his head. He used them to determine what exactly was
hidden behind the purpose of Princess Liyang’s visit.

Feiliu did not return to his room. Instead, he squeezed next to his Su and snored
away, satisfied.

Mei Changsu tucked him in and slowly laid his body flat. Just before he fell into
the world of dreams, he was still thinking about a final question: “The Crown Prince’s
spy who had concealed himself near Prince Yu... Who exactly is he?”
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CHAPTER 27
A Strategy of Swords

Because he had gone to bed late the previous night, Mei Changsu remained in a
dazed sleep late into the morning. Fei Liu stood guard outside his door, refusing to let
anyone enter to wake him up. As the time to enter the palace grew nearer, the others
grew more and more worried, gathering agitatedly in front of Mei Changsu’s door. In
the end, it was Yan Yujin who came up with an idea. He shouted through the
courtyard’s wall, “Wake up, Brother Su!” Fei Liu leapt up in a fury and began
chasing him around the courtyard, whereupon Xiao Jingrui took the chance to sneak
towards the door. Who knew Fei Liu could move so fast — in the next moment, he had
reappeared before Mei Changsu’s door to block Xiao Jingrui’s entrance. But on the
other side, Yan Yujin unabashedly kept shouting, and Fei Liu in a sudden frenzy of
frustration flew towards Xiao Jingrui and began fighting him. The poor Xiao Jingrui
began fending off Fei Liu’s attacks, all the while yelling, “Why are you hitting me?
I’m not the one who’s shouting!”

Xie Bi, who had hid himself in a far corner, analyzed the situation: “Fei Liu wants
to knock you unconscious so he can go after Yujin....”

On hearing this, Yan Yujin shuddered and redoubled his efforts, on the one hand
calling loudly for “Brother Su!” and on the other shouting encouragement to his
friend, “Hang in there a bit longer!”

In a few minutes, the situation in the courtyard had disintegrated into a complete
mess, and no matter how deeply asleep Mei Changsu was inside, he couldn’t help
being woken by all the noise.

When the servants saw him open the door and tell Fei Liu to release his victims,
they hurriedly carried in hot water and breakfast. Yan Yujin opened his mouth as
soon as he entered the room, but was stopped by Xiao Jingrui, who waited until Mei
Changsu had finished his congee and put down his bowl before gesturing at his friend
to proceed.

“Brother Su, this morning there was an order from the palace saying the written
test will be delayed until tomorrow.” Yan Yujin was fairly bursting with the news.
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“Oh, why?”

“Because today you need to take care of this Baili Qi!” Yan Yujin threw open his
fan with the ease of practice and had just begun to wave it when he noticed Xiao
Jingrui glaring at him. He stared blankly back for a moment before realizing that the
wind from his fan was causing Mei Changsu to flinch back, and hurriedly closed it
again. But he continued to hit the fan against his palm with a dashing sort of air,
almost as if he was the one who would be taking care of Baili Qi.

Xie Bi, seeing that the Young Master Yan was busy trying to look cool and didn’t
seem about to keep talking, hurriedly seized the opportunity to continue the
conversation. He explained, “It’s like this. His Highness Prince Yu stated even that if
Brother Su’s young boys defeat Baili Qi today, Baili Qi’s status as a finalist wouldn’t
change and he would still have to undergo the written test. However, having just been
beaten, his emotions would naturally be in a turmoil, which would make the situation
unfair. Since this issue of choosing a husband isn’t all that urgent, why not postpone
the written test by a day, to avoid the Northern Yan from taking this excuse to spread
gossip about the situation?

“This is a well-thought out suggestion. Has His Majesty allowed it?”
“Yes"’

“Oh,” Mei Changsu nodded. “Thank you. The hour is not early, I should get
going. [ will say goodbye to you all.”

“Say goodbye?” Xiao Jingrui dazedly handed him his coat. “We can leave
together.”

Mei Changsu gave them a look. “Where are you going?”
“To see how you’re going to defeat Baili Qi!”

Mei Changsu couldn’t help laughing. “Wuying Hall an imperial hall, not one of
those entertainment halls you usually visit. Last time, you went because you were
summoned by His Majesty. Originally, you would have gone with me today because
of the written test after the competition. Now that the written test has been cancelled,
what reason would you have to go to Wuying Hall? Even though you are well-
respected noble sons, you still at least need an imperial decree to enter, no?”

“Ah!” Yan Yujin cried out in frustration, jumping to his feet. “I forgot! And
we’ve wasted so much time! I must go request an invitation. I’d rather die than miss
this show!”
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Xie Bi didn’t seem to care much — he hadn’t wanted to go in the first place. But
Xiao Jingrui was frozen in indecision, turning on the one hand to follow his friend out,
and turning on the other hand towards Mei Changsu.

“Don’t worry,” Mei Changsu smilingly gave him a push. “Xie Bi will arrange the
horses and carriage for me. Go and request your invitation. You don’t want to miss
the excitement, do you?”

Xiao Jingrui’s face lit up in a smile, and he ran out of the courtyard after an
enthusiastic “No!”

Xie Bi watched him leave and sighed, “He’s becoming more and more like Yujin.
He never used to enjoy excitement like this....”

Mei Changsu didn’t want to try to explain the peculiarities of this particular
completion to Xie Bi, who wasn’t very knowledgeable about martial arts. He fastened
his coat against the wind, spoke quietly to Fei Liu, and then led the three children,
who had long since been standing ready to one side, out of the courtyard.

The horse and carriage were waiting outside the mansion door. Xie Bi looked
around, then said with a smile, “Princess Nihuang didn’t send a horse and carriage
today. Brother Su, aren’t you a bit disappointed?”

Mei Changsu smiled in reply and drew the curtains of the carriage shut. The
driver cracked his whip, the sound echoing crisply, and drove towards the palace.

There were far fewer people in Wuying Hall today than the last time. Apart from
Baili Qi, none of the other finalists were present, and only a couple representatives of
the Da Yu delegation had arrived. Prince Jing was there early, because of Tingsheng,
but neither the Crown Prince nor Prince Yu was anywhere to be seen. They were
probably with the Emperor, and would arrive with him later. The Mu siblings had no
reason to be early either, and so it was that when Mei Changsu brought the three
children into the hall, he received no other greeting aside from a nod from Prince Jing.
It was indeed a great contrast to the excitement of the previous few days.

But Mei Changsu actually preferred the peaceful environment. He led his three
pupils into a corner, grasped their hands one by one, and smiled and spoke
encouragingly to them. Before long, their bulging eyes and terrified gazes had settled
into serious nods, as they promised to do their best, and to make use of this
opportunity to leave behind their status as criminal slaves.

Around half of a quarter hour later, Princess Nihuang and Mu Qing came in,
radiating an aura of health and vigor. Mei Changsu welcomed them, smiling, and
privately wondered how these two managed to glow with energy no matter where or
when he saw them — such a contrast when compared to the languidly graceful air the
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nobility of the capital were used to putting on. Only Prince Jing held a similar sort of
presence to these two.

“From Mister Su’s expression, looks like you’ve got a card up your sleeve?” Mu
Qing had spoken first. He stepped closer and bent over to the three children. “Tell
me, what has Mister Su been teaching you?”

Mei Changsu thought there was nothing wrong with letting the children become
familiar with some of the people in the hall, so he didn’t stop Mu Qing, instead
indicating with a glance for Princess Nihuang to follow him a few steps away.

“Some secrets to tell me?” The commander of the Southern border smiled.
“I’ve been asked to warn you.” Mei Changsu spoke in a quiet voice. “Since it
looks like it will be impossible to marry you, some in the palace are planning to force
you to submit. Beware Prince Yu and the Empress...... if they invite you to dinner
alone, try to decline if possible....... ”?

“Force me to submit?” Princess Nihuang looked shocked for a moment, then
laughed proudly. “How do they want to force me?”’

But there were some things Mei Changsu couldn’t explain in detail, so he only said
vaguely, “You must not underestimate the methods of the Inner Palace. Be careful of
anything you put in your mouth....... ”

He was about to continue, when suddenly footsteps sounded from outdoors and
Yan Yujin rushed in dragging Xiao Jingrui after him. “We made it, we made it,” he
laughed. “Brother Su, it still hasn’t started?”

Mu Qing, unhappiness written all over his face, blocked his path and frowned. “It
hasn’t started. Mister Su was talking to my sister — don’t disturb them!”

However, his vehement protection actually stopped Princess Nihuang from
returning to their private conversation. As an unwedded girl of the royal family who
had yet to select her husband, such behaviour might not be considered appropriate.

Fortunately, the embarrassing moment passed quickly as just then, the royal
carriage was announced.

As everyone had predicted, the Crown Prince and Prince Yu were supporting the
Emperor on either side, with Princess Jingning following behind, and Commander
Meng standing guard.  After the Emperor had been seated, the two princes and
Jingning descended the jade steps and led everyone in the hall in the ceremonial bows
before separating to take their seats.

“Subject Su,” the Emperor smiled at him. “How are your results?”
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“Your servant will not waste words. I pray Your Majesty watch the following
events.” Mei Changsu gestured to the three children, who came forward and knelt in a
line.

The Emperor eyed the three small figures, and looked again at the heavily-muscled
Baili Qi, and, unable to help the stir of uncertainty in his heart, turned to Commander
Meng.

“Your Majesty, shall we begin?” Commander Meng, bowing, took the
opportunity to obtain the imperial decree.

The arrow has already been strung; it must be fired. The Emperor, eyes filled with
worry, nodded his head.

The three children rose, drew out their swords, and stood in a cluster. Their
stances were perfectly steady, their solemn concentration a stark contrast to the
trembling terror they had displayed two days ago. The spectators were startled.

Baili Qi stepped forward, empty-handed, and eyed his opponents disdainfully
before casually striking a starting pose.

“Begin!” As soon as Meng Zhi gave the command, a sudden wind rose up in the
hall, as the three children spun like tops, their steps crisscrossing, and their previously
crisp silhouettes becoming indistinct. Those less skilled in martial arts saw nothing
but blurs of motion.

Jindiao Chaiming?® of Da Yu was instantly interested. He sat up straight and was
about to focus his eyes to examine the fight closely when he suddenly felt a wave of
intense hostility hit him from the side. He felt a shiver deep in his heart, and turned
his head in confusion, but only saw Da Liang’s first-ranked fighter, Commander
General of the Jinling Imperial Guard Meng Zhi glaring at him fiercely. The fury in
his expression was equal to the kind of hatred one might feel for someone who had
murdered his father or stolen his wife. Chaiming couldn’t help shuddering, and
carefully focused on calming his mind as he thought carefully on how he might have
offended him.

Princess Nihuang’s martial arts were also known to be splendid, and she was
captivated immediately by the blurring silhouettes. She was just leaning forward to
watch carefully when a sudden “Aiya!” sounded from the Mei Changsu beside her.

23 Jindiao Chaiming (from Da Yu) is ranked number five on the Lang Ya Bang
Top Ten List of Martial Art Experts. Meng Zhi is ranked number two. Nihuang is
ranked number ten. They are by far the greatest martial arts experts watching the
fight, aside from Lin Shu himself. That should be enough for you to understand what
was really going on.
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She reflexively glanced over, and saw that he had knocked over his teacup and was
busily trying to avoid the tea that had spilled all over his table. His clumsy
appearance was such a contrast to his normal effortless grace that the Princess
couldn’t help smiling.

Just as the two experts’ attentions were simultaneously diverted, a few stifled
groans rose up from the fight, and then with a final thump, the three children sheathed
their swords and leapt back. The blur faded, and when the spectators could see again,
Baili Qi was half-kneeling on the floor, supporting his weight with his arms, his face
filled with fury.

“They’ve won!”
“They’ve won!”

Yan Yujin and Princess Jingning cried out together joyfully. Even the Emperor
gave a small smile.

Chaiming, who had been focusing on calming his mind and heart against Meng
Zhi’s wave of fury, suddenly felt his whole body relax. Meng Zhi’s expression, which
had previously been directed towards him with such irreconcilable hatred, suddenly
eased into a sincere, friendly smile. In that instant, he wondered whether he had just
woken from a dream.

“Warrior Baili, are you alright?” The Northern Yan messenger shouted in urgent
fury.

“The honoured messenger does not need to worry. We would not hurt guests.”
Mei Changsu smiled, and then said to the three children, “Shouldn’t you thank His
Majesty?”

The three small fighters immediately fell to their knees in a bow. The Emperor,
greatly pleased, said, “You have worked hard. We will not go back on our words.
You will be absolved of your status as criminal slaves, and may be placed into a
department, and may receive help from relatives and friends.”

Princess Jingning was overjoyed, and said immediately, “Father Emperor has such
integrity and benevolence!”

The Emperor eyed his daughter and had a sudden thought. “Jingning, do you
really care about these children so much? Since they have this training, why not have
them castrated and sent to wait on you? They will be stronger than your average
bodyguards on the one hand, and they will not need to worry about providing for
themselves on the other hand, and can live in some comfort....”
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As soon as he had spoken, Mei Changsu and Prince Jing both paled, especially
Prince Jing, who was about to jump to his feet, and who was only stopped by Mei
Changsu’s forceful glare.

“Your Majesty, this is inappropriate.” Unexpectedly, the person who objected was
Xiao Jingrui, who stood up and bowed, and then continued loudly, “Your Majesty has
already bestowed your mercy in allowing them to leave the Secluded Court, and to
allow them to be free in the future. The Imperial mouth has spoken; how can it take
back its word? And anyway, they are not familiar with the rules of the Inner Palace.
And it is not permitted to use weapons when waiting on the Princess, so their training
is useless. Thus, Jingrui believes even Princess Jingning herself may not wish for
them to be castrated to enter the Inner Palace.”

Princess Jingning hurriedly added, “Yes, that’s right. My palace only has eunuchs;
what use would these three be? Let my Father Emperor bestow another gift to me.”

The Emperor had always doted on Xiao Jingrui, and was not angered by his blunt
words, but rather waved a hand to return him to his seat and didn’t raise the subject
again. A thin film of cold sweat had already covered Mei Changsu’s body.

“Mister Su has shown good teaching methods and exemplary work. Once the
written tests are over, we shall bestow other rewards.” The Emperor was in such a
good mood that he personally poured out a cup of wine and sent it to Mei Changsu.
“We first raise a toast to you, to celebrate this battle.”

Mei Changsu thanked the Emperor and accepted the cup. He drained its contents,
and couldn’t help coughing. His face flushed red as he used all his strength to
suppress the coughs.

The Emperor spoke some superficial words of comfort to Baili Qi and the
Northern Yan messenger, and happily left to return to the palace. As soon as he left,
Mei Changsu covered his mouth with his sleeve and coughed so violently that he bent
doubled over himself. Xiao Jingrui leapt over the tables to his side, holding him
upright and patting his back. The Crown Prince and Prince Yu also hurried over.

“It’s alright...... the fragrance of His Majesty’s wine was too overwhelming.......
After coughing for a good amount of time, Mei Changsu finally uncovered his mouth
and, leaning on Xiao Jingrui’s shoulder, lifted his head. The Crown Prince and Prince
Yu, to show their concern, had stepped quite close. But in contrast to the last time at
Wuying Hall, there was not the slightest trace of perfume on their person, which was
certainly not a coincidence.

Mei Changsu was once again certain — one of Prince Yu’s people had to be spying
for the Crown Prince.
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“You’re not in a hurry, are you? Would you like to rest before leaving?” Princess
Nihuang, who had just been taken aside by a palace servant, had hurried back now.

“No matter,” Mei Changsu smiled faintly. He turned to the Crown Prince and
Prince Yu, and said, “Your Highnesses must be very busy with the affairs of the
kingdom. I could not bear the consequences if you were delayed on my account.”

It seemed as if the two indeed had other affairs, and in any case did not want to
cause too much bother, and so they turned and left after exchanging a few more polite
words. Mu Qing pulled Yan Yujin away with one hand, and reached out to push at
Xiao Jingrui with his other, but the latter would not budge.

“Brother Su isn’t steady on his feet yet.” Xiao Jingrui understood that Mu Qing
wanted him to give his sister and Mei Changsu some privacy, but he steadfastly stood
his ground.

Princess Nihuang couldn’t help smiling, and eyed the Young Master Xiao with
interest, before leaning down to speak quietly to Mei Changsu. “My Lady the
Empress has invited me to dine at her palace. I cannot refuse this; I must go.”

“Princess!” Mei Changsu hurriedly tried to stop her, but found after a few
moments of thought that he had nothing else to say, and finally only sighed, “Please
take care.”

After Princess Nihuang left, there were not many people remaining in the great
hall. Mei Changsu felt very unwell, and as it was not permitted to use paladins or
carriages within the Forbidden Garden, he could only sit and rest, with Xiao Jingrui
and Yan Yujin naturally by his side.

Princess Jingning had been talking to Prince Jing, and when the conversation
ended, Xiao Jingyan came over to see how he was doing. After they ran out of things
to say, Prince Jing took the opportunity to take Tingsheng off to one side for a few
words.

Because the Emperor had left straight for the residence of the concubines, Meng
Zhi had not followed. And because he was worried about Lin Shu, he had not left, but
stayed inside the hall and called the other two children to him to demonstrate their
sword dance. Yan Yujin was greatly interested and went over for a closer look, while
Xiao Jingrui alone remained by Mei Changsu’s side. Seeing the cold sweat
continuously breaking out on Mei Changsu’s forehead, he leaned over and asked
quietly, “Was the cup of wine really that strong? Is your illness acting up?”

Mei Changsu fought to suppress his internal pain and anguish. He knew in his
heart that the wine had indeed caused the old wounds to flare, and didn’t want to
speak, so only sat quietly with his eyes closed. Meng Zhi, after repeatedly glancing in
his direction, finally couldn’t stand it any longer and hurried over.
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“How is Mister Su?”

“I’m not sure,” Xiao Jingrui was so worried that his voice shook. “He has rested
for such a long time, but he doesn’t seem to be getting better.”

“Let me see.” Meng Zhi reached out and grasped his pulse, and instantly his brow
furrowed. He gathered his energy, and then thrust a portion of strength into him,
helping him subdue the injury.

By now, Yan Yujin, Prince Jing, and Princess Jingning had all realized something
wasn’t right, and hurried over together. The three children also gathered around, faces
drawn with worry.

Almost an hour later, Meng Zhi let out a long breath, his face clearing up. Mei
Changsu withdrew his wrist and thanked him quietly. His voice seemed a bit
stronger, his words less broken up than before.

“You really scared me....” Yan Yujin hated this type of somber atmosphere, and
let out a loud sigh. “I’m glad that ended well. Brother Su’s health is really too frail;
you must rest and let it recuperate. Jingrui, let’s hurry and take Brother Su home.
And I guess we won’t be able to make it to our polo match today....”

“Of course not! How can you still have the heart to play polo?” Xiao Jingrui was
extremely unhappy.

“I don’t want to play, but we must let Liao Tingjie know; after all, we promised to
be there.”

“You go tell him then. I won’t go.”

Mei Changsu listened to the two of them talking, and felt a fleeting sense of
strangeness pass over his mind, but he couldn’t catch it in time, and his brow furrowed
in thought.

“What’s wrong? Are you feeling unwell again?” Xiao Jingrui asked hurriedly.

“No...... you were saying...... you promised to play polo with someone?”

“Liao Tingjie — you wouldn’t know him, he’s the heir of the Marquis of
Zhongsu....”

The strange feeling he had been feeling since sometime in the morning suddenly
welled up, and like a flash of light passing through, Mei Changsu suddenly
understood, and his chest filled with turmoil.
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The Princess had been invited into the palace, and by logic the Empress and Prince
Yu should have long since made their preparations. So why...... why would Liao
Tingjie, the man Prince Yu’s camp had designated to become the Princess’ husband,
have time to arrange to play polo outside the palace?

Everything Grand Princess Liyang had spoken the previous night flew through his
mind, and instantly, he grasped the strangest point.

The Grand Princess had said that the reason she knew about the plan was because
she had seen Xie Bi’s troubled expression and had forced it out of him. But this
morning, Xie Bi had seemed cheerful, and had even joked about Princess Nihuang
when they were leaving. He had not appeared to have even a shred of discomfort in
his heart.

And from another point of view, the risks the Empress and Prince Yu would have
to take with this plan were huge, and so only the few people directly involved would
know about it, to minimize the risk of others finding out. Xie Bi couldn’t possibly
contribute to this kind of Inner Palace business, so why would Prince Yu tell him
anything?

Therefore, Princess Liyang had lied about this part — a part she had thought wasn’t
vital to the information itself, but that she had found inconvenient enough to lie about.
And because the source of her information couldn’t have been Xie Bi, then the source
should have come from her husband, the Marquis of Ning, Xie Yu.

All those years ago, only a few people had known about the methods of the then-
Empress, but Xie Yu was one of them. If he had been overheard by Grand Princess
Liyang this time giving instructions to his servants, then even if the instructions had
been curt and coded, she would have understood immediately.

And the most important mistake lay in this final part.

To hide her source, Princess Liyang had named Xie Bi, but Mei Changsu was very
clear that Xie Bi was on Prince Yu’s side, so naturally, he had believed that the person
behind this plan to drug the Princess was the Empress. What he had overlooked was
that, actually, the whole thing had nothing to do with Xie Bi, but rather, was the work
of his father, Xie Yu.

And as for which side Xie Yu had chosen...... which side Xie Yu had chosen....

Mei Changsu’s breathing had become rapid, and he clenched his teeth.

Staying neutral? Keeping himself out of the fight for the crown? Others may not
know, but he himself knew most well what kind of person Xie Yu was. Xie Yu was

tainted by his history, and knew that he could not remain a simple official, so with the
Emperor slowly aging, how could he not plan for the future? Xie Bi was already well-
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known to be one of Prince Yu’s supporter, so he had long since offended the Crown
Prince, and if the Crown Prince succeeds, then the Xie clan would be punished
accordingly. Thus, remaining neutral in such circumstances would be completely
meaningless. With Xie Yu’s intelligence, there was no way he would do something
meaningless. But the fact remained that he had played dumb, and had let his son
support Prince Yu while he himself seemingly kept himself out of the fight for the
crown. That meant he must have some other flawless plan up his sleeve — a plan that
would let him emerge victorious no matter who won in the end.

Xie Bi openly supported Prince Yu; Xie Yu secretly supported the Crown Prince.
Then he could tell the Crown Prince that Xie Bi was spying on Prince Yu, and
occasionally support this claim with some information. He could show that he was
fooling Prince Yu, and please the Crown Prince even more.

As long as he could keep up the pretense, the future would be secure: if Prince Yu
won, the Xie clan would survive because of Xie Bi. If the Crown Prince won, both
father and son would be celebrated, with even better results.

Therefore, underneath it all, Xie Yu must be genuinely supporting the Crown
Prince.

At this point, Mei Changsu’s forehead was dripping with cold sweat.

The true danger, therefore, was not with the Empress in Zhengyang Palace, but
with the Crown Prince’s birth mother, Noble Consort Yue, in Zhaoren Palace. If the
Princess was only careful with the Empress, would she lower her guard with Noble
Consort Yue and walk into the trap laid before her?

Perhaps there was yet time enough to prevent the worst from taking place....

“Your Highness Prince Jing, please enter the palace immediately and ask whether
the Princess has entered Noble Consort Yue’s Zhaoren Palace. If she has, you must
go there immediately, and find her no matter the cost.” Mei Changsu stood up
abruptly and gripped Prince Jing’s hand tightly, saying fiercely, “Princess Nihuang is
in danger right now. I will explain everything to you later, but now you must go!
Hurry!”

Although Xiao Jingyan was entirely baffled, when he saw the intensity of his
expression, he immediately believed him, and turned and hurried away.

“Princess Jingning, please, you must go right away to Great Grandmo— ...... to the
Grand Empress Dowager, and ask her to immediately attend Zhaoren Palace. This is
also to save Nihuang. You must not waste a second...... ” Mei Changsu had turned to

Xiao Jingning, his tone still urgent. “Your Highness may remember she still owes me
a favour; please repay it now.”
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Xiao Jingning took a few steps back, somewhat at a loss, but on hearing that this
was to save her Nihuang jiejie,?* her heart shuddered and without further thought, she
immediately sprang into action.

“Commander Meng, please immediately arrange for some of your men to wait in
ambush outside of Zhaoren Palace, and to immediately arrest the noble son of Wei,
Sima Lei, if he appears, for the crime of trespassing on palace grounds. Can you do
that?”

Meng Zhi also didn’t waste time on words, simply patted his shoulder and said,
“Don’t worry,” before flying out the door.

In the great hall, only the two noble sons were left, bewilderedly wondering what
had just taken place, and staring at Mei Changsu.

“Brother Su...this...what’s happening?” After a while, Yan Yujin managed to
speak.

Mei Changsu closed his eyes, looking very tired, and released a somber sigh. He
murmured, “It’s my fault...I was mistaken about something...I can only hope
now...that the worst has not yet happened....”

24 Jiejie = older sister (affectionate), female equivalent of “Gege” as in Fei Liu’s
“Su Gege”
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CHAPTER 28

Noble Consort Yue

When the cup of pure, sweet wine arrived before Princess Nihuang, she accepted it
without any hesitation, and lifted her head to smile at the one toasting her.

Noble Consort Yue withdrew her hand, meticulously manicured fingers lingering
in the air a moment before returning to her side. As she stepped back, her elegant
purple phoenix robes swayed gently around her beautiful figure, and a hint of
fragrance hovered in the air after her. She too was from Yunnan, had left her native
land to enter the palace thirty five years ago, and had not returned home once. As she
discussed their home land with Nihuang, her eyes seemed to fill, as if the long years
of a young girl’s memories had descended upon her again.

Because of the grief of her remembrance, Princess Nihuang relaxed the tight guard
she had been keeping up in the Empress’ palace.

“The gulls return every year to the Jade Lake, and the scenery has not changed
very much, except that willows have been planted along the shore, which has added a
gentle beauty. The Jade Pavilion my lady spoke of is still there, but the small resting
place was lost in a fire, and has already been reconstructed at another site.” Nihuang
lifted the cup to her lips but didn’t drink, only slightly wet her lips, before continuing,
“As for the high monk of divination my lady mentioned, I have never met him there.”

“They are likely destined meetings. This high monk truly has the gift of
divination. Were he here, we would be able to ask about the Princess’ marriage
prospects.” Noble Consort Yue spoke indifferently, but when she saw the Princess’
cup grow still in her hands, she did not continue her persuasion, but smiled sweetly
and drained her own cup. In the past, she had been one of the greatest beauties of the
radiant Inner Palace, and with her elegant attire and exquisitely made up appearance,
her smile had the ability to topple countries and kingdoms. But the faint wrinkles
creeping along the corners of her eyes were carved by time itself, and against time,
none could hope to win.

“If my lady misses our home land so much, why not ask His Majesty for
permission to visit once more?”’
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“I cannot compare to my lady Empress, whose home is Jinling.>> The journey
from the capital to Yunnan must pass through remote areas, and only if traveled with
companions would there be any hope of returning for a visit. If [ were to ask for
permission to travel alone, I fear it would not be permitted. But as for the future....”
At this point, Noble Consort Yue suddenly realized the impropriety of her words and
hurriedly closed her mouth.

Princess Nihuang understood, and pretended not to take notice, but let the words
pass by unheeded. As a Noble Consort, it would not be possible to leave the Inner
Palace to travel over land and water for a visit home, but in the future, if the Crown
Prince ascended to the throne, then travelling on an inspection tour as the Empress
Dowager would not be difficult to arrange. But such a future was founded on the
passing of the old emperor, and was thus certainly not something to be carelessly
spoken.

However, even if the words weren’t spoken plainly, as the Crown Prince’s birth
mother, she would eventually arrive at such a future, barring any unforeseen
circumstances. But the truth was that no one could guess how the winds and fortunes
of the royal family would blow, and whether any such unforeseen circumstances
would take place was impossible to predict.

At least, the existence of Prince Yu, Xiao Jinghuan, was currently the thorn in the
side of this pair of mother and son.

Prince Yu’s birth mother was of lowly ranking and had succumbed to an early
death, and his own birth ranking fell after the Crown Prince’s, so by rights he had no
right to the fight for the crown. But he was raised in the Empress’ palace, where he
was noticed and adopted by the childless Empress. And although the Imperial Uncle?¢
had long since adopted the leisurely life of a Daoist monk, the disciples and supporters
of Old Master Yan still formed a great portion of the base of the Empress’ power. In
addition, Prince Yu was naturally clever with an elegant air, and was highly adept at
pleasing the Emperor, gaining much favor, and being obviously superior to the other
princes, had emerged as a direct opponent of the Crown Prince.

Having been immersed in the Inner Palace for all these years, this lady who had
been made a noble consort by her radiant beauty was perfectly clear: the days of
stability, relaxation, and riches were yet far away.

“Nihuang, how long can you stay in the capital this time? I always hope to have
people from our home land like you around, to come visit often....”

25 the capital

26 Marquis Yan, being the brother of Empress Yan, holds the title ‘Imperial Uncle’
(where the word uncle refers specifically to the older brother of one’s mother —
because the Empress is the ‘Imperial Mother’ of the royal princes)
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“Recently, the Southern border has been peaceful, and since Qing di?’ has received
the Emperor’s approval, I have been much more at ease. I will probably stay another
month or two.”

“Leaving so soon?” Noble Consort Yue looked shocked. “After choosing a
husband, the wedding must be planned.”

Nihuang smiled faintly and didn’t protest, only saying, “If one is chosen, then I
will think about it.”

“The Princess is no ordinary young lady. The splendors of the capital hold no
attraction for you; rather, the grasslands and vast jungles of the South are more suited
to your disposition.”

On hearing this, Nihuang couldn’t help smiling. “Although my lady has been in
the capital for such a long time, you still have a bit of the temperament of a Yunnan
lady.”

“Who has not once possessed the high spirits of youth? But after all these years in
the palace, it has all been eroded away.” Noble Consort Yue shook her head and
sighed. “Like today — I would like nothing more than to reminisce about our home
land with the Princess, but...even if I said that was my only intention, I fear the
Princess would not believe me?”

Princess Nihuang stared at her for a long moment, then answered simply, “No.”

“Then I will come to the point.” Noble Consort Yue took on a solemn air, her tone
growing serious. ‘“The noble son Sima Lei, one of the finalists of the competition and
hand-picked by the Crown Prince, is skilled in both literary and martial pursuits, as
well as talented and virtuous. Although his martial arts cannot be compared to the
Princess’, you are an expert in this area, so what need have you for a top martial
fighter as a husband? I can guarantee, this Sima Lei would be a very good match for
you. And anyway you and I share a home land, and the Crown Prince has always
greatly respected you. At this time, please do support the Crown Prince, Princess.”

Princess Nihuang waited quietly for her to finish, then said with a smile, “The
Crown Prince is the heir apparent. The Mu House of Yunnan will serve the Crown
Prince in the future after he takes the throne with as much loyalty as it serves His
Majesty now; my lady does not need to worry about this. As for choosing a husband,
His Majesty has already set the rules of the competition, and as the noble son Sima
Lei is so accomplished, what is there to worry about?”

On hearing this reply, which was neither positive nor negative, Noble Consort Yue
only wrinkled her brow, and laughed ruefully. “I knew all along I would receive an

27 di means ‘little brother’; referring to Mu Qing
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answer of this sort, but I still had to ask. This is really our Yunnan temperament — I
suppose it cannot be changed. Alright, as the Princess has answered so candidly, how
can I keep forcing the topic? Allow me to lift this cup in a toast of apology. If the
Princess will forgive my presumptuousness, then please accept this toast, and in the
future when you and I meet again, we will certainly only speak of the scenes of the
past, and not bring up these courtly concerns.”

Noble Consort Yue lifted her cup behind her sleeve and drained it. Nihuang
couldn’t persist in refusing to drink, and although this was still palace grounds, it
wasn’t the Empress’ Zhengyang Palace. She stared at the small cup, then slowly
drank it down.

Seeing the wine disappear down her throat, a look of grief unexpectedly flickered
across Noble Consort Yue’s eyes, but the determination set in her brows did not falter.
She delicately sliced the tangerine before her, her movements smooth and steady as
she peeled away the skin and offered one to Princess Nihuang.

“Is this a tangerine from our home land?” Nihuang tasted the fruit in
astonishment.

“Yes. Tangerines have no legs, yet they are able to travel to the capital. I, on the
other hand, have legs, but cannot step into the places of the past....” Noble Consort
Yue’s expression was mournful, as if she was remembering her home, but also as if
she was having other thoughts.

“My lady does not...” Nihuang was about to speak, when a palace servant girl
appeared to report, “My lady consort, the Crown Prince and the noble son of Sima
request an audience.”

“Oh, what a coincidence,” Noble Consort Yue pressed a hand to her mouth,
smiling. “I had forgotten that I had asked him to bring the noble son of Sima over to
see me. Since the Princess is here already, you wouldn’t mind coming to see him,
would you?”

Princess Nihuang felt doubt stirring in her heart, but couldn’t think of any way
they could act against her, and as she was thinking, the Crown Prince had already
entered smiling with a tall, handsome, splendidly-dressed gentleman in tow, and
ordered Sima Lei to greet the Princess with a bow.

After these many days of tournament and the banquet in Wuying Hall, this was
certainly not the first time Princess Nihuang had seen Sima Lei. But in contrast to the
previous meetings, as the man drew near this time and met her eye, she suddenly felt
her heart lurch.

She closed her eyes and held her breath, calming her mind, and then Nihuang felt
acutely the danger that now lay before her. At first she had been a bit overconfident,
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believing that her skills in martial arts protected her against attacks no matter how
strong, but she had not realized that the other party did not need strength at all, but
rather had only to target and distract her mind and spirit. Because she could not
control the consequences of these happenings, without evidence, the entire event
would descend into hearsay, and then not even the Emperor might believe that
someone could have forced her into acting against her will. Thus, the most important
thing now was to leave this place as soon as possible.

“My lady, Nihuang has suddenly remembered an urgent task elsewhere. 1 will first
take my leave.” After this hurried statement, Princess Nihuang turned to leave.

“Princess...” Sima Lei started to reach for her, then halted with his hand half-
raised and turned to look at the Crown Prince, who was glaring at him meaningfully.
He gritted his teeth, plucked up his courage, and grabbed Princess Nihuang by the
arm.

“How dare you!” Nihuang turned and gathered her inner energy, preparing to
shove off the hand on her arm, but as their eyes met, her mind once again became
distracted and dazed, and the scalding hand on her arm seemed to glow with warmth,
the kind of warmth she longed for every time she stood alone on the frozen battlefield,
frost and wind whipping all around her.

“Sima, the Princess seems tired. Why don’t you take her away for a rest...” Noble
Consort Yue’s voice drifted over from a distance, cool as shade.

The Crown Prince took a few steps back, watching as Sima Lei held the Princess
tightly by the waist, watching as a conflicted turmoil of pain and tenderness flitted
across the beautiful face. Perhaps his heart was a little disturbed, as he turned his face
away.

Suddenly, shouts and sounds of conflict rose up from outside.

Noble Consort Yue stood up abruptly, and climbed the steps for a clearer view.
She was able to see a figure rapidly approaching, shoving aside all who tried to block
his path and leaving behind a pitiful mess of entangled limbs. Not only could no one
stop him, he actually dodged aside and charged straight for Sima Lei.

Although Prince Jing rarely showed his skills, his martial arts were certainly not as
rough as might be imagined by those who had never experienced battle personally.
Sima Lei was already feeling guilty, and didn’t quite dare raise a hand against a
prince, and anyway his martial arts weren’t very strong in the first place, and so he
hurriedly backed away, and was forced to retreat quite a distance.

“Jingyan! You are truly daring! How dare you enter my Zhaoren Palace without
permission?” Noble Consort Yue was by now sure that Prince Jing had come alone,
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and immediately came forward in a fury. “Injuring people left and right — are you
trying to start a rebellion?”

Prince Jing took in the scene at a glance and noticed the Princess’ clouded gaze
and swaying figure, and although he did not know what exactly had happened, he
understood enough. Thoroughly disgusted with Noble Consort Yue’s actions, he
didn’t even want to bother arguing with her, but simply went over to the Princess,
pressed hard against several of her vital meridian points,”® and lifted her over his
shoulder.

The Crown Prince, filled with fear and fury, shouted for his men to surround Xiao
Jingyan, forming two circles around him, the inner bearing swords and the outer
holding bows and arrows.

“Jingyan, you dare to trespass into Mother’s palace to kidnap the Princess! How
fortunate that I am here to protect her! Put down the Princess right now, and for the
sake of the ties of our blood, I will not report you to Father Emperor...”

Xiao Jingyan gave him a cold look, then ignored him and continued striding
forward. The guards surrounding him helplessly moved with him, sending
questioning glances at the Crown Prince.

Xiao Jingxuan?® was trapped between a rock and a hard place. This brother of his
was a veteran of many battles, and couldn’t be stopped by normal shows of power like
these. But to shoot a prince to death within the Zhaoren palace was also no small sin,
not to mention the Princess Nihuang he was carrying on his back — were they to shoot
her too? But if they didn’t stop him and let him charge his way out, the situation
would become messy all the same. Left without a foolproof solution, he helplessly
turned his gaze to his mother.

Noble Consort Yue’s radiant red lips pursed, and she spoke one word through her
gritted teeth, “Fire.”

“Mother!”

“Fire!” Noble Consort Yue’s voice was low, her tone severe. “At the very least,
the dead cannot speak, and only then would we have the chance to speak!”

The Crown Prince shivered, then stepped forward and cried in a loud voice,
“Prince Jing has trespassed into the palace, attempted to assassinate my Mother
Consort, and harmed the Princess! Shoot to kill!”

28 j.e. acupuncture points
29 the Crown Prince
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The guards hesitated for a moment, but as the Crown Prince was their master, they
strung their bows and instantly, the arrows fell like rain.

Prince Jing lunged forward and flipped a guard over as he grabbed the guard’s
only sword, and then, with the light dancing off his sword like snow, he fended off the
first wave of arrows. In the brief interlude that followed, he fought his way to the
steps and laid the Princess down on the floor before knocking aside the second wave
of arrows. Suddenly, he tumbled through the air, feinting left and right, and scattered
the archers’ formation. The swordsmen were also not his match, and in the confusion
of the fight, only saw a figure flying through the air. The dazed Crown Prince
abruptly felt a touch of ice kiss his neck, and found that a cold blade had been pressed
against his neck, icy cold against his skin.

“Stop!” Prince Jing’s voice was not loud, but the entire hall had frozen in
response.

Noble Consort Yue was trembling all over, and spoke through teeth gritted in fury.
“Xiao Jingyan, you dare...”

“Killing a commander amongst his soldiers is something I do often.?” Prince Jing
smiled coldly, his tone like ice. “His Highness the Crown Prince was standing a bit
too close to me.”

“Jingyan! What are you trying to do?” The Crown Prince’s voice was shaking.
“Bring the Princess over to me, then let the two of us leave the palace.”

Noble Consort Yue’s eyes were cold as frost. She scoffed and said, “And if | say
no? Would you really dare to kill the Crown Prince?”

“Is my lady consort using the Crown Prince to gamble with me?” Xiao Jingyan’s
voice held not a shred of warmth, and the Crown Prince’s heart raced, and he couldn’t
help letting out a cry, “Mother!”

Noble Consort Yue’s face was icy to behold, but her chest was heaving, showing
that she was in furious thought. Just as her brows furrowed and she opened her mouth
to speak, an urgent shout was heard from the palace’s outer gates: “Announcing the
Grand Empress Dowager!”

Noble Consort Yue’s heart froze, and a sense of hopelessness threatened to
overwhelm her. But she closed her eyes briefly, and then rapidly came to a decision.
Her first words were directed in a rush towards Sima Lei. “Leave the palace by the

30 . Yeah, I don’t really get it either. I think it’s a reference to his battle
experience?
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back doors immediately, and remember, you have not stepped half a foot into Zhaoren
palace today!”

Sima Lei froze for a second and looked around blankly before shaking himself and
rushing away towards the back door.

“Jingyan,” Noble Consort Yue hurriedly descended the stairs, speaking rapidly.
“Listen — the Crown Prince didn’t shoot at you today, and you didn’t put a sword to
his neck, understood?”

Prince Jing’s eyes were drawn. He didn’t answer.

“Raising your sword against the Crown Prince and shooting at a prince are both
things the Emperor would not want to hear about. 1 do not wish for the two of you to
fall to the same end. As for the other things, let us each fend for ourselves, and we
will let the Emperor be the judge.” Noble Consort Yue smiled coolly. “You are an
intelligent person; you should know that this is an arrangement that benefits you.
Why not take it?”

Prince Jing’s face did not change, but the sword in his grip slowly eased away
from the Crown Prince’s neck, and dropped lightly to the ground.

The aged figure of the Grand Empress Dowager appeared now at the Moon Door
of the palace’s inner gates, and standing beside her was not only a very confused
Princess Jingning, but also another woman, dressed in a royal yellow robe with a
grand air and beautiful face.

This was the mistress of Zhengyang palace — the current Empress.
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CHAPTER 29
Skillful Words and Self-Defense

“What have you brought me here to see?” The Grand Empress Dowager looked
around the courtyard in confusion. “Why are there so many people here?”

Noble Consort Yue hurriedly indicated for the Crown Prince to dismiss the crowd
of guards in the courtyard, and then quickly stepped up and knelt on the floor in a
bow. “Your servant consort greets the Grand Empress Dowager, my lady Empress. |
had not noticed my ladies’ arrival; please forgive my discourtesy...”

Empress Yan didn’t wait for her to finish, but immediately asked coldly, “Is that
Nihuang [ see sitting over there? What happened to her?”

Noble Consort Yue saw from the corner of her eye that Prince Jing had gone over
to Nihuang and gently helped her up. The Princess’ cheeks were flushed, and both her
eyes were closed. There was no denying that something had happened, so she was
forced to say, “The Princess was invited over to dine today, but I did not expect the
wine to be too strong for her. Nihuang is drunk...”

“Princess Nihuang is a valiant hero among women; her wine tolerance is not weak.
How could she become drunk so easily?”

“Your servant consort thought it was strange too.” There as a smile on Noble
Consort Yue’s face. “Perhaps her mind has been disturbed these last few days over
this issue of choosing a husband.”

“Then why was the courtyard full of guards? Are you telling me someone dared to
misbehave in Zhaoren palace? Tell me, and I will be the judge of the situation for

29

you.

“Oh, the guards...” Noble Consort Yue chuckled gently. “The Crown Prince was
having them demonstrate some sword training that they had mastered for me, almost
like a dance.”

Empress Yan gazed at her steadily, and suddenly sneered, “Noble Consort Yue
must be joking. You left a guest as honoured as Princess Nihuang drunk on the steps
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while you and your son stood around watching some sword demonstration... You
may answer me with this story, but is this how you are going to answer His Majesty?”

“As for how to answer His Majesty, this is my own business; how could I dare to
trouble my lady Empress on my account?” Noble Consort Yue gently retorted.
Seeing his mother so unperturbed, the Crown Prince, who had been pale with fear,
now walked over slowly to greet the Grand Empress Dowager.

The Grand Empress Dowager had been listening to the verbal sparring between the
Empress and the noble consort with much interest, and now seeing the Crown Prince
bow to her, immediately reached out a loving hand to caress his head. “Xuan’er, who
are those two children over there? They are too far away, I can’t see clearly....”

“...uhh...” The Crown Prince stammered awkwardly, “That’s Jingyan...and
Princess Nihuang....”

“Why don’t they come over here to Great Grandmother?”’

“Don’t worry, Grand Empress.” Empress Yan’s tone was soft, but her words were
like ice.’! “Nihuang is only drunk; she will wake sooner or later. And once she
wakes, [ will be certain to advise her never again to drink such strong wine ....”

Noble Consort Yue felt something clench in her chest, but she gritted her teeth and
kept her face smooth. This was indeed the most difficult part of the whole situation.
The attempted murder had been balanced by Prince Jing’s taking the Crown Prince
hostage, and both parties had basically reached an agreement not to investigate each
other further. Sima Lei had also left, and the Empress had not been able to find any
evidence of the crime, so no matter what she said before the Emperor, in the end it
would only be one set of words against another, and there were ways to deal with
words. But the Princess’ mouth, now there was something that could not be stifled.
Now her only hope was that the Princess’ pride would make her unwilling to make
public such a disgraceful event, for fear of its damage to her stainless reputation.

Princess Jingning had by now run to Princess Nihuang’s side, and, worried by her
flushed appearance, said quietly, “What happened? She’s in such a drunken state,
let’s take her to my palace to rest for awhile.”

Prince Jing also felt that it would be more convenient for his sister to take care of
the Princess, and so he nodded, ordered a soft palanquin to be brought, and with the
Empress’ permission, left with Jingning to escort Nihuang away.

31 fun game: count how many times ‘ice’ or ‘cold’ has been mentioned in the last
two chapters (I’ve been translating these phrases literally). It’s almost like we’re
being hit over the head with a certain image here....
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The Empress knew that this matter would achieve a greater result if handled by
Nihuang rather than by herself, and so didn’t press the matter, but simply escorted the
Grand Empress Dowager into the main hall of Zhaoren palace, idly chatting and
laughing. Noble Consort Yue was forced to keep them company instead of rushing
first to the Emperor with her side of the story, and also was left with no chance to
further collude with the Crown Prince. Seeing the forced smiles of both mother and
son, the Empress felt a deep satisfaction.

Once Princess Nihuang had been carried to Princess Jingning’s Yinxiao Pavilion
in her palace, Prince Jing immediately summoned a number of imperial physicians.
After seeing their patient, they all concluded that the Princess was only suffering from
a rapid pulse and shallow breath, with an impaired blood flow,3? but that there was no
serious obstruction and no danger to her life. Prince Jing was thus relieved, and was
just gathering his strength to help dissolve the obstructions by pressing her
acupuncture points, when the Princess suddenly opened her eyes and shook her head
at him, so he stopped, and instructed his sister to look after her well before he left the
hall to sit quietly on the long bench in the courtyard, both waiting and standing guard.

Around an hour later, Princess Jingning ran out and panted, “Yan33 ge, jiejie just
opened her eyes and asked for you.”

Prince Jing stood up hurriedly and walked quickly into the hall to see Nihuang
indeed looking much improved, finally let out a sigh of relief, and came forward to

perform acupuncture for her.

The Princess sat up slowly, her eyes cool as frost, seeming to be deep in thought,
and then raised her head to look Prince Jing in the eye, saying softly, “Thank you.”

Prince Jing only nodded slightly and didn’t answer. Instead, it was Princess
Jingning who asked with concern, “Nihuang jiejie, how much did you drink to
become this drunk? Just now, I shook you for a long time, but you didn’t seem to

notice me....”

“I’'m alright now.” Nihuang reached out to brush Jingning’s cheek lightly, then
put on her shoes and stood up.

“Where is jiejie going?”
“To see His Majesty.”

Prince Jing was startled, and asked quietly, “Has the Princess already decided?”

32 Chinese medicine terms that I have no idea how to translate
33 from his given name, Xiao Jingyan
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“In truth, this is not anything shameful,” Nihuang’s smile was cold as ice.
“Perhaps the noble consort hopes that I will hide my anger and my tongue to cover up
such a humiliation. If so, she has judged Nihuang wrongly. To say nothing of the fact
that she failed, even if she had succeeded, if she thinks I would submit docilely to her
because of that, then she must be dreaming. It is utterly impossible.”

“His Majesty should be in Yangju Hall. Since the Princess has decided, then I will
escort you there.” Prince Jing spoke calmly, without adding any other comment.

“There’s no need to trouble yourself. I'm really....”
“This is not Yunnan. It is better to be cautious.”

Nihuang understood his good intentions, and didn’t continue to decline, but
nodded in assent. Princess Jingning looked from one to the other and finally couldn’t
stand it. “What are you talking about? I don’t understand.”

“I’1l explain later.” Nihuang smiled at her. “I’m not in a good mood right now,
and I don’t want to say any more before going to see His Majesty. Jingning, forgive

2

me.

“Why is jiejie is being so polite...” Jingning was a bit embarrassed. “Then, shall I
accompany the two of you?”

“No,” Prince Jing responded immediately. “You should not get involved with this
kind of situation. Wait here, and don’t go around listening to nonsense, understand?”’
Jingning wasn’t so innocent that she truly understood nothing. Seeing their somber
expressions, and thinking about everything that she had seen that day, she knew the
situation wasn’t anything simple, and didn’t ask any further, only nodding obediently.

After leaving Yinxiao Pavilion, the two walked along in silence, seeming not to
see the palace servants bowing on either side, until they reached Yangju Hall, where
they stopped to be announced.

On hearing that these two were seeking audience, the Emperor was a little
shocked, and hurriedly allowed them to enter. He took in the Princess’ expression at a
glance, and a suspicion arose in his heart. As soon as they had made their bows, he
immediately asked, “Nihuang, what is it? Who has upset you?”

Nihuang knelt down in a bow, and raised her head to speak. “Pray His Majesty
judge for Nihuang.”

“Aiya, rise, quickly rise, tell us what’s wrong....”

Nihuang knelt unmoving, but fixed her eyes on the Emperor and said, “Noble
Consort Yue summoned me to Zhaoren palace today under the guise of reminiscing
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about our home land, but served tainted wine that disturbed my mind and spirit. The
Crown Prince seized the opportunity to bring Sima Lei into the Inner Palace to initiate
inappropriate behaviour, in order to force me to wed. I pray His Majesty investigate
these events, and give justice to Nihuang.”

Her words were deceptively simple and clear, without any suggestion of argument,
and thus were all the more horrifying. The Emperor, shaking with fury, shouted in
one breath, “Call for the noble consort and the Crown Prince! Bring them
immediately to Yangju Hall!”

This order was carried out remarkably quickly, and soon, not only had those who
were suppose to arrive, arrived, some who weren’t supposed to come had also arrived.
Aside from the summoned Noble Consort Yue and Crown Prince, the Empress and
Prince Yu had also appeared together.

“Consort Yue! Crown Prince! Do you confess to your crime?!” The Emperor
shouted out in fury before they had even finished making their bows.

Noble Consort Yue’s face showed amazement, and she said fearfully, “Your
servant consort does not know what has angered Your Majesty; pray Your Majesty
explain.”

“You still feign ignorance?” The Emperor struck the table with his hand. “What
did you do to Nihuang today? Tell us!”

“Princess Nihuang?” Noble Consort Yue’s face showed even more astonishment.
“I invited her to dine today, and the Princess couldn’t stand the strength of the wine
and slowly became drunk. The Crown Prince and I were just caring for her when the
Empress suddenly arrived with the Grand Empress Dowager, and ordered Princess
Jingning to take the Princess away to rest.... As for what happened afterwards, your
servant does not know. Perhaps the Princess feels neglected because my hospitality
was not adequate?”

Seeing her dodge the blame so neatly, Princess Nihuang couldn’t help laughing
coldly. “Your wine must be very strong indeed; why, only one cup was enough to
render me unconscious. Does such a wine exist? Not to mention as soon as I drank
this cup, the Crown Prince brought in Sima Lei. Was that a coincidence too?”

“That wine was the Seven Mile Fragrance gifted by His Majesty. Although it is
quite strong, only the Princess has said that drinking it made her unconscious. His
Majesty can search your servant’s palace; there is certainly no other wine. And I fear
the Princess must have already been drunk, because it was only the Crown Prince who
entered. Where did Sima Lei come from? His Majesty has only to find anyone in
Zhaoren palace, and ask if there was a second person who saw Sima Lei there.”
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Princess Nihuang raised an eyebrow and said furiously, “Everyone in Zhaoren
palace is yours. If you deny it, who would dare contradict you?”

Noble Consort Yue didn’t confront her directly, but continued to speak facing the
Emperor. “Although everyone in Zhaoren palace is under your servant, everyone
under your servant is Your Majesty’s servant. Under an imperial order, who would
dare to lie to His Majesty?”

Seeing her deft maneuvering and irrefutable words, the Empress couldn’t contain
her anger, and scolded, “You truly have an eloquent tongue. You dare to act but you
don’t dare to admit to your actions? But no matter how you dodge, you cannot hide
the truth. Are you claiming that the Princess is framing you without reason?”’

Noble Consort Yue said calmly, “I also don’t understand why the Princess would
make up such a story without any reason, just as I don’t understand why my lady
Empress immediately believed the Princess without any evidence, and refuses to
believe me....”

Empress Yan felt a chill in her heart, and suddenly understood what she had done
wrong.

She should have been a bystander from beginning to end, and not spoken up.

If this was Nihuang’s accusation against the noble consort, the Emperor would not
believe that Nihuang had any other motive, or that she would use her reputation to
frame the noble consort. But once she herself entered into the conflict to protect
Nihuang, then suddenly, it became an argument between the two palaces, which was
certain to raise the doubts of the easily suspicious Emperor.

Noble Consort Yue, seeing the Emperor beginning to frown in thought, continued
gently, “And I would like to ask my lady Empress to bear witness, after the Princess
became drunk, and my lady Empress entered the courtyard of the Zhaoren palace so
suddenly with the Grand Empress Dowager, did my lady see anyone mistreating the
Princess? And although it would not be proper to disturb the Grand Empress
Dowager in her old age, Princess Jingning was there as well. Your Majesty can ask
her whether she saw anyone mistreating the Princess.”

Nihuang had not expected this noble consort to be so nimble with her tongue.
Rage rose within her and she burst out, “That’s because they came just in time, and
you could not carry out the rest of your malicious plan....”

Noble Consort Yue turned and met that blazing glare unflinchingly, saying
peacefully, “If the Princess persists in believing that I harbour such malicious intent,
then I will not continue arguing. The Princess has chosen my lady Empress and
Prince Yu rather than me and the Crown Prince; this must be due to some moral
deficit on our part, and we do not dare harbour any resentment towards her. But I
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must ask the Princess: if, as you say, you fell into my trap, then have you been
harmed? And if I had really laboured to create such a malicious plot, then why would
my lady Empress have entered at just the right moment to rescue you?”’

The Emperor’s brow furrowed, and he glanced at the Empress and Prince Yu out
of the corner of his eye, as if shaken by these words.

Princess Nihuang felt her hands grow cold with fury. Thousands of enemy
soldiers met on the battlefield could not infuriate her as bitterly as this palace consort.
She was just about to curse in rage and leave, when a steady voice spoke from beside
her: “Father, your son can bear witness, when | entered Zhaoren palace, Sima Lei was
indeed beside the Princess, and was certainly behaving with impropriety.”

Noble Consort Yue’s whole body trembled as she turned, incredulous, to glare at
Xiao Jingyan.

“I saw that the situation was desperate, and had to break courtesy in order to bring
out the Princess.” Prince Jing ignored her, and continued with composure. “In order
to stop me, the noble consort and the Crown Prince actually ordered their guards to
fire on us. I had no choice but to take the Crown Prince hostage for protection, in
order to preserve my life, and to delay until the Grand Empress Dowager arrived. 1
know that raising a blade against the Crown Prince is no small crime, but I will not
allow the truth to remain hidden from my Father Emperor only to avoid punishment
for myself. Pray my Father Emperor consider, if not to hide their guilt and sins, why
would the Crown Prince have wanted to silence me by killing me?”

Even the Empress and Prince Yu were not aware of these events, and everyone
was shocked for a moment. Noble Consort Yue had never expected Xiao Jingyan to
have this kind of boldness, and was stunned into silence, her face pale as snow.

“Consort Yue! Did such a thing happen?” The Emperor’s fury was frightening to
behold.

Noble Consort Yue bit her lip, raised her head, and said, “Since my lady Empress,
the Princess, and Prince Jing have all condemned me by their words, I dare not argue
any further, and dare not ask for any evidence. 1 only pray Your Majesty to judge
with his wisdom, and if His Majesty also believes that I have committed this crime,
then we, mother and son, will confess, and never dare to harbour any further
resentment.”

Faced with her show of submission, the Emperor hesitated. If he didn’t believe the
claim, he would face the accusations of everyone present. But if he believed it, he
couldn’t help thinking that they were acting too much in unison. As he hesitated, his
thoughts warring in his mind, a eunuch’s voice called from outside the hall: “Your
Majesty, Commander Meng requests an audience.”
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The Emperor was currently dealing with an issue of this importance; he didn’t
want to be disturbed, and so waved an arm and said, “We will see him later.”

The eunuch bowed and retired, but reappeared a moment later to say, “Your
Majesty, Commander Meng has ordered your servant to convey a message. He says
he has apprehended an intruder, one Sima Lei, outside the Zhaoren palace, and awaits
Your Majesty’s further instruction.”
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CHAPTER 30

Committing Crimes

When these words were spoken, shock rippled through the hall. But as the initial
astonishment faded, different expressions appeared on different faces.

Noble Consort Yue’s face was stretched tightly, the Crown Prince’s colour was
like dust, Prince Jing and the Princess looked thoughtful, the Empress and Prince Yu
looked to be hiding their glee, and as for the Emperor high up on his throne, his face
was clouded, betraying complex emotions.

After a silence so long it was almost suffocating, the Emperor waved a heavy
hand, signalling for the eunuch to leave.

“Consort Yue...do you have anything else to say?” Unlike his previous severe
tone, this sentence was spoken with unusual gentleness and fatigue, but to those
listening, it was for this reason all the more chilling.

Noble Consort Yue’s radiant make up could no longer hide the pallor beneath, and
after turning to look at her beloved son, she rushed forward and fell before the throne,
grabbing onto the Emperor’s leg and crying with a trembling voice, “Wronged!”

“Even now, you insist you were wronged?”

“Your servant knows she was not wronged,” Noble Consort Yue raised her head,
eyes brimming with tears, her expression touchingly mournful. “But the Crown
Prince was wronged!”

“What are you saying?”

“All of this was your servant’s plan, all arranged by your servant. The Crown
Prince knew nothing...I lied to him saying I wanted to have a look at Sima Lei, so he
brought Sima Lei into the palace, but he was only following his mother’s orders.
Your Majesty knows Xuan’er has always been a filial son, not only towards your
servant, but towards Your Majesty as well!”
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“If the Crown Prince is truly innocent, then why has he not uttered a word of
argument since we summoned you to this hall?”

“What does Your Majesty want Xuan’er to say? Would you ask him to cast all the
blame onto his own mother in front of so many people? Xuan’er is filial and pure by
nature, he could not do such a thing! It is because he doesn’t know how to protect
himself, and always carelessly falls into the traps of others intending to do him harm,
that I have done all of this, in order that he might have more people by his side to
support him, so that he would not be so easily deceived in the future....”

“Nonsense!” The Emperor was suddenly furious, and knocked Noble Consort Yue
to the floor with one strike. “The Crown Prince is the heir to the throne; who would
plot against him? As his mother, you were supposed to teach him to act morally, to
perform his duty diligently, to share his father’s burdens above him, and to be a model
for the people below him — that would truly be for his good! But now look at what
you’ve done? You actually dared to use such base, despicable methods? If Nihuang
was harmed in any way today, you could not have been redeemed with a hundred
deaths! Even the Crown Prince’s honoured position would have been threatened
because of you! What incredible stupidity, incredible stupidity!”

This scolding speech was like a thunderclap of imperial power, enough to strike
fear into hearts and cause the soul to scatter. But upon hearing this ferocious scolding,
Nihuang’s face showed a bitter smile instead, and the Empress and Prince Yu looked
disappointed.

Because, no matter how fierce his scolding, in the end, he was only scolding Noble
Consort Yue, and his last few words had already shown that he intended to direct the
blame away from the Crown Prince. In this kind of situation, whether the Emperor
truly believed the Crown Prince to be innocent was not important; what was important
was that, with the crimes of ‘plotting and assisting his mother in trapping the Princess,
and attempting to silence his brother by murder’ before the Crown Prince, the fitting
punishment for crimes of such immorality, injustice, and impiety would likely
endanger his honoured position. And the Emperor did not want to depose the Crown
Prince because of these events, and risk disturbing the current, relatively peaceful
palace environment. So, with Noble Consort Yue’s confession, he had an opportunity
he could take advantage of.

After this episode of scolding, the Emperor let out a breath, and didn’t go on to
immediately lay out Noble Consort Yue’s punishment, but instead summoned Meng
Zhi.

A moment later, Meng Zhi entered the hall and bowed. The Emperor asked him a
few questions about how he had captured Sima Lei, and Meng Zhi replied that his
soldiers had come across him on their routine patrols, and had only discovered after
apprehending him that he was the noble son of Wei, and so, not daring to handle the
matter themselves, had brought it before His Majesty for further instruction. The
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Emperor did not hear anything unusual in his report, and only reflected that the best
laid plans of men could not stand against Heaven’s3* interference, and let out a sigh
before asking, “Where is Sima Lei now?”

“He is currently being held in the courtyard where the guards take their rest,
watched over by some of my people.”

The Emperor made a noise of affirmation, and thinking that this case pertained to
the Princess’ reputation and should not be handled by the courts, ordered one of the
guards to bring the man over so he could personally interrogate him. The guard was
gone for a long while, then hurried back fearfully to report, “Sima Lei has been beaten
badly; his face is swollen all over and he is currently unconscious. He is not fit to see
Your Majesty.”

The Emperor raised an eyebrow, and sternly fixed his gaze on Meng Zhi. The
Commander of the Imperial Guard looked blank for a moment, then said, “Impossible.
My men would not hit prisoners without permission.”

“No,” the guard hurriedly spoke up. “It wasn’t the imperial guards who beat him
up, it was...was...”

“Hurry up and say it!”

“It was the little Lord Mu, who somehow heard something and came charging in.
The guards couldn’t stop him, and he personally punched and kicked Sima Lei, and
even broke one of his arms....”

The Emperor let out an “Oh,” and glanced over at Nihuang to see her response. In
fact, it was a crime for Mu Qing to charge into the courtyard for personal revenge
against the accused before he had been convicted. But when the Emperor looked
over, the Lady Commander of the Southern Border was still sitting expressionlessly,
unmoving, not even standing to say anything in defense of her brother, such as “Pray
His Majesty forgive my brother’s recklessness”. The Emperor was a bit embarrassed,
and turned to scold the guard, “If it’s broken, then it’s broken, don’t bother us with
unimportant details. Dismissed!” After saying this, he again cast his gaze over, but
Princess Nihuang still sat with a cold expression, without any hint of intending to
thank His Majesty. This fierce, unyielding nature was rare even in men, and, rather
than upsetting the Emperor, instead stirred up admiration in his heart, and he silently
praised her strength.

Even if Sima Lei could not be interrogated, he was easily dealt with, and
interrogation or no interrogation, it didn’t make much of a difference. When the
Emperor hurriedly sentenced him to exile for the crime of trespassing into forbidden

34 Heaven = the gods of heaven (it’s a common feature of Chinese culture /
literature to refer to the gods as ‘Heaven’)
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areas, and demoted his father, the noble Sima Wei, in further punishment, no one
expressed any sign of protest.

But the matter of Noble Consort Yue was much more difficult. This woman had
entered the palace in her youth, and thanks to the Emperor’s heavy favour over the
years, her status had become second only to the Empress, and moreover, she was the
Crown Prince’s birth mother. He could not quite bear to punish her too heavily, but if
he punished too lightly, the Princess would be bitter. Not to mention with so many
looking on, he could not avoid considering the problem of ‘fairness’. As he was
deliberating, the Crown Prince fell to the floor, crying, “Your son is willing to repay
the Princess on behalf of my mother’s crimes. Pray Father Emperor consider
Mother’s many years of loyal service, and deal with her lightly....”

“You evil creature!” The Emperor lifted a leg and kicked the Crown Prince away.
“Your mother has resorted to such disgusting methods, why did you not stop her?
Where is your filial piety?”

Crying loudly, the Crown Prince crawled forward and wrapped his arms around
the Emperor’s leg, his face filled with tears.

Lowering his head to look at the person sprawled over his knee, the Emperor’s
gaze suddenly blurred, and a crushing sensation arose in his chest, pain twisting
within him.

A figure he had purposefully chosen to forget for many years drifted now into his
mind: that tall, straight posture; that clear face; that arrogant, unyielding expression;
and that fierce gaze, eyes burning as if lit by blazing flames.

If that person had been willing to fall prostrate at his knee, crying like Jingxuan
was doing now, would the Emperor’s heart have softened, and would he have drawn
him anew into his embrace?

But time flows like water, and what has gone cannot come again. Perhaps he was
becoming soft in his old age, to be suddenly realizing that the harsh punishment he
had dealt out so long ago had not only destroyed others, but had also likewise become
a hidden wound over his own heart, one that no one else could see.

The Emperor’s shaking hand finally came to a rest on the back of the Crown
Prince’s head. Noble Consort Yue, relieved, supported herself with one arm as she
fell gently to one side.

“The lady Yue has behaved immorally, her actions despicable, and violated palace
rules. From this day forward, she is stripped of her status as noble consort and
degraded to imperial concubine, and is likewise stripped of all noble titles, and will be
relocated and confined to Qingli Courtyard, which she may not leave without imperial
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permission.” The Emperor pronounced each word slowly, and finally turned his gaze
to the Empress. “Does the Empress have anything to say about this arrangement?”

If the Empress had her way, she would of course have preferred to see this woman
confined to the Secluded Court. But she was an intelligent person and knew that, as
the Crown Prince had been spared, the Emperor could not punish his birth mother too
harshly, and so, as nothing she said now would achieve anything, she chose to keep
quiet.

Seeing the Empress silently lower her eyes, the Emperor turned his gaze to
Nihuang and asked, “Does the Princess have any protest?”

The reason Nihuang had brought this matter to the Emperor was only to obtain
justice for herself, and she understood in her heart that the Crown Prince could not be
deposed over the events of this day. Now, although the Emperor had covered up some
of the details, he had nonetheless punished the Crown Prince’s birth mother, a first-
rank noble consort, for her sake, and his effort was sincere. If she still showed
dissatisfaction now, then she would be lowering herself to their level, and so she said
nothing, and only shook her head.

“As for you,” the Emperor eyed the Crown Prince disdainfully. “You will be
confined to the Eastern Palace® for three months to study hard and reflect on the
morals befitting the heir to the throne. If you are involved in such things again in the
future, we will not be so generous again!”

“Your son...obeys His Majesty’s merciful edict....”

“Rise then.” The Emperor’s face cleared, and he raised his head, his piercing gaze
sweeping through the hall and coming to a rest on Prince Jing.

“Jingyan...”

“Your son is present.”

“Do you admit your crime?”

Prince Jing swept aside his robe and knelt stoically. “Your son admits his crime.”

The Emperor scoffed coldly, then said, “Tell us, how did you know the Princess
was in danger, to enter at just the right moment to rescue her?”

35 Eastern Palace: the palace of the Crown Prince; follows the title and not the

person (i.e. it is the dwelling place of whoever is Crown Prince, not of Xiao Jingxuan
himself)
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Prince Jing had been considering his answer to this question the entire time, but
now that the moment had arrived, he still had not thought of a suitable answer, and
hesitated. He had arrived to rescue the Princess because Mei Changsu had asked him
to go, but he himself had no idea how Mei Changsu had known that the Princess was
in danger, and so didn’t dare to rashly drag him into the mess.

“What is it? You can’t answer?” The Emperor had waited long enough, and his
tone became severe.

“No...I...it was because....”

“Your Majesty,” a steady voice suddenly rose up. “It was I who asked Prince Jing
to go.”

“You?” The Emperor raised an eyebrow. “And how did you come to know about
this?”

“It was like this.” Prince Yu stepped forward and continued respectfully, “Your
son had entered the palace by the Puqing gate to greet my mother Empress, and was
passing by Zhaoren palace when I saw one of the Princess’ palace servants running
out in fear and begging for help, saying that something was going wrong inside. I
knew that this was no small matter, and that even if I ended up accused of wronging a
noble consort, I could not let my hesitation cause danger to the Princess. But I knew
my martial skills were too poor to enter the palace without being stopped and further
delayed. Fortunately, Prince Jing walked by at that moment, and I asked him to enter
first to secure the situation, while I went to find the Empress. Prince Jing has an
upright heart towards helping others, and instantly agreed, but I never thought that the
Noble Consort...no, that the lady Concubine Yue would act in such a deranged
manner and actually order a prince to be silenced by murder, and so lead to the
resulting events. Although it was not my intention for Prince Jing to take up arms
against the Crown Prince, he was nonetheless involved in the situation under my
orders. If my father Emperor must punish him, then I am willing to share the
punishment.”

He spoke with assurance and composure, as if there was not the slightest flaw in
his logic. Of course, Consort Yue and the Crown Prince were well aware that Prince
Jing arriving because of a servant girl calling for help was simply impossible given
the timing of the events, but neither had any remaining right to speak, not to mention
arguing over such details could not change anything, and so they did not open their
mouths. The Emperor was sure that Prince Yu’s intentions were not as noble as he
claimed, and that likely he had been delighted on discovering information he could
use against the Crown Prince, but he nonetheless believed this explanation, and
nodded. “So that was how it happened. But, for the crime of threatening the Crown
Prince’s esteemed person, according to the law, Jingyan should be severely punished.”
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Princess Nihuang’s face discoloured in anger, and the Emperor continued, “But on
reflection, the situation was not without provocation, and Prince Yu has expressed his
willingness to share in the responsibility, and besides, you have expended no small
effort in rescuing the Princess, so we will neither reward nor punish you. Prince Yu
was acute and perceptive, and was able to notice these events and halt their
progression, which pleases us greatly. We hereby reward him one hundred bolts of
brocade, one thousand pieces of gold, and bestow one royal pearl, in reward for his
work.”

“Your son thanks His Majesty for his great mercy.?¢”
“We are tired. You may all leave.”

The Emperor closed his eyes tiredly and leaned wearily back against his cushions.
No one in the hall dared to speak further, and all quietly left.

Empress Yan was naturally responsible for the punishment of Consort Yue, and
the Crown Prince stood by helplessly as his mother was led away to the Inner Palace,
while he himself could only glare hatefully at Prince Yu.

Prince Yu, who had not stepped in until the end, had nonetheless emerged as the
greatest victor: he had simply appeared and had received the Emperor’s rewards, he
had openly defended Prince Jing and so now Prince Jing owed him a great favour, and
from claiming the responsibility for the Princess’ rescue had now even become the
great saviour of the Yunnan Mu clan. The only down side was that he had directed all
of the Crown Prince’s wrath upon himself, and further deepened the hatred between
the two. But he and the Crown Prince had long been at odds, and both harboured a
fight-to-the-death kind of attitude, and so this one more offense did not add up to
much, and therefore really, he had reaped rich rewards with hardly any loss. His heart
was joyful as he silently admired the qilin prodigy‘s insight. It was fortunate that he
had come across him while he was hurrying into the palace at the Empress’ notice,
and it was fortunate that he had, out of respect for his wisdom, explained the situation
and asked for his advice. Otherwise, without his help, he would never have thought to
use the opportunity of protecting Prince Jing to take responsibility for all of the work.
To be honest, Prince Jing was truly bold and daring; it was just too bad that he was too
reckless, prone to acting carelessly, and therefore wasn’t a worthy contender. After he
had protected him in front of the Emperor this time, he must be feeling grateful. And
as for Princess Nihuang, certainly she would be even more...

At this point in his thoughts, Princess Nihuang had already come over to bow and
say, smiling, “I am grateful to His Highness Prince Yu for his loyal rescue today. In
the future, I will certainly repay you in kind should the opportunity arise.”

36 Chinese nouns don’t implicitly differentiate between singular and plural, so it’s
impossible to know whether this was said by one person (Prince Yu) or multiple
persons (both Prince Yu and Prince Jing). I suspect the latter.
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Prince Yu hurriedly returned the bow and said with a broad smile, “The Princess is
too polite. The Princess’ rank and status is worthy of any effort I might expend for
her person.”

A perfect smile floated across Nihuang’s features, and she was about to exchange
a few more polite words when she saw Prince Jing leaving quietly out of the corner of
her eye, and though she was impatient to follow, her face betrayed no trace of her
emotions, as she said unhurriedly, “My anger towards Lady Yue knows no bounds,
but it would not be proper for me to witness her punishment by my lady Empress.
Would Your Highness....”

“The Princess does not need to worry. Leave this matter to me. I will enter the
Inner Palace to speak with the Empress immediately. I will not let the Princess
down.” Prince Yu chuckled for a long moment, then turned and walked swiftly
towards the Inner Palace. Princess Nihuang waited until he was a good distance away
before running to catch up with Prince Jing.

Hearing Nihuang calling him, Xiao Jingyan stopped and said, “Does the Princess
have another matter to discuss?”

“Just now as I was thanking Prince Yu, you really wanted to come over to tell me
that it wasn’t anything to do with him, right?” Princess Nihuang smiled knowingly.
“Why didn’t you say anything?”

Prince Jing lowered his head, and didn’t reply.
“The real reason you came to rescue me was because of Mister Su, wasn’t it?”
Prince Jing jumped at her words. “How do you know that?”

“Because Mister Su warned me earlier to beware of the methods of the Inner
Palace. But he spoke vaguely, and I only kept my guard up around the Empress, and
wasn’t careful around Noble Consort Yue....”

Prince Jing frowned, and suddenly a great suspicion arose in his heart as he asked
slowly, “He didn’t tell you to beware Noble Consort Yue? But when he asked me to
enter the palace, he was very certain about Zhaoren palace?”

“Oh, our conversation at that time was cut short, so perhaps he did not have the
chance to tell me.” Princess Nihuang didn’t seem to take this to heart, but continued
to smile. “But even though he orchestrated my rescue today, I cannot thank him
openly. Instead, I can only thank Prince Yu, and not only thank him with words, but
prepare to visit him tomorrow with Qing di to thank him again in person.”

Prince Jing didn’t understand. “Why would you do that? You said you know....”
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Nihuang laughed faintly and turned her head towards the Eastern Palace.
“Although Consort Yue has been convicted, the Crown Prince is still the Crown
Prince, and his power is still great. The more I openly thank Prince Yu, the more the
Crown Prince will direct his hatred towards him, and naturally will not trouble you
instead. Your current situation is not one that can afford making an enemy of the
Crown Prince, so isn’t it better to push Prince Yu out into the open instead?

In fact, it wasn’t that Prince Jing didn’t understand such games of power, but
rather that he was unwilling to think about them. With Nihuang’s brief explanation,
he instantly understood, and couldn’t help turning away, shaking his head with a sigh.
The two walked out of the palace side by side, and did not continue their previous
conversation.

They had just walked out of the Shenwu gate when a great cry of “Jiejie!” was
heard, and Mu Qing came charging up to them, only stopping directly in front of
Princess Nihuang, shouting, “Jiejie, are you alright? You scared me to death!”

“You are of age now, and still so easily excited? Such a small thing to scare you
to death. There are far greater things than this under heaven and earth!” Nihuang
spoke scoldingly, but her hand was lovingly rearranging the clothes her little brother
had disturbed in his frantic run.

“I was afraid jiejie had suffered some harm,” Mu Qing spoke tenderly. “The
palace is not a good place; you should not come here often in the future. Although
our residence in Jinling is not as large as the one in Yunnan, it should still be enough
for jiejie. Let’s go back quickly.”

Princess Nihuang smiled and patted him gently, then turned back to Prince Jing.
“Is his Highness also returning to his residence? We can go back together.”

“There’s no need; I won’t be returning right away.” Xiao Jingyan thought for a
moment, and finally said firmly, “I must go first to the residence of the Marquis of
Ning.”
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CHAPTER 31

Misinterpretation

When Xiao Jingyan entered the door of the Xie residence, it was Xie Bi who came
forward to receive him. The first words out of his mouth were, “Your Highness has
come personally? Please come in. Brother Su is at Snow Cottage.”

Prince Jing was slightly taken aback, and asked, “What, Mister Su knew I was
coming?”

“Oh, it’s not like that,” Xie Bi smiled. “Brother Su just came by to say hello, and
said that His Highness Prince Jing was going to take charge of the three children from
the Secluded Court to train them to become his personal guards, and so would be
sending someone to collect them soon. I just hadn’t expected Your Highness to come
personally.”

Prince Jing let out an “Oh,” and then took his cue from Xie Bi and continued, “I
am interested in Mister Su’s methods of teaching swordsmanship, and mainly came to
ask him about that, but can take the children away with me while I’'m here.”

“Your Highness is known for your brilliant military achievements, so naturally
you would be interested in those martial techniques. Now as for me, I wasn’t gifted
with that talent.” Xie Bi led the way, talking all the while. The two arrived at the
door of Snow Cottage and stood waiting to be announced. Fei Liu appeared
immediately and looked at them coldly, his gaze like icy needles, which made Xie Bi
very uncomfortable.

“Go in!” The youth said stiffly.

Xie Bi forced a smile, then said to Prince Jing, “It’s better for Brother Su to have
quiet while he’s ill. I won’t go in to disturb him. Your Highness, please make
yourself at home.”

Prince Jing hadn’t wanted anyone else’s company anyway, and so nodded and
entered the small courtyard. Mei Changsu was already waiting beside the stairs, and
aside from the three children lined up behind him, there was no one else present.
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“Your Highness,” Mei Changsu bowed, and Tingsheng and the others followed
suit.

“Please rise,” Prince Jing said coolly. “My carriage is at the gate. The three
children can wait for me there.”

On hearing this, Mei Changsu immediately understood that Prince Jing had
something he wanted to discuss in private, and ordered Fei Liu to call over a servant
of the Xie household, who led Tingsheng and the others out, while he invited Prince
Jing indoors and served up tea.

“Princess Nihuang’s narrow miss today, do you know about it?” Prince Jing asked
coldly, seeming not to see Mei Changsu’s outstretched arm inviting him to sit, but
instead remaining standing with his hands behind his back.

“Hasn’t she already been rescued safely?”

“If T had arrived just one step later, the Princess would have already been led
deeper into the palace, and then no matter what force I used, I would not have been
able to save her. Did you know that?” Prince Jing stepped forward, his tone growing
severe.

Since Prince Jing had entered Snow Cottage, Mei Changsu had sensed that he was
harbouring some hidden fury, which he had originally thought was leftover anger
towards Noble Consort Yue and her son, but now, he was realizing that it was instead
being directed towards himself.

“Although there was danger in the process, everything has ended well. Why is
Your Highness in such a rage?” Mei Changsu pondered, then suddenly paled.
“Unless the Princess became angry after her humiliation...”

“Do you really care about the Princess’ feelings?” Prince Jing laughed coldly.
“Warning her in advance to prevent everything from happening would have been a
small favour, but it would not have given Noble Consort Yue and the Crown Prince
the chance to commit such a crime, so of course you were not satisfied. Now the
result is perfect — I fought desperately to save her, the situation was full of excitement,
and the Princess is endlessly grateful to me, so that in the future if any conflict arose,
the Yunnan Mu clan would undoubtedly choose to support me. This is everything you
hoped for, isn’t it?”

Mei Changsu felt palpitations stir in his heart. He turned slowly, and after a long
while, said, “Could it be that His Highness believes I purposefully concealed the truth
from the Princess, and let everything happen in order to reap the greatest benefit from
this plotting?”
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“Are you telling me that’s not what happened?” Prince Jing fixed his gaze tightly
on him. “You knew the events would take place at the Zhaoren palace, and you had
an opportunity to warn the Princess beforehand, so why didn’t you tell her? You had
time to tell her to beware the Empress, but didn’t have time to say two more words,
‘Consort Yue’?”

Seeing Prince Jing’s menacing expression, Mei Changsu’s thoughts were
scattered. He had honestly never thought Prince Jing would misunderstand him in this
way. A person’s thoughts were truly deep beyond all fathoming, and you could never
really say that you had grasped the mind of another person. Even the most intimate
relationship between a father and son could be eroded by rumours and gossip.3’

The fire of Prince Jing’s rage was fueled by Mei Changsu’s distracted, indifferent
expression, and he took his silence for affirmation of his accusation. When he
remembered Princess Nihuang lying fallen on the steps, her face full of pain and
shame, he couldn’t suppress the fury that rose up in his chest, and he reached forward
and grabbed Mei Changsu by the collar, pulling him close, his other arm gripping his
shoulder tightly, as if the heat of his rage could melt the ice-cold skin of the person
before him.

“Listen well, Su Zhe,” Xiao Jingyan’s words were spoken through tightly gritted
teeth. “I know that you strategists not only act treacherously and shamelessly, but
also that not even the most powerful can stand against the cold arrows of your
plotting. But I must warn you, since you have accepted me as your liege, you will be
clear about my boundaries. Princess Nihuang is not like those who only wallow in
power and fight for wealth. She is the commander of a hundred thousand soldiers of
the Southern border; she has shouldered the military responsibility of protecting the
country. It is the blood she has shed on the battlefield that protects people like you, so
that you may scheme and plot safely in this flourishing capital! How could someone
like you, who only seeks power and profit, understand the iron blood of a soldier, the
hostile smoke of the battlefield? I will not allow you to take people like her as your
chess pieces, to use and dispose of as you will. If you do not even know how to
respect these veterans who have paid the price on the battlefield with their blood, then
I, Xiao Jingyan, will never be associated with you! Do you understand?”

A wave of heat rose in Mei Changsu’s chest, and a hint of a bitter smile lingered at
the edges of his mouth. Not understand what it means to be a soldier? Not
understand the battlefield? Perhaps, in the snow of that bitter winter twelve years ago,
his heart had frozen, and his blood had frozen, but the things that had been burned into
his very bones — had they frozen too?

37 1 don’t get it either. Is it an explicit reference to Prince Qi or is it just an
example to emphasize his point? (But then, when had Prince Qi and the Emperor ever
had an ‘intimate’ relationship? I thought they’d never understood each other.)
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But at this moment, he did not have to think anymore about this, and neither did he
have to answer the posed question, because in Mei Changsu’s trembling field of
vision, Fei Liu’s furious face had suddenly appeared.

The youth’s palm sliced through the air with murderous intent, trailing cold air in
its wake, aimed at Prince Jing’s neck like the scythe of the reaper himself.

“Stop!” As he shouted sternly for Fei Liu to stop, Mei Changsu shoved Prince
Jing to one side with all of his strength, putting his own body in front of him as a
shield.

Fei Liu’s ferocious slice was descending when Su gege suddenly appeared in the
target area of his attack, and, knowing that he wouldn’t be able to take the hit, he was
horrified and immediately pulled back with all of his strength, blocking his right arm
with his left. But the cold energy of his attack still assaulted Prince Jing’s side and
Mei Changsu’s shoulder.

Prince Jing had been through regular endurance training, and his muscles and
bones were strong as iron, so this small piece of much reduced cold energy didn’t do
much to him, but to Mei Changsu, it felt as if he had been struck with a shower of ice
cold needles. There was a sudden sweetness in his throat, and he felt a surge of fresh
blood rush into his mouth, which he forced back down doggedly.

“Su gege!” Fei Liu cried loudly.

Mei Changsu ignored the pain in his chest, gathered his composure, and said
severely, still standing guard in front of Prince Jing, “Have you forgotten everything
I’ve said to you? Have you forgotten that you promised me to never, ever hurt this
person, to never touch even one hair on his head?”

“But he...” Although Fei Liu’s face was rigid, his wide eyes were filled with the
hurt of a child.

“Don’t argue!” Mei Changsu reprimanded sharply. “What is forbidden is
forbidden! Apologize to His Highness Prince Jing!”

Fei Liu’s whole body trembled. He pressed his lips tightly together, his lovely
face stretched taut, and twisted away stubbornly.

Prince Jing had not the slightest shred of antipathy towards Fei Liu, and said with
a crease in his brow, “You don’t need to force him.”

“No,” Mei Changsu’s face was like ice. “He must remember this. Fei Liu, are you
going to apologize or not?”
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Fei Liu rarely received this kind of stern, forceful scolding from Mei Changsu.
His face was flushed, his breath heavy, his chest heaving, and his teeth were gritted so
hard that the muscles of his face were stretched taut and veins were showing in the
skin of his neck. If he had not been trained from childhood to show no expression on
his face, he would certainly have been close to tears.

Mei Changsu sighed, his heart softening, and he walked forward slowly and
wrapped his hands around Fei Liu’s face, rubbing gently, and said quietly, “Don’t
grind your teeth, you’ll get a headache...”

Fei Liu’s lips pursed, then he rushed forward and fell into Mei Changsu’s embrace,
wrapping his arms tightly around his waist.

“Alright, alright...” Mei Changsu murmured. “Is Fei Liu going to listen to Su
gege?”

...... listen...”
“Then apologize to His Highness.”

Fei Liu thought for a moment, head bowed, then suddenly raised his head and
glared at Prince Jing, saying stiffly, “Him first!”

Prince Jing raised an eyebrow in confusion, but Mei Changsu had already instantly
understood Fei Liu’s meaning.

“Don’t speak nonsense. Why would His Highness apologize to you?”
“To you!”

“Not to me neither....”

“He hit you!”

“He did not hit me,” Mei Changsu rubbed his shoulder helplessly. “He was only a
little angry, and drew a bit close to me while speaking....” “He apologize!” Fei Liu
insisted.

“I am not going to apologize.” Mei Changsu had not yet answered when Prince
Jing unexpectedly spoke up. Xiao Jingyan’s expression was serious as he turned to
face Fei Liu. He did not take advantage of the boy’s intellectual disadvantage to tease
or deceive him, but instead continued in a solemn voice, “Everything I have said just
now was from the bottom of my heart, not one sentence was false or wrong, and so, I
will not apologize. But, Su Zhe, neither will I ask this young brother to apologize to
me. He was only fulfilling his responsibilities as a bodyguard, and did not do
anything wrong. I think, however, that you owe Princess Nihuang an apology.”
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Mei Changsu looked at him, deep in thought, and then asked, “Does Princess
Nihuang also think I purposefully deceived her?”

Xiao Jingyan was startled. “Actually, no, she thought you were disrupted before
you could finish....”

“Then what is the use of apologizing now and frightening her for nothing?” Mei
Changsu said indifferently. “The Princess has already suffered much in the capital.
Must you add to her grief?”

Prince Jing had not considered this, and stood in a daze.

“I will remember Your Highness’ words well, and I will take care in the future.”
Mei Changsu continued, “But I also have a few words for Your Highness. You
cannot reject all strategists as one. Against people such as Prince Yu and the Crown
Prince, one cannot succeed with only a heart full of passion. Sometimes, we must be
ruthless, treacherous, cruel; if we are complacent for even a moment, we will lose
everything, with no hope of recovery. You will not fail to understand this point, am I
right?”

Xiao Jingyan’s brows were furrowed tightly, but he knew there was truth to these
words. He only felt as if his chest were stuffed tightly with something, a disgust and
hatred he could not easily express.

Mei Changsu had been watching the changes in his expression closely, and
continued in a cold, hard voice, “Your Highness cannot help feeling uncomfortable on
occasion, but you must bear it. I know your boundaries, and I will not cross them.
But I also have my own methods and ways of handling matters, and I am afraid Your
Highness will have to get used to them slowly. You and I share the same goal, and for
the sake of this, is it really too much to ask for us to sacrifice some of our personal
feelings?”

Prince Jing raised his head and took a deep breath, closed his eyes for a moment,
then slowly opened them again and directed his shining gaze towards Mei Changsu.
“This is what you really believe. I understand. I will also share with you this truth: I
no longer harbour the slightest trace of brotherly love or affection towards the Crown
Prince and Prince Yu. Against them and those who do their will, I do not care what
methods you choose to use.”

“Your Highness speaks frankly, to say these words in front of me.”

“Since I am working with you, what is the point of hiding anything? If you truly
wanted to do me harm, then simply knowing Tingsheng’s secret would have been
enough to tie my hands. Although you work in the shadows with poisonous
scheming, you are nonetheless truly talented. If I did not have someone like you by
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my side, then what power would I have against the Crown Prince and Prince Yu? But
in all of our Da Liang, and in the royal court, there still remain ministers who are pure
of heart, and who have not participated in the fight for the crown, and against them...”

“I must still use them.” Mei Changsu spoke coldly. “But, to the best of my
ability, I will not also harm them.”

Prince Jing stared at him steadily, and slowly nodded after a long moment, then
said, pronouncing each word carefully, “See that you remember.”

Mei Changsu smiled faintly, understanding that this day’s discussion had come to
an end, and stepped back and bowed. Prince Jing didn’t waste any more words, but
turned and strode away towards the courtyard. At the door, he stopped suddenly and
said, without turning his head, “Thank you, for saving Tingsheng.”

“You’re welcome.” Mei Changsu continued indifferently, “I hope Your Highness
will not overindulge him out of pity for his sufferings, but send him into the army for
training, that he may learn from an early age the rigors of manhood, and not turn out
like me, with a mind filled only with plots and schemes....”

Xiao Jingyan’s figure seemed to freeze for a moment, but in the end, he didn’t
reply, and only walked away into the courtyard.

Fei Liu’s furious glare had been fixed on him all along, and even after his shadow
had disappeared, he continued to glare in that direction, unwilling to turn away.

“No, Fei Liu.” Mei Changsu took the boy’s hand, and pulled him forcefully into
the middle of the room. “Su gege will say it one more time: you are absolutely
forbidden to hurt this person, no matter what, do you understand?”

“Understand....”

“Su gege is very upset about what happened today....”

“He’s bad!” Fei Liu sounded hurt. “He hit you.”

“He did not hit me. I would never, ever let him hit me....” Mei Changsu rubbed
Fei Liu’s head and said, “If he had hit me, Su gege would be angry. Look at me, do I
look angry?”

Fei Liu looked closely, then shook his head.

“To tell you the truth, Su gege is actually very happy.” Mei Changsu smiled and
pinched the boy’s cheek. “Really, very happy.”

“Happy...” Fei Liu cocked his head, looking doubtful.
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“Because, he still hasn’t changed.” As Mei Changsu spoke, his eyes gradually
became misty. “Although he doesn’t speak or laugh much now, although he is not as
cheerful or as bright’® as before, although his heart has been filled with fury and
revenge, still, in his bones, he is still that warmhearted Xiao Jingyan, he is still...that
good friend, who sometimes bullies me, and is sometimes bullied by me....”

“Su gege....”
“Hmm? What is it?”
“Don’t cry!”

“Alright,” Mei Changsu took a breath, still smiling, and used a finger to lightly
brush at the corner of his eye. “I won’t cry. After all, we are very happy.”

“Happy!” Fei Liu suddenly forgot his previous troubles and pointed outside.
“Sun! Can play!”

“Alright...let’s go play.”

Despite agreeing to play, Mei Changsu only sat on the long bench under the tree,
enjoying the weak warmth of the sunshine of an early winter’s afternoon. Fei Liu sat
in the shade, playing joyfully with the shadows of the tree branches, and returning
periodically to his Su gege‘s side for Mei Changsu to mop his sweating forehead with
a gentle handkerchief.

Suddenly, it was as if the flow of time had reversed, and he had returned to the
careless days of his youth. He was taming horses, bare-chested, on the grasslands, the
yellow earth flying by beneath the wild hooves of his horse. Jingyan, standing
outside the fence, tossed him a sack of wine, which he caught and upended over his
face in one smooth motion. The wine splashed over his chest, and his father came
over, smiling, and rubbed at his forehead with his own handkerchief, gently wiping it
clean....

“Su gege....” Fei Liu’s clear eyes were wide as he called his name.

“It’s alright,” Mei Changsu replied gently. “The sun is so warm. DI’'m falling
asleep....”

“Then sleep!” Fei Liu jumped up and brought a blanket over, lightly spreading it
over Mei Changsu’s body, then curled up beside him, resting his head on his knee.

38 referring to mood, not intelligence
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As the day drew to a close, the entire Snow Cottage suddenly became unusually
quiet.

But for Mei Changsu, who had already been sucked into the storms of deceit and

deception, as time went on, peaceful moments like these would only become rarer and
rarer, and shorter and shorter....
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CHAPTER 32

Troubles

About ten miles west of the capital, there was a stretch of rolling grassland, with a
clear, winding brook weaving along its side, and a thick forest on the far shore.
Because of its beautiful scenery, well-formed terrain, and close proximity to the
palace, it has traditionally been the preferred training ground of the noble sons of the
royal household?® — a place where they practised riding and shooting, and simply
enjoyed themselves.

Hoof-beats fell like rain as two riders raced along the riverbank, one in front of the
other. They were riding gloriously, as if carved into the saddle, their horsemanship
complementing each other beautifully, when suddenly the one in front turned his
horse and plunged into the river, waves erupting in his wake and soaking his clothing.

“Jingrui! Are you crazy? It’s winter, get out of there!” The person on the shore
shouted, pulling hard on his horse’s reins.

The rider in the water didn’t seem to hear him, letting his horse splash deeper into
the river, the water already reaching his horse’s flank.

“Fine!” The person on the shore sounded annoyed. “You’re not coming up? Then
I’ll come down, and at worst, catch a cold, and become ill again like before....”

Following these words, the person on the shore plunged forward unhesitatingly,
and his companion finally reacted, turning his horse and riding over to stop him. The
two rode up the small incline side by side, crested a small hill, and then Xiao Jingrui
suddenly threw down his reins and jumped down from his horse, ran forward a few
steps, and then fell to the ground, burying his face into the thick grass.

Yan Yujin shook his head and also got off his horse, walking over to kick him
gently in the stomach. “Hey, you playing dead?”

39 referring to not just the Emperor’s sons, but the other related children of his
household, eg. Lin Shu, Xiao Jingrui, Yan Yujin (all nephews of the Emperor)
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The person on the ground didn’t make a sound, his raven-black hair falling around
him, shielding his face as effectively as the wild grass all around his head.

“Fine, you win.” Yan Yujin sat down beside him, absently plucking a stand of
grass and sticking it into his mouth. “Haven’t you always given off an air of
generosity and magnanimity since you were a child? Who doesn’t know that the
Young Master Xiao is broad-minded and gentle, a rare, modest gentleman? What’s
this tantrum about, then? Brother Su didn’t say much; what’s got you so upset?”

Xiao Jingrui flipped over angrily, his face drawn tightly, eyes fixed straight up at
the sky.

“So you’ve tanned your back, and now you’re tanning your belly?” Yan Yujin
sprawled down beside him, laughing, and tickled his ear with a piece of grass. “Your
socks and shoes must be soaked, right? Take them off and tan your feet too.”

“Go away, stop bothering me!” Xiao Jingrui pushed his hand away.

Yan Yujin immediately raised an eyebrow. “Hey! Take a good look, it’s me, I’'m
not your punching bag. You’ve been offended by some other friend, fine, but don’t
take it out on me. I’ve never had the habit of being someone’s scapegoat!”

Xiao Jingrui turned over, sat up, and glared at him furiously. “What did you say?”

“Am I supposed to be scared when you glare at me?” Yan Yujin glared back, his
voice rising. “You’re angry because you got snubbed! Ever since Brother Su said to
you, “Jingrui, don’t ask any more, this isn’t any of your business”, you started feeling
uncomfortable in your heart, right?”

“I didn’t....”

“Now that it’s just me, you can stop pretending.” Yan Yujin retorted. “And then,
leaving the palace, he didn’t want to take the carriage, but said he wanted to walk
slowly by himself for a while, to think carefully about some things. You didn’t see
your expression then.... And then you ran after him, and he rejected you, right? He
wasn’t being polite, but really rejecting you, clearly saying he didn’t want you to
follow him, so how can you still not understand?”

“I understand!”

“If you understand, then why are you still angry? At that time, you sounded like
such a child: “Then go by yourself, I’'m going to play polo.” What did you want him
to say? Did you really expect him to say, “Jingrui, don’t be like that, I’'m already ill,
and you’re going to abandon me to go play?” Come on, how old are you? Brother Su
was right when he said you can do whatever you want to do, without telling him first.
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That was only the truth; you didn’t have to whirl around and leave in such a huff, you
know?”

“But we’re friends,” Xiao Jingrui bit his lip. “Shouldn’t friends care about each
other?”

Yan Yuyjin said, frowning, “You still don’t get it? Let me tell you, when Brother
Su said that to you, he wasn’t trying to reject your concern for him, but rather because
he really, truly, wanted to walk back by himself! As for why he wanted to walk
through the streets alone, I don’t know. I was originally going to follow him to see,
but you, dummy, turned and left, so I had no choice but to chase you over here.”

“You mean....” Xiao Jingrui said dazedly, “Brother Su wanted to walk by himself
not only for some time to think, but for some other reason as well?”

Yan Yujin laughed and looked at his friend. “Jingrui, you don’t still believe that
the reason Brother Su came to Jinling with us was to rest and recuperate, do you?”

“l...” Xiao Jingrui faltered a moment. “Of course I’'m not that slow.... But he
never seemed to be trying to hide anything from us on purpose, but rather just let
everything happen naturally....”

“Brother Su entering the capital and getting sucked into this whole mess must not
have been a coincidence. Everything he does has a purpose; it’s just that we don’t
know what he’s trying to do.”

Xiao Jingrui’s thick eyebrows furrowed, his forehead wrinkled, and he let out a
long sigh, “I think I know....”

“You know?” Yan Yujin’s eyes widened, and he abruptly dropped on top of Xiao
Jingrui. “Let’s hear it!”

“I found out from Xie Bi that the ‘qilin prodigy’ he mentioned before actually
came from the Master of Langya Hall. And the reason both the Crown Prince and
Prince Yu are falling over each other to recruit him also came from there.” Xiao
Jingrui shoved at the weight on top of him, couldn’t budge it, and gave up. “I think,
with Brother Su’s abilities and the power of Jiangzuo Alliance, there’s no way he only
found out about this after he came to the capital....”

“Ng,*” Yan Yujin nodded. “Makes sense, continue.”

“Since Brother Su knew all along that the Crown Prince and Prince Yu were
interested in him, then even if he didn’t come to the capital, trouble would still come

40 a sound of affirmation, pronounced kind of like “Hmm”
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knocking at his door. And then, not only would he have to get involved, the whole
Jiangzuo Alliance probably would as well.”

“So 1n order not to bring trouble to Lang province, this great chief decided to come
to the capital personally to handle everything?” Yan Yujin shook his head and
laughed. “That still makes sense, and it’s an answer someone like you would think
of.”

“Of course I’'m not that naive!” Xiao Jingrui smacked the head lying somewhere
above him a little resentfully. “But Brother Su has been very passive in all of this! The
power of the Crown Prince and Prince Yu is not something that can be countered by a
jianghu*!' sect, not to mention Brother Su is an incredibly learned and resourceful
strategist, well-deserving of the reputation of qilin prodigy. Even if he really came to
the capital to choose a lord, there’s nothing wrong with that. What person in this
world does not want to build a name for himself, to obtain glory and honour? Besides,
you and I can both see how important his Jiangzuo Alliance is to him, and if he
succeeds here, that would mean Jiangzuo Alliance would receive the support of the
court, so this must count as one of his goals as well....”

“Then what are you going to do?” Yan Yujin watched him closely. “He is a
jianghu man, but wants to dive into the fights of the court to make a name for himself.
You are the son of a noble house, but want to stay far away from these palace politics.
The two of you are running in opposite directions, so why do you care about him so
much?”

“They’re two different things! I care about him because he is a person worth
befriending, what does that have to do with whether he enters the court in the future?”

“But the path he has chosen isn’t one commonly picked by scholars.” Yan Yujin’s
tone took on a certain coolness. “Jingrui, Brother Su is clearly planning to enter into
the fight for the throne. Don’t you feel uneasy at all?”

Xiao Jingrui thought for a long while, then sighed quietly. “Yes, I am worried,
what if the side he chooses should come to fail....”

41 Jianghu = the world of the martial arts fighters, sometimes translated as the
‘pugilist’ society (but I don’t like that word — it gives off the wrong vibe to me); it’s a
whole different world or society made up of martial art fighters, kind of like the mafia
(but more neutral), with its own ‘laws’ and rules of chivalry and brotherhood; it’s
made up of different ‘sects’ with their own styles / traditions / history of martial
artistry, and sometimes sects join together in alliances (like Jiangzuo Alliance under
Mei Changsu); and in Chinese stories of this genre, it’s a common trope for the
jianghu world to be completely separate from the political world, where those with
power in the jianghu world are never interested in political power (and hence, never a
threat to the throne), and with the Emperor never interfering with the wars and feuds
of the jianghu sects.
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“That’s not what I meant,” Yan Yujin cut him off immediately. “I may not care
which side he chooses, but you? Aren’t you afraid the stance of the Xie household
might be the opposite of the one he chooses?”

Xiao Jingrui had honestly never considered this aspect, and he was stunned for a
long time, before finally saying, “That shouldn’t be a problem. Although Xie Bi is a
bit biased towards Prince Yu, my father is still very neutral....”

“Your father can’t remain neutral forever!” Yan Yujin asserted. “Your father is not
like my father. Although my father has the status of a marquis, his position barely has
any obligations. But your father is the head of the military officials, the pillar of the
court. Recruiting ministers to their side has always been the most important concern
of the members of the royal family; how could he so easily remain out of these
matters?”

“But...but...” Xiao Jingrui considered carefully and thought of the worst
outcome,*? suddenly feeling goosebumps rising over his arms and cold sweat breaking
out over his body.

“Hey, hey,” Yan Yujin hurriedly slapped his pale cheeks. “It’s a fifty-fifty chance,
that’s not too bad, you don’t need to scare yourself like this so early, do you?”

Xiao Jingrui pushed his friend aside, his face solemn. “That’s it, I’'m going to go
convince Brother Su, these palace waters are really too murky, he would do better not
to enter them....”

“Psh, you said yourself he is the passive one in all of this. Even if he promised you
not to get involved, have the Crown Prince and Prince Yu promised?” Yan Yujin
brushed off the bits of grass in his hands, and sat up, crossing his legs. “Jingrui, to tell
you the truth, the situation has long progressed beyond something that can be
influenced by you or me. I was only reminding you, in the future, it’s hard to say
whether he will be a friend or an enemy, so don’t become too attached to him now.”

Xiao Jingrui stood stiffly, shaken because he didn’t understand why Yujin had said
such things, or perhaps because he had understood the deeper meaning behind his
words. He stared dazedly at Yan Yujin for a long time, not saying a word.

“Al,” the rarely-serious son of the Imperial Uncle** showed a solemn expression
now, his hands grasping Xiao Jingrui’s shoulders heavily as he said quietly, “You
should understand, Brother Su is not like us. We simply cannot fathom how deep, how

42 think it means, if Xiao Jingrui and MCS end up on opposite sides of the fight
(i.e. the ‘worst outcome’, according to Jingrui lol)

43 Marquis Yan (brother of the Empress, therefore ‘imperial uncle’ to all the sons
of the Emperor)
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hard his heart is, and what kinds of thoughts are held within. You are different — your
heart is too warm, too soft, too practical. So listen to me, keep a bit of a distance and
remain casual acquaintances, alright? He is no longer the Brother Su you brought into
the capital, the one you promised to look after while he recovered his health. I can
guarantee that his mind has not the slightest space left in it to consider you now, and if
you continue to warmly treat him as your good friend like you did in the past, then, in
the future, the person who will come to grief, the one who will be hurt, will be you, do
you understand?”

“Yujin....”

“I am only telling you this as your friend. From now on, you must tell yourself, Su
Zhe is just a stranger you met by chance, a friend without any deep connections to
you, with whom you came to the capital, and who is now a guest in your home, and
that’s it. You cannot keep one-sidedly treating him as an intimate soulmate.** How
much he cares for you, I don’t know; I only know that in his eyes, you cannot be the
same kind of soulmate to him. To be blunt, Brother Su is a person of unfathomable
depths, and even if we gained unlimited grandeur or renown, neither you nor I would
have the right to become his confidant.”

Xiao Jingrui had almost never seen Yan Yujin speak to him with such seriousness,
and couldn’t help being shaken. He lowered his head and thought for a long while,
and found nothing wrong in his words. But could the subtle feelings and relationships
between people really be so clearly analyzed and explained in a few sentences?

“Alright, I'm done speaking, take your time thinking then.” Yan Yujin jumped up
and pulled Xiao Jingrui up by his arm, letting a carefree smile spread over his face
again. “Come with me to Miaoyin House® to listen to music! I haven’t been in so
long, Miss Gongyu must be missing me, and I heard Mister Shisan has composed a
new song. And then tonight, we can take a boat to look at the lights along the river,
what do you say?”

“What can I say?” Xiao Jingrui gave him a look. “The Young Master orders me to
come, dare I refuse?”

“Haha, that’s more like it. I guess you’re not cold even though you’re still wet all
over. Come on, you can change when we get to Miaoyin House....”

“Yujin...”

44 I’ve never known how to translate this term, &12. Literally, it means ‘know

oneself’, so it refers to the kind of friend who really knows you, the most intimate of
friends, a ‘best friend’. (It’s not exactly ‘soulmate’, but there’s no better English term
that I can think of.)

45 literally “miracle/wonderful music house”
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“Hm?ﬂ,
“I think I’ll go home to change...”

“Please, your home is in the middle of the city, Miaoyin House is by the west gate,
can’t you tell which is nearer?”

Xiao Jingrui’s gaze fell to the ground as he mumbled, “I want to go back first to
see...Brother Su was walking alone...to see if he has arrived home....”

Yan Yujin crossed his arms, his expression exceedingly helpless.
“When I turned around to leave, did you see what his reaction was like?”

“There was no reaction.” Yan Yujin said, looking displeased. “He was really in
deep thought at that time, and didn’t even notice you were angry, but just kept
walking slowly further and further away.”

“You know his old illness flared up after he drank that cup of wine, and he was
walking slowly because he wasn’t feeling well. Even just as a casual friend, as you
said, one should still care about this. What if he fainted somewhere? The capital is not
Lang province, and Fei Liu didn’t go with him, and he is not familiar with the people
or the surroundings here...”

“Fine, fine,” Yan Yujin raised his arms in defeat. “You make it sound like I’'m
really heartless. So according to you, we’ll look for him, and if we find him
unconscious somewhere, we’ll first take him home and then go listen to music, is that
what you mean?”

“No matter what I say, why do the words always come out so awkward when you
repeat them?”

“Is it my words that are awkward or you?” Yan Yujin made a dismissive noise.
“What kind of person is this chief of Jiangzuo Alliance? Since his true purpose in
coming to Jinling wasn’t to recover his health, then he certainly could not have only
brought a Fei Liu with him. I don’t know anything else, but I bet even just the four
jianghu experts who escorted us into the capital haven’t left.”

“I just want to have a look, just in case....”

“I already said we’ll do it your way, what are you being so long-winded for?” Yan
Yujin turned and pulled their horses over, then tossed Xiao Jingrui his reins, and ,
holding onto his own saddle, put his left leg into the stirrup and was just pushing off
with his right when he suddenly let out an “Aiya!”

“What is 1t?” Xiao Jingrui turned his head.
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“I slipped on this rock.” Yan Yujin pushed the rock aside with his foot, and then
sent it flying with a kick.

The rock landed in a depressed area in the field, and as the grass was thick, it
didn’t make much noise as it landed. Instead, the rustling sounds of the grass nearby
were heard clearly.

“Who’s there eavesdropping?” Yan Yujin’s brow furrowed as he shouted in a clear
voice.

“I arrived before you, so who’s eavesdropping on whom?” A serene voice drifted
over. “I already did my best not to disturb you, but when a rock falls out of the sky,
you can’t blame me for dodging, can you?”

Following these clear words, a person stood up slowly before the eyes of the two
noble sons. He wore simple, pale-coloured robes, his figure tall and thin, his hair half
tied back, his eyes hidden with an unreadable expression. Although his face was
clearly young, there was a streak of white near his forehead amidst the sea of black,
giving him a soft, gentle air.
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CHAPTER 33
Xuanjing Officer

After seeing the person who had appeared before them clearly, Yan Yujin and
Xiao Jingrui exchanged a glance, then stepped backwards at the same time and
huddled together, discussing in low voices. “Which one is it?”

“I think 1t’s gege...”
“But just in case...what if it’s jiejie?”

“Jiejie has only just left, how could she return so quickly? Wouldn’t she have to
investigate for a while...”

“You have a point, it was so far away...”

The person who had appeared watched them from afar, smiling, and said lightly,
“Xiao Jin, I’ve let you two talk while staying this far away, without the slightest sign
of pouncing on you, doesn’t that already tell you who I am?”

Yan Yujin’s eyes widened, he debated a moment longer, then finally made up his
mind, and a huge smile spread over his face as he bounded over joyfully and threw his
arms around the person’s neck, exclaiming, “Xia Qiu gege, you’re back! Was
Donghai any fun?”

A wicked grin spread across the person’s face as she slowly raised her arms and
trapped Yan Yujin within her embrace.

Xiao Jingrui felt a trembling cold spread from his head to his toes, as the hairs on
his back stood up, and he involuntarily backed up a few steps, shouting loudly,
“Yujin, run! It’s Xia Dong jiejie!”

But his warning came too late. Yan Yujin’s whole body stiffened and he was about
to struggle when his two arms were neatly pinned and twisted behind his back by one
of Xia Dong’s hands, and as he gazed helplessly, she lifted her other hand with
infinite slowness and rested it on his cheek, caressing gently.
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“Jingrui...” Yan Yujin said in a trembling voice. “Don’t you have any ties of
brotherhood, hurry and come rescue me...”

“Rescue you?” Xia Dong’s gaze swept away and she asked in a gentle voice,
“Xiao Rui, are you going to come rescue him?”

Xiao Jingrui’s head shook like a rattle-drum.*6

“Xiao Jin, you asked me if Donghai was any fun? Too bad I wouldn’t know,
because I’ve never been there.” Xia Dong’s fingers suddenly tightened as she pinched
Yan Yujin’s cheek, leaving behind a red mark. Xiao Jingrui, watching, felt his own
face twinge in pain. “Do you know where I went? I went to Bin Province, such a poor
and desolate place, and for such a bothersome investigation, which required so much
effort on my part.... Who brought me such a troublesome task, let me see...4”.”

“Heeeeelp...” Yan Yujin felt his cheek flare in pain, and wailed without the
slightest bit of exaggeration, “I didn’t do it on purpose...who knew His Majesty
would send you....”

“What’s the use in crying for help?” Xia Dong laughed. “Xia Qiu went to
Donghai, Xia Chun went to bring his daughter-in-law to Qingjiang province, 1’d like
to see who’s going to come to your rescue. You disobedient boy, you bring back
problems for me even when you go out to play? Do you think your Xia Dong jiejie is
too idle? If I really had nothing else to do, I could still train the two of you, or have
you forgotten the pain of the past now that you’re all grown up?”

Hearing the word ‘train’, the two noble sons suddenly felt weak in the knees.

There is a school of thought regarding the training of dogs that says, no matter
how fierce or vicious the breed, the reason a dog never dares to fight its master is
because, ever since it was very young, it is struck with a wooden stick each time it
fights back, and because it was so small, it could never win. As the days went by, a
knowledge took root in its mind: fighting against this person is useless, because it can
never win. Even after it has grown much bigger and far stronger, and grown out
viciously sharp teeth, every time it sees the person who trained it, it will immediately
revert to being docile and submissive.

Back in the day, Xiao Jingrui and Yan Yujin had been two of those young dogs,
and Xia Dong, naturally, had been their trainer.

46 google it. (They’re common kids’ toys in Chinese society; I had one as a kid.)

47 Xia Dong went to Bin Province to investigate the land-grabbing case against the
Duke of Qing, which was brought to court by a peasant couple whom Yujin, Jingrui,
Xie Bi, and MCS met outside the capital, and whom Yujin kindly escorted to the
palace back in Chapter 1 (hence Xia Dong’s ire directed at him lol)
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In the history of Da Liang, there had long been an investigations institution that
answered directly to the Emperor — the Xuanjing Bureau. Its members were known as
Xuanjing Officers, and its craft was passed down from master to apprentice,
emphasizing an extremely high degree of loyalty to the monarch, and operating
directly by imperial decree to investigate the most important, most secretive cases.
The current head of the Xuanjing Bureau, Xia Jiang, had trained three apprentices:
Xia Qiu and Xia Dong, who were twin siblings, and Xia Chun,*® who was not related
to them by blood. The three had completely different temperaments, but like the
previous members of their bureau, had become very close. Originally, the
responsibilities of the Xuanjing Bureau did not include ‘dog training’, but seventeen
years ago, the Emperor had suddenly felt that the noble sons were pampered and
spoiled, and not fit to bring prosperity to his kingdom, and so he had opened a corner
of the palace called the Shuren Courtyard and ordered all male children aged five to
eleven of third-rank officials or higher to be sent there for physical training by the
Xuanjing officers. Xia Chun and Xia Qiu were relatively gentler, and although strict
in their training, would at least consider the tolerance level of the young darlings. But
the twenty-year-old Xia Dong, then newly made officer and brimming with eagerness
to serve the royal family, took the training she had received from her own master and
implemented it directly into the training of these tender young puppies, and every day,
loud wailing and miserable shrieks were heard from Shuren Courtyard. The poor Yan
Yujin had just turned five, a little pearl of a boy in his powdered make up, and though
he was originally a proud, flamboyant little sapling, after a few days of training, he
had been transformed into a shaking little leaf that spontaneously curled up as if
struck by frost whenever he so much as caught a glimpse of Xia Dong jiejie.

“Xia...Xia Dong jiejie...” Because the period of Xiao Jingrui’s suffering had been
relatively short, the scars of the past were lighter on him than on Yan Yujin, and he
screwed up his courage and said, “Yujin really didn’t do it on purpose, we met the
accusers on the road, and we couldn’t just stand by and do nothing....”

Xia Dong made a dismissive sound, the hand wrapped around Yan Yujin’s wrist
not lessening in strength, but instead pulling him even closer. In fact, based on
outward appearance alone, although Xia Dong was not born with particularly
feminine features, she was nonetheless very beautiful, and, because of the rigorous
training of her inner strength, appeared significantly younger than her true age. But to
Yan Yujin, whose mind was filled only with painful memories, this beautiful face
seemed like the mask of the devil, and, as it inched closer and closer to him, this son
of the Imperial Uncle only felt his scalp growing numb, and almost let out a sharp

yelp.

48 Xia Jiang = ‘summer river’; Xia Dong = ‘summer winter’; Xia Qiu = ‘summer
autumn’; Xia Chun = ‘summer spring’...... and now please go read the amazing
Legend of Xia Xia (but you do need a bit of Chinese to be able to read it...argh maybe
I should translate this too...someday)
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“Xiao Jin, don’t say anything, help me walk slowly to the road....” The soft words
drifted into his ear, and suddenly the body leaning on his grew heavy, and the metallic
smell of blood floated into his nose. Yan Yujin’s heart sank, but he quickly
straightened his expression, inconspicuously shifting his stance to support Xia Dong,
who was beginning to sway unsteadily, and continued to speak in a pleading tone,
“Xia Dong jiejie, don’t be angry, once jiejie has returned to the capital and completed
her task, you can punish me however you like.” As he spoke, he grasped Xia Dong’s
elbow with one hand and turned, throwing Xiao Jingrui a meaningful look.

Xiao Jingrui stared back, and because he’d had some training in the jianghu world,
immediately realized something was wrong, and though he kept his original position
and expression, he quickly swept a gaze left and right, and then stilled his breath to
sense his surroundings, and indeed felt a wave of murderous energy wafting over.

“You little rascal, you’ve always had a sweet tongue,” Xia Dong smiled, suddenly
revealing a girlish charm, and continued, “You think you can summon the troops to
your rescue? Don’t think you can escape from my grasp. Walk with me!”

“Alright, alright, alright, when have I ever dared to disobey Xia Dong jiejie?” Yan
Yujin laughed, then asked in a low voice, “Are you alright? Can you ride?”

Xia Dong smilingly smacked him over the head, and murmured out of the corner
of her mouth, “Keep walking like this. As long as I don’t fall over, they won’t dare
come out into the open.”

By this time, Xiao Jingrui had also drawn close with the horses, his expression full
of concern, but not daring to speak aloud.

“Don’t worry, at this distance, they won’t hear us if we’re quiet.” Xia Dong
continued to speak in a low tone. “They don’t want me to enter the city, so maybe
they’ll bet everything on one attack....You two be prepared too. There are people in
the river, and in the forest on the far shore....”

The two readied their energies; one, still pretending to have his arm trapped,
walked in front, supporting Xia Dong, and the other walked behind them with the
horses, purposefully falling behind to guard their backs. As the three moved slowly
towards the direction of the road, from a distance, it looked as if they were laughing
and teasing, without the slightest hint of nervousness.

But Xia Dong’s breathing became more and more erratic, her steps heavier and
heavier, betraying the deteriorating situation, and Xiao Jingrui, seeing the bloody
footprints left by the two in front, knew in his heart that the situation was not good,
and could only purposefully lead the horses over the bloody tracks in the hopes that
they would not be noticed by the assassins behind them.
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But the tracking abilities of trained assassins are naturally unusually high, and
despite the fact that the three had not made any mistakes, a whistle suddenly sounded
from the forest across the brook, and with a rustling of leaves, a number of grey
silhouettes flew out from the trees. At the same time, the calm surface of the lake
suddenly erupted, and about ten assassins dressed in silver water-armor flew from its
depths, splitting waves before them with their hands. The two groups met and fanned
out, then charged straight for the three travellers.

Without any words or speech, the vicious battle had begun. The assassins’ attacks
were not elegant or pretty, but effective enough in their simplicity; charge, thrust,
hack, chop — each action was neat, and only designed for the purpose of ending a life.
Even though Xiao Jingrui had some experience in face-to-face battles from his travels
in the jianghu world, he was overwhelmed by the sudden onset of murderous energy,
and his actions became sluggish, and as for Yan Yujin, who had only ever
experienced fights in competitions, his reaction was even worse. In addition, the two
did not have weapons at hand, and faced with the ferocious attacks of numerous
assassins empty-handed, the situation was deteriorating quickly. If their opponents
had not been so clearly targeting Xia Dong, they might have quickly met their ends.

In comparison, Xia Dong had much more experience as a Xuanjing officer, and
she did not give an inch, a shining dagger appearing suddenly in her hands as she met
the assassins stroke for stroke, matching their simplicity and speed, making it difficult
to for her attackers to draw near. But unfortunately, she had already been wounded,
and as time went on, her strength began to falter, and after fending off a few fierce
strokes, her legs grew weak, and she swayed before falling to the ground, and though
she was still fighting fiercely, her life was clearly in jeopardy.

Fortunately, after the initial attack, Xiao Jingrui and Yan Yujin had steadied
considerably. They knew that any assassin that dared to attack a Xuanjing officer
would be unlikely to consider their own noble ranks, and anyway they might not even
be aware of their identities, and so as one, they had increased their concentration, and
their attacks were becoming much smoother. One was a disciple of Tianquan Manor,*
and the other was trained in the Qianmen Method,® and their martial arts were
certainly ranked top amongst the younger generation. In addition, they were faced
with a fight to the death, and aside from considering themselves, they naturally also
wanted to save their friends, and so they fought with all their strength, holding nothing
back. After they had gotten a firm foothold, the two stood guard in front of Xia Dong,
shoulder to shoulder, fighting in synchrony, and although they couldn’t avoid

49 Tianquan Manor (translates to “Heaven Spring Manor™) is one of the jianghu
sects, with its own style of martial artistry. Xiao Jingrui learned this style of martial
arts under his father from the Zhuo side, Zhuo Dingfeng, who is the current chief of
Tianquan Manor, and who is ranked fourth on the Langya List of Martial Arts
Experts.

50 another jianghu sect, I guess; translates to ‘The Way of Heaven’s Gate’
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receiving a few cuts and blows, they managed to slowly turn the situation around,
finally even managing to obtain two daggers.

Tianquan Manor was famed in the jianghu world for its swordsmanship, the height
of its abilities in this aspect almost reaching the heavens. Xiao Jingrui was wielding
his dagger like a sword, and although it wasn’t very natural, his fighting power had
already increased drastically. Add to that Yan Yujin’s dazzling movements and Xia
Dong’s strange moves, and the situation had changed in the blink of an eye, with the
two sides suddenly evenly matched.

The assassins were used to carrying out their shady missions in one quick stroke,
and to have fallen into this lengthy fight was no laughing matter, not to mention that
this was already the outskirts of the city, and the longer the fight went on, the greater
the risk of being come across by other travellers. And so, a whistle sounded in the
thick forest again, urgent and short, and the three felt the focus of the fight shift, now
turning to the masters Xiao and Yan. Xia Dong seized the chance to rest briefly and
backed up a few steps away from the fight, catching her breath and trying to stop the
bleeding from her wounds.

Although the pressure had increased and they had lost Xia Dong’s support, Xiao
Jingrui and Yan Yujin’s synchronous attacks had reached a new level, and their
confidence was rising. Their daggers flashed steadily, and already a few of the
assassins had retreated away staggering, but their enemies were numerous, and more
immediately rushed up to take their places.

At this point, the whistle sounded again, this time with a low ending note, and five
silver-robed assassins rose up in a formation designed for a suicidal attack. At the
same time, the leader of the attack showed himself, feet striking against the water as
he flew across the surface of the river, swiftly arriving at the scene of the fight, and
led all of the remaining assassins, including those wounded on the ground, into
formation surrounding the masters Xiao and Yan, and then diving around them
straight for Xia Dong.

“Jiejie, look out!” Yan Yujin screamed, backing up at lightning speed with Xiao
Jingrui, fighting to reach Xia Dong’s side before the enemy. After suffering such a
close attack, how could they give up so easily? Their eyes widened as the grey figures
flew past them, trailing icy wind, and flying cruelly straight for Xia Dong.

“Xia Dong jiejie...” Hearing the two’s desperate cries, Xia Dong, who had long-
since been exhausted and weakened, suddenly lifted her head, a cold light flashing in
her eyes, and turned her body in a spin, whirling like a tornado, disappearing into a
blur of colour, and the first few figures to reach her were sent flying.

This sudden massive change not only left the two noble sons shocked, even the
assassins looked a bit dazed. But as long as everything had not yet ended, Xia Dong’s
fierce attack did not slow for a moment, but cut through the assassins like a knife,
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striking them aside with one blow, and, amidst the lightning-fast strikes of her attacks,
she suddenly grabbed one of the assassins by the chest and triumphantly twisted his
mouth, dislocating his jaw, then smoothly flipped him onto the ground and held him
there with one foot.

The assassins were growing flustered, and seeing that their mission would be
impossible to complete, backed up quickly and fled across the brook to the safety of
the forest. The masters Xiao and Yan weren’t inclined to pursue, and only chased
them to the edge of the river before stopping and turning around to stare at Xia Dong.

The beautiful lady officer of the Xuanjing Bureau turned her face to the sky and
laughed loudly, then poked her captive with one foot, shook out the long hair over her
shoulders, cast a fluid glance around with a flamboyant expression, and then said in a
loud, clear voice, “Thank you both for showing up to help, or I wouldn’t have been
able to capture this coward of a leader alive.... His martial arts aren’t much, but his
dodging skills are really not bad, he wouldn’t come near me on the road at all, and
made himself pretty hard to catch.... Hahaha....”
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CHAPTER 34

Assassin

There are some people in this world who, no matter what they do, can’t really be
argued with. To Xiao Jingrui and Yan Yujin, Xia Dong was one such person. So,
although both had unhappy expressions on their faces, neither dared to actually voice
a single word of protest.

“Come on, let’s see where you’ve hidden the poison for your suicide.” Xia Dong
bent down, pulled the leader of the assassins up, and forcefully grabbed his dislocated
jaw, causing both of his legs to jump in pain, his face growing pale as wax. She
clicked her tongue. “So it’s really still hidden in the teeth, huh? What a lack of
creativity, can’t you find a new place?”

Although she spoke casually, the masters Xiao and Yan, who were listening
nearby, couldn’t help shuddering and exchanging a glance.

An assassin who would commit suicide if he failed was among those ranked
highest in his field, and were not only difficult to find, but also exceedingly expensive.
What kind of result had Xia Dong’s investigations in Bin province achieved, to have
provoked a reaction of this degree?

“There’s no point asking you questions like this, we’ll have to take out the poison
pouch first.” Xia Dong ignored the paling faces of the two nearby and considered
how to extract the poison pouch from the teeth of the assassin so she could relocate
his jaw for the interrogation. Women were usually inclined towards cleanliness, and
though oft-mistaken for a handsome gentleman, Xia Dong was no exception. She
gripped his jaw and examined it for a long time, but couldn’t think of any way to
extract the poison pouch without putting her fingers inside, and, finally growing
impatient, delivered a hard punch with her fist against his cheek. With a smothered
groan, the assassin spewed forth a spray of fresh blood along with a few teeth and a
tiny pouch.

Xiao Jingrui and Yan Yujin exchanged another glance, their faces turning green.
She was still a devil behind that pretty face then, every bit as vicious and merciless as
she had been in those years....
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Xia Dong nonchalantly wiped the back of her hand on her robes, then relocated the
assassin’s jaw with a loud crack. She didn’t hurriedly start asking questions, but
instead took his wrist and twisted hard, immediately breaking the bone, and making
him scream out in pain until he could only take loud gasping breaths, like a dying fish,
his body spasming uncontrollably, as he turned a poisonous glare on her.

“Still dare look at me like that?” Xia Dong let out a cold laugh, then grabbed his
other wrist, squeezing up along his arm as the sounds of breaking bones filled the air,
until his arm was limp as clay. The assassin, yelling in pain, fainted, and then was
quickly awakened again by the intense pain.

“Xia Dong jiejie!” Although he knew this was an assassin who would not have so

much as blinked before murdering them, Xiao Jingrui still couldn’t stand it. “Wait,
stop, this is too.... And anyway, don’t you need to ask him questions? If you torture
him to death, that won’t do you any good....”
“You’re right, I’d almost forgotten.” Xia Dong pulled the assassin’s head up by
the scalp and stared him straight in the eye, her voice dripping with ice, “I prefer
beating prisoners up to asking questions. So don’t answer me too happily, and
deprive me of the chance to use a few of my punishments....”

“Xia Dong jiejie....” Xiao Jingrui was about to continue when he was pulled to
one side by Yan Yujin, who urged, “Don’t get involved, Xuanjing officers have their
own way of doing things, we won’t be able to intervene.”

“Is this kind of questioning under torture really effective?”

“He’s a suicidal assassin, he might not say anything if she isn’t ruthless enough. If
you’re not used to it, then don’t look. Not everything on this earth can be done with
warmth and kindness, with politeness and modesty.” Yan Yujin glanced back, then
sighed. “It looks like the case with the Duke of Qing isn’t so simple. I wonder how
much trouble it’s going to cause.”

“I find it strange,” Xiao Jingrui said, frowning. “Everyone knows it’s a bad idea to
get on the wrong side of the Xuanjing Bureau. Why bother putting so much effort
into attacking Xia Dong jie when they could have stopped the accusers from entering
the capital? If they had sent assassins of this capacity to kill Grandfather and
Grandmother Hu,’!' they wouldn’t have been able to escape into Jiangzuo territory....
Now the case has already been raised, and Xuanjing officers have already received the
secret imperial order to start investigating, isn’t it much more difficult to try to silence
them now?”

51 here, grandfather and grandmother are used as titles of respect, not to indicate
familial relations; he is referring to the couple they met on the road before they
entered the capital with MCS, who were bringing an accusation of ‘land seizing’
against the Duke of Qing’s relatives, and whom Yan Yujin escorted into the capital
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“Perhaps the Duke of Qing didn’t know about it in the beginning.” Yan Yujin
thought it over. “Maybe the people over in Bin province figured they could handle it
themselves, and didn’t send word over, not expecting us to meet the accusers and help
them arrive safely into the capital. And only then did those implicated in the case start
to get scared....”

Xiao Jingrui shook his head. “If the Duke of Qing didn’t know all the details in
the beginning, then at worst, it would only have been a crime of conniving with his
relatives, so why would it have come to sending assassins after a Xuanjing officer?”

“Maybe Xia Dong jie found out something else in her investigations in Bin
province, maybe these assassins have nothing to do with the Duke of Qing, maybe she
made some enemies with that temper of hers,” Yan Yujin raised an eyebrow. “The
possibilities are endless. I don’t like mulling over things like this, it’s too bothersome.
Let Xia Dong jie do the worrying for herself. Once she’s investigated thoroughly, we
can ask her directly, and avoid standing here letting our imaginations run wild.”

“Oh!” Xiao Jingrui suddenly cried out in fear, and Yan Yujin jumped in fright,
following his gaze to see Xia Dong dropping the limp body of the assassin onto the
ground as if she were throwing down a dead dog, then draw out a silk handkerchief
and wipe her hands, her crescent eyebrows furrowed.

“What is 1it?” Yan Yujin asked.
Xiao Jingrui looked solemn, and slowly ground out two words: “He’s dead.”

“Xiao Rui’s eyesight is pretty good,” Xia Dong threw them a glance. “He is dead
indeed. It’s really too bad, wasting all my efforts to capture him. I didn’t know there
was more poison hidden under the corner of his lip. He stretched out his tongue,
touched it, and died. The strange and nauseating part is, he wasn’t afraid he would
touch it accidentally when he wasn’t ready to die....”

“Then did you find out anything?” Yan Yujin stepped closer, glanced at the
swollen, green face of the corpse, and hurriedly looked away. “He was the leader, so
he must know something.”

“He only said four words,” Xia Dong spoke impassively. “‘It is not over’.”

“What does it mean?”

“It means this hasn’t ended.” Xia Dong’s leg flew up as she kicked the corpse and

swore, “Damn it, as if | needed for him to tell me that! They’ve provoked me this far,
I wouldn’t let it be over even if they wanted it to be over!”
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“Xia Dong jiejie....” Yan Yujin wiped at the cold sweat on his forehead. “You’re
a lady, you shouldn’t swear, it’s so inelegant....”

“Oh?” Xia Dong’s voice was sweet as she turned a tender smile towards him,
charm lacing the corners of her eyes and mouth. “The young master Yan has grown
up and knows what a lady is. Come here and tell jiejie, how should a lady speak to
you?”’

Yan Yujin stumbled backwards and hid behind Xiao Jingrui, deeply regretting his
quick tongue. “Nothing, nothing, our Xia Dong jiejie is beautiful and clever, the most
extraordinary lady in Da Liang.”

Xia Dong laughed and said, “How could I be the most extraordinary? But I hear
the most extraordinary lady is finally taking a husband? How did that go, has she
found one yet?”

Yan Yujin was astonished, and turning to look at Xiao Jingrui, saw that he was
equally stunned.

Actually, since leaving Shuren Courtyard, the two had not often had the chance to
meet Xia Dong, and so didn’t know how she felt towards Princess Nihuang. But no
matter what, Nihuang was a princess, known for her noble behaviour and unsullied
morals, and Xia Dong, as a Xuanjing officer, served under the court, so it wasn’t
proper for her to speak so teasingly of the Princess.

“What, Xia Dong jie doesn’t like Princess Nihuang?” Xiao Jingrui couldn’t help
asking.

“Do I have the right to like or dislike?” Xia Dong’s tone had suddenly grown
hard, and somehow, there was a sense of grief in her voice. “She is a remarkable
woman, and should have married long ago. I told her ten years ago when I was
helping out in her camp, that as soon as she married someone, I would consider her a
good friend.”

The more they heard, the more confused they were, and they couldn’t understand
what kind of attitude Xia Dong bore towards Princess Nihuang. After being stunned
for a long time, Yan Yujin asked quietly, “Xia Dong jie‘s meaning is that, as long as
the Princess doesn’t marry, you won’t see her as a good friend?”

“That’s right.”

“But why? Unless the friendship between women depend on whether or not they
are married?”
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Xia Dong’s gaze was like ice as she looked at them coldly, saying, “You are too
young. There are many things you do not know about. Since it’s nothing to do with
you, don’t ask any further.”

“We’re too young?” Yan Yujin cried out. “How much older is the Princess
compared to us?”

“Everything can change in the blink of an eye, and sometimes, a year can become
a lifetime.” Xia Dong looked forward steadily, her face a little pale, a few strands of
hair drifting around her neck, and though her expression had not changed, her whole
person suddenly seemed weaker. ‘“She herself is actually not too clear about the
events of that year, but she was involved in the events, and so cannot remain free from
them. But you two are different...you are complete outsiders. The events of the past
are like a mountain buried deep in thick snow, and those who had nothing to do with it
would find it very difficult to enter. Why must you keep trying to find out more just
to satisfy your curiosity?”

The masters Xiao and Yan looked at each other, still not comprehending, but as
they had already been told to stop asking, they didn’t continue pressing the matter.
Besides, the person before them was the lady devil of the Shuren Courtyard, so they
wouldn’t have dared to keep pushing anyway.

“You still haven’t answered me, what kind of husband has the Princess chosen?”
Xia Dong shook her head and the glaring white patch of hair on her forehead
disappeared under thick black strands, as if she had shaken aside the memories that
had risen up a moment ago. “Such a large competition, there must have been some
good candidates chosen, right?”

“Nothing has been decided yet, the written test is tomorrow.” Yan Yujin sighed.
“But there’s still the one-on-one martial arts competition with Princess Nihuang, and
if you lose that, then there’s no hope. I think none of those chosen can compete
against her, and she doesn’t seem to be especially interested in any one of them, so I
guess she isn’t planning to marry this time.”

The corner of Xia Dong’s mouth lifted in a smile. “You look a bit disappointed.”

“Of course I am.” Yan Yujin frowned. “What’s wrong with me, that she didn’t
even give me a moment of serious consideration?”

“There’s nothing wrong with you,” Xia Dong didn’t tease him for once. “But to
Nihuang, you are a bit young. She is the sole commander of her army, so she would
probably only consider those more mature than herself.”

Yan Yujin let out an exaggerated sigh, and said mournfully, “I wasn’t born yet
when the Princess was born, and when I was born, the Princess has already grown
old....”
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“Hey,” Xiao Jingrui didn’t know whether to laugh or cry as he kicked him. “Stop
talking nonsense. Who are you calling old?”

“Ah ah ah,” Yan Yujin hurriedly covered his mouth. “I misspoke, I misspoke, I
should be beaten. But you understand what I mean, I’'m only mourning the fact that I
wasn’t born a few years earlier.... If I was Brother Su’s age, then the Princess
wouldn’t keep treating me like her little brother....”

“Don’t drag Brother Su into this,” Xiao Jingrui glared at him. “How can the
difference in Brother Su’s maturity and steadiness compared to yours be measured in
years alone?”

“Yes, yes, no one can compare to Brother Su in your eyes. But what he thinks
about the Princess, and whether the Princess has any feelings towards him besides
admiration, I can’t tell....” Yan Yujin was going to take the chance to exclaim over
what had happened in Wuying Hall today, but suddenly remembering that Xia Dong
was an officer of the Xuanjing Bureau, and that the matter involved different parties in
the palace, and that Mei Changsu had refused to explain more about the matter, only
saying that news would certainly be carried out tomorrow for everyone to hear, he
thought there was some mysterious element involved, and that it would be better not
to say anything at all.

“Don’t indulge in foolish thoughts.” In the end, Xiao Jingrui was still treating Mei
Changsu with the love and respect of a younger brother to an older, and he refused to
let anyone talk about him behind his back; plus, he was worried that, in his merry
chatter, Yan Yujin might let slip the events that had taken place after the Emperor had
left and thus bring needless trouble to Mei Changsu, and so he immediately
interrupted him and said, “Xia Dong jie has just returned, why don’t you talk about
something serious and tell her about the ten finalists?”

“I’m not interested in these finalists,” Xia Dong said indifferently. “But this
Brother Su is rather interesting. I heard you two discussing him over and over when I
was lying in the grass just now; he seems quite a character. What, so is he one of
those with an ounce of talent who came into the capital brimming with ambition,
ready to chase after fame and glory?”

“Brother Su isn’t like that!” Xiao Jingrui was extremely unhappy. “Xia Dong jie
doesn’t know him, how can you judge him?”

“It looks like you respect him deeply.” Xia Dong’s expression grew cool. “Don’t
know him, huh? Then I will go and get to know him. The Crown Prince and Prince
Yu are fighting over him, his worth must be placed even higher than Princess
Nihuang’s. With someone like him in the capital, how could a Xuanjing Officer such
as I not go and get to know him?”
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Xiao Jingrui and Yan Yujin exchanged a few nervous glances, communicated
quickly with their eyes, and finally it was the son of the Imperial Uncle who stepped
forward and said seriously, “What Xia Dong jie has mentioned, we also need to
explain. What you heard just now was largely our own speculation, and some of it
was unhappy venting due to disputes between friends. Brother Su is our friend, and
has not had any errant behaviour since he entered the capital. We ask Xia Dong jie to
please not hold any bias towards him as a result of our careless words....”

“Don’t worry,” Xia Dong looked at the serious expressions of the two young
people before her, and couldn’t help smiling. “Naturally I will first investigate the
matter. We will not bring only winds and shadows of suspicion before the Emperor,
or do you take us Xuanjing Officers for gossips?”’

Of course, this answer was not satisfying, but if they kept protesting, it might only
increase Xia Dong’s interest towards Mei Changsu, and in any case, she had heard
both what she should have and what she should not have, and they had only
themselves to blame for not being more alert, and couldn’t blame the listener for
drawing her own conclusions.

“Looks like we won’t be having any more unexpected visitors today.” Xia Dong
had seen the two’s expression, but acted as if she had not noticed, casually
straightening her robes and saying, “Let’s enter the city together. Give me Xxiao
Yan’s>? horse, you two can ride xiao Rui’s horse.”

“Ah,” Yan Yujin grumbled, “The two of us men on one horse....”

“You can come over and ride with me,” Xia Dong laughed lightly. “Who’s
coming?”

The two paled and shook their heads furiously.

“Then I’'m afraid I’ll have to trouble you. Xiao Rui, hurry up and bring the horse
over.”

Xiao Jingrui obediently led the horse, who was grazing with its head bent, over
and handed her the reins, saying quietly, “Xia Dong jie, should we take care of your
wound first? It looks like there’s some blood seeping out.”

“In the end, you’re the considerate, attentive one.” Xia Dong smiled slightly. “No
matter, we can take care of it after we enter the city.”

“Xia Dong jie really got hurt?” Yan Yujin concernedly stuck his head over.
“Where?”

52 another way of referring to Yan Yujin, like ‘xiao Jin’
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Xia Dong stretched out a hand and flicked his forehead. “Little brat, you only
realized now? Those assassins weren’t amateurs, if I didn’t show them some real
blood, how could we have so easily gotten that cowardly assassin to show his face?”

Xiao Jingrui glanced over at the corpse and said frowning, “We’re not going to do
anything about him?”

“A dead person who can no longer speak is like a broken knife that has been
thrown away by its master. What is the use in picking it up?” Xia Dong’s voice was
cold. “After we get back, we’ll let the capital guards send someone to bury him.
He’d bother people if he’s just left here.”

“I guess that’s the only way. The body of an assassin must be clean, so they
probably won’t be able to trace anything. Let’s go.” Yan Yujin vaulted onto the
horse, holding onto the saddle, and when Xiao Jingrui had jumped up behind him, he
cheerfully pulled on the reins, ignoring everything else.

“Hey, do you have no bones, leaning against me so comfortably?” Xiao Jingrui
scolded him, smiling, not really minding much. The sun was setting to the west, and
amidst the soft hoof-beats and long shadows, the three rode steadily towards the city
gates of the capital.
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CHAPTER 35
Xia Dong

As Mei Changsu had predicted, in the work of a day, the news of Noble Consort
Yue’s dismissal and the Crown Prince’s confinement had spread like wildfire through
the palace. Because the announcement had been made with overly vague language,
only giving the reason for the punishment as “defied the Emperor, gave disrespectful
service”, all kinds of strange and creative guesses sprang up over the true reason for
the edict, lending proof once again to the fathomless depths of the human imagination.

Some said that the Emperor had a new favourite amongst his imperial concubines,
and she had murdered the noble consort; some said the noble consort had offended
His Majesty with her constant meddling in the Crown Prince’s palace responsibilities;
some said the noble consort had been caught performing witchcraft in the Inner Palace
by the Empress; some even said that the noble consort had recently adopted a young
dog, who had yet to be trained, and had bitten the Emperor’s honoured foot....

It was those who had the least idea of what had really happened who speculated
the most wildly, whereas those insiders who had some idea of the truth kept quiet in
fear, not a single one daring to say a word. Because Xiao Jingrui and Yan Yujin had
witnessed Mei Changsu’s arrangements in Wuying hall that day, they could guess that
the matter involved Princess Nihuang, but were not clear about the exact details, and
because they were both intelligent and tactful, neither tried to find out more.

That day’s written test was not postponed or cancelled because of these events, but
to both the contestants and the host, this great husband-choosing competition had
become somewhat of a farce. Princess Nihuang’s true thoughts and intentions were
impossible to unravel. If one were to say that she had had no intention from the
beginning to choose a husband in this way, then she would not have consented to have
such a competition be hosted in her name. But if one were to say that her heart had
truly been moved and she was hoping to find a husband from amongst this multitude
of young heroes, then her cool attitude didn’t betray any such intention. She had not
showed any particular interest during either the earlier martial arts contests or after the
ten finalists had been chosen, nor had she made any effort to get to know these
finalists’ characters, and their strengths and weaknesses, or even seemed to care much
when others came to talk to her about them. Rather, it was others of the Yunnan Mu
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household who had eagerly tracked down every last detail about the finalists, and
found out both what they should have and what they should not have.

But to the contestants who had fought until this stage, they of course would not
give up so easily, as maybe the Princess was only acting aloof, unwilling to outwardly
show her preference, and until the last face-to-face fight, there was no way to know
her true thoughts. So, although the number of spectators who had arrived to watch the
written test were far fewer than before, most of the contestants themselves, aside from
those like Xiao Jingrui whose aim was only to fill the numbers, approached the test
very seriously.

Among the crowds, those who had arrived with the greatest hopes and would be
leaving with the greatest disappointment were the Northern Yan delegation. They had
come with the incredibly skilled martial artist Baili Qi, their pride and joy, who, out of
all the finalists, had been the one with the greatest chance of beating the Princess. But
who could have guessed that a sickly Mei Changsu would appear out of nowhere and
completely defeat the outstanding fighter with who knew what kind of sorcery. Even
the losing would not have been a problem, and would only really be losing a bit of
face,>? but for the fact that Baili Qi, for some unfathomable reason, had completely
disappeared the second day after his defeat. The Northern Yan officials had searched
the whole capital, but had been unable to find half a shadow of the warrior, and had
become the laughingstock of Da Liang. They had not only failed to wed the Princess,
they had even lost their own candidate, and one could only guess at the humiliation
and suffering they would have to endure once they returned to their own country.

Of course, there must be some people who benefit from a competition like this.
Some had never intended to really reach the peak to pluck the flower, but had merely
used the contest as a platform to show their skills, and as a chance to be make
themselves known. And the one who had expended the least effort but reaped the
greatest reward was in fact this Su Zhe who had appeared out of nowhere.

Firstly, this mysterious, frail young man had a young bodyguard of incredible
fighting skill, and so had gotten to know Commander Meng; then he had trained three
children to defeat the first-place warrior of the martial arts contest by some strange
methods, showing his own tremendous capabilities; and finally, he had overseen the
Princess’ written test with refined wisdom, earning His Majesty’s praise for his
radiant talent. Some said he had even been invited as a commoner by imperial order
for a private meeting in the royal study, which had lasted almost four hours, and
although no one knew what had been discussed, the rich gifts and the honoured title of
‘Guest Minister’ which had been bestowed afterwards showed without a doubt that
this newcomer was not someone to be taken lightly, and some even claimed that this
Su Zhe had certainly been the secretly determined match for the Princess all along,
and that everyone else was really just there for show.

53 to ‘lose face’ is a common Chinese expression meaning to be shamed, or
disrespected
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Such gossip naturally raised waves in its wake. Although most of the contestants
had not entered for the sake of the true prize, being used as cannon fodder is no
laughing matter, and suddenly, the focus of the whole capital had fallen onto the
shoulders of this young talent, and if he had not been residing in the heavily guarded
residence of the Marquis of Ning, he might have already been skinned for a closer
look. But be that as it may, a steady stream of noble sons with no inconsiderable rank
arrived daily at the door of the residence, asking for a closer look at this Su Zhe.

“Has the last person been defeated by the princess today?” Mei Changsu pulled
the fur cloak around his shoulders closer, and let out a long sigh. “Such an exciting
competition finally ended with no result, it’s really a shame.”

Xiao Jingrui stood before him, brows furrowed. The longer he came to know this
person, the more he felt as if he didn’t really understand him. You couldn’t say he
was a bad friend, because he was warm and considerate and understood his friends
well, but if you said he said he was a good friend, you also could not deny that there
seemed to be a glass wall before him that none of his friendships could truly penetrate.
When Xiao Jingrui saw him again, he was a little ashamed and embarrassed over his
own little tantrum the other day, but he discovered that, just as Yan Yujin had said,
Mei Changsu had seemingly not even noticed, without any trace of seeming upset by
the previous events.

This kind of lukewarm attitude appeared in other situations as well, like in his
behaviour towards the Princess. He had clearly taken the matter to heart, and had
taken the initiative to give whatever help he could, to the extent that he had become
the talk of the capital over the matter, but on closer examination, he truly did not seem
to have any other motives, and his hope that the Princess would be able to find a
husband from the competition seemed to be sincere, without the slightest hint of
hypocrisy.

At this moment, a strange sound was heard from the other side of the footpath, as
if someone had been thrown out roughly. Xiao Jingrui glanced over, shook his head,
and sighed. The two were currently not in Snow Cottage, but in a small pavilion
located not too far from the residence of the Marquis of Ning, which had several
connecting corridors and was surrounded by trees and flowers. Because the number
of visitors who had come with one excuse or another had grown drastically in the past
few days, even if they were repeatedly turned down, they kept finding new reasons to
come back, and so to avoid the trouble, Mei Changsu had simply found this
conveniently-located pavilion, and, wrapped in his furs and with a warm brazier
nearby, sat here reading idly. Those who wanted to come take a look were led over by
Xie Bi, and once they had satisfied their curiosity from a distance, they quickly left,
and in this way, they had gotten rid of many of the visitors. But there were always a
few who weren’t content to simply gaze from afar, and they found ways to break
through Xie Bi’s resistance to come closer for a good look. Unfortunately, Mei
Changsu’s bodyguard, who could hold his own against Meng Zhi, was certainly not
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just there for decoration, and catching and throwing out those who dared to trespass
into the forbidden inner area was Fei Liu’s favourite game of the past few days, so
long as he remembered not to hurt anyone.

“I think that’s all the visitors we’re going to get for today. It’s too cold here,
Brother Su, let’s go back to Snow Cottage.” Xiao Jingrui watched as Mei Changsu
once again drew the collar of his fur cloak closer, and couldn’t help himself.

Mei Changsu slowly shook his head and smiled faintly, then spoke of an entirely
different matter: “Jingrui, is that child, Tingsheng, doing well?”

“Oh?” Xiao Jingrui said in astonishment. “You only asked me to go see him this
morning, how did you know I had already gone?”

“The bottoms of your shoes are covered in red sand, the kind that is only found in
Prince Jing’s training grounds. If you had not gone, where would you have picked
that up?”

Because Mei Changsu often somehow managed to know things no one would
expect him to know, Xiao Jingrui was not surprised that he would remember the
colour of the sand of Prince Jing’s training grounds, and he only lifted his foot for a
look, saying, “I was going to tell you tonight, Tingsheng looks very well. There’s a
huge courtyard in the back of Prince Jing’s residence, which has always been used to
house the orphans of the soldiers who die in battle. Tingsheng is staying there, and
has his own room, has masters to teach him, is eating well and sleeping well, and is
not mistreated by anyone, so you don’t need to worry.”

A look of approval appeared in Mei Changsu’s eyes. Prince Jing was intelligent
indeed, to not give Tingsheng any special treatment but allow him to disappear into
the crowd, and only train him personally in secret — this was indeed the best he could
have done with the situation.

“Tingsheng is a child who remembers those who were kind to him, and he
purposefully came to ask me about your health, and said that he hopes one day to
return to your side to learn from you, and even gave me a gift to bring over to you....”
Xiao Jingrui pulled out a small pouch and opened it, revealing an eagle carved from
tree roots, and although the handiwork was rough, it was nonetheless an interesting
trinket.

Mei Changsu took one glance at the object in Xiao Jingrui’s hand and smiled. “He
is very thoughtful. Fei Liu is over there on that old cedar, you can give it to him
yourself.”

“Eh?” Xiao Jingrui was once again surprised. “How did you know this gift was
for Fei Liu?”
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“You can tell at a glance,” Mei Changsu couldn’t help smiling. “If he had really
wanted to give me something, he would not have chosen this. Fei Liu taught the
children for two days, and Tingsheng came to like him very much. I often saw them
sitting together carving toys just like this.”

“You really don’t miss a thing.” Xiao Jingrui looked at him and smiled. Now that
he thought about it, since the day they had met, Mei Changsu’s attitude towards
people and his methods of handling different situations had not changed much, and
since he had not changed, then his own dissatisfaction was only a single-sided
demand, so how could he put the blame for this on Mei Changsu? Yan Yujin was
right, he had treated Brother Su as the kindest teacher and greatest friend in the whole
world because Brother Su had always had this capacity and status. But on the other
hand, if, by now, Xiao Jingrui still had not been able to achieve the same status in
Brother Su’s heart, then this was his own problem, and complaining about the other
person’s coldness was really too unfair.

After thinking it through, the turmoil in his heart calmed, and he took a deep
breath, feeling his chest loosen. Brother Su’s eyes, which held a faint smile, were just
as warm as always. Looking towards the old cedar tree that Mei Changsu had just
pointed out, Xiao Jingrui wrapped up the little tree root eagle, turned, and strode over,
lifting his head to say, “Fei Liu! Come down and see, what’s this?”

Amidst the depths of the old cedar, which had not seemed as if it had a single
branch out of place, a handsome face suddenly appeared, and Fei Liu widened his
eyes and peered down.

“Oh, it’s a gift from your little friend....” Xiao Jingrui raised his arm and waved it
gently.

“What?”

“Come down and see, you’ll know if you come down.” Because Fei Liu had
gotten used to him, Xiao Jingrui had started to become a gege to him, seeing past the
stony exterior to the innocence of the young child beneath.

“What?” Fei Liu repeated, indignant over the gentle teasing.

“Not coming down? Then I’m taking it away....” Xiao Jingrui put the bag behind
his back and made as if to leave.

In the next instant, Fei Liu’s feet struck the grond and he somersaulted over. Xiao
Jingrui faltered for a step and then dodged, twisting his body as he flipped away in
another direction. In the matter of practicing martial artistry, the skills themselves had
to be taught, and expertise and inner strength developed through training, but the
movements themselves — well, being chased by a master of masters was undoubtedly
the best kind of practice, eliciting hidden potential one might not even know he had.
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Mei Changsu watched the chase from afar, seeing Fei Liu catch Xiao Jingrui and
grab the small bag, pulling out the little eagle and disappearing again into the tree
branches, and felt a sense of peace in his heart, a small smile appearing on his face.

But the smile disappeared quickly. A sense of oppression came drifting over
slowly, and he instinctively lifted his head, his gaze falling onto the small bridge on
the eastern side of the pavilion.

On the bridge, a long silhouette stood quietly, his features difficult to make out
because of the distance. The only thing certain was that this person was studying him
closely.

The visitor he had been waiting for all day had finally arrived. Mei Changsu stood
up slowly, the snowy white fur around his neck sliding off his shoulders, as the cold
wind blew across the skin outside his collar, and though it did not resemble the once-
familiar sensation of the sandstorms outside the Great Wall, it was nonetheless sharp
like the stabbing of knives.

Seeing Mei Changsu rise, the figure did not continue standing still, but turned and
strode down the little bridge, entering into the adjoining pavilion. With each step he
took, the figure’s appearance became a little clearer to the eyes of the Chief of
Jiangzuo Alliance.

Unlike the time in the grasslands to the west of the city, Xia Dong was now
dressed in a lady’s attire, and although they were still sturdy clothes with narrow
sleeves and boots, the embroidery on her collar and the tassels on her waist had
successfully tempered some of the mysterious air given off by her masculine features,
and instead displayed some of her prettiness and charm. Only her long, smooth hair
remained tied back by a ribbon, without any hairpins, and the white amidst the sea of
raven-black showed up clearly to the eye.

Under Mei Changsu’s quiet gaze, the lady officer of the Xuanjing Bureau strode
towards the pavilion, when she suddenly turned gracefully, the dark eyes under her
thin brows glancing up, and raised a hand to block the descending strike, which was
Fei Liu’s silent, swift attack that that had sliced down so neatly that it had not
disturbed even one unnecessary molecule of air.

Amidst the rapid strikes and attacks, Xia Dong laughed loudly and shouted, “Good
moves!” In a fight between top martial artists, breath and endurance are vitally
important, and the fact that she had been able to shout out praise amidst Fei Liu’s
suffocating attack showed her proud temperament, as well as her attempt at provoking
her opponent to open his mouth, so that she could seize the opportunity to attack and
look for his weak spots.
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Unfortunately, Fei Liu was no ordinary opponent. He had learned from an early
age to endure silently and remain unyielding and resolute, and to attack ferociously to
seek out his opponent’s weaknesses. When Xia Dong spoke, the rhythm of her
breathing was slightly altered, as if a golden net being attacked by knives had
suddenly shown a rip, and Fei Liu broke through the weakness of her defense and
forced her back towards the east side of the courtyard. As to the challenging tone in
Xia Dong’s voice, the youth had not paid even the slightest bit of attention.

By this time, Xiao Jingrui had hurried back to Mei Changsu’s side, and seeing the
two engaged in fierce combat, he said hurriedly, “Brother Su, tell Fei Liu to stop,
quickly, that person is....”

“The martial arts passed down in the Xuanjing Bureau are truly incredible,” Mei
Changsu smiled faintly, his tone leisurely. “Even after making a mistake, they can
retreat without losing. If Langya Hall had not received the imperial order long ago
that Xuanjing officers were not to be placed onto their lists, there would undoubtedly
always be one or more of them on the top ten list of martial arts experts.”

“Xuanjing officers aren’t allowed to be ranked on the list?” Xiao Jingrui had
never heard of such a thing, and was greatly astonished. “No wonder, I’d always
thought it was because their work was shrouded in secrecy, and Langya Hall couldn’t
obtain any information on their fighting skills.”

Mei Changsu smiled and said, “You underestimate Langya Hall. But Xuanjing
officers seldom involve themselves in the affairs of the jianghu world, and work in the
shadows even in the palace, so not being placed on the lists is a good decision.”

“With Fei Liu’s skills, why isn’t he on the list?”

“Fei Liu never used to leave home much, he will be on the list next year.” Mei
Changsu sighed and said, “If only there was a way to ask the master of Langya Hall
not to place him on the list, Fei Liu is still a child....”

“That would not be easy, here in the capital, Fei Liu has fought against many
experts, and I fear he has long since been...oh!” Xiao Jingrui interrupted himself with
a cry. “Since Brother Su knows who she is, then hurry and tell Fei Liu to stop! How
could I have kept chatting with you so idly....”

But Mei Changsu shook his head and said calmly, “Let them fight, I won’t stop
them.”

“Brother Su....”

“Fei Liu has been instructed long ago not to hurt anyone, what are you afraid of?”
Mei Changsu continued indifferently, “The skills and intentions of Xuanjing officers
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are difficult to predict. If I tell Fei Liu to stop, he will really stop, and if his opponent
suddenly lost her temper, wouldn’t that be dangerous for Fei Liu?”

His words caused Xiao Jingrui to hesitate. As he watched, Mei Changsu slowly
returned to his long bench and picked up the fur collar that had slipped off when he
stood up, his actions leisurely, and knew that he really wouldn’t stop them. But he
himself couldn’t quite bear to do the same, and so he only coughed, and then chased
over to where the two were still fighting, and called in a loud voice, “Xia Dong jie,
will you stop first then?”

But the competitive nature of Xia Dong, who rarely met a worthy opponent, had
been stirred, and she ignored him, but kicked back with one foot and raised a great
wind, putting all her strength into the ‘River Flow’ attack passed down amongst her
masters, sweeping her arms in one great circle and sending a great wave of energy
spinning towards Fei Liu. The youth’s cold expression finally showed a shred of
emotion, but that emotion was not fear, but rather even more easiness, as his whole
body dodged the whirling gust of unimaginable power, like a falling leaf drifting from
a tree branch, and his hands reached into the colourless, shapeless blur of motion,
slicing neatly onto Xia Dong’s wrists.

Everything ended abruptly, one moment the air was filled with flying silhouettes,
and the next, the two had already landed far apart, watching each other warily.

Xia Dong’s left hand was clasped over her right wrist, and her expression was
calm, although her face was pale, and she was panting almost inaudibly. Fei Liu
looked just the same as always, his face cold and hard, his eyes expressionless, as he
pointed at Xia Dong’s feet and said rigidly, “Can stand here!”

Xiao Jingrui stared from one to the other, completely speechless. If there were a
mirror in front of him, he would have seen only one word on his own face — shock!

Although he had known all along that Fei Liu’s martial art skills were exceedingly
high, although he had known all along that this youth’s abilities far exceeded his own,
but...but...this was Xia Dong, a Xuanjing officer of more than a decade, a recognized
expert in both the palace and jianghu. And this young Fei Liu, this youth who was at
heart like a little child, this boy who could often be found snuggled up at his gege‘s
knee, had actually beaten her!

Compared to Xiao Jingrui’s expression of utter shock, Xia Dong herself was much
calmer. She first gathered her inner energy and dispersed the hurt in her wrist,
smoothed her hair which had been disturbed in the fight, and then, with a small smile
at the corner of her lips, said, “Mister Su, please forgive Xia Dong’s recklessness.”

Mei Changsu’s voice drifted over leisurely: “Fei Liu, let this jiejie come over.”

Fei Liu immediately pointed in Mei Changsu’s direction and said, “Go over!”
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Those who knew him naturally understood his nature, but in the eyes of those who
did not, this kind of curt speech was incredibly impolite, and Xiao Jingrui hurried
forward to say, “Xia Dong jie, don’t mind him, Fei Liu has always been short of
speech, and doesn’t mean to be discourteous.”

Xia Dong was of course astute, and after a detailed glance following the fight, had
understood Fei Liu’s peculiarities and so was not angry, but strode away to the
pavilion.

Mei Changsu had risen to greet his guest, and smilingly invited Xia Dong to sit
down at the little table in the pavilion, then went over to the brazier placed to one side
and lifted the cover of the copper teapot and peered into its depths, then said with a
smile, “Seven parts snow, three parts clear dew,>* the water is freshly boiled, would
you care for a cup?”

“Thank you.” Xia Dong answered peacefully.

By this time, Fei Liu had disappeared into who knew which tree to play. Xiao
Jingrui was a most considerate and sensitive person, and knowing that Xia Dong
wasn’t simply here out of curiosity like the other visitors, but had her own reasons, he
made some excuse about having arranged to see some friends and left quickly. And
so in the pavilion, there now remained only the two persons.

Mei Changsu warmed the teacups, then measured out an exact amount of tea
leaves with his instruments, poured in boiling water, removed the layer of froth, then
poured away the first cup of water and steeped a second cup,” waited a few moments,
and then offered it to his guest with both hands.”® Xia Dong accepted it with both
hands, inhaled the sweet fragrance, and gently took a sip, letting the taste linger in her
tongue and throat, and closed her eyes to enjoy the tea, not saying a word, as if she
had truly been invited there simply to drink tea.

She did not say anything, and Mei Changsu also did not speak, but smilingly drank
his own tea. After the hot tea had been consumed, his originally pale face showed a
hint of pink, and he looked refined and elegant. Xia Dong looked at him for a
moment, then said with a soft sigh, “I have some blunt words, I hope you will forgive

2

me.

54 T assume he’s commenting on the steam and froth of the boiling water (froth =
snow, water = clear dew).... And actually, he said “mei snow”, mei as in ‘Meiling’, or
meaning plum / plum flower. Yeah, I don’t get it either. My best guess is he’s being
literary lol (someone feel free to explain further)

55 normal tea steeping rituals

5 in Chinese culture, when giving or receiving anything from your superiors or
elders (or simply to anyone to whom you want to show respect), one should always do
so with both hands to show respect
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“Officer Xia Dong does not need to be polite,” Mei Changsu addressed her
respectfully, his tone pleasant. “Please speak freely.”

“Mister Su is certainly an extraordinary talent, and I cannot see your intentions
clearly. But...no matter what kind of person you are, I think there are only two
options.”

“Ah,” Mei Changsu smiled, “Please continue.”

“You are either a refined and elegant scholar, or a shrewd and sophisticated
strategist, but no matter which, you are not a suitable match for Princess Nihuang.”

Mei Changsu’s smile did not falter, as he said softly, “Could it be that Officer Xia
has come today after hearing some rumor about my being the Princess’ chosen future
husband, and so wanted some clarification?”

Xia Dong smiled, “That is indeed my intention, but it is not because of some
rumors.”

GCOh?”

“I have known Princess Nihuang for many years, and am familiar with her temper
and character. Without some special reason, even if you were the apple of His
Majesty’s eye, or indeed of the princes’ eyes, she would not have given you such
preferential treatment.” At this point, Xia Dong’s eyes suddenly became cold. “But
towards the Princess’ special favour, your response has been disappointing, and in
fact, one could say you have not returned the favour in any way, which I cannot
understand. There are some in the Mu residence who feel the same as I do, that
Mister Su has come across rather arrogant, and has not been polite enough.”

A bitter smile floated across Mei Changsu’s face, and he raised his cup and took a
sip, then said slowly, “Officer Xia...I will be blunt as well, you are wrong.”

“Wrong?”

“The Princess is exceptional and elegant, with such a graceful manner. I am
neither deaf nor blind, how could I remain unaffected? But...I am on the one hand
sick and frail, and unlikely to live long, and have no intention to wed because I do not
wish such a husband on any young lady, much less the Princess. And on the other
hand, even if I had such intentions, I fear the Princess would not have such a wish. As
Officer Xia has said, no matter what kind of person I am, I am not suited to the
Princess. Officer Xia knows this, so how could the Princess herself not know? A
person she could hold in her heart must be a righteous warrior, a proud young man,
who can ride with her onto the sands of battle, and fight by her side to defeat the



Hai Yan / NIRVANA IN FIRE /223

enemies of our kingdom; how could she consider someone like me, frail and weak,
without the slightest hint of a hero’s air?”

“But Nihuang....”

“Princess Nihuang has indeed treated me with unusual kindness, but the reason for
this is not that which has been guessed by everyone.” Mei Changsu put down his tea
cup and stretched his hands towards the warmth of the fire. “Officer Xia, as an officer
of the Xuanjing Bureau, has unusual methods, and must have thoroughly investigated
my background, have you not?”

Xia Dong nodded slowly and said, “That’s right. I was shocked to see how young
the chief of Jiangzuo Alliance was.”

Mei Changsu gazed at the white steam of his own breath and said, “The Princess is
also aware of my identity. And the reason she has treated me so favourably is only
this, and none other.”

Xia Dong raised an eyebrow in confusion. “Although Jiangzuo Alliance is the
greatest sect in the world, and has some influence, but, if you don’t mind my saying
so, it 1s in the end only a jianghu sect. With the Princess’ rank, as the commander of
hundred thousand soldiers, could your identity really impress her?”

“When has the Princess been impressed?” Mei Changsu laughed in spite of
himself. “I would not dare to think like this. But as I have said, the Princess’
preferential treatment towards me is due to my identity as the chief of Jiangzuo
Alliance, and that is the truth.”

Xia Dong frowned. “The world is not full of people as intelligent as Mister Su.
Could you speak more clearly?”

Mei Changsu slowly sat up, took out a few cakes of incense from his sleeve and
dropped them into the fire, then picked up the small stove he had been cradling all
along, lifted its lid, and placed a few fresh pieces of burning hot coal into it, then
wrapped his hands around it again and shifted to a more comfortable position on the
long bench, finally saying with a smile, “Although the weather is dismal, with a
fragrant stove and good tea at hand, this is quite pleasant. If Officer Xia is not in any
rush, would you be willing to sit awhile longer in this pavilion, and listen to a story?”
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CHAPTER 36
Wounds of the Past

Xia Dong’s gaze lingered on Mei Changsu’s pale complexion, and only lowered
after a long moment. Before she had arrived at the residence of the Marquis of Ning
today, she had wondered what kind of a person this Su Zhe was, but now that she had
finally met him, she realized that he was even deeper and more profound than she had
imagined from the rumors.

“Since Mister Su has such leisure, Xia Dong is of course happy to listen.”

Mei Changsu nodded in her direction, then turned his head, turning his gaze away
from his only audience and towards the twilight-lit sky outside, and began to speak at
a steady pace, neither too quickly nor too slowly. “Once, in a certain kingdom, at a
certain time, there was a mighty lord, who guarded the kingdom’s border with his
army, and who was much favoured by the Emperor, and trusted beyond measure. One
year, the daughter of this lord entered the capital, and the little princess®’ stayed at the
palace, where she came to know many of the children of the royal family and
relations. One of these children was the only son of the great general of the court,
who was her elder by two years, a lively and mischievous boy, proud and willful, and
the two spent much of their time together. The Grand Empress Dowager saw the two
innocent playmates together, and decided to arrange for their marriage. Although
there was no deep friendship between the lord and the general, the match was an
appropriate one, and neither families objected. Who could have guessed that, a year
after the engagement, the great general was involved in a rebellion, and both father
and son lost their lives. Although the lord was far away at the border and had had
nothing to do with the case, he could not avoid being implicated due to the ties
between the two families. The Emperor began to grow suspicious of him, and in all
matters whether military or otherwise, no longer treated him as freely as before, and
two years of this wearing and tearing began to affect his military strength. It was at
this time that the neighboring kingdoms suddenly launched a furious attack on the
border, and the lord lost the first battle, and lost his life in the second, leaving behind
his orphaned daughter and young son, his army without their general, and a grief of

57 as per fandom convention, I have been translating ‘lord’s daughter’ as ‘princess’
for Nihuang’s title, but it is in fact a different Chinese word to the one used for
Jingning, who is a ‘king’s daughter’; I’ll write a post on it someday...
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unfathomable depths in all their hearts. At that time, reinforcements had not yet
arrived in the south, and the situation was growing desperate, when the seventeen-
year-old little princess rose up and went to battle in her mourning clothes, leading the
army in her father’s stead, and after a blood-soaked and hard-fought struggle,
managed to secure the kingdom’s border. Officer Xia, wouldn’t you say this little
princess is truly an extraordinary lady of our age?”

Xia Dong’s eyes were hidden as she sighed without speaking. It was as if she had
been transported back to the day she had arrived in the south with the reinforcement
troops, and seen on the city wall this young lady, dressed all in white,*® her face full of
unswerving determination. Although she was ten years her senior, although she had
ample experience and knowledge of worldly affairs from her years in the Xuanjing
Bureau, after going through those days of hardship and perils together, she only had
two words to describe her feelings for the strength of this young lady: deepest respect.
Were it not for the barrier of blood and betrayal between them, the friendship between
Xuanjing Officer Xia Dong and Princess Nihuang would have undoubtedly been
every bit as strong as the life-and-death brotherhoods often forged between young
men.

Mei Changsu only briefly glanced at her expression, and then went on, “The
danger had been averted for the time being, but the situation was far from stable. The
princess had established her authority with one battle, and the soldiers of the border
army knelt to her without exception. The court could not find anyone better suited to
the position, and so allowed her to retain the temporary post of commander of the
border army. Over the next ten years, as she faced countless dangers alone, people
only saw the brilliant power and influence she commanded from her loyal army, while
no one noticed the suffering and pressure she kept within her heart. Most do not even
know that, just two years ago, she once again came face to face with a dangerous
situation from which there was almost no escape.”

At this point, Xia Dong was visibly horrified. “Why have I never heard of such an
event?”

Mei Changsu’s calm gaze did not waver, as he continued in his steady tone, “The
Princess and her generals and troops are skilled in field battles, excelling in both
defense and offense, and are bold and powerful masters of the art of warfare, but they
have one weakness, and that is battles fought over water.”

Xia Dong was fairly familiar with the Yunnan army, and couldn’t help nodding in
agreement.

“The danger at the time was because a certain master in a neighbouring country
had designed a particularly ruthless battle over water. First, they launched a surprise

58 white is the traditional colour of mourning in Chinese culture (as you would
know from the show)
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attack and took control of the mouth of the river, and then, using the largest warship
as their base of attack, the smaller warships as their attack force, and the river as the
road for their supply chain, their vast navy charged up the river to attack the inland.
Although it was a dangerous gamble, it had the desired effect. If the Princess put her
whole strength into attacking the mouth of the river, the enemy’s navy would be free
to wreck havoc on the inland, but if she met the enemy head-on on the water, she
would be fighting the enemy’s strength with her weakness, and despite the fact that
there was no lack of talented generals in her army at the time, none could devise a
plan to defeat the enemy. As the sole commander, one can only imagine the worry in
the Princess’ heart at that time.” At this point, he coughed a few times, and stopped to
take a sip of tea.

“What happened next?” Xia Dong was listening intently, and seeing him pause,
couldn’t help herself.

“Just when the situation seemed hopeless, a young man appeared in the camp,
claiming to be an expert in water battles, and begged for an audience with the Princess
to share his expertise. The Princess is an insightful and perceptive judge of character,
and she made an exception for him. It turned out that this person had not exaggerated
in the least, and was truly a water battle prodigy. After half a month of careful
planning, he entered the battle himself and defeated the enemy in one blow.
Afterwards, when she was writing her report to the palace, the Princess wanted to give
him the credit and ensure he received the deserved honour and rewards, but for some
unknown reason, the person firmly refused to allow the Princess to put down his name
on the report.”

“Oh?” Xia Dong was surprised. “He wasn’t interested in the rewards of his work?
That’s strange indeed.”

“Perhaps this person was not interested in advancing into the court.” Mei Changsu
said dismissively, and then continued, “For the next half year, this young man stayed
in the Princess’ camp, and re-designed the training of her navy to compensate for their
prior weakness. This person had a bright nature, was handsome and righteous, and
was also extremely charming, and the two were of similar age, and so, as the days
went by, they naturally developed feelings towards one another, but unfortunately the
time was not right, and they did not express their feelings to each other, which was a
pity indeed.”

At this point, Xia Dong thought a moment, and suddenly became furious. Since
they had both developed feelings, then the Princess’ open competition for her hand in
marriage was the perfect opportunity for the Princess to have her wish granted, but
this person had not appeared, how heartless and ungrateful of him! Xia Dong had
always been inclined to fight in the face of injustice, and since this matter was about
the Princess, how could she not be angry? She immediately stood and said with a
tight expression, “Who is this person? Where is he now?”
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Mei Changsu did not directly answer her question, but only lowered his head, and
continued to tell the story at a steady pace, speaking in a voice that grew lower and
lower. “One day, half a year later, the young man suddenly disappeared without a
farewell, leaving behind only a letter addressed to the Princess, on which was written:
“The Alliance summons me back; I obey and return.” The Princess was furious that
he had left in such a way and tore up the letter, giving orders that he was not to be
followed. But her brother couldn’t bear it and sent highly-skilled men to follow him
all the way back, but after entering Tu province, the young man disappeared without a
trace, not leaving behind even the slightest hint of where he had gone.”

Xia Dong, being clever and perceptive, immediately grasped the key point. “Tu
province is in Jiangzuo territory, and in the fourteen provinces controlled by Jiangzuo
Alliance, when has there ever been another sect?”

Mei Changsu neither confirmed nor denied her words, but kept speaking.
“Another year passed, and the Mu household had still not been able to find a single
hint of news about this young man. Although the Princess was silent on the matter,
everyone in her household felt this person had behaved coldly and unkindly, and
couldn’t understand the matter at all. At this time, the Princess’ younger brother came
of age and they had returned to the capital for his inheritance ceremonies, when the
court decided to have an open competition to choose the Princess’ husband, and asked
her opinion on the matter. Everyone thought that, with the Princess’ pride, she would
never consent to such a public method, and never expected her to agree after setting a
few conditions of her own.”

Xia Dong’s emotions were stirred, and sorrow filled her heart as she let out a sigh,
saying with a lonely expression, “Women’s infatuation is stronger than men’s.
Although she gave no outward sign of it, in her heart, she must have been hoping that
the young man would take this chance to come forward....”

Mei Changsu did not answer, but there was a bleak expression on his face. Up
until this point, the story was only half over, but who could know in what direction the
rest of it would go?

The clouds at the edge of the sky had sunk lower and lower; the solstice was not
far away, and wind and snow were rising with the night. Xia Dong put down her
teacup, stood up, and strode to the edge of the pavilion, looking out. Against the sky
full of dark shadows, her tall figure appeared tough and vigorous, and there was no
expression on her handsome face, which appeared now to be in deep thought, and now
to be simply breathing steadily and not thinking at all. But the calm before the storm
never lasts for long, and a moment later, she drew in a deep breath, then turned and
strode back towards Mei Changsu, a fiery gaze in her eyes as she said in a furious
voice, “Since you know this story, then tell me, since they both loved each other, why
didn’t he come?!”
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“Why didn’t he come?” Mei Changsu gave her a distressed smile, his face pale as
snow, then slowly closed his eyes, murmuring as if to himself, “You ask me this...but
me...how can I ask him?”

Since they both loved each other, why didn’t he come? Why didn’t he come?

Because another person, who had long since fallen into hell, still walked on this
earth, and so, he could only struggle in pain and suffer his torment in silence.

To that young man, the love between man and woman was as beautiful as pure
water, but the friendship between brothers, how was that not also as precious as gold
or jade? Even the most carefree, innocent person in the world would not betray that
brotherhood, nor wish to bring the slightest shame to a friend.

But love has never been something that can be hidden or avoided, and though on
the surface, the young man talked and laughed as cheerfully as before, he could not
hide the hurt and grief within his heart. Just as, when the Princess first saw himself,
the chief of Jiangzuo Alliance, that day at Phoenix Hall, and countless painful
questions rose to the tip of her tongue, the strong, calm mask had slipped for a
moment, and revealed the turmoil of the emotions beneath.

When he had first sent the young man to help Nihuang, he had indeed not foreseen
such an outcome, but now that he was faced with these two hearts as clear and true as
snow, how could he let the old wishes and memories of his own heart stand as a
barrier between them? Lin Shu’s fate had long since been filled with trouble and
misfortune, and for the sake of a marriage agreement made in their youth, he had
already brought Nihuang many years of grief; now, with his frail and weak body, his
fragile lifespan, and a future full of hardship, he no longer had even the slightest
energy left to spare on rekindling a childhood passion....

And therefore, the reason he had waited and prepared for Xia Dong’s arrival today,
was for this matter of the heart.

“Officer Xia.” When Mei Changsu opened his eyes again, there was only peace
and warmth in his gaze. He gently turned to look at Xia Dong, his voice steady and
serene. “I do not know the Princess well, so am not at convenience to say some
things, and the reason I have waited for you here today and told you this story is
because I would ask you to carry a message for me: although the Princess has
hesitated all this time and has not asked me directly, I know the questions in her heart.
That young man is indeed in my Jiangzuo Alliance, and previously, I was not clear
about the wishes of the Princess, and was afraid to cause a misunderstanding, and so
did not question him closely. But now that I have known the Princess for a time, I
have come to understand what I must understand. Please ask the Princess not to
worry, the wishes of this person’s heart have certainly not faded in the least compared
to her own, and it is only that he is currently held under certain responsibilities, and
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cannot enter the capital at present. If the Princess trusts me, please allow him a little
more time, as a thanks to me.”

After hearing this, Xia Dong did not react immediately, but thought for a long
moment, and then asked frowning, “Gentlemen should be more straightforward, if he
loves her, he loves her, and if he does not, then he does not. What incredible
responsibilities must he have, that he cannot come to Jinling even for a few days?”

Mei Changsu did not explain further, but only said quietly, “The lives of those in
jianghu do not belong to themselves, pray Officer Xia forgive us.”

Xia Dong scoffed, but continued, “Since this matter concerns the Princess, and you
have related it all so plainly, it is no trouble for me to pass along your message. But
you must also tell that fellow, when I see him in the future, I will not let him go so
easily.”

Mei Changsu smiled. “The Princess is fortunate to have such a good friend as
Officer Xia.”

At his words, Xia Dong’s face suddenly became like ice, and she replied coldly,
“She 1s not my friend now, only once she marries will I claim her as a friend.”

“Really?” Mei Changsu seemed not to care much about her words, continuing
indifferently, “Is it because of her engagement from all those years ago? As long as
the Princess does not marry, then she is still of the Lin family.>® And to Officer Xia,
isn’t anyone from the Lin family your sworn enemy under heaven?”

He spoke the words carelessly, but Xia Dong’s whole body stiffened, and her
eyelashes trembled violently. She was not surprised that Mei Changsu knew about
this, because although this old case had been purposefully diluted by the court over
the years, it was nonetheless a matter that had involved tens of thousands of people,
and with Jiangzuo Alliance’s power, it could be easily uncovered with some careful
searching. What had shocked her were her own feelings upon hearing those words,
the flow of uncontrollable emotions that had welled up in her heart.

Despite the fact that more than twelve years had gone by, despite the fact that she
no longer woke from nightmares shaking and in tears, all these years of training
herself into calmness had not brought about a shred of true closure. This refined
scholar had only mentioned these two words — “Lin family” — and the bleeding pain
and bone-deep hatred had been rekindled within her heart, like the strip of white in the
sea of raven-black hair, forever bright and unable to remain hidden no matter where
she went.

59 she was only engaged to Lin Shu, but in Chinese tradition, the concept of
belonging to your husband’s family after marriage (or, apparently, even after
engagement) is a strong one
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Mei Changsu turned his gaze away from Xia Dong, as if he couldn’t stand to see
the fragile expression that had appeared on her face. As a Xuanjing officer, Xia Dong
was naturally the strongest among the strong, but when you removed her sturdy mask,
she was still one of the thousands of grieving victims who had been left behind by the
tragedy.

He remembered Xia Dong as she had been when she was newly-married, fresh
with youth and beauty, full of vitality, who had removed her wedding veil and
immediately abandoned etiquette, leaving her bridal chamber to find her husband and
drink his toasts in his place.®® The couple stood under the light of the bright red®!
candles, one a general of the Chiyan Army, one a distinguished apprentice of the
Xuanjing Bureau, the hall filled with the laughter and blessings of her seniors and the
warm congratulations of his brothers in the army. This joy and blessing should have
lasted much longer, but seven years of love had turned to ashes overnight. It was as if
he could see in the distance the reluctant parting of these two persons, and then
turning around, there she stood, a widow of twelve years.

Fortunately, she was Xia Dong, and the responsibilities and steadfast devotion of
her position as a Xuanjing officer helped her overcome those days, and she never
showed her grief or pain in front of her brothers and seniors in the bureau;
unfortunately, she was Xia Dong, and in the confusion of the days that followed,
everyone was reassured by her strength, until the day they saw the whiteness on her
forehead and the ice in her gaze, and realized the depth of the anger and sorrow in her
heart.

Perhaps only Princess Nihuang understood a bit of Xia Dong’s emotions. The
young girl who had been forced to grow up all at once, who had been the proudest,
strongest lady in the world, nonetheless patiently withstood all of Xia Dong’s insults
and barbed words in the first days of their acquaintance, and after the two had fought
shoulder to shoulder and developed a deep friendship, still quietly bore her cold
promise: “As long as you do not wed, you are not my friend.”

But Mei Changsu knew, if anyone in this world were to mistreat Princess Nihuang,
Xia Dong would be the first to step forward. Whether she married or not, whether she
was in name the daughter-in-law of the Lin family or not, she was still Xia Dong’s
closest friend.

60 according to the internet, ‘drinking someone’s toast for him/her’ (¥&58) is when

you drink the toast meant for another person, in his or her stead; it’s done with a kind
of ‘heroic’ air, and is done when someone is trying to get the other person drunk (so I
assume there’s a teasing component to the whole thing). as always, someone please
correct me if ’'m wrong.

61 red is the colour of celebration in Chinese culture
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Because friendships forged in the fires of battle are the most enduring, unchanging
bonds in the world.

“Mister Su,” Xia Dong had taken her emotions under control again, and continued
coldly, “Why did you come to the capital?

Mei Changsu answered with a smile, “What, Officer Xia has not even found this
out?”

Xia Dong made a dismissive noise and said, “I know the saying about the qilin
prodigy, and I know you harbour great ambitions and will soon choose your lord. But
what I don’t understand is, even if you participate in the fight between the Crown
Prince and Prince Yu, you still do not need to investigate the matters of the past so
carefully.”

Mei Changsu seemed not to notice her cold attitude, and continued smiling.
“Every moment of the present was formed from the events of the past; if one does not
investigate and understand the past clearly, how can one know what should be done,
and what should not be done? No matter how many years have passed, the seeds that
were sown will determine the fruit that is reaped. Haven’t Xuanjing officers always
striven for justice and fairness in their actions because of this belief?”

“The events of the past naturally have their significance, but I do not understand
what they have to do with you.” Xia Dong’s sharp glance pierced through Mei
Changsu. “Could it be that this old case of twelve years past can affect the Crown
Prince and Prince Yu’s fights in the palace today?”

“As long as there is a connection, there will be some impact, no matter how small.
Unless Officer Xia believes they had nothing to do with the events of that year?” Mei
Changsu asked placidly in return.

The lady Xuanjing Officer murmured in reply, “Yes, I admit they added fuel to the
fire, and hastened Prince Qi’s demise, but had it not been for Prince Qi’s own wild
ambitions and rebellious conspiracies, and had the Chiyan Army not supported him in
his tyranny and acted so despicably, there would also not have followed the natural
consequences of their crimes.”

Mei Changsu’s face did not change, but his teeth were gritted, and after a long
moment, he let out a sigh and said, “I suppose...this is the reason for the animosity
between you and Prince Jing?”

Xia Dong stared at him and asked in a low voice, “What do you mean?”
“Officer Xia has never doubted the court’s verdict regarding the case of Prince

Q1’s rebellion, but Prince Jing has argued for Prince Qi all along, and were it not for
the Emperor’s decree for mercy and the investigation revealing that he only spoke out
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of brotherly love and was in no way involved in the rebellion, he would have long
since been convicted along with the rest. But even so, he has nonetheless been
heavily stifled, and has not been raised to the rank of a Royal Prince$? despite more
than a decade of successful field battles, so that neither the Crown Prince nor Prince
Yu have paid him any mind at all. The two of you hold opposing views, and
whenever you see each other, if the matter is carelessly raised, it would be difficult to
avoid conflict. So you have both avoided meeting face to face whenever possible.”
Mei Changsu met Xia Dong’s gaze. “Have I guessed correctly?”

Xia Dong gazed back at him steadily, now as if examining him closely, now as if
she had no other intention, but did not deny it in the end, and answered calmly, “His
Highness Prince Jing is a prince, and I will not provoke him if at all possible. He
chooses to ignore the truth, and is biased towards traitors, but His Majesty has already
decided to be generous, so what can [ do?”

Mei Changsu turned and filled her cup with hot tea, saying, “So according to
Officer Xia, it must be Prince Jing who is wrong?”’

“Of course it is Prince Jing who is wrong.” Xia Dong’s gaze was hard as iron.
“Since Mister Su has purposefully investigated this old case, do you know who was
responsible for the investigation of Prince Qi’s rebellion?”

Mei Changsu’s mouth tightened imperceptibly, but when he turned his head, his
expression was once again serene as a cool breeze, and he said smiling, “Surely
everyone knows this, it was the current Head Officer of the Xuanjing Bureau, your
teacher-master, Head Officer Xia Jiang.”

Hearing the name ‘Xia Jiang’, Xia Dong’s gaze became respectful, and her tone
took on a new confidence. “Since Teacher began his work in the bureau, he has
assisted His Majesty and investigated countless cases under imperial command, and
has not made a single mistake to this day. If Mister Su continues to speak of the case
with doubt, I will consider it as disrespect towards my teacher.”

“I would not dare.” Mei Changsu spread out his hands with a smile. “Head
Officer Xia has operated the Xuanjing Bureau with iron-like justice and is well-
respected, how could someone such as I dare to doubt him? It was only that as we
spoke, we suddenly mentioned Prince Jing, and came to this point. Pray Officer Xia,
forgive me.”

“Mister Su is a scholar by birth, how have you come to be interested in Prince
Jing, who has always kept far away from the palace and the court?”

62 all the Emperor’s sons are ‘Princes’ from birth (wang zi — literally ‘Emperor’s
son’), but must be raised to the honour or rank of ‘Royal Prince’ (qin wang — literally
‘close Prince’) based on merit and achievements (of which military achievements such
as those Prince Jing has acquired should definitely count)
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Mei Changsu turned his gaze slightly, and he said, “I will not speak in riddles
before Officer Xia. Prince Jing is a highly skilled martial fighter, a good military
leader, and is a prince with no threat to the crown — he is undoubtedly an asset to
anyone who could recruit him, no?”

Xia Dong looked at him for a moment, and suddenly burst into laughter, laughing
until tears ran down her face.

“What, have you found my words amusing?”

“Are they not?” Xia Dong gently wiped away the tears in her eyes and sat upright
again. “Although you are the qilin prodigy and know everything there is to know
under heaven, although you hold the world’s greatest sect in your palm, with countless
eyes and ears under your command, you investigate and understand the things of the
past, but you have not understood the heart within a person.”

“Was I wrong? Prince Jing has been tightly suppressed by His Majesty, and his
consort-mother has no special honour or favour in the palace, so even if he is not
interested in glory and riches, for the sake of the future, he should put his skills to
good use now and make a decision. If he continues to watch from the sidelines, when
the dust has settled, he will be of no use to anyone.”

Xia Dong laughed coldly. “You are a strategist indeed, only caring about merits
and drawbacks, and not paying attention to a person’s heart. I do not dare to comment
on anything else, but this I will say: no matter whether you end up choosing the
Crown Prince or Prince Yu as your lord, you will never be able to recruit Prince Jing
into either of their camps.”

“Oh?” Mei Changsu asked with a faint smile. “Officer Xia is so certain? Nothing
is certain, the situation is always changing, and the hearts of men naturally change as
well; Prince Jing has spent many years defeated and hopeless, perhaps he would not
so easily let go of such a golden opportunity?”

The corner of Xia Dong’s mouth turned down and she turned her head, as if
unwilling to continue the conversation. Although she was angry at Prince Jing Xiao
Jingyan’s stubbornness these many years, at least the love and devotion he bore for his
eldest brother Prince Qi1 and his friend Lin Shu ran true and deep, and the fact that he
had never thought to distance himself from them out of fear of being implicated in
their crimes had allowed Xia Dong to retain a shred of respect for him, and so she
disliked Mei Changsu’s cool analysis, and didn’t answer any further.

But Mei Changsu’s chest warmed when he saw her reaction. Although he had
spoken those words in order to mislead the Xuanjing officer, to allow her to believe
that all his interactions with Prince Jing in the future would be out of strategic intent
and thus not worth her attention, when he saw Xia Dong, who had stood so firmly
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against Prince Qi and the Lin family for all these years, refuse to condemn Prince Jing
for any of his actions over the years, he couldn’t help feeling touched.

Xiao Jingyan had persisted resolutely and hidden his fury for twelve years, and
even in the face of increasingly unfair treatment, he had refused to bend, to kneel in
repentance for the stance he had taken all those years ago. He was a military general
of great prestige, and at his slightest expression of interest, both the Crown Prince and
Prince Yu would have been delighted to take him under their wing; he was a grown
prince with a formidable list of military merits, and if he were willing to lower his
head and yield, the Emperor would not have hardened his heart for so many years and
refused to reward him for his achievements. But he had not done any of these
seemingly simple things, but had silently accepted one imperial command after
another, riding from battlefield to battlefield, and if he had any time to rest, he spent it
either in his own manor or in the military camp outside the city, far from the center of
imperial power, and the only reason he had never been taken seriously by the court
was because of this buried anger and resentment hidden within his heart.

But it was this Prince Jing Jingyan who had been the best friend of the Young
Marshal of the Chiyan Army so many years ago, and it was this Prince Jing whom
Mei Changsu was preparing to help to the throne today.

The peaceful, solemn gaze of the chief of Jiangzuo Alliance returned to the snowy
twilight sky, stopping on the silver lining threading through a thick, dark cloud. For
Prince Jing, he had to gather all the power and strength he could find, and as he had
already acquired the Yunnan Mu clan, next up was Xuanjing Officer Xia Dong.

The proud, smiling, Vanguard General of the Chiyan Army, Nie Feng, had been
sent to his death by the cruel malice of his commander general; his entire troop had
been surrounded, and afterwards, not even his bones had remained to be collected.
This conclusion was the thorn in the hearts of the surviving members of the Nie
family, and was the source of Xia Dong’s hatred. She had sent off a handsome young
hero, and had received in return his fragmented remains and torn, bloody robes.
Although she had the fame of her teacher’s name, and the respect due to the status of a
Xuanjing officer, how could this compare to the loneliness she felt, when she stood in
front of his grave every Qingming,% when she looked in a mirror and did not see his
shadow beside hers, when she turned and his shoulder was not there for her to lean
on? Such heart-rending pain, such bone-deep enmity, how could she not be angry,
how could she not hate?

As long as this knot remained unresolved, the Xuanjing Bureau was forever the
sworn enemy of the Lin family. But the old case had long been concluded, and
although the current Xuanjing Head Officer, Xia Jiang, had retreated to live in
seclusion, he was still alive, and it would not be easy to bring up again this bloody
matter of the past.

63 the Chinese ‘ghost day’ if you will, or the day one pays respects to the dead
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They could only take things one step at a time, and make their plans slowly and
patiently.

“I heard Officer Xia was ambushed outside the capital?” Mei Changsu smilingly
changed the subject. “Jingrui came back wounded that day, and scared everyone in
the Marquis’ residence. The Grand Princess ordered people to bring over doctors and
medicine, and raised a great fuss.... Are your own wounds healing well?”

“What’s a few injuries to boys of his age? The Grand Princess spoils her children
too much.” Xia Dong said dismissively, “My injuries were light, and healed long ago.
Thank you for your concern.”

“But even newly healed wounds will affect mobility. Just now, our Fei Liu
behaved without manners, pray forgive us.”

When Fei Liu was mentioned, a fervent gaze passed over Xia Dong’s eyes. “Your
bodyguard certainly lives up to his fame. I accept my loss today wholeheartedly. But
tell him not to grow complacent, we Xuanjing officers don’t give up so easily, and I
will certainly practice harder and return in the future to learn from him again.”

Mei Changsu smiled and did not answer, but was not worried in the slightest.
Because Fei Liu was simple by nature, he was single-minded in his pursuits, and
trained while he played, and treated training itself as play. In addition, his martial arts
skills were the best among the best, and even if others gave twice the effort he gave,
they would still find it difficult to keep pace with his efforts.

Xia Dong finished her tea and returned her cup to the table, then stood up, saying,
“Thank you for your hospitality. What you have asked me to do, I will certainly
accomplish without fail. What you wish to do in the future is your own concern. But
I will give you this warning: since you have the world in your hands, please
understand the net of the law, and understand the imperial wishes. Otherwise, I fear
the Xuanjing Bureau would not be able to tolerate you.”

“I will take Officer Xia’s words to heart.” Mei Changsu rose to see her out, and
said with a smile, “Officer Xia has spoken so earnestly, how could I not return the
favour? So I, too, will speak a word of warning: the loyal may not be loyal, and the
wicked may not be wicked; a person of prestige and ranking in the palace, who yet
understands the jianghu world and is able to command high level assassins without
leaving a trace — how many such persons can there be?”

Xia Dong’s heart stopped, and she quickly turned her head, but only saw a
peaceful expression on the other’s face, his gaze calm, as if his words a moment ago
had only been idle chatter. Under her questioning gaze, Mei Changsu did not show
any intention of explaining further, but walked ahead to show her out. His light
“Officer Xia, take care” was sufficient to convey all the words he did not say.
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Xia Dong had become an officer at age twenty, and had faced countless cases both
trivial and important in her seventeen years as a Xuanjing officer, and so, just that one
sentence had been enough of a hint towards the direction of her subsequent
investigation, and to say anymore would have been redundant....

Fei Liu’s shadow flitted through the nearby trees and then appeared by Mei
Changsu’s side, and although his face was expressionless, there was a look in his eyes
that said he was glad the visitor was finally leaving. Xia Dong turned, looking at his
handsome, innocent face, and suddenly felt a wave of exhaustion overcome her heart.

The great case in her hands had not even been opened yet, and the tides of schemes
and plots in the capital were already growing strong, threatening to sweep everything
along in their wake, and made one feel not only helpless to resist, but inclined to hide.

Now, more than ever before, Xia Dong needed the steady reassurance of Nie
Feng’s arm.
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CHAPTER 37
Wasted Manor

Because of the nature of their business, Xuanjing officers kept a low profile, and
Xia Dong’s return to the capital was no exception. But to those who cared to find out,
it was not difficult to keep track of her movements. To those eyes that watched either
openly or in secret, Xia Dong did not purposefully hide her actions, but went freely
between the palace, the residence of the Marquis of Ning, and the Mu residence, and
then afterwards, retreated deep into the residence of the Xuanjing officers and was
seldom seen out again.

But what was surprising to both the court and commoners alike was that the
expected bombshell of Xia Dong’s return to the capital, the ‘Land Infringement Case’
had not exploded immediately; yet this ‘calm before the storm’ feeling was difficult to
bear, and the old Duke of Qing had long since taken leave from the court and was
lying sick at home, and according to the imperial physicians, his illness was no
pretense.

Another event that everyone had been expecting also failed to materialize, as,
although the reputed chosen husband was still staying as a guest at the Marquis of
Ning’s residence, and the Emperor had bestowed upon him two pieces of calligraphy
and once summoned him into court to play the zither and have tea, there was
nonetheless not the slightest whisper of an engagement. Instead, Princess Nihuang,
after being visited by Xia Dong, sent someone to deliver a letter to him. No one could
understand what these people were up to.

The Crown Prince, who had been confined for reflection, was on his best
behaviour, and although he could not publicly apologize to the Princess because the
true reason for the prior events had been concealed, whenever the people of the
Eastern Palace met their counterparts from the Mu household, they would bow and
yield with extreme politeness, rendering the Mu household members, who had been
brimming with fury, speechless instead, and so the relations between the two
households did not publicly deteriorate. Noble Consort Yue also milked her suffering
for all it was worth, and her speedy transformation into a wan, sallow aging woman
stirred up pity in the Emperor’s heart, and his anger was no longer as great as it had
been previously.
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It was at this time, when events seemed to have slowed to a stop, that Su Zhe, who
had become famous in the capital, leisurely chose a fine, sunny day, and invited
several of his young friends to accompany him out.

Mottled white walls and crumbled ledges with the occasional gap in the walls, on
which crawled a splendid mess of rose and ivy vines surrounded them. Looking
around, wild grass and half-dried lotus ponds filled the view as far as the eye could
see, along with collapsed rock gardens and promenades covered in spider webs. Only
the outer wall, which was built along the sloping grounds, still stood firmly,
surrounding this little manor which had been neglected for far too long. In the middle
of the manor, there seemed to be a silhouette of a curved flowerbed, which no longer
held any flowers, but was instead overrun by weeds on yellow, withered soil.

It was on this wasted ground that several people stood in splendid clothing,
forming quite a contrast to their surroundings, as they looked around, as if in
admiration of the desolate view.

“If it were not for the fact that you can see the spire of Chongyin Tower if you
look up, I really wouldn’t know where I am....” The speaker was the son of the
Imperial Uncle, who stood handsomely with his fan despite the fact that it was winter.
“I never thought there was such a desolate place in the city of Jinling. Brother Su,
how did you find this place?”

“I did not find it myself,” The young man who replied smiled ruefully. “I only
found an estate business and said I was looking to buy a manor in the city, and their
boss recommended this place, and said it was very good....”

“Very good....” Xie Bi echoed the two words, looking around dazedly, his gaze
stopping at the half-collapsed flowerbed not far away.

“He said it was very good and you believed him? Didn’t you look at the place
before you paid? Or is Jiangzuo Alliance really so rich nowadays?” Ya Yujin fired
off his questions, expressing his disapproval.

“I...I sent Fei Liu over for a look, he said it was very good too....”

“Very good...” The echo came again, and Fei Liu’s figure flew by and
disappeared into the maze of collapsed rock gardens, where he seemed to be playing
with keen interest.

Yan Yujin crossed his arms and fixed his gaze on the refined gentleman. Buying a
house through an estate business and only sending a child ove