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Chapter 1
When Emperor Jingren came to, he had a vague recollection of viewing the flowers in the imperial gardens, where he’d had a run-in with a palace maid. She had knelt in front of him, sobbing, then thrown herself at him and knocked him down. His head had happened to hit the steps, and he had passed out.
Thinking back on it, this was extraordinary. A maidservant who seemed no more than fifteen or sixteen years old, affectingly slight and delicate, had managed to reach him despite the attempts of a dozen bodyguards to stop her. She had single-handedly swept aside four or five palace eunuchs and sprang forward determined to clutch Emperor Jingren’s knees. And the strength with which she had thrown herself at him had been immense. Instead of catching him around the knees, she had knocked Emperor Jingren to the ground.
After regaining consciousness, Emperor Jingren didn’t open his eyes. He lay quietly in bed, remembering how he had hit his head. Though it was a little embarrassing to have been knocked over by a frail maid, as soon as he thought of how that maid had been able to break through so many lines of defense, Emperor Jingren had no attention to spare for the question of whether he was embarrassed; he suspected that the girl was a trained martial artist. But palace maids skilled in fighting were all specially trained by the Imperial Guard, concealed within the palace to ensure the safety of the women of the harem. They wouldn’t reveal their abilities except as a last resort. Naturally, Emperor Jingren had a list of these maids, and he was certain that that woman wasn’t on it.
In other words, an unknown woman strong enough to break through a dozen of his personal bodyguards had snuck into the palace and impersonated a maid, appeared in his presence, and injured him. So—where had this palace maid come from? What were her goals? If one such person could sneak in, so could others.
A terrifying thought.
Therefore, Emperor Jingren didn’t immediately get up but kept his eyes closed. Before he opened his eyes, he wanted to arrange his thoughts, so he could handle this in a rational manner when he rose.
Four years had passed since Emperor Jingren had inherited the throne at eighteen. Though he was still a young emperor, he had a cautious disposition and never took a one-sided view of any question. He didn’t judge affairs based on his impressions of people, and he couldn’t be fooled into a misunderstanding by the gossip of those around him. He dealt with everything in strict accordance with the law; he was a fearfully level-headed person.
As he considered whether a deeper conspiracy underlay these events, he heard a low whisper: “My Lady, it’s already one in the morning, you’ve sat by His Majesty’s bedside for two days…”
This was Xiahe, a high-ranking palace maid, and the empress’s personal attendant. She always spoke with perfect tact and was entirely devoted to the empress. Last year she had reached the age at which she could leave the palace and return to her home; the empress had given her permission to do so. Yet she had stayed, and planned to spend her life as an unmarried palace matron, waiting on the empress.
When he heard Xiahe’s voice, Emperor Jingren was very touched. The empress was the dignified and virtuous daughter of a noble house, all her conduct bespeaking the poise of nobility. The harem operated smoothly under her command. Emperor Jingren greatly revered the empress. Though after four years of marriage she had borne him no heirs, Emperor Jingren had not heeded any wicked slander; he was not at all dissatisfied with the empress.
Of course, it helped that the empress wasn’t alone. Emperor Jingren’s harem was filled with beauties, yet every one of them was childless; he didn’t even have any daughters. The courtiers were very worried about this. Countless famous physicians had been invited to the palace. But while a year ago these famous physicians had still been examining the palace women, now they wanted to check on Emperor Jingren. But he had refused them all.
This was the sole point on which the levelheaded, rational Emperor Jingren was obstinate; he rather feared being made to face the reality and wouldn’t let the imperial physicians check his health. This troubled the courtiers concerned by his lack of offspring.
Regardless of who ultimately gave birth to a prince (or even if there was no prince), Emperor Jingren had no plans to disturb the empress’s position.
From what Xiahe had said, he could guess that he had been unconscious for two days, and that during those two days the empress had kept watch at his bedside. Emperor Jingren was rational, but he could still be touched. If this matter were truly to be investigated up the chain, the empress could hardly avoid coming in for her share of blame. But Emperor Jingren wasn’t currently planning on making a big fuss, and he certainly wasn’t planning on taking his anger out on the empress. He wanted to deal with this quietly, to avoid alerting his enemies.
Having settled on his countermeasures, Emperor Jingren was about to open his eyes slowly when he heard a deep masculine voice say, “No matter. My health has always been good. Three or four days without sleep will not hurt me. His Majesty has been injured. In my position, I wouldn’t feel easy if I didn’t watch over him myself.”
Emperor Jingren was astonished.
Hold on, hold on. Based solely on the contents of this speech, it was clearly the empress speaking. But that voice!
Emperor Jingren had never been so shocked. He opened his eyes impatiently. After the young eunuch beside him cried in mingled surprise and joy, “My Lady, His Majesty is awake!”, a tall figure appeared in his field of vision.
This person wore a robe with a design of all the birds paying homage to the phoenix. Though the clothes were not formal dress, such fine garments could not be worn by just anyone in the palace. And on her—his?—head was a nine phoenix tail hairpin. In this palace, not even the empress dowager could adorn herself like this. The only person who could wear this ornament that symbolized boundless honor and glory was the mistress of the harem, the mother of the realm—the empress.
But…was his empress this tall? Were the feet visible beneath her skirt this big? Were the knuckles of her hands so rugged? Did her face…have such blade-hewn lines?
Emperor Jingren wrestled with this thought and found that hitting his head had damaged his memory. He actually couldn’t remember what the empress looked like. All that swam through his mind was the exceedingly striking face before him. So was this the empress’s true appearance? Was the dignified and magnanimous empress he had respected for four years so…strapping?
Was this actually someone disguised as the empress? But who would choose a person who looked like this to impersonate an empress?
Emperor Jingren looked collectedly at the empress’s handsome countenance, but the empress only took a glance at him, then immediately turned her head. “Imperial Physician Chen, come examine His Majesty.”
An extremely pretty and refined man stepped forward, excused himself, and picked up Emperor Jingren’s hand to check his pulse.
Emperor Jingren was astounded.
He remembered that Imperial Physician Chen was the Imperial College of Physicians’ greatest expert in diagnosis. He was practically always the one who attended to Emperor Jingren’s health. His impression was that Imperial Physician Chen ought to be fairly elderly, while this man… His behavior was practically indistinguishable from Imperial Physician Chen’s, but wasn’t he too young? After hitting his head, Emperor Jingren simply couldn’t remember what the people around him looked like. Could it be that because of his great medical skills, Imperial Physician Chen had discovered the secret to preserving his youthful looks?
Imperial Physician Chen’s hand lingered on Emperor Jingren’s wrist. When it had been so long that Emperor Jingren was beginning to suspect his bump on the head had caused some unpleasant ailment, the empress suddenly spoke: “Imperial Physician Chen, how is His Majesty?”
Imperial Physician Chen put down Emperor Jingren’s hand and turned his head to cast a glance at the empress. For some reason, Emperor Jingren read a sense of animosity in that glance.
An imperial physician feeling animosity toward the empress? The ever-composed Emperor Jingren felt a little perturbed.
“No great harm has been done,” said Imperial Physician Chen. “His Majesty will probably experience dizziness and nausea for a few days. Rest will take care of it. Keep in mind not to jar the head, and abstain from sexual intercourse until after recovery. I will adjust my previous prescription. It should be taken for three more days.”
“That is good.” The empress’s furrowed brow relaxed at last, and she smiled in relief.
Looking at the empress’s handsome face, which appeared even more valorous now that she was smiling, Emperor Jingren was silent.
The empress truly had straight brows and bright eyes. Though the aesthetic sensibilities of the day favored refined scholars, it could not be denied that the empress was uncommonly good-looking.
Once these words appeared in his mind, Emperor Jingren’s head became a little heavy.
Had he not been confident that he found himself in his own chambers in Zichen Hall, where he slept every day and which was intimately familiar to him, Emperor Jingren would have begun to suspect that he had been abducted by evildoers and taken from the palace, and the people around him were all imposters.
“Does Your Majesty feel unwell?” the empress asked solicitously, seeing discomfort on Emperor Jingren’s face.
Emperor Jingren looked into her—his?—face for a long time, then finally couldn’t resist saying tentatively, “Your looks really are remarkable, Jinyi. There isn’t a single person in the harem who can rival you.”
This was the plain truth. What delicate girl could be as tall as the empress? What effeminate eunuch as imposing? What wooden-faced guard as attractive?
Faced with this sally, the empress did not waver. With a placid smile, she simply said, “Your Majesty is too kind. Your subject wife takes after her father. The first time Your Majesty saw me, you even remarked that a general’s family was sure to turn out remarkable daughters. Your subject wife’s looks can hardly stand out amid the beauties of the harem.”
No, no, no, you certainly stand out, you’d be picked out at a glance, you’re by far the tallest…
While Emperor Jingren inwardly disagreed with her appraisal, the empress’s explanation led him to make some guesses. The empress had been only fourteen when she married him and hadn’t yet grown to her full height. Probably no one had expected her to become so tall. And the empress’s family came from the north. It was said that the women there were all taller than southern men. Perhaps…it made sense for her to be this tall at eighteen. And he couldn’t depose the empress for having a powerful build. After all, looks weren’t the only thing that mattered about a woman; there was also her virtue.
Though he made all the excuses he could for the empress, Emperor Jingren still felt that something was wrong. While instinct told him that the person before him was indeed the empress, Emperor Jingren didn’t want to rely solely on his feelings; he wanted to make further observations before reaching a conclusion.
But this wasn’t urgent. He still had to recover his health. Emperor Jingren felt a little weary. He gave instructions that the palace maid who had run into him was to be kept in custody; he would question her himself when he was well. Then he fell into a deep sleep.

Chapter 2
When he woke again, it was broad daylight. From the angle of the sun coming into the window, it seemed to be around a quarter past nine in the morning. Emperor Jingren opened his eyes to find the empress standing by the window with the sun shining on her, so she seemed haloed in golden light, like a martial deity come to earth.
Emperor Jingren was once again wounded by the descriptive terms that came to his mind. He put a hand to his forehead and noticed that he felt much less dizzy than the night before; it seemed that Imperial Physician Chen was right, and all he needed was rest.
The empress, standing at the window, saw at once that Emperor Jingren was awake and immediately came forward. In a perfectly natural gesture, she stroked his forehead, then looked at Emperor Jingren’s ears. “Does Your Majesty still feel dizzy?” she asked.
With the empress there, the eunuchs and maids in the room didn’t dare speak. Only Imperial Physician Chen strode over and looked at the empress with faint hostility.
Because of the peculiar atmosphere between the two of them, Emperor Jingren only observed in silence.
It was clear, however, that the peculiar atmosphere was one-sided, directed by Imperial Physician Chen at the empress, while the empress seemed completely unaware of his animosity. As polite as ever, she said, “Please examine His Majesty, Imperial Physician Chen.”
This attitude reminded Emperor Jingren that the empress had always been lenient. As long as her servants didn’t violate any fundamental principles and committed only minor offenses, she would merely deduct their monthly wages, not go straight to corporal punishment. While Imperial Physician Chen’s attitude was clear, he hadn’t brought it right out into the open, after all; under the circumstances, the empress wouldn’t reproach him.
His empress was wonderful in every way, only a little too kind-hearted. It injured the empress’s prestige that a mere imperial physician dared to give her the cold shoulder.
Emperor Jingren silently made a note of Imperial Physician Chen’s attitude. When he had confirmed the empress’s identity, he would deal with it.
After Imperial Physician Chen had checked Emperor Jingren’s pulse, what he said was no different from the night before. Emperor Jingren also knew that he hadn’t been seriously injured, so he nodded to the empress, indicating that he really was just fine.
The empress smiled easily. She summoned Xiahe and instructed her to go invite the empress dowager.
If the empress dowager fell ill, as a display of filial piety, the emperor would have to visit her, no matter how busy he might be, and personally administer her medicine to demonstrate his sincerity. But when the emperor was ill, he couldn’t have the empress dowager nurse him. Had she truly done such a thing, Emperor Jingren’s spine would have snapped under the weight of the censors’ chastisements for his unfilial conduct. This was why, even when the empress dowager wanted to sleep in her son’s bed to nurse him, she still had to sit properly in her own hall and endure, pray in the temple for Emperor Jingren’s health, and wait to hear word from the empress.
The empress had sent a message when Emperor Jingren had woken up the night before, but it had been very late, and the maid bringing the message had waited at the door, only delivering the news after the empress dowager had risen in the morning. And the empress dowager knew that the emperor had fallen asleep again soon after waking up, so she shouldn’t go visit yet; but she had made ready to go out later that morning. When Xiahe’s news arrived, the empress dowager immediately got into her sedan and set out.
When she arrived, Emperor Jingren had already gotten out of bed and attended to urgent bodily functions. He had completed his toilette and was eating. He hadn’t had so much as a drop of water to drink for two days, so his stomach was delicate. He could only eat porridge for now.
Seeing the empress dowager arrive, Emperor Jingren slowly got to his feet and took her arm. Looking into her concerned face, Emperor Jingren finally felt his confidence returning.
That was all right; he still remembered his own mother’s face. He hadn’t completely forgotten it like all the rest.
“My son…” The empress dowager caressed Emperor Jingren’s cheek, tears streaming down her face. It was plain that she had been dreadfully worried. Emperor Jingren rushed to console her. With the empress’s reassurances and Imperial Physician Chen saying nothing was the matter, the empress dowager finally stopped crying.
After the meal, the empress dowager wanted to speak to Emperor Jingren. Everyone withdrew from the room. Even the empress was ordered to go rest by Emperor Jingren; after watching over him for two days and three nights, she also needed sleep.
“I have heard that the palace maid who injured you wanted to beg clemency for a eunuch she is friendly with. Why didn’t she go to the six palace departments for that? Even if the six departments couldn’t do anything about it, they could have notified the empress, and she could have dealt with it. Instead she dared to invade the imperial presence. This kind of woman cannot be allowed to remain!” the empress dowager said violently.
While the emperor had been unconscious, that palace maid, whose conduct might be described as an assassination attempt on His Majesty, had been detained in the imperial prison. Without the emperor’s personal order, she couldn’t be punished out of hand. Now that Emperor Jingren was awake, the empress dowager intended to have her transferred from the imperial prison back to the inner palace, where she could be publicly beaten to death as an example.
“It may not be that simple now.” Emperor Jingren gave the empress dowager a brief summary of his conjectures. “If that truly is the case, it will have to be investigated in secret. If a woman so skilled in martial arts was able to infiltrate the harem, the empress…”
Of course, he had no intention of punishing the empress; he only wanted to use this as an excuse to sound out the empress dowager on the subject of the empress.
“If it truly is as you say, as the leader of the harem, the empress will come in for her share of blame.” The empress dowager sighed, and her tone softened. She continued, “But, after all, this is the result of ineffectual supervision among subordinates. You can’t punish the empress on that account.”
It seemed that the empress dowager also had great faith in the empress, and she had just seen the empress, with no sign of surprise. So did the empress really look like that? Emperor Jingren couldn’t quite accept it. He was still convinced that the image of the empress’s appearance in his mind shouldn’t be what it was now, but he just couldn’t remember what she should have looked like. Instead, the empress’s current appearance was making an ever deeper impression on his mind; he couldn’t shake it.
Fair enough. It was impossible to forget even if he had wanted to.
Emperor Jingren told the empress dowager that he would deal with the problem of the palace maid himself. If there really were other people like her in the palace, he wouldn’t spare them.
For now, though, Emperor Jingren decided to let the matter rest. The thing to do was to keep the person behind all this in suspense, unsure of their ground.
In the days that followed, Emperor Jingren did not attend court, but as long as he had time and wasn’t too dizzy, he dealt with the affairs of state that had accumulated. Fortunately, nothing major had happened in the last few days. To the north and the south, matters agricultural and military all remained steady. The hottest days of summer had begun, and good weather was holding in the north, south, east, and west of the State of Xia. This was a great comfort.
Some days later, after Imperial Physician Chen determined that he was well, Emperor Jingren began to attend court again. He spent several days hard at work and at last finished reviewing all the memorials to the throne that had piled up. Then he prepared to deal with the maid.
Shortly after he awakened, he had ordered the Embroidered Guard to perform a careful investigation into the maid’s background; but after toiling for about ten days, the conclusion the Embroidered Guard presented to him was: the said woman’s background was clean. Her ancestry could be traced to the fifth generation. Most incredible of all, the woman Su Huailing had absolutely no martial arts training!
Yes, the Embroidered Guard had tried everything, from testing her to checking her bone structure, and their unanimous belief was that Su Huailing had not a trace of martial skills; moreover, she was very frail, much weaker than other palace maids. She truly fit the adage about lacking the strength to truss a chicken.
Emperor Jingren was stumped.
As he read the words “lacking the strength to truss a chicken” in the note sent by the Embroidered Guard, he felt an inexplicable urge to flip his desk.
So had he been completely wrong before? Had he really been knocked down by a woman “lacking the strength to truss a chicken,” remained unconscious for two days and three nights, and then spent ten days resting before he was fully recovered?
Emperor Jingren thought he felt another dizzy spell coming on.
He pinched the center of his brow, calmed down, and then was once again able to consider the matter.
The investigative capabilities of the Embroidered Guard were beyond doubt, and once that maid was in the imperial prison, it would have taken very little to determine whether she had martial skills. If his bodyguards and the Embroidered Guard couldn’t even determine whether a person had martial skills, then the inner courtyards of the palace might as well be public streets that anyone could stroll through.
So that maid truly had no martial skills, yet she had still been able to reach him despite the efforts of a dozen guards?
It beggared belief.
Emperor Jingren felt that since he had woken up, everything around him had been a little out of control. It seemed that everything was in its rightful place, yet he felt it slipping between his fingers. He didn’t like this feeling.
As he was deep in thought, Eunuch Lian announced from outside, “Your Majesty, the pure consort wishes to see you.”
Emperor Jingren had no chief imperial consort, only the worthy, honest, pure, and virtuous consorts; among them, the virtuous consort’s position was highest, though the pure consort was his favorite. Emperor Jingren was a man, and he appreciated beautiful women. The pure consort was gorgeous, and she had studied dance since childhood. Her waist was so pliant it was as if she had no bones, and she was lithe and graceful in motion, an overwhelming feast for the eyes. A woman like that might occasionally reveal her little plots, and as long as they were ultimately harmless, Emperor Jingren did not object to satisfying her.
But…now that he thought about it, what did the pure consort look like?
He really couldn’t remember her face. Emperor Jingren was curious, so he permitted her to enter. Soon the pure consort came in accompanied by a palace maid.
“Peace be with Your Majesty.” The pure consort knelt delicately and only raised her head when Emperor Jingren bade her, “Rise.” Concern was written all over her small face. She blinked her bright, crystalline eyes, and teardrops rolled down from them. She truly was affectingly lovely.
But Emperor Jingren wasn’t in the mood to delight in her beauty. He only sighed to himself in relief. It was all right; the pure consort’s appearance was completely normal, just what he imagined it ought to be.
“Your Majesty.” With Emperor Jingren’s permission, the pure consort walked up to him and said softly, “When I heard you were unwell, I went every day to Qifeng Hall to pay my respects. I only wished to know whether Your Majesty was well.”
According to palace rules, when Emperor Jingren was ill, only the empress was entitled to stay by his side, while the consorts and concubines could only wait to hear news of him. Of course, most of the consorts and concubines had their own sources of information, but while he had been recovering, Emperor Jingren hadn’t left Chengqian Palace, and he hadn’t summoned the consorts. Presumably they would have needed the empress’s permission to come see him.
Past emperors had rarely acted in accordance with palace regulations. There had been many cases of favored consorts whose positions in the harem surpassed the empress’s. But Emperor Jingren was different. No matter how much he might like a particular consort, he wouldn’t let her have greater consequence than the empress.
The reason the pure consort had been able to come today was that Emperor Jingren had already recovered, so if she wanted to see the emperor in his chambers, she only had to be announced; she didn’t need to rely on the empress.
Her previous attempts to see him must all have been blocked by the empress. Emperor Jingren passed over the pure consort’s dissatisfaction with the empress and her attempt to use this opportunity to lodge her complaint. He said directly, “It is the custom in the palace to pay one’s respects to the empress every day. Neither the empress nor the empress dowager has excused you from paying your respects—isn’t that so? You have been going to pay your respects at Qifeng Hall every day lately? Didn’t you go before?”
The pure consort was brought up short.

Chapter 3
Emperor Jingren only wanted to remind the pure consort of her position. He had no intention of either upsetting the empress’s authority within the harem or punishing a consort over a minor instance of vying for his favor. Only when everyone understood their positions and did not covet things that did not belong to them could the harem have true peace. He didn’t want to get through a day of managing affairs of state only to return to the harem and be faced with a crowd of women intriguing against each other. The empress was excellent; he wasn’t going to grant anyone sufficient favor to override her.
The pure consort’s face went rigid; then, seeing that Emperor Jingren didn’t mean to punish her, she breathed a sigh of relief and took a food box from the maid’s hands. Gathering her courage, she said, “Your subject wife knows that her own cooking is inferior. This soup my grandmother taught me to make is the only thing that might be worth giving to anyone. I heard that Your Majesty had just recovered, so I made some soup to help you regain your strength. I hope Your Majesty will be strong and healthy. Then your subject wife will feel reassured.”
As she spoke, she looked tenderly at Emperor Jingren with her soft eyes. As if it were her own devoted heart she was presenting, she took a cup of soup from the box and carefully put it on the desk. The cup was scalding hot; the pure consort’s hands trembled slightly, but she held out until the cup was on the desk, then blew lightly on her reddened fingers. Her cherry lips were gently parted, and a flash of delicate pink tongue was just visible between them. This whole performance was an impeccable seduction; no man would be able to resist throwing himself at this peerless beauty.
But Emperor Jingren wasn’t an ordinary man. He glanced at the cup of soup out of the corner of his eye and asked, “Was this made by Jiaolan Hall’s kitchen?”
Jiaolan Hall was the pure consort’s residence, and it had its own kitchen. Though the imperial kitchens were responsible for her daily meals, those meals were prepared at set times. When she needed something else on occasion, she would use her own kitchen. Few of the consorts and concubines had their own kitchens. Apart from the four consorts, there were only a few particularly favored concubines. The rest had to rely on the imperial kitchens.
The pure consort nodded and said bashfully, “I’m embarrassed to offer my cooking to Your Majesty.”
Flawlessly hinting that she had made it herself.
But Emperor Jingren frowned. “It hasn’t been tested by the imperial kitchens?”
The pure consort was silent.
All the food in the palace, especially food meant for the emperor’s consumption, had to be tested by an expert. If the emperor stayed with one of the consorts or concubines and got up in the middle of the night to eat a midnight snack, it had to come from the imperial kitchens. Even if it was made by one of the private kitchens, it still had to be tested by the imperial kitchens. And food that had passed the imperial kitchens’ test would have a special token inside its box. When the safety of one of the ladies of the harem was implicated, no one would dare to leave out any part of this sequence. This was common knowledge among the consorts and concubines. Why was the pure consort unaware of it?
Emperor Jingren glanced at the pure consort and pushed away the cup of soup. A young eunuch came up, put the soup back in the box, and went to bring it to the imperial kitchens. As for whether it would be brought back, and whether Emperor Jingren would eat it if it was, that remained to be seen.
The pure consort’s exquisite expression almost slipped. She ducked her head and backed away from the desk. Hurt, she said, “Th-then I won’t disturb Your Majesty’s work. May I be excused?”
“Yes, go on.” Emperor Jingren didn’t try to keep her.
When the pure consort was gone, Emperor Jingren said to a secret guard concealed in the shadows, “Follow her.”
The pure consort’s mistake today was much too blatant. It gave rise to suspicion. Sending someone to follow her wouldn’t necessarily bear any fruit; it was just insurance.
The secret guard didn’t return till after dinner to report to Emperor Jingren on the pure consort’s movements.
The pure consort had hurtled back to Jiaolan Hall, with no suggestion of a daughter of nobility about her steps. Even if a consort or concubine hadn’t been well-bred before entering the palace, she would be trained in etiquette by the palace matrons. However angry she might be, she wouldn’t act indecorously in front of others.
And after returning to her hall, the pure consort hadn’t broken teacups or dishes in a rage. Instead she had picked up a soft, round cushion and flung it around till her hair was all a mess, but the cushion remained intact. Nor had she vented her anger on her maids. She had just paced back and forth on her own, muttering something about “There was nothing in the novel about following protocol!” and such. She seemed to be angry about some book; it had nothing to do with what had happened earlier.
Emperor Jingren was a little startled when he heard about this. It made him feel more kindly disposed toward the pure consort.
Many concubines and consorts cared nothing for the lives of maids and eunuchs. They might scold and beat them at best, or privately execute them at worst. Each year too many palace servants to keep count of died because they had “made a mistake,” and many more disappeared, their corpses to be found in some unknown dry well. Emperor Jingren had always been displeased with such goings on. But power over the lives of servants was usually in the hands of each hall’s master. As long as they could find an excuse for their actions, even the emperor couldn’t censure the consorts and concubines for their neglect of human life over the deaths of some servants who had “made a mistake.”
But today, though the pure consort was clearly furious, she hadn’t hurt anyone around her, only tossed around a harmless cushion. It was actually pretty cute. Emperor Jingren wasn’t too tenderhearted to mete out punishment when it was called for, but at the same time, he didn’t like women who took their anger out on their servants. The pure consort had found a good way to let off steam.
With these thoughts in mind, when it came time to turn over a token in the evening, Emperor Jingren went straight for the pure consort’s and proceeded to Jiaolan Hall. When the pure consort received word of this from a eunuch, she didn’t quite dare to believe it. She’d thought she’d lost her chance.
“Awesome!” The pure consort paced back and forth in her hall, pumping her fists. “Maybe I’ll be the first to succeed!”
She began to bathe and change. She dressed in fine gauze that both concealed and revealed and was even more alluring than wearing nothing at all. When everything was ready, she took a piece of incense of unknown type from a box by her bed. She put it in her incense burner but didn’t light it. This stuff was very valuable; she would only use it once Emperor Jingren was here. She couldn’t waste it now.
Emperor Jingren soon reached Jiaolan Hall. When he saw the splendidly attired pure consort, he couldn’t help feeling excited. But he wasn’t a lustful person. He was particular about attending to the sentimental side; he couldn’t just come in and demand gratification. So he asked the pure consort to dance for him.
The pure consort’s dancing was so wonderful that it put the greatest masters in the land to shame. Emperor Jingren had seen the pure consort for the first time in the inner garden of Marquis Guang’an’s residence. The pure consort, then only a girl, had her devastatingly lovely face veiled in sheer gauze. She came traipsing over the water, dancing lightly on the surface of the lake.
Of course, there were wooden pillars in the lake; the pure consort couldn’t actually walk on water. But the wooden pillars were extremely narrow, and they were a little unsteady, planted in the silt of the lakebed. They would sink at the slightest stumble. But the pure consort moved gracefully, as if she were dancing on level ground. The feastgoers were silent as all eyes concentrated on the girl dancing on the lake.
Elegant as a swan in flight, beautiful as a dragon cutting through the water: as if she truly were the goddess of the River Luo in one of her occasional appearances on earth. Her dance at the heart of the lake was a scene so dreamlike that the observers didn’t dare to make a sound, lest they frighten away this goddess who had dropped into the human world.
Emperor Jingren felt that it had been a long time since he had seen the pure consort dance. Since entering the palace, this beautiful woman had been like a caged canary, stripped of her former power. He longed for that feeling.
“D-dance?” Hearing Emperor Jingren’s request, the pure consort almost shouted; he wanted her to dance!
“Yes?” Emperor Jingren looked her up and down and asked, “Are you indisposed, dear? No need to force yourself, in that case.”
Though he had told her not to force herself, the pure consort was glowing with health; if she claimed to be indisposed, then Emperor Jingren, only just recovered, would have to be deathly ill.
An imperial order could not be disobeyed. However little the pure consort wanted to dance, she still had to pull herself together and do it.
Her two palace maids, Lühu and Cuihu, had come with her to the palace. They were skilled musicians and often played accompaniment for the pure consort. Hearing the emperor’s order, Lühu and Cuihu at once brought out a flute and a seven-stringed zither. The four of them were the only people in the hall. The music started up, and the pure consort, bitterly, began to wave her arms around.
She twisted her trunk stiffly, and her body moved in rhythm. Now she threw her arms open wide, now she clenched her fists and made a ring of her arms. Her feet now went stamp, stamp-stamp, and now went up in circles. Sometimes she twisted this way and that with her hands on her hips, and occasionally she had one hand on her hip while the other arm was flung out, waving.
What a very…original style of dance.
Never mind Emperor Jingren, even the two palace maids who were devoted to her heart and soul were astounded by the pure consort’s dancing. Their previously soft and gentle playing became a rhythmic, aggressive tune.
Emperor Jingren was speechless.
He drank some tea collectedly, but it was bitter and tasteless to him. His earlier intentions had melted away under the influence of the pure consort’s dancing; the world of the senses was as illusory to him as if he had just been imbibing Buddhist principles.
“We…just remembered that there are still some memorials we haven’t reviewed. You may retire for the night alone, Pure Consort.”
Then he departed from Jiaolan Hall with Eunuch Lian and a crowd of young eunuchs in tow, leaving the pure consort kneeling alone, in tears.
Square dancing was the only kind of dance she knew! Was that so wrong?!

Chapter 4
Upon leaving Jiaolan Hall, Emperor Jingren had meant to return to Chengqian Palace and simply sleep alone. He wasn’t the type to indulge in hedonism; sometimes he stayed the night with a consort or concubine purely to lie under the covers and talk. He had a few eccentric principles that he upheld like a hardline moralist. He could never be found spending half the night in bed with one woman, then getting worked up halfway through the night and running over to indulge in passions with another.
But the pure consort’s peculiar dancing had been much too forceful, and the accompaniment played by Lühu and Cuihu had been most invigorating. Despite the cacophony of that song, for some reason its melody reverberated in Emperor Jingren’s head as he went, as if cursed music had entered his ears. In ancient times there had been celestial music that echoed among the rafters for three days after it was played. Emperor Jingren had previously felt regretful that he couldn’t listen to the melodies of the past. But today he understood why there was a common saying about “good advancing by a step while evil advances by a mile”: the pure consort’s evil music wouldn’t echo among the rafters for a mere three days; it would last thirty!
And as the melody replayed in his head, the pure consort’s dancing also appeared before Emperor Jingren’s eyes, scene after scene. He simply couldn’t erase it from his mind, however he tried. Emperor Jingren heaved a lengthy sigh, sensing that if he remained alone tonight, he would never get to sleep. He needed something to divide his attention, so he would stop thinking so much of that song.
So without his volition, his footsteps turned toward the empress’s Qifeng Hall. For some reason, he felt that the empress’s countenance had the same power as those two famous generals of the Tang dynasty, Qin Shubao and Yuchi Gong: it could drive away evil.
At this point, a sudden embarrassment came over Emperor Jingren. He abided closely by the teachings of the sages and didn’t judge people based on appearances, yet today he was at odds with himself.
But regardless of what Emperor Jingren thought, his feet wouldn’t listen to him and still took him to the empress.
Following the emperor’s departure, the secret guard surveilling the pure consort on his orders loyally noted down that the pure consort had said, “Is square dancing that scary?”; tomorrow he would report it directly to His Majesty.
The emperor’s sudden visit to Qifeng Hall delighted all the empress’s servants; only the empress herself wore a false smile. Dressed only in a light robe, she was about to genuflect upon seeing the emperor, but Emperor Jingren quickly lifted her to her feet and said, “The two of us are husband and wife by first marriage. There ought to be mutual respect between us. Apart from the Ministry of Rites’ grand ceremonies, the empress has no need to observe such formalities before us.”
The empress’s smile widened, becoming a shade more sincere than her earlier false smile. She said, “Thank you, Your Majesty. Didn’t Your Majesty turn over the pure consort’s token? You aren’t planning on spending the night at Jiaolan Hall?”
Before she mentioned the pure consort, it had been all right. Now the evil music he had just managed to forget returned to his mind. Emperor Jingren gave an undignified toss of the head. “The pure consort is indisposed. We just wanted someone to talk to.”
Tilting his head up to look into the empress’s eyes, Emperor Jingren repeated those words in his mind: Yes, just a talk.
“It is your subject wife’s honor to speak to Your Majesty by candlelight.” Half welcoming and half leading, the empress took Emperor Jingren to her room. The bed was perfectly made, while a candle burned on the table, where an open book lay.
“You hadn’t turned in for the night yet?” Emperor Jingren asked.
Most people went to bed early. Apart from the suffering pure consort, nearly all the consorts and concubines in the palace were asleep by now. After all, by candlelight, both needlework and reading put great strain on one’s eyesight. Anyway, it was summer now, and the days were long; it was better to read during the day.
The empress said, smiling, “The heat of summer days is oppressive. It is impossible to concentrate. But the nights are cool, so while I feel calm, I flip through a few pages.”
Emperor Jingren was very curious about the book the empress was reading, so he picked it up. Seeing a bookmark of fine gold fretwork stuck between the pages, he knew he wouldn’t make the empress lose her place, so he closed the book and looked at the title: Sun Tzu’s Art of War.
Emperor Jingren was taken aback.
He took a deep breath and calmly replaced the book. Looking at the dim candlelight, he said, “We recall that last year an envoy from the southerners brought two glass lanterns that can make night as bright as day. One of those lanterns is in our study now. Since you like to read at night, tomorrow we will have the other lantern sent to you. Also, each hall is allotted ice in the summer. You feel oppressed by the heat during the day—is that because there isn’t enough ice? There is no need for you to adhere so rigidly to the customary allowance. If you are too hot, send for more ice.”
The empress was unmoved by the emperor’s favor. She said, “Thank you for your solicitousness, Your Majesty, but the ice is not necessary. Your subject wife performs spear dances outside during the day. No amount of ice would help.”
Spear dances… Emperor Jingren nodded and said stiffly, “The empress is the fierce daughter of a military family, a heroic woman.”
For some reason, after he said this, Emperor Jingren felt the atmosphere lighten. The pressure he had felt since coming through the door lifted, and he breathed easier.
Eyes fixed on Emperor Jingren, the empress said, “As Your Majesty is so caring, I will make so bold as to speak aloud what is in my heart. Actually, when I first came to the palace, I was unwilling. Others desire wealth, but I had no such thoughts. Nor did I want to vie with others for your affections. But it was what was expected of me by my family, so I had no choice.”
This was a rather rude thing to say. It might even be described as trampling Emperor Jingren’s dignity into the mud. But Emperor Jingren sensed that there was a hidden meaning behind the empress’s words; what she had said wasn’t as simple as it seemed.
“But now I no longer feel that way.” The empress rose and went to Emperor Jingren. She put her hands on the armrests of his chair, as if gathering Emperor Jingren into her arms.
This confining posture made Emperor Jingren a little uncomfortable, but he couldn’t very well squirm away from a woman, especially his own wife, so he only looked back at the empress in the same manner.
To his surprise, what he saw in the empress’s eyes was sincerity.
“It is suitable to die for one who recognizes your value,” the empress said earnestly. “I hereby swear that each day I remain in this world, I will do all I can to protect you. I will not let them neglect your feelings and hurt you by foisting upon you things you do not wish to do or people you do not like.”
Then, like a warrior, she went down on one knee, took Emperor Jingren’s hand, and kissed the back of it.
Her hands were so strong it seemed she could take everything in her grasp. Her shoulders were so broad it seemed she could hold up the whole realm for Emperor Jingren.
But Emperor Jingren only smiled slightly, pulled his hand away, and patted the empress on the shoulder. “A hundred thousand imperial guards to protect our safety, and not only ours, yours as well. We have no need for you to ‘die for one who recognizes your value.’ We ask of you only to ‘indulge one who takes pleasure in your company.’ Every day I am alive, whether you bear children or not, you will still be my empress, beneath the one, above the many.”
Then he rose and said, “It’s late. Help us undress.”
The empress smiled and ordered the maids to make the bed, while she herself helped Emperor Jingren remove his stylish but somewhat cumbersome imperial robes and put on instead a bright yellow inner robe. Then she went to change herself.
When she was changed, the empress took a box from her wardrobe and removed a piece of incense from the box; she put it under her nose and sniffed it. Xiahe brought over an incense burner, and the empress was just about to put the incense inside; then she suddenly changed her mind and put the incense back in the box.
“Forget it. I’ll take appropriate measures as the need arises.” The empress smiled and put the box away. Wearing only an inner robe, she went to see Emperor Jingren.
She had been thinking that it would be no matter if she were found out; instead, when she returned to the room, she found Emperor Jingren already in bed, asleep, his brow slightly furrowed, as if he felt a little unwell.
The empress tapped the center of Emperor Jingren’s forehead, easing his brows apart, and quietly said, “Sleep well.”
Then she lay down in bed. The two of them, each covered by their own quilt, slept peacefully through the night.

Chapter 5
When Emperor Jingren woke the next day, he was alone in bed. Last night, when the empress had come back to lie down after changing, Emperor Jingren had been dimly aware of it, but he’d had no intention of anything happening between them then, so he had gone to sleep. He had planned to wake early in the morning and have a pleasant lie-in with the empress, but when he woke, the empress was no longer beside him.
He checked the time and saw that he didn’t have to go to court yet. The burden of all his cares meant that he never slept well at night. He could only manage to fall asleep toward dawn, so he had to be woken up every day to attend court. But last night he had slept unusually soundly and had woken up this morning because he was fully rested, much earlier than usual.
Seeing that the emperor was awake, Xiahe wanted to run off to get the empress, but Emperor Jingren waved a hand. “No need. The empress said yesterday that she performs spear dances in the morning. We wish to go see.”
Xiahe attended Emperor Jingren as he washed and dressed, then took him to a small training field in the rear courtyard of Qifeng Hall. This had previously been a garden; past empresses had planted flowers and kept fish here, or punished maids and eunuchs and schemed with others. But Xiao Jinyi, the present empress, had pulled up the flowers and filled in the pond, turning the garden into a miniature training ground.
As soon as Emperor Jingren reached the garden, he saw a sweat-drenched maid and eunuch, dressed in fighting clothes, wielding a spear and a chain whip as they faced off against the empty-handed empress. The maid and eunuch were young, but they were extremely agile, a match for the guards of some noble residences. Yet the empress was easily fending them off single-handed.
The empress was dressed in white fighting clothes, her hair not in its usual intricate and dignified coiffure but simply pulled up. It seemed very cool. She was strong and vigorous, like a lithe cheetah dodging between the path of the whip and the point of the spear. Her long hair now flew over her shoulder, covering half her face, and now flew backward, revealing her handsome countenance in its entirety—she was extremely attractive.
Emperor Jingren was stunned.
As he stood there staring, the empress caught a glimpse of him and immediately left off playing with the children. She snatched their weapons away from them and dropped them; the two weapons landed in their places on the weapons rack with perfect precision. The empress reached Emperor Jingren in a single leap and said with a slight smile, “Pardon me, Your Majesty.”
After a pause, Emperor Jingren said, “You are bold and valorous, Jinyi. We like that very much.”
True enough, he did like it very much. But…
For once Emperor Jingren didn’t keep his eyes under control and failed to abide by the principles of propriety; he couldn’t resist looking at the empress’s chest. Fighting clothes were close-fitting. He saw a slight swell there, very small, but still present. Though he was relieved, Emperor Jingren also felt a little regretful. With the empress’s heroic bearing, it would have been much better for her not to be a woman. A person like Xiao Jinyi shouldn’t be confined, frittering her time away in the palace; she ought to be out on the battlefield making war for the good of the realm. The position of empress was holding her back.
But as matters now stood, Emperor Jingren couldn’t tell her that the palace was holding her back. He could only nod. “If you like, there is no need to restrict yourself to this tiny garden. Chaocheng Palace is very close to Qifeng Hall, and no one lives there. If you like, you can remodel it. Palace staff who are suited to studying martial arts can join you. It will be a little hard for them, but if ordinary people in the palace also have some martial arts training, everyone in the palace will be safer.”
When she heard this, the empress could no longer keep the calm look on her face. In spite of herself, she looked at Emperor Jingren in astonishment. As an emperor, Emperor Jingren was truly too good to an apparently unappealing empress like her. No one could shake the empress’s power in the harem. Beautiful as an immortal being the pure consort might be, impressively highborn the virtuous consort might be, but when the emperor had been injured, neither of them could even reach the door of Zichen Hall, and all because no matter how much Emperor Jingren might like these consorts, they were nonetheless only consorts; he gave the empress practically everything she asked for… No, rather, the empress didn’t even need to ask; Emperor Jingren would offer what she wanted on his own initiative, provided it didn’t violate palace restrictions.
“Thank you, Your Majesty.” When her astonishment passed, the empress recovered her usual calm and bowed to Emperor Jingren, thanking him briefly. Emperor Jingren didn’t need her to perform a ceremonial obeisance, so she didn’t.
Actually, at a time like this, a wife ought to make some intimate gestures toward her husband by way of encouragement, but Emperor Jingren didn’t need that, and the empress, looking as she did and soaked in sweat on top of that, wasn’t about to kiss Emperor Jingren shamelessly in front of the palace maids and eunuchs and all. So the two of them were businesslike, a Thank you and a You’re welcome, as if this were a very ordinary trifle.
After breakfast, the empress saw Emperor Jingren off to attend court and returned to her room. Xiahe followed meekly in her wake, not saying a word. Soon the glass lantern that Emperor Jingren had promised was brought. The empress looked at the lantern for a while, then abruptly said to Xiahe, “I had only meant to get through this, and when someone succeeded, leave and go back to my regular life.”
Cold sweat beaded Xiahe’s forehead. She bowed her head even lower. “M-me too.”
“Enough, don’t think I don’t know. When the emperor was unconscious, you were planning to burn your incense,” the empress said. “If you had, given the emperor’s temperament, when he woke he probably would have made you a concubine. You’d have had it easier from then on. But I remained by the emperor’s side, so you couldn’t light the incense. It was the same for Imperial Physician Chen. He kept glaring at me because I had spoiled his plans.”
“I-I won’t do it again,” Xiahe said, shaking.
The empress sighed softly. “Actually, I don’t care what you do. It normally doesn’t matter whether all of you burn your incense or not. But he had a head injury. It would have been bad for him to have those unseemly dreams. Of course, there’s very little Imperial Physician Chen can do. In his position, his only chance is when the emperor is his patient. If he doesn’t seize an opportunity when it appears, he’s unlikely to have another one.”
“Then…” Xiahe raised her head. A gleam of hope flashed through her eyes. She knelt and touched her head to the ground. To the empress she said, “I really need the money. Please help me win!”
“No.” The empress’s placid countenance turned cold. The edge of a blade flashed through her eyes. “Order the Department of Prudence go through the palace and confiscate that incense. I won’t let any of you burn it again.”
“That’s not fair!” Xiahe exclaimed, lifting her head. “We’re all starting from the same place, and we all have to rely on our own abilities. What gives you the right to strip us of our power?!”
“I am the empress, beneath the one, above the many,” said Xiao Jinyi with dignity.
Xiahe’s reproaches and arguments were of no avail. Not everyone in the harem was like them; otherwise, they’d have had a mess on their hands long ago. The empress held great power. All she had to do was say the Imperial College of Medicine had determined that this foreign incense was bad for one’s health, and she could take everyone’s incense away. Not even Emperor Jingren would find out about it, because a minor matter like this wasn’t worth the emperor’s attention.
When he had left court and was dealing with affairs of state in the imperial study, Emperor Jingren had no idea that a nameless battle was playing out just then in the harem. He felt full of energy today. In one fell swoop he finished reviewing all the memorials that had piled up over the last few days and at last decided to deal with that palace maid.
He wasn’t satisfied with the information that the Embroidered Guard had turned up in its prior investigation and had told them to investigate anew. In the information that came from the secret guard watching the pure consort, meanwhile, apart from the unclear bit about the “square dancing,” there was nothing else unsuitable. Emperor Jingren concluded that the pure consort wasn’t being impersonated by someone else; that perilously beautiful face alone couldn’t be replicated.
“Square dancing… What is that?” Emperor Jingren said to Eunuch Lian, who was attending him.
Eunuch Lian’s old face stiffened. He put his teacup on the desk, considered it at length, then said, “Dancing done in a public square?”
“Out in the open for all to see?” Emperor Jingren frowned. “You mean those folk dances common people hold in the streets to celebrate the New Year? It did look something like that.”
Eunuch Lian wiped the sweat from his face. Smiling, he nodded. “It must be that.”
Emperor Jingren sighed. “Such a fine woman, why would… Instruct someone to tell the pure consort that even if she likes them, she can’t perform these overly folksy dances in the palace again. She ought to focus on improving her dancing.”
“I hear and obey.”
Eunuch Lian went out and called over a cute and chubby young eunuch. Grinding his teeth, he said, “Go and tell that idiot the pure consort to knock it off with the square dancing. She should learn some other dances and stop making a fool of herself!”
The young eunuch was also shocked; he’d never imagined someone would actually dare to square dance in front of Emperor Jingren. What he couldn’t understand was, why hadn’t the pure consort burned her incense?
Inside, Emperor Jingren went on reading the Embroidered Guard’s report. Yan Xu, commander in chief of the Embroidered Guard and commander of the Imperial Guard, swore on his life that Su Huailing really had no martial skills.
As soon as Eunuch Lian came in, he saw Emperor Jingren frowning. He said, “Summon Yan Xu to see us.”

Chapter 6
Yan Xu was on duty today. He reached the imperial study shortly after receiving the summons. As soon as he was led inside by Eunuch Lian, he saw Emperor Jingren furiously hurl the outcome of the Embroidered Guard’s earlier investigation into his face.
“A dozen imperial bodyguards couldn’t stop a palace maid without the strength to truss a chicken. If the woman were a skilled martial artist, that would be one thing. But the Embroidered Guard have determined twice that she doesn’t have a trace of martial skills, so it would seem our bodyguards cannot even stop an ordinary maid. Is this how you do your job, commander of the Imperial Guard?”
Emperor Jingren was enraged. This whole thing had been peculiar all along, and now that he thought about it, it was hard to resist being afraid. A palace maid had found her way so easily into the imperial presence—were his bodyguards all made of paper? If the whole Imperial Guard was like those dozen men, couldn’t you say that the imperial palace, thought to be so well-guarded, was actually like a public street in the capital, where anyone could wander through at will?
Emperor Jingren couldn’t just leave it at that, but no matter how he investigated that palace maid and those dozen guards, he couldn’t find a single trace of anything. He might have put it down to pure coincidence, but wouldn’t such a coincidence lose him the realm if it happened again?
Yan Xu went down on both knees. Looking at the information contained in the report, he couldn’t help smiling bitterly. He plastered his head to the ground and responded, “Your Majesty, it really was…just a coincidence.”
Here’s what seemed to have happened: when Su Huailing had run toward the emperor, the first guard was just about to stop her, but her foot slipped, and she fell down, rolling past the first guard’s feet. The second guard ran over to stop Su Huailing, but as he ran, he inadvertently kicked Su Huailing, who had rolled over to him. The kick was perfect: not only did it not hurt Su Huailing, it came to her aid; she rolled past all the guards and a handful of eunuchs to arrive at Emperor Jingren’s feet.
Actually, Su Huailing had also been slightly injured by all this rolling around, but she had persevered, forcing herself to get up, then struggling to kneel before Emperor Jingren. But because she was having trouble moving, to everyone else it seemed that she was going to throw herself at him. The guards behind her couldn’t reach her in time, so one guard skilled in the use of concealed weapons had thrown the rock that had been in his hand at her back. Su Huailing had meant to kneel, but when she was struck by the rock, she pitched forward in spite of herself.
In the heat of the moment, that guard had used his internal force. When the rock hit Su Huailing, it threw her against Emperor Jingren. And it was the force of the rock that had knocked Emperor Jingren to the ground.
By even greater confidence, Emperor Jingren had just happened to be standing by the steps, so when he fell, he just happened to hit his head on a hard edge, and the part of his head he hit just happened to be the most fragile. So, with all these people protecting him, he had still been seriously injured.
Su Huailing, by contrast, had fallen, but her fall hadn’t been very bad. She had been kicked, but she had rolled away from the kick, so hardly any of the force remained. The rock ought to have ripped apart her internal organs, but she collided with Emperor Jingren, and his fall dispersed most of the stone’s internal force, leaving a crack in the paving stones; it was clear how much internal force had been channeled into that rock. But none of that internal force reached Su Huailing. Part of it had been expelled onto Emperor Jingren, and most of the rest had been absorbed by the ground.
Finally, Emperor Jingren’s head had been badly wounded, and he had fallen unconscious. Su Huailing, meanwhile, had only a few scrapes from rolling around; she had sustained no other injuries.
Emperor Jingren was beside himself.
He simply couldn’t believe in a preposterous outcome like this!
But Yan Xu knelt before him and swore on his own head that it was the truth.
“I think that this Su Huailing…was perhaps gifted with preternaturally good fortune at birth. Because of his connection to the investigation, that eunuch she wanted to help has been detained instead of being beaten to death…” Yan Xu struggled to explain to Emperor Jingren.
“You mean,” said Emperor Jingren, “that Su Huailing encountered obstruction yet succeeded in her goal because her fortune is very good, while we were injured in the safest possible place…because our fortune is very bad?”
“I would not dare to say such a thing!” Yan Xu cried out, slamming his head against the ground. “But my subordinates and I investigated for several days and nights without rest, and no matter what, this was the only outcome we could find. Your Majesty, once you have eliminated the impossible, whatever remains, however improbable, must be the truth!”
When Eunuch Lian heard these words, his face spasmed. He looked at Yan Xu kneeling on the floor and almost indiscernibly pulled down the skin at the corners of his mouth. Then Eunuch Lian glanced at Emperor Jingren out of the corner of his eye; seeing that he had absolutely no reaction to these words, he bowed his head, reassured.
Emperor Jingren didn’t speak, only looked coldly at the kneeling Yan Xu. Since entering, Yan Xu had kept his head down. Emperor Jingren had yet to see Yan Xu’s face. Nor had he seen his expression.
Sometimes you had to observe a person’s expression to know whether he was telling the truth.
“Rise,” Emperor Jingren said in a milder tone, as if he had accepted the explanation.
Yan Xu rose. His tensed muscles visibly relaxed.
“It’s one thing for a person to have a moment of good fortune, and another for them to live a charmed life,” Emperor Jingren said. “Which sort do you think Su Huailing is? Lift your head, look into our eyes when you speak.”
“I believe she is…the latter.” Yan Xu’s head was raised, and he spoke with some hesitation. From his expression, it was clear that he was thoroughly convinced of Su Huailing’s incredible good fortune. The look in his eyes was certain, with unshakeable conviction in what he was saying.
“Oh?” Emperor Jingren raised his eyebrows. “How can you be so certain?”
“Well…” After a pause for thought, Yan Xu said, “While investigating Su Huailing’s background, the Embroidered Guard discovered many things unknown to anyone else. We learned that while this woman frequently finds herself in danger, she is always able to avert disaster. Sometimes it is the result of the circumstances, and sometimes it is as incredible as in this instance. An ordinary person who had experienced what she has would have been dead a thousand times over, yet she remains unscathed. It can only be put down to good fortune.”
Seeing the confidence that filled his upright face, Emperor Jingren couldn’t help considering the possibility.
If the truth was what Yan Xu said, then for the moment he couldn’t harm Su Huailing. If a person with such good fortune truly did exist, there were many ways that an emperor might use her.
Emperor Jingren was a pure emperor. He had few ambitions of his own and was devoted heart and soul to the good of the nation. A selfish emperor might have appeared more lenient, but this lenience would do the nation and the people no good. An emperor with no selfish desires, however, with nothing on his mind but the realm, was good for the people, but would seem too unfeeling to those in the harem.
He would turn away coldly from the bewitching charms of all the consorts; no woman, however great her beauty, however magnificent her talents, would be able to receive special favor from him. This was precisely the case with Emperor Jingren’s harem; leaving aside the empress, none of the other consorts merited his close attention.
Some emperors might have been curious, and on hearing of Su Huailing’s peculiar nature, would perhaps have used cruel measures to test her luck, to see whether Su Huailing was truly so miraculous; others, meanwhile, would have summoned her into their presence and, upon finding that she truly had no unlawful intentions, would have pardoned her.
But Emperor Jingren wasn’t like that. His first thought was of how to test her, and his second was of how to use her.
“Since the incident truly had nothing to do with this palace maid and was only a series of coincidences, there is no further need to detain her in the imperial prison,” said Emperor Jingren. “But she still disobeyed palace regulations. Therefore, send her…and that eunuch on whose behalf she wished to beg for clemency to the cold palace together, and reduce all their allowances by half.”
The cold palace was the most dreadful place in the whole palace.
In the palace, even the Laundry Department, which was worked to the bone, might obtain some benefits. In the cold palace, however, not only was there no leaving, the constant danger of losing your life loomed.
There resided consorts, concubines, and palace staff who had made mistakes. Their allowances were subject to embezzlement by each office and every department. The people in the cold palace might go months without eating a hot meal, and years without any new clothes to wear. Most dreadful of all, people often went missing there; it might be a maid or a eunuch, or it might be a consort or concubine who had lost her position. Those who disappeared might be found as corpses down dry wells, while some might never again see the light of day.
The cold palace was the easiest place to see how good Su Huailing’s luck was.
“Send two people to watch Su Huailing and report on everything that happens to her, whether great or small. But they must not interfere. If she dies, never mind. They only need to watch.” This was the cold-blooded order that Emperor Jingren gave Yan Xu.

Chapter 7
Matters in the palace had always been handled by the empress; for the sake of convenience, the empress ought to be notified of the situation with Su Huailing. Of course, she could easily be notified by sending someone to her with a message; Emperor Jingren had no need to go explain things to the empress in person.
But the emperor and empress were on good terms, and Emperor Jingren had just spent a peaceful night with the empress. He thought about it and decided to go tell the empress himself tonight.
So that evening, Emperor Jingren didn’t turn over any token but went straight to Qifeng Hall. All the consorts and concubines had their own sources of information. Not long after Emperor Jingren decided to go to the empress, the four consorts learned of it.
For Emperor Jingren, today was an ordinary day. But for these people in the palace, it was a terrible day. The empress had confiscated all their incense. The four consorts were in fact all on tenterhooks, afraid lest Emperor Jingren should decide to turn over one of their tokens tonight. If they didn’t have the incense then, were they really supposed to bodily enter the fray? Many people objected, but what good were objections? The empress’s actions were perfectly reasonable. Even if they took this all the way to the empress dowager or the emperor, it would do no good. Anyway, Emperor Jingren had always been biased in favor of the empress. He was sure to support her.
This time, because he hadn’t made a spur of the moment decision, when Emperor Jingren arrived, the empress was already magnificently dressed and waiting for him. But the empress’s magnificent attire… Emperor Jingren looked the empress over in silence and at last said only, “In the future, except on formal occasions, there is no need for you to dress so elaborately. What you were wearing this morning looked good. It suited you very well.”
“Receiving Your Majesty is a formal occasion.” Smiling, the empress loosened Emperor Jingren’s clothes for him and removed his outer robe, revealing a bright yellow inner robe. He seemed a little thin, a whole size smaller than the empress.
“Your Majesty has lost weight,” the empress said in concern. “Your Majesty attends to so many pressing affairs every day. You must look after your health. But it isn’t enough to pay attention to what you eat. You also need to limber up regularly. Martial training isn’t necessary, but just moving around is good for your health.”
This warmed Emperor Jingren’s heart. The consorts and concubines also expressed concern about his health, but their method of showing concern was always to send him food, drink, and medicine, as if he were a pig they were fattening up. Their true goal wasn’t to promote his health but to demonstrate how good their private kitchens were. Emperor Jingren wasn’t so naive that he would believe all that food had been personally made by the consorts and concubines. With their pampered hands and their wrists that couldn’t even hold up a vegetable chopper, how could they really do any cooking? When they said they had made it themselves, they probably meant they had put the food on a plate at the very end. Emperor Jingren understood all this; there was simply no need to expose it.
But the empress was different. If she thought Emperor Jingren needed to eat something, she would instruct the imperial kitchens to make the best type. And now, she was not only concerned about Emperor Jingren’s diet, she was also concerned about him in other ways that had nothing to do with vying for his favor. This pleased Emperor Jingren.
When he thought of the empress’s bold and martial appearance this morning, Emperor Jingren felt worked up. He thought that this kind of empress was quite good. She had her own sort of beauty. It was different from those common painted lovelies, but there was no denying that the empress was beautiful.
Emperor Jingren suddenly took the empress’s hand. It wasn’t a soft hand, but rather rough, with calloused fingertips and palm, which must have come from years of weapons training. It wasn’t mild and fragrant, but it was moving in its own way.
“We will do our best to move around in the future. Do you have time to accompany us in this?” Emperor Jingren asked, looking up at the empress.
Naturally this kind of request couldn’t be refused. Smiling, the empress said, “It would be my honor. Actually, I have some insight into this. Morning exercises are best. Why don’t you join your subject wife for morning exercise tomorrow, Your Majesty?”
“Of course.” Emperor Jingren smiled too. He lightly stroked the empress’s palm with his fingertips and said very suggestively, “Actually, tonight…we would also like to limber up with you, Empress.”
Of course, the emperor didn’t need to ask permission when he wanted to sleep with one of his wives; he could just hold her down and get on with it. Emperor Jingren was in fact saying this only for the sake of sentiment. It was already quite remarkable that he could be tempted by an empress who was taller, sturdier, and stronger than him.
But the empress quietly removed her hand from his and cast down her eyes. “It is that time of the month for me. I am unable to serve Your Majesty.”
Emperor Jingren’s expression was a little taken aback.
The palace had people responsible for keeping track of the women’s menses; if one of them couldn’t receive him on a given day, her token wouldn’t be brought to Emperor Jingren. Emperor Jingren understood this. Of course, there were some women who must have had bleeding disorders, as their tokens never appeared; Emperor Jingren had no interest in learning of the mysteries behind this.
Only one person had no need to present the emperor a token carved with her name like the consorts and concubines. According to custom, the emperor had to spend the night with the empress a few days each month, even if they did nothing but chat. So the empress’s menses… It wasn’t that there was no record, but the timing was quite variable, and it depended entirely on the empress’s account of herself.
Emperor Jingren’s face showed clear signs of disappointment. He truly had a deep reverence for his first wife and wanted to have respectful martial relations with her. But if they couldn’t, then that was that. There would be time for it later.
Generally speaking, a woman’s husband shouldn’t stay with her during her time of the month, but Emperor Jingren didn’t want to leave, and the empress didn’t mention it, so the two of them sat around casually, discussing things inside and outside the palace.
Emperor Jingren explained the matter of Su Huailing. He said, “Regardless of whether Su Huailing is a spy, by law she ought to be executed. But Yan Xu swears up and down that this woman has extraordinarily good fortune. If that is true, the situation must be approached with a view toward the long run. Though it is said that the wise man has no truck with portents and spirits, there are some things one must still take care about. On close examination, this thing is most peculiar. In order to determine whether Su Huailing is truly what Yan Xu says she is, we have sent her to the cold palace, and dispatched people to keep watch and see whether she truly can avert all disaster.”
The empress was a little startled when she heard that Emperor Jingren had sent Su Huailing to the cold palace, but her expression quickly returned to normal. After hearing Emperor Jingren out, she nodded. “I will dispatch people to look out and make sure no one interferes with Your Majesty’s plans.”
Emperor Jingren felt very secure. With this, he put the matter of Su Huailing aside.
Everyone thought that the emperor, as the most powerful man in the realm, could do anything he wanted. But in reality, that wasn’t the case. To be an emperor, especially to be a good ruler, one had to keep many restrictions in mind. For example, he knew very well that a certain chancellor of state had too much influence, yet for the sake of stability, he had to leave him where he was; he could only make careful plans to shake his power bit by bit while supporting another faction to rival the chancellor. At the same time, he had to make sure that faction did not grow too powerful and produce another chancellor of state like the first. Only by skillfully maintaining an equilibrium among his courtiers could he truly do what he wanted and benefit the people.
Currently, State Chancellor Li monopolized power at court, while Grand Secretary Lin, who had Emperor Jingren’s support, appeared weak; he always came off the worst in clashes with the party represented by Chancellor Li. Moreover, the upright party was utterly inflexible in certain areas, making it difficult to realize some of Emperor Jingren’s decrees.
Lately, Emperor Jingren had wanted to promulgate a new law that would raise the class of merchants and take money from the hands of certain merchants who were extremely wealthy but of low class, and put that money back in the hands of the farmers. The specific method of doing this was raising business taxes and lowering agricultural taxes, as well as purchasing cattle in certain areas with infertile soil that the locals could rent during spring plowing. These measures would benefit the nation and the people, but raising business taxes would hurt certain people’s interests, so some powerful merchants were sure to interfere behind the scenes. In order to make it easier to put this law into effect, Emperor Jingren had decided to first give advantages to some merchants, for example that if a merchant family paid over a certain amount in taxes, their descendants would be eligible to participate in the imperial examinations.
Society was divided into the four classes of scholars, farmers, artisans, and merchants. Of these, merchants held the lowest position; they belonged to the inferior class. Once you belonged to the inferior class, no matter how rich you were, your descendants were ineligible for the imperial examinations. Emperor Jingren’s action could be described as a break with historical tradition; the upright party swore they would rather die than accept it, and Grand Secretary Lin had struck his head against a pillar on the spot, wanting to go down in history for protesting with his life.
“That old clod Lin Hongxi!” Because it felt so comfortable to pour his heart out to the empress, Emperor Jingren grew angrier and angrier as he spoke. “He buries his head in the sand when he’s supposed to be dealing with Chancellor Li, but when we want to put a new law into effect, he’s the first to stick out his neck, as if he’d like nothing better than for us to cut off his head to put the final seal on his loyalty!”
“Your Majesty is acting for the good of the nation and the people.” The empress didn’t join him in grumbling about Grand Secretary Lin but supported him with her confidence in his methods.
“He’s injured his head, so we have permitted him to go home to rest. The new law has been temporarily shelved. That old clod was smiling when they carried him out!” Emperor Jingren said furiously.
An empress ought not meddle in politics, but seeing Emperor Jingren infuriated because he couldn’t put his new law into effect, she said tactfully, “Actually…Your Majesty could very easily foist this on Chancellor Li, with no need to meet the upright party head on.”
Emperor Jingren was no fool. At the empress’s slight hint, he understood what she meant.
Looking at his thoughtful expression, the empress smiled and said, “Your Majesty, it’s late. You should rest.”
“All right…” Emperor Jingren nodded pensively, but he showed no signs of lying down. Therefore, he found himself pushed down onto the bed by the empress, and he heard the empress’s slightly frustrated voice in his ear—
“Go to sleep.”
It seemed as if she were scolding him, but her concern for his well-being was evident. Emperor Jingren felt rather comfortable. He simply tossed aside his own quilt and lay down under the empress’s.
The empress was very still.
Did he have to put his arms around her waist? If he went any lower, the game would be up!

Chapter 8
Emperor Jingren’s plan was to use gain as a lure.
The new law promised enormous benefits for both merchants and farmers. The merchants didn’t lack for money; raising business taxes would indeed hurt their profits, but what the merchants cared about more than these minor losses was a glorious future for their children, their grandchildren, and future generations. They had money; money could buy many things, but it couldn’t buy rank. Even if some merchants could purchase an official position for a large sum of pure silver, these positions were meaningless, without true power or privilege, nothing but a balm for the emotions.
But it would be another thing for their descendants to be able to take part in the imperial examinations. When it came time for the court to choose talented individuals as usual, the sons of the merchant families would have futures as well.
Some immensely wealthy people out there were far more interested than Emperor Jingren in having this new law pass. They wouldn’t oppose it; instead, they would do everything in their power to clear away all obstacles so the new law could be enacted.
However, no amount of money could make the obstinate upright party change their minds. Someone had to come forward and oppose the upright party, and take on the whole burden of the reproaches of future scholars.
Emperor Jingren couldn’t take on this burden, but for the already notorious Chancellor Li, it meant nothing. His reputation was already so bad that, as long as he received sufficient inducements, he would go along with the emperor’s plans this once. Chancellor Li was entirely willing to bear this infamy and clash head on with the upright party to push through the new law.
Chancellor Li hadn’t spoken yet because he hadn’t received sufficient benefits. As soon as Emperor Jingren let word get out about the new law, infinite riches would naturally flow to Chancellor Li’s doorstep, and then everything would be easy.
Reasonably speaking, this sort of corruption ought to have been prohibited, but sometimes, if an emperor wanted to implement certain laws, he had to make use of such methods.
Emperor Jingren knew that in order to act in the best interests of the people, it was sometimes impossible to be a good ruler by the standards of historians. But as long as the people benefited, he was willing to be a bad ruler on occasion. In Emperor Jingren’s mind was a gauge: some principles he would not deviate from, but others he could bend in order to attain his goals.
Once Emperor Jingren had made his plans, he meant to let word get out in a couple of days. He couldn’t do it now, not right after Grand Secretary Lin’s display; first he had to settle the minds of the upright party. After Grand Secretary Lin recovered, when the upright party was convinced that they had scored a victory against the emperor by holding their own lives hostage, when they were numb from the preceding battle, that would be the time to carry out his plans.
But a common adage says that plans fall short of reality. Before Emperor Jingren could let word get out, the very next day at court, Grand Secretary Lin’s son, Lin Boyuan, a member of the Censorate, submitted a statement in support of Emperor Jingren.
Lin Boyuan had been the first place graduate of the palace exams three years ago, the Zhuangyuan. He was a talented essayist. His memorial to the throne was written with first-class style, meticulously well-reasoned, refuting point by point all the arguments Grand Secretary Lin had made the day before.
Censors did not normally dare to argue with civil officials, because they were too learned. With each sentence they cited authoritative sources to support their arguments; the great erudition behind their words made it impossible even to understand what they were saying. Emperor Jingren had been well educated, but listening to Grand Secretary Lin the day before, he had felt practically illiterate; he couldn’t understand a word. The upright party’s speeches were always full of “Thus spake Confucius”; when all they said made reference to the words of the sages, it was impossible to refute them.
But Lin Boyuan was his father’s son and then some. He too cited authoritative sources; he too quoted the words of the sages. But somehow he was able to rebut everything his father had said the day before. Some members of the upright party stood up to berate him for being an unfilial son, and he said with flawless aplomb that in the ranking of allegiances one owed, one’s sovereign was above one’s parents. How could they call him unfilial when he was obeying the decrees of his sovereign?
Lin Boyuan deserved his reputation as the foremost member of the censorate. Despite being a minor sixth-rank official, he left all the upright officials in court speechless. In sum, he fully supported Emperor Jingren, his father had rammed his head against a pillar yesterday because he was getting senile in his old age, and if there was nothing else do be done, His Majesty ought to send him home to grow yams. His son was here to take over.
Emperor Jingren was delighted.
Sitting on the dais, he made a close observation of Lin Boyuan’s countenance. Though he wasn’t an especially handsome man, he was scholarly and refined in manner. It was no wonder that when the top graduates of the imperial exams had paraded through the street three years ago, countless women had thrown flowers at the Zhuangyuan’s carriage; he was a fine young fellow.
Because of Lin Boyuan, the new law that had been quashed by Grand Secretary Lin yesterday was raised once again, and today Emperor Jingren was confident of success. But this struggle couldn’t be wrapped up in a day or two, so when the court session broke up, the civil officials’ arguments had yet to achieve anything.
After court, Lin Boyuan didn’t leave. He was asked by Emperor Jingren to stay in the palace for deliberations.
To guard against the walls having ears, Emperor Jingren sent even Eunuch Lian and the young eunuch Little Shunzi out of the room, leaving only his secret guards. But the secret guards were invisible to Lin Boyuan, so from his point of view, he was alone with Emperor Jingren. Lin Boyuan was thrilled!
“Your Majesty!” When the two of them were alone, Lin Boyuan fell to his knees and performed a profound obeisance. He extemporaneously composed an essay to express his admiration for Emperor Jingren; the resplendence of his rhetoric and the sincerity of his sentiments made Emperor Jingren wonder in spite of himself whether Lin Boyuan had written this essay in advance and memorized it. If it were truly composed on the spot, Emperor Jingren would have had second thoughts about putting his trust in Lin Boyuan. A person who could blurt out such a mass of praise, overblown to the point of being nauseating, must have a knack for flattery so great that he might be suspected of having poured all his talent into composition. This sort of person was well-suited for academics, but could he really translate his words into reality?
When Lin Boyuan was finally finished, Emperor Jingren drank some tea to steady his nerves, then said, “Your compositions are good, Subject Lin, but what our new law needs is not someone who will extol its virtues. We have practical goals to accomplish. It seemed to us earlier in court that you had considerable understanding of the new law. Might you share your views?”
As soon as he heard this, Lin Boyuan took something from his sleeve—a whole stack of paper, so thick that it made Emperor Jingren suspect that his sleeve contained a pocket universe. How else could he have kept so much paper in his sleeve mid-argument?
“Since I heard that Your Majesty was concerned about the new law, I worked through the night writing down my ideas about how it can be put into practice. I have not yet had time to arrange these thoughts into a memorial to submit to the Bureau of Communication for examination. It really is a little inappropriate to present it directly to Your Majesty like this.” As Lin Boyuan spoke, he presented the stack of paper.
Emperor Jingren was speechless.
Since Lin Boyuan was carrying these papers on his person despite not having arranged them into a memorial, he must have meant all along to evade procedure and present them directly to the emperor; yet he made it sound so nice. This Censor Lin was quite smooth. But he was also right; the majority of the Bureau of Communication belonged to the upright party. If they had intercepted this memorial and sent it back for corrections claiming that there was a formatting error, it was anyone’s guess when it would have reached Emperor Jingren’s desk. The Bureau of Communication wouldn’t dare fail to deliver a memorial, but they could have delayed, and kept on delaying, till the new law had come to nothing and the memorial had become meaningless.
When he cast an eye over the composition, Emperor Jingren was astonished. At present he had only a general idea about the new law; deciding how to implement it would require deliberation. But Lin Boyuan’s plan was a careful analysis of the background, benefits, and future impacts of the law, as well as potential abuses and ways to mitigate them. He had even considered the likelihood of a dramatic rise in the frequency of cheating in future exams and offered a systematic set of improvements to the current state of testing protocols.
At first Emperor Jingren was only skimming, but later he began to read in detail. He read for four hours without even drinking a drop of water. Lin Boyuan meanwhile had been standing there too long, and he had been bowing the whole time. His legs were beginning to shake.
Emperor Jingren was only brought back to himself by unbearable thirst. Seeing Lin Boyuan’s shaking legs, he immediately called for Lin Boyuan to be given a chair.
Eunuch Lian and Little Shunzi came in, looking grim. One poured tea for Emperor Jingren while the other brought a chair for Lin Boyuan.
Little Shunzi was youthful and handsome; normally there were two small dimples in his round, smiling face. Emperor Jingren liked to have Little Shunzi around him; looking at him put him in a good mood. But now Little Shunzi was looking at Lin Boyuan with a grimace, while Lin Boyuan had a provocative stare trained on Little Shunzi.
Meanwhile, as he poured tea for Emperor Jingren, Eunuch Lian caught the scent of familiar incense. He glanced out of the corner of his eye at the stack of papers on Emperor Jingren’s desk; the smell was coming from that.
All the incense in the palace had been confiscated, but there was still incense outside the palace. Who knew what kind of dreams the emperor would be having after spending so much time reading these scented papers?
Eunuch Lian quietly cast down his eyes, finished pouring the tea, and withdrew.

Chapter 9
Emperor Jingren read late into the night, posing questions to Lin Boyuan as he read. He looked at Lin Boyuan with appreciation. Lin Boyuan bowed his head and smiled in satisfaction.
Yesterday before bed, the emperor had arranged to exercise with the empress in the morning, yet the empress waited till nightfall, and he didn’t return. The empress watched the moon rise into the sky and reckoned that it must be past eleven at night by the sandglass, so she sent someone to get news from the imperial study. Soon she received word: the emperor had summoned Censor Lin to the imperial study after court, and the two of them had been in discussion ever since. They’d even had lunch and dinner delivered by the imperial kitchens, and Lin Boyuan had eaten with His Majesty. Though one had sat above while the other sat at a short table below, with no breach of convention, it was still a great honor.
“Lin Boyuan…” The empress pronounced this name, then laughed quietly. “I was careless. I only had eyes for the palace and forgot that there are many people outside the palace as well.”
Then she donned her phoenix robe, picked up a cloak, and went to the imperial study with a number of maids and eunuchs. The palace women were meant to use sedans when they went out, but the empress thought a sedan would slow her down. She walked out, and her attendants had to trot the whole way to keep up with the empress’s brisk steps. Among the empress’s retinue, the ever-present Xiahe was absent.
The empress soon reached the imperial study. Eunuch Lian and Little Shunzi were keeping watch at the door. Seeing the empress, they didn’t manifest their previous faint enmity. Instead, they looked relieved.
“My Lady,” Eunuch Lian said quickly, “that bastard Lin Boyuan gave the emperor a memorial to read, as thick as a book, and each page of it had been perfumed. His Majesty has been reading it ever since he left court. It must be at least ten hours by now. After so much time, though it’s only scent, it must have sunk in.”
“So Lin Boyuan wishes to enter His Majesty’s dreams tonight?” the empress said coldly. “A fine plot! He’s wasted as a mere sixth-rank censor!”
This was different from the palace women. Whatever escapades Emperor Jingren might have with those women, these were all matters of course. There were too many women in the harem; even if something really did happen, it wouldn’t make too deep of an impression on Emperor Jingren. But the same wasn’t true for Lin Boyuan, who came from outside the palace and had only appeared before Emperor Jingren today. Emperor Jingren must be well-disposed toward this person who used his genuine erudition to show his loyalty to His Majesty. If he dreamed of Lin Boyuan tonight, he wouldn’t be able to get him out of his head.
Sometimes the start of a ruinous passion can be very simple, perhaps only picking up a person’s pen or liking the same book, or even something as insignificant as an inadvertent look back; all of it can make a person fall in love. When one person begins to pay particular attention to another, perhaps affection has already quietly taken root.
Everyone understood this. It was precisely because they understood it that they had to sigh in admiration of Lin Boyuan’s tactics! They’d all spent two or three years fooling around in the palace without anything to show for it, while Lin Boyuan, on the contrary, had held out for so long and had now gone from unremarked to astounding in a single move.
“Regardless of anything else,” said the empress after looking down in thought, “first let’s get him out of there. It’s late, after all.”
If Emperor Jingren dozed off now and had a sensual dream, then woke to see the scholarly Zhuangyuan Lin sitting beside his desk with his head nodding or a look of exhaustion on his face, it was quite possible he would feel even more tenderness for him.
Though the empress was everyone’s enemy, she had been empress all these years without getting the emperor. At the moment she couldn’t be considered an active threat; Lin Boyuan was the immediate problem.
Now Eunuch Lian and the empress formed an unprecedented alliance. Eunuch Lian knocked on the door and entered. Seeing Emperor Jingren drowsing, he immediately took a balm to promote wakefulness from his pocket and quickly smeared it on his sleeve, so a clear chill wafted from it when he waved his hand. He trotted over to the desk and flapped his sleeve. He announced loudly: “Your Majesty, the empress is here.”
Emperor Jingren was surrounded by a cold, clear scent. He became much more alert. Hearing that the empress was here, he said at once, “Ask her in.”
Unlike the pure consort, Emperor Jingren had considerable reverence for the empress.
The empress walked into the imperial study with dignity. Seeing others present, she bowed to Emperor Jingren and said softly, “Your subject wife arranged yesterday to take care of Your Majesty’s health. When I saw that Your Majesty had yet to retire for the night so late, I became concerned. Your Majesty, staying up late harms your constitution.”
Emperor Jingren at last realized that it was past eleven at night. If he didn’t go to sleep now, he would have to go straight to morning court. He put down the stack of paper, of which he had read only half, and his gaze fell on Lin Boyuan. He said to Eunuch Lian, “It is late. See Subject Lin back to his residence.”
Eunuch Lian nodded and obeyed. To the visibly unwilling Lin Boyuan he said, “Censor Lin, this way, please.”
Lin Boyuan shot a glare at the meddling empress, but he had no choice but to kowtow, express his thanks, and follow Eunuch Lian out of the imperial study.
Inside the imperial study, the empress strode up to the dais and stood before the desk. “Though Your Majesty seems a little weary today, some of the frustration has left your brow. Has something good happened?”
Emperor Jingren nodded and said, “There was a development in what we spoke of yesterday, precisely because of Lin Boyuan. This man is an exceptional talent and a skilled essayist. Rarest of all, he can do more than just write pretty essays. We only had some notions about the new law, but he has already put so much thought into it!”
He pointed out the stack of paper on the desk to the empress.
“This…memorial is rather too sloppy,” the empress said placidly. “I may be ignorant of court matters, but I understand some rules. A thing like this will have no power to sway the civil and military officials. Why not have this transcribed into a standard memorial and presented to Your Majesty another day by the Bureau of Communication? Then you can have all the civil and military officials read it.”
“Lin Boyuan said he was worried the Bureau of Communication would suppress the memorial.” Emperor Jingren sighed. This sort of thing was nothing new. He wanted to put reforms in place, but he couldn’t work on everything at once. He had to start with the most important things. Whatever else the Bureau of Communication might do, they wouldn’t conceal an important memorial, and through Embroidered Guard he could learn of many things that didn’t pass through the Bureau of Communication, so it wasn’t a priority.
“Your Majesty is tired,” said the empress, smiling. “The Bureau of Communication might suppress something Your Majesty does not know about, but if Your Majesty is already aware of it and instructs the Bureau of Communication to copy it out according to procedure, would they really dare to suppress it?”
“You’re right.” Emperor Jingren massaged his temples. He really was tired; such a simple thing hadn’t occurred to him. He needed to get some rest.
“As for Zhuangyuan Lin…” the empress began. “Wouldn’t it be better to put a practical person like him in his proper place, rather than the Censorate? If what matters most to him are the interests of the people, then his greatest wish must be to do something for those people himself, no?”
Emperor Jingren nodded. He thought that the empress made a good point. “Yes. When the new law has been settled, we can order Lin Boyuan to take responsibility for implementing it. This will raise his standing, and ensure that someone we trust is taking care of this matter. That’s good.”
The empress smiled in satisfaction and counseled the emperor to rest now for the sake of his health; tomorrow he could think it through further. When Lin Boyuan had gone to do his work, would he have further opportunities to see Emperor Jingren? Probably he would, but he wouldn’t have to appear in front of him at court every day, like now.
Emperor Jingren and the empress strolled to Qifeng Hall. The summer night wasn’t cold, but there was some dew. The empress put the cloak over him. Emperor and empress held hands. It felt nice.
Qifeng Hall was different from usual. Before, the atmosphere had been dignified and solemn. Today, from the bed curtains to the quilts, everything was in warm colors; it had a sense of softness and comfort. Emperor Jingren had already been feeling weary. When he saw these furnishings, he felt even more compelled to sleep. After washing up, he quickly got into bed. Seeing the empress undress and lay down beside him, Emperor Jingren smiled.
“Your Majesty.” The empress reached out to gently massage Emperor Jingren’s temples. In a very gentle voice, she said, “Though it’s said that what occupies one’s thoughts during waking hours will also occupy one’s dreams during the night, the people we dream of at night may only be those we’ve seen the most of during the day. Your Majesty must not take it to heart.”
“The one we’ve seen the most of during the day—that must be Zhuangyuan Lin? Why would we dream about him?” Emperor Jingren was very comfortable. He closed his eyes. “Are you telling us to dream of you, Empress?”
“What if I am?” Though the empress’s voice was rough, it was very calming to listen to.
“We will dream of you,” Emperor Jingren said with a smile. He felt rather pleased.
“If you dream of Zhuangyuan Lin instead, I’ll be angry.”
“Mention it again and we really will dream of him.” Emperor Jingren rolled over and put his arms around the empress, kissed her lightly on the cheek, and groggily said, “We will try to dream of you, Jinyi.”
Then he fell deeply asleep. He really was exhausted.

Chapter 10
Emperor Jingren thought that, tired as he was, he was sure to sleep soundly. Even if he dreamed, he would dream of the empress. Instead, he had a nightmare that he never could have predicted. In the dream he was transformed into an indiscriminate demon of lust. He held Zhuangyuan Lin down and bit him again and again. Emperor Jingren tried several times to wake up, but he couldn’t. In his dream, he seemed to have become a different person and developed an appetite for men; it was fearful!
The dream was highly erotic, but in the depths of his heart, Emperor Jingren was repelled. He thought that even if he really was interested in men, he still shouldn’t turn his thoughts on a pillar of the nation like Zhuangyuan Lin. For a person with no virtue, this kind of dream might have been enjoyable, but for the principled Emperor Jingren, it was a torment.
Wanting to wake but incapable of struggling free, Emperor Jingren was bathed in cold sweat. It was only at dawn that he was roused by the empress wiping sweat from his brow. Panicked, he opened his eyes and saw the empress’s comfortingly familiar face. Then Emperor Jingren’s racing heartbeat gradually slowed.
“What was Your Majesty dreaming of?” the empress asked. “Did you dream of me?”
These words immediately called to Emperor Jingren’s mind what the empress had said last night before he went to sleep. The empress had mentioned Zhuangyuan Lin several times and told him not to dream of him. He had probably been thinking of having marital relations with the empress, so he’d had this absurd dream.
“I dreamed…” Emperor Jingren said indistinctly. “Unfortunately, it wasn’t a good dream. Next time don’t talk about who might appear in dreams.”
Of course the empress knew who Emperor Jingren had dreamed of, but seeing from his expression that he wasn’t impressed by it and instead felt it had been a bad thing, she relaxed. There was no way to predict the human heart. No matter how exquisite Lin Boyuan’s plan might have been, it hadn’t occurred to him what a principled person Emperor Jingren was. An inexplicable erotic dream wouldn’t make Emperor Jingren happy but disgust him. It was different with the palace women. Whatever happened in dreams with his own wives, it would be all right, because Emperor Jingren’s principles permitted it, regardless of whether it was something the world approved of; going a little too far would be fine. But if he dreamed of one of his courtiers, given Emperor Jingren’s disposition, violating that taboo would give him no pleasure. He would only think it was inappropriate for him to be having such thoughts.
“It was my fault.” The empress accepted the blame candidly, even though Emperor Jingren hadn’t actually said why he had slept badly.
Emperor Jingren knew very well that it had nothing to do with the empress, and her candid acceptance of blame made him feel guilty. He said, “It’s nothing to do with you. We were only tired yesterday.”
“Then sleep a little longer, Your Majesty,” the empress said, looking at the sandglass. “I won’t do morning exercises today. I’ll stay here with you.”
Seeing that there was still an hour left before he had to get up, Emperor Jingren lay back down and closed his eyes. The empress gently stroked his head, making him feel very comfortable. Soon he was asleep again. This time his sleep was very deep, and he had no dreams. Only the dry touch of the empress’s palm followed him into slumber.
When he went to court, Emperor Jingren had recovered, but he felt a persistent aversion to seeing Lin Boyuan again. In fact, Emperor Jingren knew that this had nothing to do with Lin Boyuan. It was his own dream; he shouldn’t be taking it out on someone else. But reason was one thing, and emotion was another; he could still value Lin Boyuan’s contributions, could still praise this talented Zhuangyuan before all the officials at court, but Emperor Jingren could never again be compelled to be alone with him. He would always feel a little awkward.
Lin Boyuan had thought that, regardless of what methods the empress used, he would be able to leave an indelible impression on Emperor Jingren’s heart. Unfortunately, though he had made an impression, it wasn’t a good one. Not only had he not managed to get closer to Emperor Jingren, even being alone with him had become difficult. As a sixth-rank official, he couldn’t enter the palace without being summoned, and he certainly couldn’t stay behind alone after court. Contrary to his expectations, after that night, Emperor Jingren refused to summon him for a tête-à-tête; he now had no chance at all.
At first Lin Boyuan thought this was the worst of it, but the reality was still more wretched.
When Zhuangyuan Lin had engaged in verbal sparring with all the officials, endured the barrage of the whole court, succeeded in his support of Emperor Jingren’s new law, and offended his own father almost to the point of being disowned, he thought that his loyalty and sincerity would have been enough to move Emperor Jingren, to let him become Emperor Jingren’s most trusted courtier, so he would give him a token that let him enter the palace at any time and request to see the emperor.
But none of that happened.
Zhuangyuan Lin was rewarded with a promotion from a sixth-rank censor to a fourth-rank Vice-Minister of Public Works, with full authority and responsibility for putting the new law into effect. Emperor Jingren sent him out to supervise throughout the land. When he returned to court, he would probably be promoted again; he might be counted the most trusted of the emperor’s courtiers among the younger generation.
Lin Boyuan was flummoxed.
The palace eunuch who came to deliver the imperial decree to the Lin residence was Eunuch Lian. This was no coincidence. He had contrived to have this opportunity to see Lin Boyuan alone. Lin Boyuan’s face was ghastly pale as he received the imperial decree; Eunuch Lian, on the other hand, wore a superior smile.
“My most sincere congratulations, Vice-Minister Lin. Though you were at odds with all the civil and military officials at court, in the end you still won His Majesty’s favor. You are certain to go on rising in your career. Those outside the six ministries have no hope of joining the cabinet. Now that you are part of the Ministry of Public Works, the cabinet is a possibility for you. Perhaps you will even surpass your father.” Eunuch Lian’s face was radiant with joy as he congratulated Lin Boyuan. His smile was sincere. But Lin Boyuan wasn’t happy at all.
Lin Boyuan dismissed everyone else from the room. Gritting his teeth, he said to Eunuch Lian, “What are you smiling about? I’m going to implement the new law. When I return in a few years, the emperor is sure to grant me even more favor. Once I join the cabinet, I’ll have plenty of opportunities to be alone with His Majesty. My looks may not measure up to the consorts and concubines of the harem, but with my unfailing loyalty, my tremendous literary talent, and my ability to solve problems, on top of being around him day and night, having discussions by candlelight, Emperor Jingren will one day be mine. And you? Look at your old face. Like a desiccated orange rind. You think you have a chance? Emperor Jingren may not judge people based on appearance, but at the very least I bet he’d only go for someone he could stand to look at!”
Sure enough, Eunuch Lian turned ashen. He touched his face, hatred filling his eyes. He was surrounded by beautiful maidservants and handsome guards, while he was old and withered, and a eunuch on top of that. He didn’t have the shadow of a chance. In fact, the person who had spent the most time with Emperor Jingren over the years was Eunuch Lian, but with his venerable countenance, no amount of time spent together would do any good. Others had used their incense many times, but while he had plenty of opportunity, he had never dared. He was afraid that if he used his incense, it would only anger Emperor Jingren, and he would never let him serve him again. Then he really wouldn’t have the tiniest chance.
Having scored a hit against Eunuch Lian, Lin Boyuan sighed. “I’ve fallen out of the running for now too. I’m not your enemy. Let me ask you this—my plan the other night was so good. Emperor Jingren ought to have dreamed of me all night. After a dream like that, at least he ought to have seen me with new eyes. Why do I feel like he’s been deliberately avoiding me instead?”
Eunuch Lian thought about it and said, “Since that day, the emperor hasn’t spent the night with any of the consorts or concubines. He’s been staying at Qifeng Hall. He’s hardly even been back to Zichen Hall.”
“The empress?” Lin Boyuan was disbelieving. “But she’s hardly better off than you for looks.”
That was going rather too far. Though the empress was tall and strapping, she was also young and handsome, a hundred times better off than Eunuch Lian. But when this young, handsome empress wore her phoenix robe, with her expression set in the dignity particular to an empress, the enormous incongruity undoubtedly made her a sight too dreadful to behold. How could anyone find that attractive?
Eunuch Lian was also disbelieving, but something did occur to him, so he said to his one-time enemy, now his fellow sufferer and ally, “The empress confiscated all the incense in the harem. Only the owner of a particular piece of incense can use it. Someone else who tried would only get an outcome contrary to what they wanted. The empress has no use for it.”
“Though she has no use for it, she can still leave the rest with no options. Every time someone in the harem wants to get close to Emperor Jingren, they’ll hesitate.” This was Lin Boyuan’s analysis. “It seems it must have been the empress who made Emperor Jingren change his mind about me that night. It looks like she’s our strongest opponent after all.”
Before he left, Lin Boyuan planted this thorn in Eunuch Lian’s heart; he was concerned that the situation would take a turn during the years he was away from court. With Eunuch Lian there to get in her way, it would be difficult for the empress to put any schemes in practice.
But what Lin Boyuan could not guess was that he himself was the reason Emperor Jingren had been staying with the empress all this time.

Chapter 11
Emperor Jingren held himself to a very high standard of conduct. Since the night of that improper dream, he had been plagued with self-reproach. All his life he had told himself he had to be a wise ruler who gave the people a chance to live in peace and be happy in their work, who increased the prestige of the State of Xia among the surrounding nations. He adhered strictly to the demands made of a ruler and a man. But that absurd dream had made him doubt himself.
It wasn’t that he objected to being involved with a man. What he couldn’t accept was being the kind of debauched ruler who would lust after an able courtier. He had found a perfect explanation for that dream, but in the end he still couldn’t be satisfied with that.
Emperor Jingren never recalled that sensual dream, and he didn’t think there was anything good about it. He took pains to have nothing to do with Lin Boyuan. In reality, no matter who he might dream of, if that person was a courtier with an official rank, the dream would only serve as a warning to him, a reminder to be a good ruler.
From then on, no matter how busy he was, Emperor Jingren read the words of the sages and chanted Buddhist scriptures every day, to cultivate his mind and moral character. During this process, naturally, he had to stay away from women. And by coincidence, while checking his health, Imperial Physician Chen had told him that the injury to his head had harmed his vitality; as part of self-cultivation, he should avoid spilling his seed—in other words, abstain from sex. This advice suited Emperor Jingren perfectly. All he wanted right now was to maintain his self-discipline and cultivate body and mind. From then on, Emperor Jingren no longer visited the consorts and concubines who would tempt him into error; instead, every day he went to exercise and sleep—purely sleep—with the seemingly very safe empress.
It was probably because the empress was so dignified that Emperor Jingren felt utterly comfortable around her. Though the empress was tall and sturdy and looked ridiculous dressed in her phoenix robe every day, when you’d seen enough of her you got used to it. Besides, as she spent more and more time with Emperor Jingren, the empress no longer maintained her once ever-present solemn and sedate demeanor. In private, she often dressed in casual clothes.
The empress’s casual clothes were mostly fighting clothes, white or black; in them she looked bold and valiant or cold and handsome. The only flaw was that this clothing highlighted the shortcomings of the empress’s figure. With only the faintest swell at her bosom, the empress was far from matching up to the other women of the harem. But again and again Emperor Jingren became aroused by the sight of this empress. Each time he saw the empress in casual clothes, he felt a nameless sense of closeness.
Fortunately, the empress was capable of keeping the bigger picture in mind. She didn’t let Emperor Jingren do as he liked just because he started fooling around. She would always gently remind Emperor Jingren to mind his health and moral cultivation.
Summer ended and autumn began. Emperor Jingren’s physical condition improved considerably; he could last two rounds against the empress.
“The days are getting shorter,” Emperor Jingren said with a sigh one autumn morning, looking at the just-lightening sky. “When I started getting up first thing in the morning to train with you, it would already be broad daylight, but now the sun is just peeking over the horizon. In a few more days, it’ll still be pitch black this time of day.”
The first thing the two of them did after getting up in the morning was go for a jog, from Kunning Palace where the empress lived to the newly renovated Chaocheng Palace. The distance between the two palaces was about three thousand yards, perfect for a morning run. At first Emperor Jingren had been forced to alternate running and walking to hold out over that distance, but now he could run and chat with the empress at the same time.
“Do you exercise in winter too, Jinyi?” Emperor Jingren asked.
“I started exercising every morning with my father when I was five years old. Apart from the period of our wedding, I’ve never missed a day,” the empress said calmly, as if there was nothing remarkable about what she was saying.
Emperor Jingren had been feeling a little sluggish and reluctant to get up early. Now he fell silent. His desire to slack off went up in a puff of smoke.
When they reached the training field in Chaocheng Palace, the ground was covered in fallen leaves. Frowning slightly, Emperor Jingren said, “What has the eunuch responsible for the upkeep of the training field been doing? Why is this place such a mess?”
There was a trace of anger in his voice. But the empress gently pressed his raised hand down and said with a smile, “Your subject wife instructed them not to clear away the fallen leaves for the moment. It’s been a long time since I practiced my swordsmanship. I was afraid I’d forgotten my technique, so I wanted to practice today.”
Emperor Jingren was about to ask what practicing swordsmanship had to do with fallen leaves when he saw the empress, dressed in white fighting clothes, fly a dozen yards in a single leap. Her feet just tapped the ground, and a sword flew from the weapons rack.
With the sword in hand, the empress’s whole demeanor seemed to change. Before, she had been the staid and magnanimous empress; now she was a finely honed sword that had left its scabbard. Emperor Jingren was even dazzled by the sharpness of her expression.
The empress stood on the field and wielded the sword in her hand. Emperor Jingren felt that her movements were unusually fast, but fast as they were, he could still see each form and maneuver perfectly, as if the empress were performing just for him. The empress’s sword exuded a profound chill. With each thrust, the leaves on the ground fluttered. For a time, the red maple leaves flew around the field, as if a rain of scarlet leaves were falling, shining in the first light of morning. It was a sight of unparalleled loveliness.
Emperor Jingren, surrounded by leaves, was stunned by the beauty of this scene, captivated as he watched the empress wielding her sword. The fallen leaves swirled around the empress like a tornado, then were drawn aside by the empress’s sword.
As she practiced, the empress flew over the field. When she had made a full circle, all the leaves were gathered together, while the field was entirely clean, without a single leaf to be found. Most miraculous of all, though the empress’s sword felt so cold and fierce, not a single leaf had been cut. Each and every leaf was whole, gathered neatly beside the field.
When her sword dance was finished, the empress stood in the center of the training field, the autumn wind rustling her carelessly bound up hair. It looked so beautiful hovering in the breeze that Emperor Jingren was momentarily dazed.
The empress smiled slightly. With a wave of her hand, the sword returned to the weapons rack. Emperor Jingren was about to applaud when he heard the empress say, “Did everyone see that? Practice this leaf sweeping sword form, and sweeping the palace courtyards won’t be so much work in the future.”
Emperor Jingren was taken aback.
He had meant to ask the empress to teach him that beautiful sword form.
The previously deserted training field had been populated by a dozen eunuchs and palace maids. Each of them took a sword from the weapons rack, then ran off to train somewhere.
Finished with her training, the empress, looking fresh and cool, walked toward Emperor Jingren. She said, “It’s been a long time since I practiced. I was worried I’d gotten rusty. Now it seems it’s not so…”
She came to a sudden halt and looked fixedly at Emperor Jingren’s refined countenance.
Emperor Jingren was looking at the empress with an encouraging smile. Seeing her captivated expression, he said, “You wield a sword like the deity of autumn come to earth, Jinyi. It’s intoxicating to watch, truly…”
The empress reached up and brushed Emperor Jingren’s face.
Emperor Jingren felt warmth course through him. It had been three months. He had recovered as much as he was going to. And he no longer had any impression left of that absurd dream. Now that the empress was for once reaching out to him… He remembered that there were bed chambers in Chaocheng Palace, which were cleaned daily, provided for the empress to bathe and change, and rest after exercising.
Expectantly, Emperor Jingren raised his hand to hold the empress’s large hand to his face.
But when his fingers had just brushed the empress’s skin, that big hand darted away. It hadn’t even touched his face—only now it held a maple leaf.
Emperor Jingren was brought up short.
The empress knew nothing of Emperor Jingren’s frustration. Looking at the leaf, she sighed lengthily. “It seems my skills really have declined. I missed a leaf.”
Dissatisfaction was written across her face. Those soulful eyes were focused on the leaf.
Emperor Jingren thought that he hated maple leaves that turned red and flew all over the palace in autumn.
“Your skills are excellent. We couldn’t look away just now. We admire you greatly.” Emperor Jingren decided to take back the empress’s attention, ploughing ahead and delivering the praise he hadn’t had a chance to deliver earlier.
“It’s not good enough,” said the empress, dissatisfied.
“It’s very good,” said Emperor Jingren, taking the opportunity to reassure the empress.
But the empress lowered her head and, gaze fixed on Emperor Jingren, said, “Your subject wife must protect Your Majesty. If by this slight shortcoming I allow Your Majesty to fall into danger, should a single hair on your head be harmed, I will still feel uneasy. Your Majesty, the reason I train is to be able to keep you safe, so you can continue to be a wise ruler who brings benefit to the people.”
“We are very moved by your feelings, Jinyi. We will order the Embroidered Guard to keep in good training and protect both of us, so you never need to have such anxieties.” After comforting the empress, Emperor Jingren wanted to put his arms around her shoulders and embrace her, gently stroke her hair. But the empress was truly too tall; he couldn’t manage it. Finally, Emperor Jingren had to settle for putting his arms around the empress’s waist and leaning his head against her shoulder as consolation.

Chapter 12
It had been a good year for the State of Xia. Throughout the whole land, no natural disasters had occurred. Even the occasional mudslide or minor earthquake had taken place in sparsely populated areas, so apart from a few unlucky mountain bandits, no citizens had been injured. The harvest was plentiful, the coffers were full. It was precisely because the land of Xia had delivered so well this year that Emperor Jingren’s new law had passed with such success. Had there been a natural disaster, the civil officials would have been certain to find a cause for it in the new law and forced Emperor Jingren to issue a penitential decree. Once that happened, Emperor Jingren might have had no hope of implementing any new laws for the rest of his life.
In this crisp and clear autumnal season, the State of Xia welcomed this year’s autumn hunt.
According to custom, family members could be brought along on the autumn hunt. Some officials brought not only their first wife, but also a number of concubines. Emperor Jingren, given his position, could of course bring as many women as he wanted. Anyway, all expenses would be covered by the imperial treasury. After some years of good harvests, the state and imperial treasuries were full; there was no lack of funds.
Bringing the empress was a certainty. As he made his selections, Emperor Jingren thought back to the empress’s bold martial bearing and felt that nothing could suit her better than the autumn hunt. In previous years, with the emperor away from the palace, the empress had remained behind in command. Since her marriage to Emperor Jingren, apart from yearly offerings to the heavens and the spring ploughing, the empress hadn’t once left the palace. This time Emperor Jingren decided to bring the empress with him, and ride to the hunt with her. That would be wonderful.
The four consorts had to be brought along as well. They had come in previous years, and this year they hadn’t committed any great wrongs. There was no reason to leave them behind. Besides, Emperor Jingren had been ignoring the harem lately. He felt some guilt about his treatment of these consorts. Now that a chance to have some fun had come up, of course he had to give them a chance to enjoy it.
This year, the empress dowager would oversee the palace. The empress dowager was elderly and not up to the tumult of the journey. She never went on the autumn hunt. She was the right person to stay at the palace and hold down the fort.
All the ranked civil and military officials had to go. This was an annual grand occasion. Even if they had no talent for hunting themselves, the game their guards took down could serve as a substitute and perhaps bring them good fortune.
When all the arrangements had been made, Emperor Jingren returned to Qifeng Hall for the night and, with feigned indifference, mentioned the autumn hunt to the empress and indicated that he hoped she would be able to accompany him this time.
A rare expression of surprise appeared on the empress’s face. She said, “Thank you for your kindness, Your Majesty.”
“You’re very welcome, Jinyi,” Emperor Jingren said, squeezing the empress’s hand. “You’re so skilled. You’ll be sure to take first place in the autumn hunt and show the officials how remarkable our empress is.”
“Your subject wife will do everything possible to protect Your Majesty,” the empress promised, bending her head to look steadily at Emperor Jingren.
Emperor Jingren was brought up short.
His empress was wonderful in every way, except that she wouldn’t stand behind him and be protected. Instead, she liked to stand in front and protect him. Never mind. Yan Xu had already arranged everything, anyway. The Imperial Guard was sure to keep him and the empress safe.
Because he would soon be leaving for the autumn hunt, Emperor Jingren had an unusually heavy workload for a few days. Each day he showed up at Qifeng Hall exhausted, having expended all his energy. He fell asleep as soon as his head touched the pillow. He had no strength left to consider relations between men and women. But he was prepared: for the autumn hunt, they would be staying at a temporary residence. There wouldn’t be as many rules as at the palace. He could have a nice time with the empress.
Emperor Jingren didn’t know how to describe what he was feeling. In the past, he had only felt respect for the empress. The empress had been to him not so much a first wife as an emblem, a signifier. Anyone who filled that position, whoever she might be, would receive from Emperor Jingren the respect that was due her. But now it was different. For him, the empress was his wife first, and the empress second. Rather than consider how to safeguard the empress’s dignity, his first thought was of how to make his wife happy.
It was a very peculiar feeling, but it was also comforting. Perhaps the empress’s appearance didn’t match the aesthetic preferences of the times—her bearing insufficiently gentle, her countenance insufficiently dazzling—but the only person who could come near Emperor Jingren’s heart was the empress.
Like a boy in the first bloom of love, Emperor Jingren gave secret orders to the Department of the Wardrobe to prepare several sets of clothing suitable for the empress to wear, according to her measurements. There were black short jackets and pants, long white robes, and also some handy weapons, especially swords. After the day he had watched the empress perform a sword dance, Emperor Jingren had instructed the Embroidered Guard to offer a high price for a good sword out in the world. At last, just in time for the autumn hunt, a divine weapon was forged for the empress.
These things had been sent by Emperor Jingren to the temporary residence and only waited for the empress to discover them.
As for Imperial Physician Chen saying that Emperor Jingren shouldn’t engage in sexual intercourse in his current state of health, Emperor Jingren hadn’t seen Imperial Physician Chen again. He still remembered the animosity Imperial Physician Chen had shown toward the empress when he had woken up after hitting his head. This had made him decide to gradually put distance between himself and Imperial Physician Chen and support Imperial Physician Ning, another of the Imperial College of Medicine’s diagnostic experts. He was an elderly doctor in his sixties, but well-preserved because of his profession. He didn’t seem old. Lately, when Emperor Jingren had his pulse checked, it was done by Imperial Physician Ning instead of Imperial Physician Chen. Imperial Physician Ning said there was nothing much the matter with Emperor Jingren’s health, and nothing to prevent him from engaging in sexual intercourse, as long as he didn’t overindulge.
Imperial Physician Ning’s conclusion made Emperor Jingren even more suspicious of Imperial Physician Chen. He didn’t bring Imperial Physician Chen along for the autumn hunt but had Imperial Physician Ning step in.
Since Emperor Jingren had woken up after hitting his head three months ago, the distribution of power in the harem had changed entirely. Previously Emperor Jingren had felt plenty of respect but no affection for the empress. At night he had preferred to visit the four consorts. Among them, his favorite had been the pure consort, and there was also a quite well-favored Imperial Concubine Lin, Grand Secretary Lin’s daughter and Lin Boyuan’s little sister.
Now, however, Emperor Jingren favored only the empress, and the rest of the consorts and concubines were nothing but dust. Apart from the pure consort, who had briefly received Emperor Jingren at Jiaolan Hall, none of them had even caught a glimpse of Emperor Jingren’s face since his fall. This ought to have been a matter for the Censorate to get involved in, encouraging him to cast a wider net with his favor for the sake of producing an heir. But Emperor Jingren had first been married four years ago and still had no issue. With Imperial Physician Chen’s diagnosis on top of that, the Censorate didn’t dare to tell the emperor to sleep with his concubines in spite of his health. Moreover, if Emperor Jingren had been sleeping with one of the consorts or concubines, the Censorate might have muscled its way in; but he was sleeping with the empress, which only stood to reason. Who was going to get involved there?
So, for the past three months, with the exception of the empress, all the women had been miserable. There had also been a great change in the power of the Imperial College of Medicine. It had been a period of great upset.
Some people sighed to themselves over the empress’s tactics. After years of doing nothing, in a single move, she had taken the emperor’s attention all to herself. She wasn’t a beautiful woman, yet somehow she had been able to win the emperor’s favor. It was truly remarkable. These rumors reached even the cold palace, where Su Huailing and her foster brother, Little Fuzi, heard of them.
“I encroached on His Majesty’s presence, so it’s only fair for me to be sent to the cold palace. But not you!” Su Huailing looked at Little Fuzi, so ill he couldn’t stand, and clenched her fists. “You’re innocent. You never stole anything. I’ll go plead with the empress, tell her that you haven’t done anything and should leave the cold palace!”
Then she ran out to find one of the cold palace’s matrons, who was particularly nice to her, and asked her to take care of Little Fuzi while she left the cold palace easily through a series of perfect coincidences, then mixed with the party traveling to the autumn hunt. Absolutely no one noticed.
The carriage at the center of the team, closely guarded by imperial guardsmen, belonged to Emperor Jingren. He and the empress were sharing it. In the small carriages following it rode the consorts and concubines. Today was the first time since hitting his head that Emperor Jingren had seen them, apart from the pure consort. He had forgotten then what the consorts looked like; now it seemed that they all matched the impressions he had of them in his memory.
The virtuous consort was calm and unaffected, with a pretty face, clearly a highborn lady; the worthy consort was grand and lofty, with an immensely elegant bearing, a very learned and literary woman; the honest consort was little less beautiful than the other three, but she had great charm and a pair of lively, alluring eyes. Imperial Concubine Lin resembled Grand Secretary Lin, though she didn’t look much like Lin Boyuan; Lin Boyuan must have taken after his mother.
Each woman was different, each with her own attractions, but Emperor Jingren didn’t feel anything in particular when he looked at them. Instead he turned and looked at the empress, standing beside him dressed in an ornate phoenix robe, with a heavy headdress on her head, her expression dignified. He thought that the empress was wonderful in every way, and the rest couldn’t compare.
The emperor’s carriage was larger than the others and provided with everything necessary inside. Sitting on a bed big enough for three or four people, Emperor Jingren slowly removed the empress’s headdress. Seeing how tightly the empress’s scalp had been pulled, he said, “You don’t need to dress so formally in the carriage. Let your hair down. We’ll help you put it back up when we’re nearly there.”
With her hair down, the empress looked much more casual. She said to Emperor Jingren, “Your Majesty should do likewise. Shall I assist?”
The emperor’s crown couldn’t simply be removed. The empress had to ask Emperor Jingren for permission.
“Naturally.” Emperor Jingren nodded. He raised a hand to stroke the empress’s long hair and was surprised to find it so smooth.

Chapter 13
The distance between the hunting grounds and the capital could be covered in four hours by a fast horse, but the progress of this comprehensive force took an entire day. Emperor Jingren and the empress didn’t leave their carriage all day but rested inside it. Emperor Jingren had been working overtime to free up time to attend the autumn hunt, and it had worn him out. He had been so tired that the empress had even stopped his morning exercise, just so Emperor Jingren could get a little extra sleep.
There were still dark circles under Emperor Jingren’s eyes. The empress simply had him lay on her lap and sleep on the road.
Emperor Jingren let down his hair and lay down. He thought that the empress’s legs were really…thick and hard!
Luckily, there was nothing wrong with Emperor Jingren’s cervical vertebrae, or else his neck would have certainly ended up sore from having his head pillowed on such high knees.
Though his pillow was a little uncomfortable, the empress put her hand on Emperor Jingren’s head and gently began to massage it. Whatever technique the empress was using, Emperor Jingren felt air currents moving around his head, creating a pleasant sensation. To go to the autumn hunt, everyone had set out before sunrise today. Emperor Jingren had hardly slept. Now, lying in the soft bed, with his head pillowed on the empress’s knees, despite the rattling of the carriage, he still felt very comfortable and drifted off to sleep.
The empress wore hardly any perfume. Instead she had a clean, freshly bathed scent about her. Of course, the empress always bathed after morning exercise, and she always smelled of green, growing things, better than any perfume.
All the consorts and concubines in the palace used perfume, and all of it smelled about the same. In each palace, he smelled the same fragrance. Only the empress was different. He had never smelled any particular fragrance about the empress…
Fragrance…
The dreaming Emperor Jingren’s eyes flew open.
“What’s wrong, Your Majesty?” the empress asked in concern. “Did you have a nightmare?”
Emperor Jingren shook his head silently. He grabbed hold of the empress’s wide sleeve and put it to his nose: a clean scent of honeylocust. The empress’s clothes weren’t perfumed either. They usually smelled of honeylocust washing water.
The empress had also smelled her sleeve. She asked, “Would Your Majesty like me to use perfume?”
“No.” Emperor Jingren pondered, slowly shaking his head. “We were only thinking… We have only ever smelled one kind of perfume in the palace.”
He said nothing else. He sat up and thought for a while, then lay back down and closed his eyes.
But with the empress’s martial arts training, she was sensitive to people’s breathing. There was always a difference between the breathing of a sleeping person and a waking one, even if that person was pretending very convincingly to be asleep.
Emperor Jingren wasn’t sleeping. He had developed suspicions concerning that perfume.
Actually, the empress had long thought that that incense wasn’t dependable. If you wanted to win a person’s sincere affections, you couldn’t rely solely on external objects. Only sincerity could be exchanged for sincerity.
Emperor Jingren was a conscientious person with an understanding of gratitude. He could understand at once who had good intentions toward him, and who had only fake affections. He wouldn’t be fooled. With a person like this, using incense to create realistic dreams would only put ever more distance between him and the user.
The empress had taken away all the incense in the palace first as a warning to the others, and second out of compassion for this young emperor, only twenty-two years old.
He believed that he was the master of the realm, but in fact it was all an illusion. He believed that he was the object of everyone’s love and esteem, but in fact all those feelings were false.
The empress knew that this compassion toward an emperor earnestly living his life and sincerely acting for the benefit of the people was a little misplaced, but you couldn’t control your feelings. After enough contact, you couldn’t always keep your heart hardened. So she had taken everyone’s incense, hoping that if someone truly did one day succeed, it wouldn't be because of those fake dreams but because they had exchanged sincerity for sincerity.
Her hand caressed Emperor Jingren’s hair. It was long and beautiful, cascading like a waterfall when it was loose, straight and smooth. The empress always wanted to stroke Emperor Jingren’s hair, but that gesture was intimate. The emperor had already displayed an unusual interest in her. She didn’t want to toy with the young emperor’s feelings, so she did her best to avoid any intimate gestures. But now, thinking that the emperor might be unhappy, the empress once again violated her principles and gently consoled him.
Her hand was large and comforting. She didn’t smell of that familiar perfume. Emperor Jingren gradually let down his guard and fell asleep.
But he didn’t forget. When they reached the temporary residence, he immediately ordered all the incense in the residence, both what had been there originally and what the consorts and concubines had brought with them, to be brought to him. He personally smelled each of them one by one, which made him sneeze incessantly. He only stopped when he could no longer distinguish one smell from another.
The empress didn’t speak. She watched him in silence.
“Jinyi,” Emperor Jingren said a little gravely. “Three months ago, after we hit our head, hardly anything changed, but we have felt that everything around us has been slightly wrong. We thought that we were confused after the bump on the head, but now it seems that isn’t the case.
“We remember the scent of this incense,” Emperor Jingren went on. “The four consorts were given their status at the same time as we married you, but the first one we visited was the virtuous consort, three months after we were married. We were happy with you then and had no wish to go to the others, but after three months you had yet to conceive, so the empress dowager counseled us, and the ministers remonstrated with us on the basis of ancestral teachings, so we agreed. That night, we recall that we smelled a very pleasant scent, and we asked the virtuous consort what it was.
“A few days later, we smelled it in the pure consort’s residence as well. We asked the pure consort about it. That scent was very similar to the one the virtuous consort had, we said. It was very distinct. The pure consort said then that she knew we liked this scent, so she had borrowed some from the virtuous consort.
“From then on, wherever we went in the palace, we could smell that scent, apart from when we went to you,” Emperor Jingren recalled slowly.
“But later, we once again smelled that scent, in a different place. But the scent was too faint then, and we were only concerned with the new law, so we took no notice. Had it been some other scent, we probably would have quickly forgotten it. But the memory of a very familiar scent remains.” As he spoke, Emperor Jingren’s face turned grave.
The empress squeezed his hand and said nothing.
“When we smelled that scent in the palace of a consort or concubine, we would have a night of pleasure with that consort. When we smelled that scent on Lin Boyuan’s memorial, we dreamed of a passionate encounter with Lin Boyuan that night. Was that really a coincidence?” Emperor Jingren once again picked up a piece of incense and smelled it, then shook his head. “That incense isn’t here.”
“I discovered that incense three months ago,” the empress responded, knowing she could no longer keep silent. “I confiscated all that was in the palace and destroyed it.”
“Do you know what it is?” Emperor Jingren asked.
The empress thought about it, then answered with a half-truth: “Your subject wife only heard that this type of incense existed in the palace and therefore asked about it. I learned that it was an aphrodisiac. Most aphrodisiac medicines and scents are bad for one’s health, and make it harder to have children. While it’s all part of vying for favor in the harem, it still could not be allowed to continue. Therefore, I collected and destroyed this incense. There’s none left in the palace. I didn’t expect Lin Boyuan to have more. It seems it comes from outside the palace.”
“So that’s it.” Emperor Jingren nodded. “That night when you wanted the Bureau of Communication to copy his memorial, and constantly hinted to us that an erotic dream shouldn’t be taken seriously, you must already have noticed what was wrong with the memorial.”
“Yes. Your subject wife was aware of it but failed to report it. I have done wrong.” The empress slowly knelt to await Emperor Jingren’s decision.
“You’ve done nothing wrong.” Emperor Jingren sighed and quickly raised the empress to her feet. “There’s a long history of special aphrodisiacs being used in the harem. You destroyed it as soon as you discovered it, and you didn’t say anything. That was already giving full consideration to the dignity of the imperial family. Lin Boyuan, meanwhile… We believed he was an honorable man. What a surprise to find him scheming like this. Presumably, if you had not advised us to rest that night, we would have encountered Imperial Concubine Lin. Her incense had been confiscated by you, so she went to quite a lot of trouble to get that incense without alerting you.”
The empress was brought up short.
“When we return to the palace, let’s find a reason to reduce Imperial Concubine Lin’s status to an ordinary concubine. As for Lin Boyuan, we still have a use for him. We will see how he does in implementing the new law. If he does a bad job…we can always get someone else to do it!”
The final stamp had basically been put on the new law. As long as he chose a responsible and loyal person, it didn’t matter who it was; they would be able to do the thing well. He had no further need for a schemer like Lin Boyuan.
As a ruler, Emperor Jingren had no trouble casting a person aside once they had done their part.
The empress was speechless.

Chapter 14
Though there had been this unpleasantness, Emperor Jingren had resolved it with the swiftness of a bolt of lightning; with a word he had settled the fates of Imperial Concubine Lin and Lin Boyuan. Once the matter was resolved, there was no need to go on thinking about it. The most important thing now was the autumn hunt.
After a day of rattling, as well as the matter of the incense, Emperor Jingren was in no mood to enjoy himself with the empress. He felt worn out after his bath. The empress, by contrast, was keeping her strength up; she massaged his back and shoulders, making Emperor Jingren feel thoroughly comfortable. Soon he was asleep. This time he slept very soundly.
When he woke the next day, Emperor Jingren had recovered his strength and began to prepare for the autumn hunt.
Before the hunt, a ceremony was held at the temporary residence. The gist of it was an expression of gratitude to the heavens for the good weather and rich harvest that the State of Xia had experienced this year. After the autumn hunt, the best quarry would be selected as an offering. This was known as the first prize. First prize went to whoever brought down the quarry publicly acknowledged as the strongest and fiercest—or in the case of a guard, the prize would go to the family that employed him. The winner would receive a reward from Emperor Jingren, as well as everyone’s acclaim. There was even a belief in the State of Xia that the person who won first prize in the autumn hunt would have a year of good luck. And if the winner were some government official’s guard, perhaps he would even be chosen by Emperor Jingren to join his personal bodyguard. This was a colossal opportunity; everyone would give it their best efforts.
The empress, however, could not go hunting. She could only join Emperor Jingren for the opening ceremony, and afterwards when making the offering to the heavens. The rest of the time, she would have to remain in the temporary residence or a tent, presenting the image of a dignified empress.
But since Emperor Jingren had brought the empress along, he wasn’t planning on letting her sit there like a statue receiving adulation. Therefore, when he set out for the hunt, he brought the empress’s carriage, so people would think the empress was accompanying him as far as the hunting grounds, where she would remain in her tent. But in reality, the empress’s carriage was empty, while there had been an addition to Emperor Jingren’s retinue—a tall, handsome guard.
Given Emperor Jingren’s rigid adherence to tradition, that he would do this much for the empress already went beyond mere respect. Seated astride her horse, the empress watched the young emperor in his bright yellow martial dress and couldn’t put a name to her emotions.
Forget it. One way or another, she had to protect Emperor Jingren during this hunt.
The imperial family’s hunting grounds were enormous. Sometimes you couldn’t be certain of encountering any prey all day. This was why the hunt lasted a full three days. Camping out in the open near the hunting grounds for two days was an imposition on the women brought along by the party. But on the other hand, if they came to the autumn hunt but didn’t even get a look at the hunting grounds, the whole exercise would be pointless. Many wives and concubines had come along; the four consorts and Imperial Concubine Lin were no exception. Each of them had her own tent. If the emperor wanted to visit one of them, he would simply go to her tent. There was a certain rustic charm to it.
Sadly, these weren’t the rustic charms Emperor Jingren cared for. Upon entering the hunting grounds, he caught the empress's hand and said, “Are you a good rider?”
“Naturally.” Looking up at the crisp autumn sky, the empress smiled. It was a glad smile, different from the one she wore in the palace.
“Then we certainly won’t be able to keep up with you.” Emperor Jingren sighed, then said, “But we wish to hunt with you. What can we do?”
“Your subject wife will not leave Your Majesty’s side,” the empress said, smiling. “Moreover, I’m going to win first prize for Your Majesty and give Your Majesty a year of good luck.”
Emperor Jingren released his reins and took the empress’s hand. “Out here, you should not call yourself a subject wife to keep from being found out.”
He was very close to the empress as he said this, lips brushing against the empress’s ear, in a decidedly suggestive posture.
To keep from being found out? The empress glanced down at her own strapping form, then glanced at all the guards whose physiques didn’t match up. She too drew very close to Emperor Jingren and whispered in his ear, “Your servant has faith in not being found out, but Your Majesty should avoid rumors of enjoying the company of men.”
Then, with a mocking smile, the empress flicked her reins and trotted away.
Emperor Jingren felt the roots of his ears tingle. He quickly galloped ahead until he drew level with the empress.
The emperor had entered the hunting grounds, so naturally everyone else followed. Meanwhile, the people in the camp had their own activities. Though there was a strict guard on the hunting grounds, it was much more relaxed than in the palace.
The four consorts and Imperial Concubine Lin were gathered in a single tent, and even Eunuch Lian and Little Shunzi were present. Of all those present, the virtuous consort’s position was highest. She took a roll call and frowned. “Imperial Physician Chen stayed back at the palace, but the empress is here. Didn’t she bring Xiahe?”
Eunuch Lian said, “Perhaps you ladies aren’t aware—for the crime of thievery, Xiahe has had the ultimate sentence carried out against her.”
“The ultimate sentence? Then hasn’t she…” The pure consort was artless. She nearly blurted out the truth. The worthy consort, beside her, gave her a pinch, and the pure consort realized what she had been about to say. Instead, she said, “Hasn’t she died?”
“Precisely,” Eunuch Lian replied. “Little Shunzi learned of Xiahe’s fate yesterday. We hadn’t yet had time to notify you all.”
Everyone understood precisely what Xiahe’s fate was. The honest consort considered, then said, “I have plenty of my own informants in the palace, but I had no idea about this. The empress is good.”
“It’s not only Xiahe,” Imperial Concubine Lin said with a sneer. “My idiot brother spent just one night in candlelit talks with the emperor, and he’s been sent away and put to work. He won’t be back for years, and then maybe he’ll end up like Xiahe.”
“Imperial Physician Chen used to be the emperor’s most trusted physician, but now he’s being shunned,” said the worthy consort.
The virtuous consort lowered her gaze, deep in thought, then said, “Xiahe, Imperial Physician Chen, Lin Boyuan. Three people that we know of are basically out of the running. And all of us haven’t even seen His Majesty for three months.”
“Three months…” Little Shunzi actually dared to put in a word in the presence of all these palace women, and there was nothing deferential about his attitude. “Three months ago, Su Huailing ran into His Majesty.”
“Of course she’s involved!” the honest consort said coldly. “Though none of us have succeeded after all these years, at least everything was peaceful. But as soon as Su Huailing came onto the scene, His Majesty changed. And the empress had never stepped in, but she did as soon as Su Huailing appeared. She must be using Su Huailing!”
“That must be it,” the worthy consort guessed. “Su Huailing can’t be killed or injured. She got sent to the cold palace, and there are still people protecting her in secret. We’ve only been keeping our distance, but the empress decided to use her. Does rank really make such a big difference?”
“We can’t get news as quickly as Yan Xu. Little Shunzi, has Yan Xu told you where Su Huailing has ended up?” the virtuous consort asked.
“Just like in the novel, she’s already come to the hunting grounds,” Little Shunzi responded. “Commander Yan stood by and did nothing while she snuck out of the cold palace and into the traveling party for the autumn hunt. She managed to sneak in on her own. It’s as if everyone around her was blind. They didn’t notice that she looked any different from the eunuch she replaced.”
“Since she’s here, the emperor is sure to be attacked during the hunt,” Eunuch Lian said in instant realization. “No wonder the empress came along after so many years of avoiding the hunt!”
“So we should also…” started the pure consort, who hadn’t been able to keep up with everyone else’s train of thought. At last she had understood.
The worthy consort sighed. “Do you have the empress’s skills at martial arts? You dummy, you have only your face, no talents at all. And you actually dared to square dance in front of His Majesty. You’re hilarious!”
Angrily, the pure consort said, “I may only have my face, but so what if you’re talented? I’ve been His Majesty’s favorite all these years. What use are your talents?”
“I don’t know whether the worthy consort’s talents have any use,” said Eunuch Lian, touching his face, “but I’ll finally have a chance to put mine to use. My martial arts skills are even better than the empress’s. I’ll stop wasting time with you ladies and hurry after Su Huailing, to go rescue His Majesty in the hunting grounds.”
“With that face, you can rescue him all you like!” the women and Little Shunzi yelled at Eunuch Lian all at once.
Eunuch Lian froze. He touched his old face, then left the tent, looking grim.
Meanwhile in the hunting grounds, Emperor Jingren and the empress, galloping at their whim, had left the guards far behind. And closest to them, having lost her way and entered the hunting grounds from another direction, was Su Huailing.

Chapter 15
Emperor Jingren had been taking part in the autumn hunt since he was still a prince. He was quite interested in hunting and had seen many skilled hunters. But the empress’s hunting technique was manifestly better than anything Emperor Jingren had seen before. She observed the surroundings carefully and quickly located a tiger.
This was a white tiger with slanting eyes, of enormous size, larger than the largest tiger Emperor Jingren had seen before. The tiger regarded the two of them hungrily, while the aura emanating off the empress was in no way inferior to the tiger’s… No, it was a murderous aura strong enough to overwhelm the tiger!
The empress drew her bow. This bow was one of the weapons that Emperor Jingren had sent to the temporary residence in advance for the empress’s use during the hunt. This bow had been found among the common people. Emperor Jingren had asked people to try it out after obtaining it, and not one of his subordinates had been able to draw it. He had thought that the empress might not be able to draw the bow either, but anyone who enjoyed shooting from the saddle could appreciate such a good bow, if only for the sake of having it even if they couldn’t draw it. So he had brought it. But this morning the empress had chosen precisely this bow, and now here she was pulling back the string, drawing the bow lightly and easily!
Emperor Jingren was stunned.
Expression serene, the empress drew the bow into a full moon and aimed at the tiger. And the tiger, which had been watching them hungrily with murder in its eyes, retreated from the empress’s arrow, but it didn’t run away; instead it roared fearfully at the two of them.
This tiger was so magnificent. If the empress could take it down, first prize was sure to belong to Emperor Jingren. Actually, he didn’t care who took first prize, but when he thought of the empress winning it for him, he felt great joy.
But the empress looked into the tiger’s eyes, then turned her bow aside so the arrow was no longer aimed at the tiger. She said to the tiger, “Go.”
The tiger roared at the empress, then silently turned and left.
“Jinyi, why did you let it go?” asked Emperor Jingren hesitantly.
The empress lifted her chin. Emperor Jingren looked in the direction she was indicating and saw that the tiger had returned, carrying two cubs in its mouth. It nodded at the empress, then turned its head away and left for real.
“Motherhood brings strength,” said the empress. “Just now it met my eyes and knew it couldn’t best me, but it still didn’t run away. It stayed to protect those two little ones. A tiger with genuine feeling like that, I couldn’t bring myself to kill it, and I couldn’t stand the thought of those two future rulers of the bush dying in infancy. Let them go.”
Hearing this explanation, Emperor Jingren’s misgivings disappeared. All that remained were respect and love for the empress. “You have a gentle heart, well suited to the mother of a nation.”
The implication behind his words was, We are well matched. This pleases us.
Hearing Emperor Jingren say this, the empress smiled at him, then raised her arms and released the arrow on her bowstring toward a big tree. The arrow penetrated the trunk of the tree and instantly split it in half!
Emperor Jingren was taken aback.
“An excellent bow indeed!” the empress said. “That arrow was already on the string. Given the power of this bow, if I had just let it go, the force would have done me an internal injury. Thank you for this gift, Your Majesty!”
Emperor Jingren automatically responded, “A mighty sword belongs to a hero just as rouge belongs to a beauty…”
No, no, no, that was completely wrong.
He couldn’t think of what to say and only stared at the empress, feeling that his descriptive powers had been very meager since he had started spending time with her.
The empress smiled slightly and considerately refrained from saying anything else. She patted the neck of her horse and slowly walked forward. Emperor Jingren, following after the empress, was rather subdued. He didn’t think there was anything wrong with the empress; he just couldn’t find the right words to praise her.
No one else had even been able to draw that bow, while the empress had simply drawn it to its fullest. This…
The empress was truly worthy of admiration!
This was the only praise Emperor Jingren could find in the end.
With an empress like this at his side, Emperor Jingren didn’t care whether the guards behind them could keep up. Eight hundred palace guards might not be able to match up to one empress, and he had only brought one hundred to the autumn hunt. Having the empress with him, Emperor Jingren became bolder. There were deep places in the hunting grounds that even the groundskeepers did not dare to visit, yet Emperor Jingren and the empress went into the depths of the dense forest.
Even the sun hardly reached these forest recesses, but the two of them knew no fear. Growing even bolder, Emperor Jingren reached out and took the hand of the empress, who rode beside him.
Here, where there were no people, Emperor Jingren could at last lay down the burden of being emperor and say to the empress what was in his heart.
“We never actually wanted a harem full of beauties,” said Emperor Jingren. “But there are customs for an emperor’s wedding. It is customary for four consorts to be appointed at the same time, and it is customary for other women to be chosen to join the harem if the emperor and empress have had no children after one year. We will tell you the truth. To this day, we do not understand how, after meeting you, we could have agreed to this system. We only ever wanted to be with you, Jinyi. All the beauties of the world, we…”
“Your Majesty.” Faced with Emperor Jingren’s confession, the empress spoke calmly. “Don’t move, don’t look behind you. There’s a brown bear there.”
Emperor Jingren was brought up short.
He didn’t need the empress to tell him that! He could feel the rancid breath on the back of his neck!
The empress meanwhile slowly raised her arms, bending her bow and aiming it at the brown bear, which was nine feet tall. The bear roared at the empress, and a chilly murderous aura poured off the empress. The bear roared again, but Emperor Jingren felt the pressure behind him lift.
Sure enough, he heard heavy footfalls behind him. The bear had turned away and left. And the empress’s arrow, which could have pierced a stone cliff, did not fly.
“It was too close to Your Majesty,” said the empress. “If I couldn’t take it down with a single shot, that beast might have injured Your Majesty in its death throes. I am confident I could have protected Your Majesty, but it still wouldn’t be good to allow Your Majesty to be sullied by the beast’s blood.”
His fear still dissipating, Emperor Jingren nodded. “We think it would be better to go somewhere with more people.”
“Your subject wife thinks so as well.” The empress nodded and left the depths of the forest with Emperor Jingren.
The two of them encountered a great deal of prey, such as wild boars and stags. If the animal showed no hostility toward them, the empress did nothing, simply letting it live. And if it did show hostility toward them, the empress mostly scared it away with a show of force rather than killing it. They went several times around the forest but in the end didn’t take down any prey.
But Emperor Jingren saw nothing wrong in that. The empress was benevolent and would not kill. Each time she drew her bow, it was to protect him. Though these roles were somewhat reversed, Emperor Jingren felt very pleased with the empress’s intentions. The only trouble was that he had lost the earlier atmosphere. If he brought up the subject again, it would feel a little pointed. And Emperor Jingren believed that the empress had taken his meaning. Though he had received no response from the empress, Emperor Jingren was still satisfied.
As if on an autumn outing, the two of them gently spurred on their horses and admired the scenery. It wasn’t very cold yet. This weather was perfect. Under a blue sky and fair-weather clouds, taking an autumn outing with the person he loved, without so many obtrusive guards in sight, Emperor Jingren felt very happy.
But such happiness could not last long for an emperor. Soon Emperor Jingren felt the atmosphere around them curdle. It was tense and still, without the earlier ease.
The empress pulled Emperor Jingren off his horse and into her arms, tightly shielding him. Quietly, she said in Emperor Jingren’s ear, “There are seasoned killers nearby, many of them.”
“Approximately how many?” Emperor Jingren asked quietly, thinking nothing of their positions under the circumstances.
“Five, ten, twenty…” The empress looked around. “Seventy-eight, and from their auras it appears they are all experienced fighters. A hundred imperial guards won’t be able to defeat them.”
They must have been prepared to attack even if Emperor Jingren was under guard. Seeing that the situation had turned ugly, Emperor Jingren took the empress’s hand and said, “You must focus on protecting yourself, Jinyi. They aren’t necessarily here to kill us. It is perhaps more likely that they wish to take us alive. We won’t die, but it’s different for you!”
Emperor Jingren’s analysis was right. Whether this was someone trying to usurp the throne or a foreign invasion, they would be better off if they took him alive than if he died. But not the empress; she was dressed as a guard. They would kill her on the spot.
“Your Majesty.” The empress wrapped her arms around Emperor Jingren’s waist. “Don’t worry, Your Majesty. Neither of us is going to get hurt. Your subject wife will try if possible to leave survivors, so you can question them about the people behind this.”
Emperor Jingren was speechless.
The empress’s profound self-confidence made him feel instantly secure.

Chapter 16
Emperor Jingren was looking around when suddenly a strip of cloth covered his eyes. The empress tied the cloth at the back of his head and whispered, “This scene will be too bloody. Your Majesty had better not watch.”
Then Emperor Jingren felt emptiness behind him as the empress flew off somewhere, leaving him alone on horseback.
Once he had recovered from the surprise, Emperor Jingren was rather irate about having his eyes blindfolded. Though he had never killed anyone on a battlefield, before he had inherited the throne, palace power struggles had been cutthroat. Emperor Jingren wasn’t a hothouse flower. This painstaking protection from the empress upset him.
He was an emperor, but he was also a man. Though he wasn’t as strong or as skilled as the empress, at least he wouldn’t hold her back, and he certainly didn’t want anyone to treat him like a coward.
Emperor Jingren untied the cloth and witnessed the most incredible sight he had ever beheld.
The empress was all but floating in midair, the sword in her hand gleaming with cold light. Dozens of black-clothed men kept charging at Emperor Jingren, while the empress wielded her sword with one hand and in her other hand held countless stones, which she threw at the assassins. Her aim was precise. Each stone hit a vital spot, and each hit was successful. The men in black couldn’t even get close to Emperor Jingren.
And he wasn’t using the sword to kill the attackers but purely to block the droplets of blood flying from the assassins, like the red leaves the other day. There was a bloody mist hovering in the air, yet not a drop of blood reached Emperor Jingren’s bright yellow robe.
Emperor Jingren was stunned.
In an instant, seventy-eighty people were all taken down by stones, and the empress came back through the bloody mist to her horse, returned the sword to its scabbard, and said to Emperor Jingren, “I thought that I would be able to finish the battle before Your Majesty untied the blindfold. Oh, well. It’s been too long since I was in a real fight. My skills aren’t what they used to be.”
He resisted asking the empress just how good she had been before, or how Marshal Xiao had ever brought himself to send her to the palace to be married when she had such skills, or any unsuitable question like that. Pulling a long face, he said, “We are no fragile hothouse flower. We do not require you to be so cautious. Had we missed seeing such an exquisite display of your skills, that would have been something to regret.”
The empress stared at him for a moment, then laughed very quietly in Emperor Jingren’s ear. “For some reason, Your Majesty’s answers are always beyond expectation but entirely within reason.”
“Of course it’s all within reason. What do you mean, beyond expectation?” Emperor Jingren turned his head to shoot the empress a glare. “Are there any survivors?”
The empress’s expression stiffened. Awkwardly, she said, “Well… You know, Your Majesty, my skills aren’t for show. They’re for killing the enemy in battle. Using all my strength, it’s hard to leave survivors. I’ll go check.”
Emperor Jingren sighed and grabbed the empress’s hand, not letting her get off the horse. His grip was unexpectedly strong. “You are much too important to be asked to perform a task like rifling through corpses. We sent up a flare just now. Soon the imperial guard will arrive. They’ll do it.”
The empress smiled again, still that same “beyond expectation but entirely within reason” smile.
The two of them looked at each other, leaning closer and closer together. The empress couldn’t help drawing her arms tight around Emperor Jingren’s waist. Her lips were just about to touch Emperor Jingren’s pale pink lips—
Then a woman’s scream came from the forest.
Emperor Jingren and the empress froze.
 A woman dressed in the uniform of a eunuch scrambled out of the pile of corpses and reached Emperor Jingren and the empress. She kept screaming at the sight of the corpses, but she still recognized who was in front of her. “Y-Your Majesty!”
The empress was dressed as a guard. Naturally Su Huailing didn’t recognize her.
“Your Majesty!” Su Huailing was about to kneel upon seeing Emperor Jingren, but just then one of the bodies moved, hurling a throwing knife toward the empress. But because the attacker was injured, his aim was off, and the knife flew at Emperor Jingren!
Su Huailing saw that knife at once and threw herself in front of Emperor Jingren without a thought.
But the empress kicked Su Huailing aside and simultaneously flicked her wrist. A stone blocked the knife. The empress’s wrist moved again, and a second stone struck the center of the assassin’s brow precisely, piercing his skull. This assassin, likely the sole survivor, was now also as dead as could be.
It looked as if Su Huailing must have been seriously injured by the empress’s kick, but instead she got to her feet, completely unharmed. Her lovely eyes, full of gratitude, gazed upon the guard who had saved her life.
Emperor Jingren glanced at Su Huailing. For some reason, the always calm empress seemed a little nervous.
Three months had passed, and Emperor Jingren had developed a problem remembering faces after hitting his head. He had absolutely no memory of this person being the lucky Su Huailing, the one who had knocked him over. Not recognizing her, he frowned and asked, “Was this woman trying to take the knife for us just now?”
The empress was no longer smiling. Calmly, she said, “Precisely.”
“Strange,” Emperor Jingren said dubiously, looking at Su Huailing. “We are astride this horse, and in order to hit us here, the knife had to fly up more than the height of a man. This woman does not appear proficient in the lightness skill. How was she planning on jumping high enough to take the knife?”
Su Huailing was taken aback.
“Anyway, with the…with our guard here, we have no need for a woman to take a knife for us.” Emperor Jingren was no longer looking at the knife; he gave the empress a smile full of trust.
The thread of unease in the empress’s heart relaxed. She smiled back at Emperor Jingren understandingly.
Unfortunately, there was an outsider present. Two men riding the same horse might be explained away as an expedient measure in the heat of the moment, but if they kept making eyes at each other, or even couldn’t help themselves and kissed, Emperor Jingren would never escape the rumors that he enjoyed the company of men.
So, with great restraint, Emperor Jingren turned around and said to Su Huailing, “You there. We will forgo for the moment to ask why you have snuck into the hunting grounds dressed as a eunuch. Soon the Imperial Guard will be here to question you. Now, we order you to inspect these seventy-eight people and see whether there are any survivors, and, if there are, to tie them up. Then we will not punish you for trespassing on the hunting grounds.”
Then he removed the rope meant for tying up game from the horse and tossed it at Su Huailing’s feet.
Su Huailing was speechless.
But speechless or not, she still had to get to work. This person was the emperor of Xia, the most powerful person in the land. No one would dare to disobey his orders.
So Su Huailing wiped the tears from her face and forced herself to climb to her feet. Shivering with dread, she went to turn over the bodies one by one to see if any were alive.
“The Imperial Guard are far behind. It will be safer to have someone check now,” Emperor Jingren explained. He didn’t seem to think there was anything inhumane about making a weak woman check corpses.
The empress was silent.
She really wanted to ask Emperor Jingren whether it was right for him to treat Su Huailing like this. After all, that woman was…
But while she opened her mouth, the empress couldn’t force out her question. She simply kept her arms around Emperor Jingren’s waist as the two of them sat astride the horse, looking on as a delicate woman struggled to inspect the corpses.
Just as Emperor Jingren had predicted, the Imperial Guard had been left far behind. Long after the flare had gone up, no one had arrived. Emperor Jingren was just getting impatient when an elderly and high-pitched voice said, “Your Majesty, Your Majesty, I’ve come late to the rescue, I’ll…huh?”
Eunuch Lian, who had used his lightness skill to dash through the forest, looked at the pile of corpses, and all the phrases he had prepared to take credit for someone else’s achievement withered on his tongue. There was nothing but bewilderment left in his eyes.
Here’s what was supposed to have happened: the imperial guard would fight for an hour before they were all killed in action. Emperor Jingren, alone, would be pursued on horseback. Then Su Huailing would put on Emperor Jingren’s clothes and selflessly lead the enemy away so Emperor Jingren could escape. Weren’t these assassins supposed to be extremely skilled fighters? Each one of them with the strength of a hundred men? Eunuch Lian had deliberately dawdled upon seeing the flare. Though he was a good fighter, he was still just one person. It would be safer for him to show up once the Imperial Guard had taken care of some of the assassins.
“Oh? Eunuch Lian?” The empress raised her eyebrows at Eunuch Lian, her expression unfathomable.
But Emperor Jingren looked pleased to see Eunuch Lian. “You’re just in time. This woman is too slow. Go help her check for survivors. If you find any, give them a restorative and tie them up. They just need not to die.”
“As Your Majesty commands,” stammered Eunuch Lian.
Cradling his bleeding heart, he trotted over to Su Huailing and started looking for survivors with her.
The emperor and empress were still sitting on horseback, watching them work as before and exchanging glances while no one was watching.
Emperor Jingren had been looked after so well by the empress that despite the battle he had experienced, there wasn’t a single speck of dirt on him. When he pulled a long face, he looked very stern. But the empress was a little entranced. She drew closer, wanting to… She didn’t know herself what she wanted to do, but she still wanted to get closer…
“Your Majesty!” Yan Xu finally arrived with the Imperial Guard. He knelt before Emperor Jingren and said, “I actually lost Your Majesty! I am at fault!”
The empress was thwarted.

Chapter 17
After a great deal of commotion, the Imperial Guard, Eunuch Lian, and Su Huailing at last finished clearing the scene. Unfortunately, they found that the assassin who had tried to get up had been the very last survivor. And that very last one had also been killed by the empress.
The empress looked a little apologetically at Emperor Jingren.
Emperor Jingren, who had by now switched to a different horse, said quietly, “It was an emergency. Of course safety comes first. You did all you could. As for the origins of those assassins, a whole crowd of people couldn’t have infiltrated the hunting grounds without leaving any traces. And those people clearly came prepared to die. Even under interrogation we might not have been able to get anything out of them. It’s better to follow the traces and perform our own investigation. If they had made a false accusation, even if we did not believe them, we would not be able to help being suspicious. So it’s better not to question them. Dead men can’t lie.”
“Your Majesty is wise.” The empress smiled at Emperor Jingren.
Emperors suffer from paranoia. This lofty position is too lonesome. Even the best ruler in history can’t escape being paranoid and killing loyal subjects by mistake. Emperor Jingren was aware that he had this weakness; he didn’t deny it, but he could control it. He considered questions calmly, doing his best to check his suspicion. This assassination attempt, for example: it had been a very dangerous situation, yet he had kept his head and calmly analyzed what was happening, not letting himself be controlled by anger and fear, considering the issue rationally.
This was a person who valued the bigger picture over his own desires. This sort of person inspired admiration, but it also made those who cared for him worry.
It was so hard to control all one’s emotions with reason. Faced with this unknown enemy, faced with people who had silently snuck into his presence, would the young emperor be afraid? Probably he would. That was a normal human reaction.
The empress took the reins of Emperor Jingren’s horse and said gently, “Your Majesty, I’m here.”
“Naturally.” Emperor Jingren looked directly at the empress. His eyes were clear.
After such an incident, the autumn hunt naturally couldn’t continue. Emperor Jingren returned to the temporary residence. He sealed off the hunting grounds and had everyone inspected. No one who could have introduced a large company into the grounds was spared. A tally was made of the number of persons in the parties of the imperial clan members and officials upon arrival and at present. At the same time, everyone at the hunting grounds who might have let the assassins in was rounded up and questioned. He had to find out how those seventy-eight people had infiltrated the hunting grounds.
Emperor Jingren didn’t return to the palace at once. Instead, he ordered a large number of imperial guardsmen to hasten to the hunting grounds. When the investigation here was finished, they would all return to the palace.
Unmoved at the moment of danger and brave enough not to flee the scene of danger at once, instead calmly remaining on the scene to investigate the truth—Emperor Jingren was a man of remarkable courage.
Of course, he was only staying at the hunting grounds because he was confident he had the situation in hand. It was hard enough to bring people into the grounds. Even using all possible means, it wasn’t possible to bring more than a hundred people or so. The assassination attempt had already used up seventy-eight people. Now, even if there were still assassins in the hunting grounds, only a few would be left. Moreover, everyone was now being watched. If anyone took action, it would be plain to see. No one would try it at a time like this.
But a large company leaving the hunting grounds was another matter. It was too easy to stage an attack on the road. If he went out on the road with a few ill-intentioned people in his traveling party, he might be attacked again on the way, or else someone might escape.
After examining the advantages and disadvantages, Emperor Jingren decided to run the risk of staying at the hunting grounds and awaiting the arrival of a large contingent of the Imperial Guard.
When he had given these orders, his subordinates went to carry them out, while Emperor Jingren remained in the temporary residence, protected by the Imperial Guard, his personal bodyguards, and the guards of the temporary residence. But to Emperor Jingren, all these people put together couldn’t equal the empress alone.
On the road, while no one was watching, the empress slipped into her carriage and put on her phoenix robe. When they reached the temporary residence, she was once again the solemn and dignified empress. Holding Emperor Jingren’s hand, she was conducted along with him, closely guarded, into the temporary residence and remained at Emperor Jingren’s side.
While his subordinates all went off to work, Emperor Jingren wasn’t idle either. He had finally learned from Yan Xu that the woman dressed in eunuch’s attire was Su Huailing.
It was no small matter that a woman, unaided, on her own, had snuck into the hunting grounds. This time, Emperor Jingren decided to question Su Huailing personally.
After listening to Su Huailing’s account of how easily she had snuck into the hunting grounds, Emperor Jingren really did come to believe in Su Huailing’s good luck. The process of her sneaking in was like that time he had hit his head: it simply couldn’t be explained with common sense and had to be put down to Su Huailing’s preternatural good fortune.
Emperor Jingren imagined what would have happened if he hadn’t had the empress with him but had been attacked while accompanied by a hundred imperial guardsmen, and then encountered Su Huailing. He had a peculiar feeling that if that had happened, he really might have been rescued thanks to Su Huailing’s good luck.
This thought made Emperor Jingren feel a little more well-disposed toward Su Huailing. He wanted to ask her some other questions. “Last time you went to so much effort to see us, and now you keep saying that you want to see the empress. What colossal wrong can have taken place that you require the empress and ourself to resolve it?”
At last hearing this question from Emperor Jingren, Su Huailing was beside herself. She explained how wonderful her foster brother Little Fuzi was, and how he had been framed by Concubine Xiang and how she was going to have him beaten to death. The empress sat by watching Emperor Jingren question Su Huailing and didn’t say a word.
“Your Majesty,” Su Huailing related, crying, “my foster brother was about to be beaten to death, and I couldn’t save him. Someone said that you were in the imperial gardens, so I wanted to beg you to clear my foster brother’s name. There was a human life at stake, I-I couldn’t do anything else…”
She was very beautiful. Though not as outstandingly gorgeous as the pure consort, she was still lovely. She cried very prettily too, a regular weeping beauty: a sight to inspire pity.
“Later, thanks to Your Majesty’s mercy, my foster brother and I went to the cold palace, and he wasn’t killed. I deserve to be punished and sent to the cold palace for intruding on Your Majesty, but my foster brother hasn’t done anything wrong. H-he shouldn’t be in a place like the cold palace!” Su Huailing said tearfully. “So I wanted to beg the empress to clear my foster brother’s name and let him leave the cold palace…”
After hearing this account, the empress slowly began, “I…”
“Hold.” Emperor Jingren took the empress’s hand and interrupted her. “We know you have a kind heart, Jinyi, but there are some rules that cannot be broken, and some things that cannot be tolerated. We will explain.”
The empress was silent.
She’d been wondering how Emperor Jingren had come to the conclusion that she had a kind heart.
“Su Huailing, you know that the palace has its own rules. The only punishments the women of the harem are permitted to mete out against their servants are confinement to quarters, kneeling, facing the wall, copying regulations, boxing of ears, and kowtowing. Never mind beating to death, even an order to administer a debilitating beating can only be given by us or by the empress, who bears the phoenix seal. Concubine Xiang is a mere sixth-rank concubine. Who gave her the right to administer a serious beating to a palace servant? You shouldn’t have come to us then, but gone straight to Kunning Palace to plead with the empress, not to spare your foster brother, but simply to inquire into Concubine Xiang’s unauthorized punishment. Couldn’t you have saved your foster brother that way? Are you aware that the palace has these rules?” Emperor Jingren asked sternly.
“I…know.” Su Huailing nodded. “But…”
Emperor Jingren didn’t give her a chance to make excuses for herself. He continued: “So when you didn’t go to the empress but went to us instead, was it because you thought the empress would be unable to give you justice?”
The final word was spoken with a hint of anger.
Su Huailing had been weeping quietly. But now that the emperor was angry, she didn’t dare to make a sound. She bowed her head low.
“And after you intruded on us in the imperial gardens, you and your foster brother were sent to the cold palace together. You came this time to bring a grievance to the empress. Was that because you thought your foster brother was innocent?” Emperor Jingren asked.
Faced with the emperor’s might, Su Huailing didn’t dare to speak. She only nodded slightly.
“You must be joking!” Emperor Jingren said coldly. “Your intrusion on us was treason, and your foster brother was the cause of your hasty actions. He was also culpable. Sending the two of you to the cold palace was already a mercy. You have no grievance!”
“How can you lump that together?” Su Huailing said, boldly raising her head. “It was all my fault. It had nothing to do with my foster brother!”
“A poorly educated child is the fault of the father. A family, a village, a clan all hang together. There are some crimes that a single person cannot answer for alone,” Emperor Jingren said coldly. “Out of consideration for your sincere attempt to rescue us in the hunting grounds, we will not punish you for entering the hunting grounds without permission. But those who by their neglect permitted you to sneak into the hunting grounds will all be discharged from their posts and prosecuted. You cannot bear the blame for their crimes!”
When he was through, Emperor Jingren waved a hand; Su Huailing was still proclaiming her grievance. At Emperor Jingren’s gesture, guards came to cover Su Huailing’s mouth and drag her away.

Chapter 18
When Su Huailing had been dragged away, Emperor Jingren ordered the attendants to withdraw. Only he and the empress remained in the room.
The empress came over to him and asked, “How is Your Majesty planning to punish Su Huailing?”
Emperor Jingren shook his head in mild disbelief. “That woman’s ideas are truly curious. All the fault is hers alone, for her to bear on her own. If it really could be that way, we would also like to say, this realm is all ours, and we will bear it on our own.”
“The realm is yours, Your Majesty.” Gazing at the young emperor, who looked a little weary as he sat in his chair, the empress couldn’t resist putting her hands on his shoulders, massaging them with just the right degree of pressure.
There was a feeling of relaxation and limpness in his shoulders. Emperor Jingren let out a contented murmur and quietly closed his eyes. He continued, “Mmm…though the empire is mine, I can’t have the final word on everything. I can hope that the weather will be good in all four seasons, that the people will live safely and be happy in their work, that foreign nations will keep to themselves, that the courtiers will be honest and upright—but I can’t make any of that happen. At the same time, if a courtier does wrong, I can’t undertake the consequences alone. Even if she did everything herself, does it mean the guards did nothing wrong in being so lax? Her ideas are truly ridiculous.”
“Your Majesty is a wise ruler. Even though everything in the world can’t bend to your will, Your Majesty still does everything possible for the sake of the people and the realm. Your Majesty has so many pressing concerns every day. Do not waste your attention on a ridiculous person.” From his shoulders the empress moved downward, gently kneading his lower back.
“It doesn’t really matter that she has such ideas. Everyone has sometimes been naive. But Su Huailing has incredible good fortune. If this sort of person lacks understanding of the rules and misbehaves, it will be others who answer for it. From her account of it, neither the guards in the cold palace nor those in the hunting grounds neglected their duty, but they will still be punished because of her good luck. Sneaking into the hunting grounds didn’t implicate too many people, but what if one day she is overconfident enough to infiltrate a battlefield? What if one day someone uses her to spy on military secrets?” Frowning, Emperor Jingren said, “She is too fortunate, yet she cannot be killed. If she is imprisoned, she might still escape. What should be done about a person like that?”
“That decision can wait for another day. Today Your Majesty is tired. You should rest.” Looking at Emperor Jingren’s somewhat pale face, the empress couldn’t help saying, “If Your Majesty doesn’t go rest now, your subject wife will pick you up and carry you to bed.”
Her lips were close to Emperor Jingren’s ear, her voice low and husky. It went from his ear straight to his heart.
Emperor Jingren shot the empress a disgruntled look. “Don’t fool around just because you’re stronger, Jinyi. We did not say we weren’t going to rest.”
It was the slightest rebuke, without any heat.
The empress smiled and went with Emperor Jingren to the bedroom.
The temporary residence was built atop a hot spring. The rear courtyard of the bedroom contained a pool. Now that Emperor Jingren was at the temporary residence, especially after such an exhausting day, naturally he wanted to soak in the hot spring. When he finished his bath and went to soak, his hair loose and wet, Emperor Jingren looked expectantly at the empress.
This was an invitation to join him, but… The empress thought about it and said, “Your Majesty, this is a time of high alert. The temporary residence may not be safe. As a precaution against any sudden occurrences, I had better guard Your Majesty from outside the pool.”
Emperor Jingren nodded, disappointed. Taking off his clothes, he settled into the pool himself. The empress, meanwhile, in close-fitting fighting costume, sat beside the pool and poured Emperor Jingren a cup of wine. “The autumn nights are cold. Drink some wine to warm yourself, Your Majesty.”
Emperor Jingren took the cup and drank, but he didn’t finish it off. He looked thoughtfully at the remaining wine, then passed the cup to the empress and said, “You warm up too, Jinyi.”
Unperturbed, the empress took the wine cup and finished the rest of the wine in one gulp, putting her lips where Emperor Jingren’s had been. The night breeze blew over her, gently rustling her hair, which was bound up high. There was an inexpressible freedom and joy to all her movements that left Emperor Jingren slightly dazed.
The empress poured another cup of wine, drank some of it herself, then very disrespectfully offered the remnants of her wine to Emperor Jingren. “Your Majesty, have some more.”
For Emperor Jingren to offer another person the remnants of his wine was a great favor; but for someone else to ask the emperor to drink their leftover wine was a gesture of tremendous disrespect, even if that someone else was the empress. But not only did Emperor Jingren not reproach the empress, he took the wine and, imitating the empress’s earlier gestures, finished the wine in one gulp.
“Your Majesty holds your wine well.” The empress poured yet another cup. “Why don’t I drink with Your Majesty tonight, each one drinking half a cup, and we’ll see who gets drunk first? Of course, your subject wife will protect Your Majesty. Wine will not make me falter.”
The implication was that the empress was very confident that she could hold her wine, and it would be Emperor Jingren who fell down drunk in the end.
Emperor Jingren was a little vexed. He snatched back the wine cup and said, “It would be faster if we each drank one cup at a time instead of trading half cups.”
Then he made to drain the cup. But he had only swallowed half of it when the empress snatched the cup back and finished off the remaining wine.
“That won’t do. It’s harmful to drink quickly,” the empress said languidly. “Anyway, your subject wife wants to share a cup of wine with Your Majesty, for once play the calamitous beauty who intoxicates the ruler.”
This way of putting it not only dispelled Emperor Jingren’s anger, it also put him in an especially good mood. “You’re no wicked consort who brings disaster upon a nation. And anyway, the only one who can bring disaster upon a nation is its emperor. It has nothing to do with a woman whose life depends on the emperor’s favor. If the emperor didn’t give her the power, how could she bring disaster upon the nation?”
With these words, Emperor Jingren exonerated all the calamitous beauties in history. His eyes were clear, looking openly into the empress’s eyes, without equivocation.
“Your Majesty is wise,” the empress said wholeheartedly.
The two of them flirted awhile over the wine, then discussed affairs of state, of home, of the whole world. Emperor Jingren, growing increasingly intoxicated by the conversation, thought that with the empress’s great breadth of knowledge, it really was a bit of a waste that she was confined to the harem. Remembering the empress’s extraordinary display of skill earlier, the already tipsy Emperor Jingren raised the wine cup with one hand and took the empress’s hand with the other. “You’re so talented, Jinyi. What a pity!”
The empress had moved from sitting at the side of the pool to lying beside the emperor. There wasn’t a trace of drunkenness in her eyes. Instead she was gazing raptly at Emperor Jingren. “Does Your Majesty think it is difficult for a woman to achieve greatness?”
Emperor Jingren shook his head. “It has nothing to do with being a woman. In the past, when there were child emperors, the empress dowagers sat behind a screen to listen to affairs of state and direct the court, and they made decisions no worse than a man’s. We have never underestimated women. We only think that with your martial talents, you ought to be galloping across a battlefield, not confined to the palace.”
“It is the greatest possible honor to be the mother of the nation,” the empress said softly.
Emperor Jingren said nothing. He let go of the empress’s wrist, touched her face, and finished the wine in his cup.
“Having your companionship is the greatest possible honor for us,” said Emperor Jingren.
He passed the wine cup to the empress, who stared at the cup for a while, then shook her head and said, “I think it’s dull drinking like this.”
“Oh? Then how do you want to drink?” Emperor Jingren’s bare arm lay along the edge of the pool. He rested his head against his arm and looked up at the empress.
“Wait a moment, Your Majesty.” The empress put down the wine pitcher, rose, and went out.
Emperor Jingren waited awhile and began to feel dizzy. He knew he shouldn’t stay in the hot spring too long, so he quietly left the pool. Because he wanted to be alone with the empress, there were no maids or eunuchs on hand to attend him. Emperor Jingren carelessly dried himself off, took a light robe from a rack, and put it on.
The empress returned with two big jars of wine in hand and saw Emperor Jingren sitting in a reclining chair, clad in a white robe, wet hair spread out beside him, only half awake with his eyes closed.
The empress took a cloak from the rack and put it over Emperor Jingren. “Your Majesty, take care not to catch cold.”
Emperor Jingren opened his eyes and saw the empress carrying two jars of wine that were large enough to be vats. He was instantly wide awake. Pointing at the wine jars—vats?—he asked, “Do you mean for us to drink one of those each?”
“Of course not.” The empress smiled. She tapped a wine jar, and the seal flew off on its own.
The empress hefted the wine jar single-handed and began to drink exuberantly.
Emperor Jingren was taken aback.
This heroic style of drinking was beyond him.
But, sure enough, the empress had no intention of making Emperor Jingren drink from the jar. She set the jar down, leaned a hand on the reclining chair, bent down, and kissed Emperor Jingren.
Wine many times stronger than before poured into his mouth. Emperor Jingren’s eyes opened wide. He seized the empress’s shoulders.
This manner of drinking continued for a long time, till the two jars were both finished, and the empress didn’t seem drunk at all. But Emperor Jingren had been intoxicated after a few mouthfuls, and toward the end he could no longer distinguish whether there was wine in the empress’s kisses.
Emperor Jingren had an indistinct memory of being carried back to the bedroom in someone’s arms. He distantly felt that he was leaning against a broad, firm chest. He felt himself gently set down on the bed and tenderly kissed again and again.

Chapter 19
Emperor Jingren felt no hangover upon waking up. Instead, he felt very refreshed. It wasn’t merely that yesterday’s experiences in the hunting grounds hadn’t left any negative impression on him; rather, he had slept very well.
The empress was always self-disciplined and never drank, yet last night she had indulged with him; he guessed that it was because she had wanted to console him after the encounter with the assassins. The empress’s method of consolation was unconventional, but Emperor Jingren had enjoyed it very much. Lying in bed thinking of the empress’s lips, his mouth curved into a slight smile. He was evidently in a good mood.
After lying there for a while, he heard movement in the outer room. The empress was returning after exercising and bathing. Emperor Jingren was actually a bit dissatisfied with this; he hoped he could one day wake up and see the empress sleeping next to him. But it had never happened. Either the empress woke him up to exercise, or he woke up on his own and found the empress out in the training field.
The empress had a fresh scent about her after her bath. Emperor Jingren had no need to get up and attend court, so he lay in bed watching the empress walk toward him step by step, then sit on the edge of the bed. When the empress was seated, Emperor Jingren took her hand and said a little dismally, “Why didn’t you wake me up to exercise today?”
The empress squeezed his hand, her large hand perfectly enclosing Emperor Jingren’s. She explained, “Your Majesty was drunk last night. When I got up to exercise, I saw that Your Majesty was sound asleep, so I couldn’t bear to wake you. I wanted you to sleep a little longer.”
“Yes,” Emperor Jingren said, nodding with an air of profundity, “drunkenness is harmful to one’s health. In the future, these drinking contests must be held only in moderation. However good your tolerance may be, too much wine is still bad for you.”
“That’s perfectly true. But it won’t hurt once in a while, as an exception.” The empress smiled as she looked at Emperor Jingren. She seemed very happy.
Thinking of those countless drunken kisses last night, Emperor Jingren blushed faintly. He felt a little gloomy about the fact that he had been too drunk to do anything, but he had never been kissed like that before; that was good enough.
So Emperor Jingren said, “As an exception, yes.”
Though his face was flushed, he put on a stern expression. The empress looked steadily at him for a time and couldn’t resist bending down…
“Your Majesty,” came Eunuch Lian’s voice from outside the room, “Commander Yan wishes to see you.”
Emperor Jingren, who had wanted to get close to the empress this morning, frowned slightly. The prim emperor had for once been in a rare special mood, but because someone wished to see him, he had to once again become a rational and remote ruler. Wasn’t this a tiring way to live?
Naturally Emperor Jingren couldn’t receive Yan Xu in his bedroom. He dressed, then went to the study next door and summoned Commander Yan. The empress meanwhile stayed behind in the bedroom and instructed the maids and eunuchs to tidy the room.
Eunuch Lian had meant to go wait upon Emperor Jingren, but the empress kept him back.
“Eunuch Lian,” the empress said placidly, “I have allowed you and Little Shunzi to remain all this time because, despite having your little schemes, you two have always been loyal to your posts, and you never attempted to harm His Majesty. The two of you have had the most opportunities to use incense out of everyone in the palace, yet you never have. This is why I have allowed you to remain.”
“Is that so?” With no one around, Eunuch Lian’s tone wasn’t the least bit respectful. He looked up at the empress and said, “We’re all starting from the same place, all relying on our abilities. You’ve been using your position to attack others. That’s… All right, it’s understandable, of course. But I’m curious about something. If His Majesty finds out that you’re a man, are you really not going to use incense? It’s seriously hypocritical to do it yourself when you won’t let the rest of us.”
Faced with Eunuch Lian’s threats, the empress was unmoved. She went on: “There is no need for you to concern yourself with how things stand between His Majesty and myself. I only want to tell you that in the future, when His Majesty is resting, except in the case of a genuine emergency, you must wait for His Majesty to get out of bed himself. His Majesty is quite self-disciplined. He won’t sleep in, only get a little extra rest once in a while. Please consider His Majesty’s health, Eunuch Lian. If this happens again, I think that I will require a eunuch who is more concerned about His Majesty’s health to hold the seal.”
Though the empress was master of the harem, there were a few important positions among the eunuchs that she couldn’t touch; holder of the seal was one of them. Eunuch Lian had been a trusted aide to the late emperor and had watched Emperor Jingren grow up. It was no common connection to have served a person from childhood; a few words from the empress wouldn’t be sufficient to put someone else in his place.
But at the same time, Imperial Physician Chen was an important member of the Imperial College of Medicine, and he had previously been the imperial physician Emperor Jingren trusted most. Yet now he was also being kept at a distance. With the right tactics, it wouldn’t be hard to switch eunuchs, either. Most importantly, the empress currently enjoyed great favor. His Majesty trusted the empress.
Eunuch Lian’s expression turned ugly. Enraged, he said with quiet vehemence, “I don’t know how you ever managed to fool His Majesty into trusting you with that face of yours. If you didn’t have…help, it’d be obvious to anyone that you’re a man, wouldn’t it? I thought my looks were bad enough, but you really lost out choosing abilities over looks. With that face, it doesn’t matter how good at fighting you are. Once you’re exposed, do you really think His Majesty will keep you on as empress?”
“There is no need for you to worry about that. But there is something I think you might want to know,” the empress said. “Everyone who came here was given the option to choose either looks or abilities. You, meanwhile, told everyone you had chosen abilities over looks. But in reality, neither your movements nor your voice are elderly. You’re young, yet you have the face of an old eunuch. You must have chosen both abilities and looks, right? Why do you think you were able to choose both, Eunuch Lian?”
“Because…” Looking at the empress, an expression of disbelief flashed across Eunuch Lian’s face.
“It seems you’ve guessed,” said the empress with a faint smile. “You were able to have both because one person chose neither. It was when I chose neither that I learned that only by giving up everything could one attain the position that made it easiest to gain the objective. And the greediest person who wanted more than his fair share would find it most impossible.”
“B-but your fighting skills… No way!” Eunuch Lian’s old face crumpled until it looked like an orange rind dried in the wind. He trembled as he looked at the empress.
“I have only ever been myself, unlike the rest of you, who use looks and abilities that do not belong to you.” Waving a hand, the empress said, “Go and think about it. Will you be loyal to me, act as my eyes and ears, or will you delude yourself with the possibility of victory and be my enemy? You know that if you lose here, you’ll just get nothing. But…over there, I can really make you regret it.”
“But…” Eunuch Lian stood there stiffly awhile, then bowed his head and said, “Permit me to think about it, My Lady.”
“Fine. But my patience is limited. Don’t drag it out on purpose. Also, I know that you are very reticent. Not a word of what can’t be said will get out. Isn’t that right?” Saying so, the empress put a hand on one of the low tables in the room. With a slight application of force, the hardwood table broke in pieces!
“I-I understand.”
Eunuch Lian left the room bent over. He was quite frightened.
Elsewhere, Yan Xu was reporting the outcome of his investigation to Emperor Jingren. After giving the report, Yan Xu couldn’t resist overstepping his authority to say, “Your Majesty, I believe you should increase your guards, both open and secret, and keep some large and strong guards around you. But there is no way of knowing what level the mastermind behind this has penetrated to. For Your Majesty’s safety, I am willing to stay by Your Majesty’s side day and night!”
Under extraordinary circumstances, some guards would indeed stay constantly by the emperor’s side. During such times, the emperor’s private affairs would be wholly exposed before his guards. Some especially brutal emperors would castrate these secret guards, so they couldn’t develop any inappropriate intentions toward the women of the harem.
But Emperor Jingren wasn’t that kind of person. He rarely used secret guards inside the palace, and even if he did summon the secret guards on duty, it wasn’t to guard him but to send them to do something else he needed doing. He considered, then nodded and said, “Add a group to each team of open guards, and double the secret guards in the temporary residence. We appreciate your loyalty, Commander Yan, but the Imperial Guard needs you as its commander. There is no need for you to be constantly with us.”
“Your Majesty!” Yan Xu knelt, performing a fist and palm salute. “I am concerned about Your Majesty’s safety and willing to hand the post of commander over to a subordinate. I only want to be Your Majesty’s personal guard at all times, to keep Your Majesty safe!”
“Nonsense!” Emperor Jingren said angrily. “A hundred thousand imperial guardsmen, the twenty-four squadrons, and the most crucial Embroidered Guard are all under your command. You occupy multiple concurrent positions. There is no room for laxness. We entrusted the Imperial Guard to you because we have faith in your abilities. In your position, you must bear the responsibility. Is casting aside your responsibilities on a whim the behavior of a man? Do not speak of this again. If you do, we will begin to doubt your suitability to be part of the Imperial Guard!”
Yan Xu was thwarted.

Chapter 20
After ordering Yan Xu to leave, Emperor Jingren didn’t return at once to his bedroom. Instead he sent a secret guard to call over Jing Xixian, the most capable deputy commander in the Imperial Guard. After questioning Deputy Commander Jing, he felt he had a better idea of how things stood. Then he told everyone to withdraw, while he returned to his room.
He had felt refreshed and energetic upon getting up in the morning, but after listening to Yan Xu’s report, Emperor Jingren once again looked weary. The empress quickly told him to sit down and made him a cup of tea.
Emperor Jingren drank some tea, then sighed, frowning. “That Yan Xu… We personally chose him to be the commander of the Imperial Guard. How can he be so crude? When we chose him, we thought…”
At this point, Emperor Jingren knocked on his head. He fought to remember the circumstances under which he had chosen Yan Xu. He had an impression that Yan Xu was very loyal and very steady; this was why he had always trusted him. But today Emperor Jingren had discovered that sometimes loyalty alone wasn’t enough. Yan Xu’s wild ideas were sufficient to imperil the whole capital if he once put them into practice. This type of willfulness couldn’t be excused. One must perform the duties of one’s station—this was true for the emperor and the civil officials, but it also applied to military officials.
And yet…he couldn’t remember.
The empress stopped him from knocking on his head, holding his fist in her hand. Without Emperor Jingren’s permission, she sat down facing him and said in concern, “Your Majesty, are you striking your head because you have a headache? It’s my fault. I shouldn’t have beguiled you into drinking so much.”
“It wasn’t your fault,” said Emperor Jingren. “We got excited and started sharing our drink with you. And it isn’t that we have a headache. It’s just…”
Emperor Jingren looked earnestly at the empress. Reason and emotion both told him that he could trust this person. So he continued, “It’s just that ever since that day we hit our head, some of our memories have been confused. Don’t laugh at us for this. When we woke up that day, we were startled when we saw your face. We suspected that we had been kidnapped, and the kidnappers had found a man to impersonate our empress.”
“Oh?” The empress raised her eyebrows slightly. “Then how did Your Majesty determine that I was the empress?”
“It’s strange, but though our memories were confused, we still had some impressions. Our impression of the empress was of an upright and stern person, magnanimous, from a military family, with impressive martial arts skills, rather taller than the average woman. You fit our impression perfectly, but…you surpassed our imagination a little. Then the empress dowager came. We still remembered our mother’s face. Our mother displayed no ill-feeling toward you, so we determined that you must be the empress.” Emperor Jingren spoke candidly. Though it might be angering to say you didn’t remember your own wife, given the empress’s temperament, not only would she not be angry, she would probably worry about his health instead.
Sure enough, after she had heard him out, the empress said in concern, “Apart from remembering the empress dowager’s appearance and not remembering my appearance, what other people did Your Majesty remember or not remember?”
Emperor Jingren thought back over the past three months and replied, “When we first woke, we were a little frightened. We couldn’t remember your face, or Imperial Physician Chen’s, or your maid Xiahe’s. Then our mother came to visit us. We remembered most of her maids. Strangely enough, when we went to see the pure consort, we had forgotten her extraordinary face, but we had some vague memories of her maids, Cuihu and Lühu.”
The empress took a deep breath. A little expectantly, she asked, “And…Eunuch Lian, the other four consorts, Imperial Concubine Lin, Commander Yan, and…Grand Secretary Lin and Chancellor Li, people you see often, did you remember them?”
“You’ve asked just the right questions,” Emperor Jingren said wonderingly. “We had completely forgotten Commander Yan’s face, but we remembered both Grand Secretary Lin and Chancellor Li.”
The empress didn’t ask anything else. Instead, after staring at Emperor Jingren for a while, she suddenly said, “Your Majesty, I have a family heirloom that is supposed to have the power to clear the mind and protect against evil. It was part of my dowry and came with me to the palace. Your subject wife wishes to present it to Your Majesty.”
“As it is a family heirloom, it would be more appropriate for you to keep it,” said Emperor Jingren.
“But I’m worried about you, Your Majesty. I can keep you from being injured by an enemy, but these evils… I am powerless to stop them.”
Emperor Jingren was very touched. Just managing to squeeze the empress’s hand in both of his, he said, “We are very happy to receive such care from you, Jinyi.”
The empress smiled comfortingly and lifted an object from around her neck. It looked like a pendant, hanging from a plain red cord. The pendant was glittering and translucent. Emperor Jingren looked at it for a while but really couldn’t figure out what it was made of.
“This object… What material is it made from? It seems like jade, yet it isn’t. It’s so clear and shining. It looks very beautiful. There are many precious objects in our treasury, but we have never seen a material like this,” Emperor Jingren said, fascinated.
“It’s supposed to come from beyond the heavens. It was found when a meteorite fell from the sky, in the distant past. I have never seen its like in this world either. I will put it on you.” Holding the pendant, the empress put the cord around Emperor Jingren’s neck with a touch of eagerness.
She looked at the pendant for a while, then glanced at Emperor Jingren. Then she looked at the pendant again, and at last appeared a little disappointed.
The empress had always been very shrewd. She only ever displayed her happiness around Emperor Jingren, not her worries. Emperor Jingren rarely saw negative emotions on her face. Seeing her current expression, he asked in concern, “What’s wrong?”
The empress shook her head and said with a slightly bitter smile, “I really thought that Your Majesty would recover your memories once you put on the pendant. But nothing happened. I was being naive.”
This reassured Emperor Jingren. He comforted her: “We are pleased to have your gift. We will keep it with us always, and think of your care for us.”
According to the tenor of Emperor Jingren’s recent interactions with the empress, when Emperor Jingren said something like this, there ought to have been an immediate growth of warmth between the two of them, and they might have become a little carried away. Emperor Jingren was too controlled to let something like an open display of licentiousness occur in broad daylight, but a little cuddling was still possible.
But there was no such response from the empress. Her eyes kept glancing toward Emperor Jingren’s neck, looking at the pendant, expression a little disappointed and unwilling, as if she regretted giving the pendant to Emperor Jingren.
The empress covered it up well; an outsider would hardly have noticed any change in her. But Emperor Jingren was acutely sensitive, and he understood the empress well. Naturally he understood what the empress was thinking.
But now, even if she regretted it, Emperor Jingren still didn’t want to give the pendant back. She had kept it with her always, and now she had given it to him. Emperor Jingren loved the empress. Naturally he didn’t want to return it.
He was a generous person. If he had seen anyone else wearing such an expression, he wouldn’t have blamed them, and he wouldn’t have kept their precious possession. He was a ruler. He could have anything he wanted. There was no call to hang on to a thing that belonged to someone else. But not this time. The empress had given him something she had worn close to her body. He didn’t want to give it back.
“Jinyi, are you fond of jade?” Emperor Jingren suddenly asked.
After a pause, the empress said, “Jade improves the temper. Naturally I like it.”
“All right.” Emperor Jingren nodded and silently noted it down, planning to give the empress something nice from the treasury after they returned to the palace.
After this, the two of them didn’t speak of jade again, and the empress’s gaze left the pendant. Emperor Jingren took the opportunity to hide the pendant inside his clothes.
They chatted indolently and eventually ended up back on the subject of Su Huailing. Once that woman was mentioned, Emperor Jingren felt a headache coming on again. Every emperor likes an auspicious omen, and they are even more apt to believe in fortune, good and bad. Su Huailing had already been determined to have extremely good fortune. If he killed her, Emperor Jingren was worried it would incur some natural disaster. But if he didn’t use the woman’s good fortune, someone else might. What then?
“It really is troubling.” The empress nodded. She also couldn’t come up with a solution.
Emperor Jingren sighed. “If she had the education of an ordinary highborn lady, she wouldn’t have made so much trouble with her good luck. But instead she’s an uneducated… Wait, we’ve got it!”
Emperor Jingren’s eyes lit up. He said to the empress, “Since this woman has done all these things because she’s uneducated, then why don’t we teach her?”
“Oh?” the empress said curiously. “Does Your Majesty want to ask some palace matrons to teach her palace etiquette?”
“It’s not like I want her to join the harem. There’s no point in teaching her palace etiquette,” Emperor Jingren said. “We want to get some people with sinecures in the Ministry of Justice and have them teach this woman the law.”
The empress considered this, then said approvingly, “That’s a good idea. But why does Your Majesty want her to learn the law, instead of finding a female instructor to teach her the three obediences and four virtues necessary for a lady? What is the use of teaching a woman the law?”
“She dared to speak to our face of bearing everything herself, and to make distinctions among the people we wished to punish. Very likely she thinks that etiquette is beneath her. Teaching a person like that the rules of etiquette might well have the opposite of the desired effect and make her disdain them even more. Luckily, she still has some sense of right and wrong. She doesn’t want to get other people in trouble. So we wish her to know how many people she harms with her reckless behavior. And we are not going to spare those people just because she wants to bear all the responsibility!”
After hearing this, appreciation appeared in the empress’s eyes. She bowed her head low and said, “Your Majesty is wise.”

Chapter 21
A large company must travel with a great deal of gear; it was three days before the company of imperial guardsmen arrived at the hunting grounds in full. In the meantime, Deputy Commander Jing had identified everyone with a connection to the assassins. Those seventy-eight men had infiltrated the hunting grounds by traveling in the parties of lower ranked officials. These officials all proclaimed their innocence, explaining that they had absolutely nothing to do with the assassins, who had wormed their way into their traveling parties by killing their original guards. They had been completely ignorant.
Even if this was true, Emperor Jingren couldn’t simply take it on faith. But he didn’t have these officials interrogated straight away at the hunting grounds; instead, the officials, their retinues, and the guards responsible for the hunting grounds were all locked up separately, to be questioned upon their return to the palace.
While they were locked up, rather than torture them, Jing Xixian adopted a psychological angle of attack. These people were kept apart, unable to deliberate among themselves, and constant hints were made that the first to come clean would be shown mercy; and in fact some people had come clean, but because they knew very little, there was still a chance.
Emperor Jingren approved of these tactics. Jing Xixian had a somber cast to his countenance; it was plain at a glance he wasn’t a nice person. Yan Xu, on the other hand, had rugged features and an air of righteousness that made it easy to trust him.
But having seen the two of them in action, Emperor Jingren found Jing Xixian better suited to his tastes. Jing Xixian would stop at nothing; he was utterly ruthless. If he were the commander of the Embroidered Guard, his subordinates would all get their hides tanned. Yan Xu, meanwhile, was a kind-hearted person who very rarely employed torture. The torture implements in the Embroidered Guard’s prison had begun to rust during his tenure as commander.
Reasonably speaking, a benevolent emperor ought to prefer a person like Yan Xu, but while Emperor Jingren might be lenient, that only meant he would pardon those who had done no wrong or had committed only minor offenses. Benevolence toward those scheming against him, Emperor Jingren knew, would only hasten his own death. Jing Xixian was a knife. A good knife did damage; but it was up to the person wielding the knife to determine how it was used.
Emperor Jingren thought that he needed a ruthless commander for the Embroidered Guard.
When the large company of imperial guardsmen arrived, the officials being held in the temporary residence were at last able to return home. Those who weren’t implicated in the assassination attempt were sent back under escort by Emperor Jingren, while those who were implicated were taken directly to the Embroidered Guard’s prison. This included Su Huailing.
But while the others were tortured, Su Huailing only watched.
Emperor Jingren had originally meant to get some people from the Ministry of Justice to teach her judicial law. Later, watching Jing Xixian at work, he had changed his mind. Any amount of serious lecturing couldn’t measure up to seeing with your own eyes. So he made Su Huailing see for herself how guilt by association worked.
He wasn’t concerned about Su Huailing running off. Emperor Jingren had passed on a message to Su Huailing through the Embroidered Guard: Her foster brother was still in the palace. If she escaped, for every two hours she was gone, one of her foster brother’s fingers would be cut off. If she didn’t come back, they would cut off all his limbs, plant him in the ground, and see how long he lived.
Of course, Emperor Jingren’s original message hadn’t been so savage. All he’d meant was that she should consider her foster brother’s fate before she ran off. But because Emperor Jingren had hinted that the message could become a little stronger in the telling, the guard passing it along had added some details.
Su Huailing behaved, following Jing Xixian to the Embroidered Guard prison. Emperor Jingren, meanwhile, as if he hadn’t just experienced an attempt on his life, calmly returned to the palace and went to court as usual, behaving just as he had before.
Naturally there were people to fill the vacancies left by the officials who had been implicated, and Emperor Jingren removed Yan Xu from the position of commander of the Embroidered Guard, assigning it to Jing Xixian. Though Yan Xu was still commander of the Imperial Guard, his rank and salary unchanged, everyone knew that Yan Xu had lost imperial favor. The Embroidered Guard were the emperor’s eyes and ears, and their commander had to be a person he trusted to the utmost. Before, this had been Yan Xu, and now, it was someone else. He remained commander of the Imperial Guard only because Emperor Jingren preferred not to strip him of all his titles at once. In time, once there was a reason, he would lose that as well.
“The empress’s methods are impressive!” The consorts and concubines were having a small get together at the virtuous consort’s place. The honest consort’s face was contorted, its usual gentle and refined demeanor gone. She continued, “She’s gotten rid of everyone we have. There’s nothing left for us to do in the palace. At least before there was Yan Xu to find out what the emperor was doing. Now Yan Xu’s also about to be out of the running!”
Eunuch Lian was listening, keeping himself to himself, not saying a word—just listening in silence.
“Who cares about Yan Xu?” The virtuous consort snorted. “What’s impressive is getting Su Huailing sent to the Embroidered Guard’s prison. You know, normally, His Majesty ought to be quite fond of Su Huailing by now. He ought to have made the woman who saved his life into Imperial Concubine Su. But now our imperial concubine is in prison, and not only did she not manage to save the emperor, she was implicated in the assassination attempt. This kind of result is beyond the ordinary person.”
“Eunuch Lian,” said the worthy consort, frowning, “you were there at the time. Do you know what actually happened? I heard that the Imperial Guard only arrived on the scene after the attack. His Majesty had only one guard with him, yet they held out till the Imperial Guard got there. What the hell happened?”
This was a direct question. Eunuch Lian couldn’t keep silent. He came forward and answered, “When I got there, the assassins had already been defeated, and Su Huailing was in the middle of a pile of bodies. As for how that happened, I can’t say for sure.”
Eunuch Lian wasn’t actually lying, but he also hadn’t said how many people had been present when he had arrived, nor how many it had taken to defeat the assassins. This vague response gave the consorts and concubines the wrong impression.
“It seems that the empress picked a number of especially skilled imperial guardsmen to protect His Majesty in advance, and they repelled the attack,” the virtuous consort concluded. “Are we supposed to sit here and wait while the empress picks us off one by one?”
“You can all sit there and wait to die. I don’t want that.” The pure consort, who had been silent all along, suddenly spoke. “I’ve realized that I’ll never get anywhere hanging out with you losers. I’m better off thinking of something myself.”
“What are you going to do?” asked the worthy consort, who had a bad feeling.
“Hmph,” the pure consort snorted. “However favored the empress may be, he’s a man crossdressing as a woman. Would he dare to sleep with His Majesty? The reason I always used incense before was that I thought we didn’t need to sleep with the mission objective. But now I’ve thought about it, and, well, this isn’t my body. It isn’t even a real body. So what if I just act like it’s a dream? Emperor Jingren is handsome enough, anyway. All of you say I’m all boobs and no brain, but that’s what that man is into!”
Then she stood and left, arching her lovely white neck, paying no further attention to the women behind her.
The honest consort took a deep breath. “She’s really desperate,” she said, feelingly.
“With her looks, even if she can’t dance, she might still…” Instead of finishing her sentence, the worthy consort squeezed the handkerchief in her hands.
All the women bowed their heads in thought, but Eunuch Lian remained silent and kept his eyes open.
And when they had all gone their separate ways, Eunuch Lian ordered a trusted subordinate to deliver a note to the empress.
“The pure consort…” The empress dropped the note onto an inkstone and watched as the soft paper soaked up the ink and turned black, eradicating all signs of the writing.
He was the master of the harem, but now that Imperial Physician Ning had examined Emperor Jingren and indicated that there was no further need for him to abstain from sex, the empress had no way to stop Emperor Jingren from visiting the other palaces. He was a man. Owing to the protection of his position, everyone was very convinced that he was a woman, but this conviction would vanish the moment he took off his clothes. So he had his own incense. If he really wanted to go to bed with Emperor Jingren, he would have to use incense. But he didn’t want to, and he had never done it before. In the past he had only sent Emperor Jingren off to one of the other palaces, but now he didn’t want that either.
And thanks to that moron Lin Boyuan, Emperor Jingren had already found out what was wrong with the incense, so he couldn’t even return the pure consort’s incense to her, or else Emperor Jingren would grow suspicious.
He was in a fix.
The empress sat in silence until Emperor Jingren returned from court. When he saw that the young emperor hadn’t gone elsewhere but had come back to Qifeng Hall, he finally smiled very slightly. Since hitting his head, Emperor Jingren had been staying at Qifeng Hall, and the two of them had been living like an ordinary husband and wife. Emperor Jingren no longer cared for any of the consorts or concubines. The empress was convinced that Emperor Jingren had changed a little after hitting his head. Thinking of his own particular mission, he had given Emperor Jingren the pendant. But it had turned out that Emperor Jingren wasn’t the mission objective, and he had lost an important item; he had really outwitted himself.
Despite these thoughts, when he saw Emperor Jingren return, the empress still couldn’t help standing up, helping Emperor Jingren take off his outer layer, and taking the somewhat unhappy looking young emperor into his room to rest.
“Your Majesty looks a little weary,” the empress said in concern.
Emperor Jingren wasn’t weary; his face was ashen. After dismissing all the servants, he finally gave up concealing his emotions before the empress. He brought his palm down on a table and said angrily, “The mastermind behind the attempt on our life is Prince Huainan, our own full blood younger brother!”

Chapter 22
Though brothers in an imperial family generally had no affection to speak of for each other on account of fighting over the throne, Prince Huainan and Emperor Jingren’s relationship was different. Emperor Jingren was both the eldest son and the son of the late emperor’s first wife; in Xia, where these qualities were given precedence as a matter of course, this meant that Emperor Jingren’s claim as heir to the throne had been unshakeable since his birth. Prince Huainan was only two years younger than Emperor Jingren. The empress at the time, the present empress dowager, had been very strict about Prince Huainan’s education. Since he was small, she had told him that he had to support his big brother.
The brothers had always been on good terms. When Emperor Jingren inherited the throne, Prince Huainan had been only sixteen years old and hadn’t yet left the capital to take control of his fief. Emperor Jingren had deliberately kept him in the capital for another two years, only sending him to his fief when he was eighteen. He had also delineated the best territory for his fief.
Though they hadn’t seen each other in two years, Emperor Jingren and Prince Huainan had kept up a constant correspondence. From their letters, it appeared that rather than causing them to grow apart, distance had only improved their relationship. Prince Huainan often said in his letters that he wanted Emperor Jingren to hurry up and give him a little nephew to play with; he had a gift ready and waiting for the child’s Hundredth Day Celebration in his treasury.
Toward this little brother, Emperor Jingren was as indulgent as could be. He was probably the only person apart from the empress for whose sake Emperor Jingren would betray his principles.
Censors often condemned Prince Huainan for building a private army, which was a mark of disloyalty, and Emperor Jingren had always suppressed these memorials, never letting them be mentioned in court. In his view, it was perfectly reasonable for his little brother to have his own soldiers to protect himself. In reality, if Prince Huainan hadn’t had private soldiers, Emperor Jingren wouldn’t have been able to resist sending a company to protect his brother.
The reason Emperor Jingren loved Prince Huainan so much, apart from the two of them having been close since childhood, was that Prince Huainan ruled according to strict principles. No common people were ever oppressed in his fief. And according to the rules, the tax revenue from his fief ought to have belonged entirely to him, but he sent a large portion of his revenue to the national treasury each year. Huainan was known as the granary of the realm. The grain and cotton Prince Huainan sent each year made up a fifth of what entered the national treasury in total. He would have been entirely within his rights to retain this grain for his own use; a few years down the line he’d have had no trouble using it to maintain an army a hundred thousand strong. But he had never done so. He had paid this tax regularly. Emperor Jingren simply didn’t believe that he could be disloyal.
But now it didn’t matter whether he believed it or not!
The assassination attempt seemed to suggest a foreign mastermind, but on closer investigation, all the clues pointed to Prince Huainan. Had the empress’s martial skills not exceeded everyone’s expectations, such meticulous planning would have seen Emperor Jingren killed or captured. Such a plan could only have been put together by someone intimately familiar with the capital. If this hadn’t been the doing of foreigners, it could only be the doing of Prince Huainan.
Emperor Jingren was in a towering rage, but the empress wasn’t at all surprised and only calmly poured a cup of tea for Emperor Jingren. “Anger damages the liver. Have some tea, Your Majesty, and calm your emotions. Then you can think about it.”
The tea the empress had brewed was particularly light and fragrant. At any rate, it tasted unusual to Emperor Jingren. It was a little hot, so he had to drink slowly. As he sipped a little at a time, Emperor Jingren’s anger slowly faded. He squeezed the empress’s fingertips and sighed.
“We…we really are very grieved.” His fury gone, what remained to Emperor Jingren was sadness. “My brother was always with me when we were children. The two of us did everything together. As crown prince, I couldn’t misbehave, so he took the blame for things like climbing trees and stealing birds’ eggs to keep the ministers from saying the crown prince lacked virtue. He once said that it was alright for Xia to have a frivolous imperial prince, but it couldn’t have a pleasure-seeking heir to the throne. He would play with me, but any blame would be his alone. He is our little brother. Each day we sit on the throne, we will protect him. How could he… How…”
The more Emperor Jingren spoke, the more he suffered. This betrayal by a loved one was insupportable. Merely holding the empress’s fingertips wasn’t enough to give him strength.
So the empress silently got to his feet and went to stand beside Emperor Jingren. He meant to gently stroke his shoulder to give him strength. But, unexpectedly, Emperor Jingren threw his arms around the empress’s waist and pressed his face against him. Because the empress was so tall, the seated Emperor Jingren’s face just happened to press against his lower abdomen.
The empress froze.
This was probably the greatest danger the empress had faced in his life. On the one hand, he was delighted that Emperor Jingren relied on him so much. On the other hand, he was afraid Emperor Jingren’s face might rub against him. He was no longer the empress of before, whose heart could remain as tranquil as still water while he slept beside Emperor Jingren. Now, he often…couldn’t control himself.
Fortunately Emperor Jingren behaved himself. He only wanted to press close to the empress, embrace his beloved to give himself strength. So he was quiet and did nothing else.
The empress finally relaxed and raised a hand to stroke Emperor Jingren’s smooth hair. An emperor’s hair wasn’t his to stroke, but the empress wanted to, and Emperor Jingren didn’t stop him.
“Jinyi, give us an heir,” Emperor Jingren said suddenly with his face pressed against the empress’s belly.
The empress was silent.
“The reason we would not let the imperial physicians treat us is that we are still young, and in no great hurry to have children. Moreover, we do not think there is anything wrong with us. But now we want to have a child with you. We will no longer shun the imperial physicians but permit them to treat us.” Emperor Jingren let go of the empress’s waist and looked up at him.
The empress struggled to keep his expression placid. “Your Majesty has never been in a hurry on the subject of children. Why this sudden…”
“After this assassination attempt, we think it would give us a sense of security to have an heir. And we want your child, Jinyi. Actually, it doesn’t matter whether we have a boy or a girl. We’re both still young. If it is a boy, then he will be crown prince, and we will teach him statecraft, while you will help him to be strong. If it is a girl, then she will be our princess, and we will cosset her all her life.” Emperor Jingren closed his eyes and imagined it. The more he spoke, the more beautiful such a future appeared.
The empress could hardly stand it. All he could do was take Emperor Jingren’s hand and nerve himself up to say, “Your subject wife will do her best.”
Hearing this, Emperor Jingren smiled happily and squeezed the empress’s hand. “We will also do our best! We have been keeping track of your cycle. Your time of the month ended right before we left for the hunting grounds, right? It is afternoon now, an inappropriate time for intercourse. We will come to Qifeng Hall tonight.”
The empress fought down a desire to cry and managed to say, “Your subject wife will be pleased to welcome you.”
He was nervous enough to say the wrong thing, but Emperor Jingren was in a good mood now and didn’t care what words the empress used. He stood on tiptoe to kiss the empress’s lips, then ordered lunch. He instructed the imperial kitchens to deliver his lunch to Kunning Palace.
With the empress to console him, Emperor Jingren set aside the matter of Prince Huainan for the moment. After a cheerful lunch, he went to the imperial study with Eunuch Lian to take care of today’s business.
Leaving behind the empress alone in his hall, most unusually distressed.

Chapter 23
In fact, dealing with Prince Huainan was Emperor Jingren’s top priority, but, for one thing, he had no real evidence, only conjecture. For another, Emperor Jingren simply couldn’t understand how his little brother could have changed so much. Before punishing Prince Huainan, Emperor Jingren wanted to see him.
But it wasn’t so easy to get a vassal prince to the capital. Fortunately, it would be the New Year in a couple of months, and all the vassal princes were sure to send gifts. Emperor Jingren would only need to find some pretext to have the vassal princes follow their gifts to the capital.
And what reason could be better than offering congratulations on the occasion of the empress’s pregnancy?
Most importantly, the empress being pregnant would mean that Emperor Jingren would have an heir. That would be the end of Prince Huainan’s ambitions. Prince Huainan was, apart from Emperor Jingren, the only son of the late emperor’s first wife. If Emperor Jingren had no heirs, he was most likely to inherit the throne. Therefore, the empress being pregnant would make it very easy to see what Prince Huainan was thinking.
Emperor Jingren was a ruler. Everything he did had its reason. Of course, his main reason was wanting to get close to the empress, but he also had political motivations.
But he hadn’t explained this to the empress. He knew very well it was going a little too far for an emperor to use his own child in a plot against his little brother for the sake of his throne. But he was also sincere; he wanted to have his own children with the empress.
When he was through handling affairs of state, he still had some time, so Emperor Jingren summoned an imperial physician who was knowledgeable in these areas to examine him. Imperial Physician Zhao was an expert in the field, and it was because Emperor Jingren was still childless that he had been brought to the palace. However, he had never had a chance to examine Emperor Jingren; since coming to the palace, he had been functionally in retirement. Now at last he had a chance to show off his skills. Imperial Physician Zhao was excited.
But he checked Emperor Jingren’s pulse, examined his face, and observed his body, then shook his head wonderingly. “Strange. This shouldn’t be…”
“Speak freely, Imperial Physician Zhao,” Emperor Jingren said expectantly.
Imperial Physician Zhao didn’t look like he had any difficult news to deliver. Frankly, he said, “I have observed that Your Majesty is quite healthy, without any hidden diseases. Generally speaking, a man in Your Majesty’s condition, four years after marriage, ought to have at least four or five princes and princesses running around, so…why is Your Majesty childless? Can all the women in the harem be barren? That doesn’t seem possible. How very peculiar!”
“You mean that we do not need treatment?” asked Emperor Jingren.
“That’s correct. Your Majesty is healthy. What good fortune for the realm.” Imperial Physician Zhao knelt and kowtowed.
Emperor Jingren nodded and told Imperial Physician Zhao to rise. He gave him a small reward and let him go. He, meanwhile, sat in the imperial study, deep in thought.
He thought of the incense, thought of his own physical condition—the answer to why he to this day had no children was very clear.
Emperor Jingren sneered and said in self-mockery, “There are all kinds of beauties in our harem, yet not one is willing to sleep with us. They all use incense to enter our dreams and fob us off. How tragic.”
So he summoned Eunuch Lian and said, “Convey our decree. The worthy, honest, pure, and virtuous consorts, having borne no children after many years in the palace, will each be demoted one rank to lady of bright deportment. As for Imperial Concubine Lin…”
When he thought of Lin Boyuan, still out there working hard implementing the new law, Emperor Jingren reconsidered and said, “Leave Imperial Concubine Lin where she is for now.”
Eunuch Lian trembled. He really had no idea what the empress could have done to make His Majesty distance himself from the consorts for his sake. From this it seemed that there was every chance the empress would be the one to win in the end. Thinking of the empress’s unfathomable martial talents, Eunuch Lian was wracked with tremors and secretly congratulated himself on having given up and pledged his allegiance correctly. Perhaps when the empress won, he would even give him a bit of the money!
At this, Eunuch Lian felt a little excited. He hurried off to get someone to draw up a decree.
Extraordinarily, the discovery that none of his wives were willing to service him in bed did not make Emperor Jingren angry. It was probably because he had never felt anything in particular for these people. On top of that, all those nights of sweet encounters hadn’t been real; they could inspire no tender feelings. And Emperor Jingren wasn’t a person to be ruled by emotion. He wouldn’t get very angry at people he didn’t care about.
If not for the fact that the four consorts had quite a lot of power behind them—the virtuous consort, for example, was Chancellor Li’s daughter—Emperor Jingren actually would have wanted to send them all to the cold palace. But at the moment, his word at court wasn’t absolute and unrivaled; he couldn’t just do whatever he wanted. But if he demoted all four consorts to Lady of Bright Deportment, people would believe it was done out of anger at them having borne him no children. It would lessen Chancellor Li’s suspicions.
Removing the four consorts from their positions was a test of the officials, to see what their next step would be.
Emperor Jingren was accustomed to having countless hidden intentions behind each of his actions; he didn’t think of himself as a schemer. Anyway, he was being true to his heart in all he did. He was just adding in some little plots as he did it.
However great the shock that would be felt in the four consorts’ palaces and in the homes of their families, Emperor Jingren didn’t want to pay attention to their feelings. Right now, he was looking forward to tonight. His memories from before he hit his head were very faint, and he didn’t have any memory at all of pleasant nights with the empress. It felt to him now that this would be like their first time together, and he was no less excited for tonight than he might have been for his wedding night.
Emperor Jingren was a little flustered. He bathed in Chengqian Palace’s Zichen Hall, put on brand new clothes, and had the maids do his hair, to make it very smooth. He remembered that the empress loved his hair.
He was as nervous as a student who had arranged a secret tryst with his beloved. It was only after all kinds of mental preparation that, when the lanterns were first hung, he finally went to Qifeng Hall. He didn’t take the imperial palanquin but walked on his own two feet.
Upon entering the hall, he didn’t allow notice of his arrival to be given. He wanted to enter the bedroom quietly, to see how the empress looked while waiting for him.
In love as he was, Emperor Jingren always wanted to know how his beloved looked when they were apart.
But when he reached the bedroom, a maid informed him that the empress was bathing. This made Emperor Jingren even more eager. When he thought of the empress bathing to receive him, his heart surged. He made all the servants keep quiet and crept toward the bathtub.
The door stood ajar. Emperor Jingren recalled that the empress never liked to be attended while bathing. So if he went in now, the two of them would be alone in the bathing area.
For the first time, Emperor Jingren didn’t act like a gentleman. He gently pushed open the door and entered. The first thing he saw was a screen, on which candlelight cast the tall shadow of a person in the process of scrubbing.
No strictures against indecency held weight with Emperor Jingren now. He crept around the screen and was at once met with the sight of a tall, handsome man with a muscular chest, well-endowed in a certain area, casually washing himself.
And this man was identical to the empress.
Emperor Jingren was stupefied.
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When a person receives too great a shock, his mind will go blank. Most of his actions at such a time will reflect his instincts. So it was with Emperor Jingren now. After catching a glimpse of that man’s face, he didn’t make a sound. Nor did he barge in and call him to account. Instead, he quietly left the bathing room and even instructed the servants in Qifeng Hall not to tell the empress that he had been there. At the same time, he ordered Eunuch Lian to stay behind and tell the empress that he had a lot of work to do and planned to spend the night in the imperial study. He wouldn’t be coming to Kunning Palace.
After carrying out this meticulous series of actions, Emperor Jingren left as quietly as he had come.
All this time, his mind had been a blank. It was only when he returned to the bedroom attached to the imperial study that Emperor Jingren began to recover his reason.
The empress was a man!
There was no excuse, no explanation. Emperor Jingren had seen the empress in his entirety and was absolutely certain that the empress was a man. But how could that be? Even if the palace matrons could have been hoodwinked during their wedding ceremony, how could he have been deceived on their wedding night? Had the empress also used that incense?
Hold on. Why couldn’t he remember what had happened on their wedding night?
Emperor Jingren was a little dazed. He had a clear impression that he and the empress had been inseparable for three months following their wedding, and he had only gone to visit the consorts when the empress remained childless after those three months. But…those three months, which ought to have left such a deep impression on him, were now as flimsy as words on a page. It was as if someone had told him that, after their wedding, the emperor and the empress had been devoted to each other. But that was all there was. As for the displays of this devotion and their interactions during this period, he had absolutely no memory.
To Emperor Jingren, his own memories were more important than looking into the empress and his whole family’s insolence in lying to him.
He no longer recalled whether he had been able to remember these things before hitting his head. But when he thought about it, his strongest impressions were of the things that had happened during the months after he had hit his head. Everything since then was perfectly clear to him; he had forgotten nothing. Going further, before he hit his head, he had memories starting from the first time he had visited the virtuous consort three months after his wedding. The memories were vague, but he still knew what had happened, and the details were clear. But when he thought back before that, there were only lifeless impressions. All his memories were like words on a page—insubstantial.
If he couldn’t even remember his own wedding night, then didn’t there have to be something wrong with him?
Was it hitting his head that had caused the problem, or had there been a problem all along?
Emperor Jingren could neither find an answer nor understand how this had come to be. The best thing to do would be to question the empress. So what was he waiting for? With a single order, he could have that treasonous man and his whole family in the imperial prison. When they were questioned, naturally he would learn what means the empress had used to deceive him during the three months after their marriage.
But Emperor Jingren didn’t give the order.
The empress had exceptional martial arts skills. How could he have failed to hear someone barging into his bathing room? He must have known from the moment Emperor Jingren opened the door that he was there, yet he hadn’t made a sound. Instead, he had turned around, letting Emperor Jingren see the truth.
And just as the empress hadn’t made a sound, so Emperor Jingren had silently left Qifeng Hall, burying his head in the sand, pretending that he had never been there. But in reality, how could there be a secret in the palace? It was a fact that he had been there. Whatever orders he gave the servants, it was impossible for the empress not to know.
Both of them had chosen not to have the matter out openly. There was room to redeem the situation.
When his reason had yet to recover and instinct had taken the lead, Emperor Jingren had not wanted to punish the empress.
In the aftermath, finding himself at a loss, Emperor Jingren decided to let the matter go for the moment. More importantly, he wanted to resolve the problem of his memories.
If he couldn’t go to the empress for an explanation, then he had to investigate himself. Concerning his wedding, there was a record of absolutely everything. If he only chose to investigate, there were many avenues open to him.
First, the emperor and empress both had to be entered into the annals. His marriage and his ascension to the throne had occurred together. The court historians would have records. Though the records were sure to be couched in circumspect terms, they still had value as reference material. Next were the people and things involved in preparing the empress for the wedding. People could err or lie, but not objects. The empress’s family came from the north, and so did the empress. It would be rather difficult to investigate things there. The top priority was to investigate the wedding itself. The two most important articles were the phoenix robes the empress had worn during the ceremony, and the first night cloth.
The empress was a man, so even if the outer garments of the phoenix robes were entirely feminine, the underclothes couldn’t be the same. As for the first night cloth…
Emperor Jingren pinched his brow. He had many things to inspect. He listed them one by one and sent subordinates to find them. When the items were found, he didn’t plan to let anyone else see them. Emperor Jingren intended to do the analysis and investigation himself.
After a night spent writing out a densely packed list, the next day Emperor Jingren went to court a little weary. But his health was good, so this degree of exhaustion was bearable.
—
“His Majesty didn’t sleep at all last night?” the empress asked in Qifeng Hall.
“Yes, My Lady.” After the way the four consorts had been demoted last night, Eunuch Lian bowed his head even lower before the empress. “It seems His Majesty wrote something in the imperial study, then gave it to the Embroidered Guard.”
“Understood. You may leave.”
Eunuch Lian didn’t ask any questions before he left. The empress sighed lengthily.
Last night he had been in the bathtub from right after dinner until late at night. At first he had been waiting for the young emperor to come to Qifeng Hall so he could “just happen” to see him bathing, and later, after the young emperor had left, he had remained quietly soaking in the tub.
The empress had wracked his brain yesterday, and at last had been able to think of nothing but this asinine scheme to disabuse Emperor Jingren of his notions about having a child. Like a coward, he had put the choice in the young emperor’s hands. But when he heard that the emperor hadn’t slept all night, he still felt bad.
Emperor Jingren had been so looking forward to this child, but the empress couldn’t give him one.
For the first time experiencing anxiety and helplessness, the empress sat in a chair and resisted the urge to go to the imperial study himself and force the young emperor who hadn’t rested all night to go to sleep.
Compared to the empress with his anxiety, Emperor Jingren had his emotions well in hand. He rebuffed all the courtiers who objected to his decree demoting the four consorts to the rank of lady of bright deportment, summoned all the vassal princes to the capital for the occasion of the empress dowager’s full decade birthday, and resolved some issues that had arisen concerning the new law. It had been a productive day.
Having things to do is invigorating. On leaving court, Emperor Jingren had all but forgotten about what had happened yesterday, right up till a secret guard brought over the empress’s phoenix robes and first night cloth, as well as the record of the empress’s menstrual cycles from their wedding to the present.
There was no way to get these things without alerting the empress. But here they were; it seemed the empress was giving his tacit consent.
When Emperor Jingren saw these things, his mood was spoiled. First, he examined the phoenix robes and found there was nothing unusual about them. They were all women’s clothes. Thinking of the generous endowment he had seen last night, Emperor Jingren thought the empress might find wearing these clothes uncomfortable. But then again, the empress hadn’t been fully grown four years ago. Perhaps these clothes would have fit just right.
With an unspeakable peculiar joy, Emperor Jingren opened the box holding the first night cloth. A square white cloth lay inside the box. Emperor Jingren took it out and unfolded it, and his eyes were instantly stabbed by the stains.
Again he thought of a certain part of the empress and combined that thought with the dull red bloodstains on the first night cloth. An unbelievable question appeared in Emperor Jingren’s mind—
Whose blood was on the cloth?
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When this thought emerged, Emperor Jingren was dazed. Fortunately, he was a rational person. He understood that, when his own memories were blurry, any number of first night cloths could have been faked.
The first night cloth and the wedding clothes were inconclusive. If he wanted to determine what had actually happened, he would have to investigate in more detail. Fortunately, a record had been made of everything the empress had done since coming to the palace, big and small. Finding it would be no trouble. He would have to take the time to perform a detailed investigation before he could understand whether the empress had been a man upon coming to the palace, or whether there had been a swap afterward.
Both were deceptions that amounted to treason, but to Emperor Jingren, their significance was different.
If this person was the empress who had come to the palace originally, then what had happened was that Marshal Xiao had for reasons unknown raised a boy as a girl. Perhaps there were some family secrets involved, or maybe Marshal Xiao himself didn’t know that his daughter was actually a boy, and there were difficulties that prevented the empress from saying anything. But if there had been a swap later, then the current empress was a schemer, and the Xiao family was disloyal.
Emperor Jingren sincerely hoped it was the first option. This way he could try to understand the empress.
Thinking back to how they had lately been sleeping in the same bed every night, waking up to train at the rooster’s crow every day, how he had cherished and doted on the empress, Emperor Jingren felt anguish. His feelings for the empress weren’t the worthless temporary affections of an emperor; this was a profound esteem that came from the heart. Emperor Jingren yearned to spend the rest of his life with this present empress, and he wanted his children to belong to their shared bloodline, but now…
Emperor Jingren silently put the phoenix robes and the first night cloth away and went through the records of the empress’s activities since coming to the palace bit by bit, from monthly medical records to daily meals, every little thing; this represented the empress’s time at the palace.
As he read, night fell. Emperor Jingren hadn’t slept the night before, and he was exhausted now. Sitting at his desk, with his head on his arm, he slowly fell asleep.
The imperial guardsman on duty tonight quietly entered the imperial study and lit the incense burner.
As the scent of incense spread, Emperor Jingren thought dazedly that he was having a dream, yet the dream also seemed to be reality. He couldn’t tell which it was. He struggled to open his eyes to see what was in front of him.
A tall figure walked over, dressed in the uniform of a guard. Emperor Jingren didn’t see his face, only the clothing, which reminded him of how the empress had looked when they had gone hunting together. Swift and decisive, valiant and heroic. He had held a sword in one hand and rocks in the other. In the blink of an eye, all the assassins had died by his hand.
Emperor Jingren had been sitting on horseback then, in a daze, while the empress had leapt down behind him, put his arms around his waist, and said, “Your servant will protect Your Majesty.”
Yes, the empress has always protected us, Emperor Jingren thought a little absently.
The figure helped Emperor Jingren to his feet and said in his ear, “Your Majesty, it’s time to rest.”
Emperor Jingren couldn’t tell whose voice this was. He shook his head and said, “Proceed to Kunning Palace… No, it had better be Chengqian Palace. We are weary tonight and do not need anyone to attend us.”
“As Your Majesty commands.” The owner of the voice supported Emperor Jingren with one hand. With the other, he picked up the incense burner and held it under Emperor Jingren’s nose, making him breathe the scent in deeply.
Emperor Jingren was helped into his sedan and carried all the way to Chengqian Palace’s Zichen Hall. Someone laid him down and started taking off his clothes.
This person was dressed in a guard’s attire and wasn’t one of the eunuchs or maids who usually waited on him.
Emperor Jingren raised a hand to feel this person’s chest. It felt…quite different from the empress’s.
He was alarmed, but he couldn’t open his eyes. He seemed too tired for that. Yet he also felt as if he had opened his eyes but still couldn’t see anything. In his confusion, his clothes had been removed, and a rather rough large hand was touching his chest here and there.
Eunuch Lian’s voice seemed to come from a distance. Emperor Jingren couldn’t tell what he was saying, but he was slightly annoyed. As the Master of Buildings, Eunuch Lian was very valuable to him. Why was he letting such a clumsy person wait on him?
Emperor Jingren wanted to push this person’s hand away, but his arm felt so limp that he couldn’t lift it at all. He tried to speak and managed to say in a thin voice, “Who are you?”
“Your Majesty doesn’t need to know,” the voice said with a soft laugh. “I’m nearly out of the running already. I’d rather make a last desperate attempt than sit and wait to die. Maybe after tonight, Your Majesty won’t blame me. And even if you do, I won’t be the loser. The worst that can happen to me is death. I’m not afraid of that.”
This voice was extremely familiar. Emperor Jingren thought that this must be someone he saw often. But his mind was sluggish from the incense. He couldn’t remember who it was.
Incense… The scent of this incense was very familiar. He had smelled it while with the worthy, honest, pure, and virtuous consorts, and then there were Imperial Concubine Lin and Lin Boyuan… These people, this incense… Since hitting his head, he couldn’t remember these people’s faces, but he remembered this incense.
The men whose faces he didn’t remember were—the empress, Eunuch Lian, Little Shunzi…
“Yan Xu!” Emperor Jingren’s eyes flew open, and he got a clear look at the person’s face. This was the commander of the Imperial Guard, but he was dressed in the uniform of an ordinary imperial bodyguard. Clearly he had used his authority to sneak into the palace!
There was a lecherous smile on Yan Xu’s formerly always upright face. “I mixed in some soporific with the incense, and increased the dosage. Your Majesty shouldn’t have woken up. Please go back to sleep, Your Majesty.”
Emperor Jingren’s wakefulness lasted only an instant. When it was past, he once again became disoriented. He fell powerlessly back onto the bed and through narrowed eyes saw Yan Xu removing his own clothing. “Yan Xu,” he warned him, “if you dare do me any injury, I’ll make you wish you were dead!”
But Yan Xu said carelessly, “I don’t care about any of that. All I want is to spend a night in Your Majesty’s imperial bed. When Your Majesty wakes up tomorrow morning, if you can bring yourself to do it, you can punish me. If you can’t, I might still make a profit.”
Emperor Jingren thought that Yan Xu seemed like a completely different person from before. His head was fuzzy now, and he couldn’t tell what was feigned and what was true. He only did his best to keep his mind clear. He watched Yan Xu take off his clothes and lie down. When Yan Xu bent down, he even put his hand over Emperor Jingren’s eyes.
“Sleep, Your Majesty.”
The world went black before Emperor Jingren’s eyes. He couldn’t tell if what he experienced was real or a dream. He felt at once that he had experienced a night of bliss and also as if he had been violated. In his daze, unspeakable things seemed to happen between him and Yan Xu. He was disgusted, yet it felt good.
Emperor Jingren didn’t know how many times this happened. When he woke, his whole body seemed to ache, yet it also seemed as if only his head ached. He opened his eyes. It was broad daylight. He had clearly missed court today. Beside him lay a man whose upper body was bare, sleeping in a rather ungraceful posture, with his head buried in his pillow, revealing only pitch-black hair.
When he saw this person, Emperor Jingren was enraged. Yan Xu was so bold! After doing such a thing to him, he dared to sleep in his bed till the sun was high in the sky!
Emperor Jingren wanted to summon his guards to seize this insolent person, but remembering that he was now completely exposed, he clenched his teeth and reached for a robe to cover up…
Wait! He was already dressed. But hadn’t his clothes been removed last night?
This question made Emperor Jingren look more closely at the person lying next to him. He thought that the firmness of that chest was peculiarly familiar, so he gave the person a shove.
The person beside him rolled over, revealing his face. It was the empress!
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Emperor Jingren was a little startled, but a sense came over him that this was how things ought to be. Though he had been enraged last night, he now felt calm. The rage had been at Yan Xu’s audacity. The calm, meanwhile, was because he understood that nothing could happen to him in the palace.
It was hardly unheard of for a dedicated emperor to get tired and fall asleep at his desk. At such times, those waiting on him would at most drape a cloak over him, a considerate gesture that also had the effect of waking the emperor. When he was awoken by the gesture, the emperor would either continue to handle business in the imperial study, or he would go to bed. At the same time, he would feel a bit of gratitude toward the person who had covered him up. That was how people behaved in the palace.
What guard would dare to lift a sleeping emperor to his feet or carry him in his arms? This was blasphemy against the imperial person. It was an insult. Only in an emergency, when the emperor was severely ill, could it be considered a necessary evil; otherwise, it was insubordination.
Even if Yan Xu had tried to fob off the maids and eunuchs waiting on Emperor Jingren by saying that the emperor was unwell and had ordered him to help him back to his chambers, it wouldn’t have worked. When the emperor fell ill, the first thing to do was summon an imperial physician, not have a guard move him. This action on Yan Xu’s part would in itself attract suspicion, never mind entering the emperor’s bed chamber and staying there; how could he be permitted to have his way? Did he really think the imperial bodyguards were so incompetent that he could simply knock the emperor out with soporific incense? What a joke.
Of course, knowing himself to be unharmed was one thing, and anger was another. These two moods did not interfere with each other. Moreover, after a night of dreams, Emperor Jingren had been confused upon waking. It was pardonable for him to have taken the person beside him for Yan Xu.
Once he had calmed down, he understood that this person couldn’t be Yan Xu. And he felt perfectly well; nothing had happened. His head only hurt a little. This was because he had been dreaming all night.
Looking at the empress’s familiar face and unfamiliar body, Emperor Jingren was silent awhile, then ground his teeth and said, “Get dressed. Do you want to be found out?”
The empress had woken up as soon as Emperor Jingren touched him. He sat up and put on an inner robe, covering up his firm chest.
Emperor Jingren looked at that white inner robe. It looked just like all the ones the empress had worn during the past months when they had slept in the same bed. He really couldn’t understand, when it was so obvious, how he could have failed to see that the empress was a man.
When the empress was dressed, he looked at Emperor Jingren in concern, just like before. A little sadly, he said, “Your Majesty must have slept badly again last night. There are dark circles under your eyes.”
He touched the skin under Emperor Jingren’s eyes, very gently.
“Where’s Yan Xu?” Emperor Jingren decided to set aside the question of the empress’s identity and first deal with that audacious traitor!
“Commander Jing has taken him to the Embroidered Guard’s prison. Don’t worry, Your Majesty, Commander Jing’s methods are formidable. Yan Xu won’t die, much as he might want to.” When he mentioned Yan Xu, the empress’s expression turned cold. There was a flash of ferocity in his eyes.
“How did you end up sleeping here?” Emperor Jingren asked, frowning.
“Eunuch Lian noticed that Yan Xu was behaving inappropriately, so he summoned the guards. I rushed over as soon as I heard. I accidentally broke that bastard Yan Xu’s filthy paw. Your Majesty was fast asleep and wouldn’t wake. The imperial physician treated Your Majesty and said you were only drugged and would be fine when you’d slept long enough. I was worried Your Majesty might have nightmares, so I stayed to look after you.” The empress’s manner was the same always, without the slightest change. He was still deeply solicitous toward Emperor Jingren.
Then why did you take off your clothes to sleep? You used to dress quite correctly, didn’t you?
Looking at the empress’s concerned expression, Emperor Jingren silently swallowed these questions. Actually, the answer was very simple. They both knew it. Before, the empress had naturally covered up in order to conceal his sex, and he hadn’t let Emperor Jingren touch him while he slept. Probably the empress hadn’t had a single night of sound sleep while they were sharing a bed. Now that he had been exposed, the empress had simply stopped concealing himself around him and was just doing whatever felt comfortable.
This knowledge upset Emperor Jingren, but at the same time it also gave him a little thrill. He didn’t understand why he should feel that way.
“Morning court today…” Emperor Jingren knew by looking at the sky that morning court was already over.
“Word has already gone out that Yan Xu attempted to assassinate Your Majesty,” the empress replied. “The officials know that Your Majesty was attacked and won’t be attending morning court for a few days.”
Emperor Jingren stared at the empress for a while. In the end, he swallowed all the things he wanted to say. All he said was, “Help us dress.”
So the two of them rose. Only when they were both fully clothed did they call in servants to help them wash up. Relations between the emperor and empress seemed as affectionate as before.
Emperor Jingren felt intense hatred for Yan Xu, but he remained calm. He had suspicions concerning what Yan Xu had said last night. There were some things he needed to question him about.
In his memory, Yan Xu had always been strictly rule-abiding, not an irreverent person. Though Emperor Jingren knew that his memories were imprecise now, they were still suggestive. He couldn’t help thinking that Yan Xu’s personality change was so great that he seemed to be two different people before and after. This confounded Emperor Jingren.
When he felt less weary, Emperor Jingren went in secret to the Embroidered Guard’s prison. Normally, an emperor wouldn’t go to a place like that. An emperor only wanted results. As for how the Embroidered Guard questioned the criminals, that had nothing to do with the emperor. But this time, Emperor Jingren had doubts in his mind that couldn’t be clarified by a simple report from the Embroidered Guard. He had to question Yan Xu in person.
“If Your Majesty goes, will you permit your subject wife to accompany you?” The empress understood what Emperor Jingren was thinking and volunteered himself. “I can wear men’s clothes.”
The mention of men’s clothes prodded an unspeakable sore spot in Emperor Jingren’s mind. Looking at the unperturbed empress, he felt a faint pang at heart, but he couldn’t bear to do anything to the empress. The feminine phoenix robe the empress wore now was unusually jarring. Emperor Jingren let out a soft sigh and nodded slightly.
In the end, he couldn’t give up the empress.
A guard was added to the team going to the Embroidered Guard’s prison. He wore the outfit of an ordinary guard, yet his presence was unmatched even by the head of the Imperial Bodyguard. This person stayed just behind Emperor Jingren, guarding him closely. Yet Emperor Jingren didn’t turn his head once to look at him.
This trip to the Embroidered Guard’s prison was covert. Emperor Jingren rode in a plain little sedan and at the prison had a quiet reception from Jing Xixian and a group of his subordinates.
Once in the prison, they saw a woman in masculine clothes cleaning a cell, her face ghastly pale. Generally speaking, it was easy to spot a woman dressed in masculine clothes; you could tell practically at a glance. The same went for men in feminine clothes. This was what bewildered Emperor Jingren. Why had he always taken the empress for a woman, failing to note his great height and sturdy build? The empress had performed spear dances in front of him every day dressed in tight-fitting fighting clothes, and the swell at his chest was obviously that of firm pectoral muscles; yet Emperor Jingren had seen without acknowledging. How strange!
This woman in men’s clothes wasn’t one of the Embroidered Guard’s specially trained female spies. She was Su Huailing, who had been ordered by imperial decree to study the law. Since the company had returned from the hunting grounds, many prisoners in need of interrogation had been brought to Embroidered Guard’s prison. The formerly cobwebbed prison now looked as good as new under Jing Xixian’s management, turning from a disused and moldering building into a grim and forbidding prison with a readily apparent chill. It seemed that Jing Xixian hadn’t been idle over the past few days.
Su Huailing looked dreadful. This period of education in the prison seemed to have made her understand many things. When she saw Emperor Jingren, she didn’t try throwing herself at him again. Instead, she knelt in the proper fashion, not daring to look him in the face.
Emperor Jingren was very pleased with this. But now wasn’t the time to talk about Su Huailing. He didn’t spare her a single glance before proceeding into the prison.
The empress in his guard’s clothes glanced at Su Huailing, then looked at the young emperor in front of him. He smiled slightly.
As a prisoner, Yan Xu lacked his former dignity as commander of the Imperial Guard. To receive Emperor Jingren, the Embroidered Guard had actually tidied him up a little. Apart from a broken arm care of the empress, he had no particular injuries.
“Has he said anything?” Emperor Jingren asked.
Jing Xixian replied, “He hasn’t said a word since he was brought to the prison. We’ve used some torture methods, but we can’t pry a single sentence out of him.”
Jing Xixian viewed this with some respect. Whatever insolence Yan Xu might have perpetrated, his endurance was still worthy of admiration. As commander of the Embroidered Guard, Jing Xixian naturally knew how dreadful its methods were. He believed himself incapable of withstanding such torture. Yet Yan Xu had been able to grit his teeth and bear it, without letting even a groan escape. He was a brave man.
But Emperor Jingren frowned and ordered a guard to raise Yan Xu’s head. He saw that Yan Xu’s eyes were clear, his mind unclouded. This was enough.
“We have only two questions to ask you,” said Emperor Jingren. “First, what does it mean to be ‘out of the running’? Second, we understand that burning incense allows you to induce dreams, but how can you all be certain that we will dream of the person who uses the incense?”
The empress’s eyes had been on Yan Xu. When he heard these two questions, he looked swiftly at Emperor Jingren. The young emperor was sitting upright in his chair, with no expression on his face, his emotions unreadable.
Such was the reaction of the always collected empress. Yan Xu was naturally even more shaken. His astonishment was entirely unconcealed. The dread of having his secret found out was all over his face. For Emperor Jingren, this was enough.
But torture ought still to be attempted. Emperor Jingren waved a hand and said coldly, “Don’t mind us. Carry on.”
Despite being told not to mind him, the Embroidered Guard still had to consider the young emperor’s sensibilities. There was nothing visually striking about the tortures that followed. At most they were of the pricking and flogging sort, nothing too cruel. At any rate, Yan Xu still said nothing. He didn’t even make a sound.
Su Huailing, observing, covered her mouth. Since coming to the Embroidered Guard’s prison, she had thrown up nearly every day. It was only in the last couple of days that she had started to adjust. Though she still felt a little unwell, at least she wouldn’t disgrace herself in front of the emperor. Su Huailing had grown used to listening to screams and pleas for mercy. Seeing Yan Xu today, she felt a trace of unwilling admiration.
But what was admirable to Su Huailing was suspicious to Emperor Jingren. It was one thing for Yan Xu to make no sound, but why didn’t his expression change? Being pricked and flogged seemed to him no worse than being tickled… No, it was as if he didn’t feel it at all.
Emperor Jingren waved a hand, and the Embroidered Guard ceased administering torture. Jing Xixian went to Emperor Jingren’s side and heard the emperor say, “Which of the Embroidered Guardsmen here is the most resistant to pain?”
One of the guardsmen stepped forward and knelt before Emperor Jingren. Emperor Jingren said, “Those needles just now. Gently prick him with one of them.”

Chapter 27
This sudden order to punish a subordinate was very unreasonable. Su Huailing looked at the guardsman who had been called forward and at last couldn’t resist speaking: “Your Majesty, it isn’t the Embroidered Guard’s fault that Yan Xu won’t talk. Please don’t punish them!”
She had been standing in a corner to observe Yan Xu’s torture. Her presence had been easy to overlook. Once she spoke, everyone’s eyes went to her at once.
Emperor Jingren looked coldly at Jing Xixian. Jing Xixian hurriedly said, “Your Majesty, the Embroidered Guard is mainly suitable for teaching criminal law. Where the rules of the palace and the court are concerned, we are regretfully less capable than we would wish. But she has already studied most of criminal law.”
Emperor Jingren nodded, accepting Jing Xixian’s explanation. Commander Jing surreptitiously wiped the sweat from his brow and shot a glance at his subordinates. One guardsman shot forward to stuff Su Huailing’s mouth, tie her up, and toss her in a corner. Actually, the best thing to do in such a situation would have been to send Su Huailing away, but Emperor Jingren himself had ordered this woman to come here to learn the rules. If Emperor Jingren didn’t send her away, no one else would dare to drag Su Huailing out.
The guardsman who was supposed to have the greatest tolerance stepped forward. Another guardsman took up a needle and made to prick him. Emperor Jingren said, “Lift your head, let us get a good look at your face.”
Once Su Huailing shut up, no one else dared to question Emperor Jingren’s orders. The guardsman raised his head. An ordinary face entered Emperor Jingren’s field of vision.
His colleague began applying the torture. Because of Emperor Jingren’s order, he didn’t dare to go easy. The was force behind each prick of the needle. This kind of pricking didn’t leave visible wounds, and there would be no lingering symptoms once it ended, but it was extremely painful.
The guardsman was indeed a brave man. After several applications of the needle, he still kept his teeth clenched, not making a sound. Emperor Jingren saw sweat beading on his forehead. He ordered them to stop and said to the guardsman, “Did it hurt?”
The guardsman was an honest person. He nodded and said, “Very much.”
“But you didn’t cry out,” said Emperor Jingren.
“I held it in,” said the guardsman.
“Understood.” Emperor Jingren nodded and turned to Jing Xixian. “Administer the torture to Yan Xu. Lift his head and let me get a good look!”
Jing Xixian complied. He strung Yan Xu back up, cleaned off his face, and raised him to face Emperor Jingren. Then he commenced the torture. This time it was harsher than before. What that guardsman had endured was only a scratch compared to this, but Yan Xu was unfazed. He still didn’t make a sound.
“Enough,” said Emperor Jingren. “There is no further need to torture Yan Xu.”
The Embroidered Guard stopped, but everyone was doubtful. They had no idea why Emperor Jingren had done all of this.
Emperor Jingren said to Yan Xu, “Stop looking like you would welcome death. We understand why you are so fearless. Yan Xu, you can’t feel pain, isn’t that right?”
“How did you know?” Yan Xu couldn’t hold out any longer. He blurted it out.
“That guardsman has immense willpower, but while he kept himself from crying out, there was sweat on his forehead from the pain, and his skin tensed as the needle touched it. What about you?”
While Yan Xu looked wretched, there had been no change in his expression. Under such dreadful torture, he hadn’t even frowned. This wasn’t the appearance of someone bravely enduring pain; he couldn’t feel pain at all!
No one spoke in the cell. Su Huailing was filled with regret. She had beheld the imperial countenance a number of times, and each time, in her heart, this emperor had appeared as the personification of coldness. Perhaps he was a wise ruler, but he wasn’t a kind man. He had made her innocent foster brother suffer in the cold palace, where he was gravely ill with no one to care for him; he had removed the innocent guards at the cold palace, the palace gates, and the hunting grounds from their posts; earlier, he had vented his anger upon an innocent guardsman. But now, Su Huailing was finding that perhaps Emperor Jingren wasn’t as cruel as she imagined; this ruler’s vision was keener than that of others.
“There’s no need for further torture,” Emperor Jingren said to Jing Xixian. “Having committed such a crime, Yan Xu likely doesn’t care about dragging down his family, or about death. And he certainly doesn’t care about torture. Perhaps there is nothing in this world that Yan Xu fears. We have nothing further to ask of him.”
“Your Majesty,” said Jing Xixian, “not being afraid of pain doesn’t necessarily mean he isn’t afraid of anything else. I have an idea. The criminal Yan Xu has a number of injuries now. If we drop him in a pit of leeches and let the leeches crawl all over him, his blood will be drained bit by bit. Of course, I won’t let him die. At intervals I’ll take him out so he can replenish his blood, then put him back in when he has recovered. If the leeches don’t work, then I can try other means. Everyone is afraid of something. It might just take some time to find it.”
“Jing Xixian!” Yan Xu screamed in terror, no longer looking so resigned to death as he had before. “I’ve been good to you all these years. How can you be so vicious!”
“I am only aiding His Majesty.” A smile appeared on Jing Xixian’s grim face. “And judging by your attitude, it seems you are indeed scared.”
While he couldn’t feel pain, Yan Xu could still feel other things. The sensation of leeches crawling over him, of his blood ebbing bit by bit, was more unendurable than pain.
Emperor Jingren looked placidly at Yan Xu and said, “No need. We have a feeling that even then we would get nothing out of Yan Xu. His crime is irredeemable. Apply the penalty dictated by law.”
According to the law, Yan Xu ought to die the death of a thousand cuts, and his family be sent into exile, his clansmen not to be employed within the next three generations.
Having dealt with Yan Xu, Emperor Jingren wished to spend no more time in this grim place. Before leaving, he took a glance at Su Huailing, who had now been untied, and said calmly, “Subject Jing, what do you think we should do with this woman?”
Jing Xixian had previously been a vice commander in the Imperial Guard. Naturally he was aware of Su Huailing’s unnatural good fortune. He said, “I have it in mind to train her.”
“Oh?” Emperor Jingren gave Jing Xixian a look.
“Good fortune can be put to use at certain times. I have tried sending her into the capital made up to look like an old woman, carrying prohibited weapons like swords and spears, and no one noticed the whole time. It isn’t that she’s especially skilled at altering her appearance. This woman’s fortune is simply unnatural. Whatever she wants to accomplish, she will always succeed in an unbelievable way. Using her as a spy, one can learn a lot without taking much trouble. Actually, the Embroidered Guard has been bringing her along on investigations recently. Even if they have no avenue whatsoever for investigating a case, whatever she happens to touch will turn into an opening.” Jing Xixian sighed feelingly.
“Then, just as you wish, we will leave Su Huailing for you to handle. She will henceforth belong to the Embroidered Guard. But before you let her out to work, make sure she learns the rules.”
“As Your Majesty commands.”
Upon leaving the Embroidered Guard’s prison, Emperor Jingren was silent as he rode in his sedan. The empress hadn’t said anything all day. He had only silently stood guard over the young emperor.
When they returned to the palace, the empress immediately took over the work of the eunuchs and maids. He helped Emperor Jingren undress, and even made him a cup of tea and rubbed his temples. Just as before, he took meticulous care of Emperor Jingren.
Emperor Jingren looked at him for a while, then asked, “Empress, we will only ask you once. Can we trust you?”
The empress’s hands stopped in the middle of pouring tea. He put down the teapot and looked directly at Emperor Jingren. “Naturally.”
“Then is there some secret that you are unable to speak to us of? That no matter how we ask, you won’t be able to say?” Emperor Jingren went on to ask.
The empress thought about it, hesitated for a while, and finally answered, “There are some things that I am not so much unable to say as simply incapable of saying.”
“We understand.” It was unclear just what Emperor Jingren had understood. He said to the empress, “Jinyi… Xiao Jinyi could equally be a man’s name or a woman’s. Is it your real name?”
“Since coming into this world, your subject wife has had no other name than this,” the empress replied.
“Then we will go on calling you Jinyi. Sit next to us.” Emperor Jingren patted the spot beside him.
Xiao Jinyi came over and sat right next to Emperor Jingren. Actually, Emperor Jingren hadn’t asked him to sit this close.
Emperor Jingren glanced at him and didn’t tell him to back off, letting him stay where he was.
“We are a little frightened,” Emperor Jingren said suddenly. “Recently we have found that we do not understand ourself very well. Our memories are not accurate. Our impressions are not accurate. Even the people around us have taken on new aspects. We used to think that the empress would always be the empress and wouldn’t change, but it turns out that you are also not what we thought.”
“Your Majesty…” Xiao Jinyi took Emperor Jingren’s hand, but he didn’t know what to say. He had thought originally that the position of empress was a high one, with many subordinates for him to use, convenient for action. It didn’t matter to him whether it was a male or female role. But now, he wished fervently that he could have been the lowliest of common guards, because then he couldn’t have hurt the young emperor so deeply.
“We trust you because you are the empress that our eyes now see. You have never concealed yourself in front of us. We were extremely foolish, unable to see even such an obvious distinction between male and female. We should have known it from the start. You have never covered up your neck. Have we always seen but chosen to ignore it?” Emperor Jingren raised his hand and touched the empress’s neck. The prominence in his throat trembled under his fingers. He seemed to feel the empress’s nervousness.
“As a man, it must be difficult and ridiculous for you to dress as a woman, no?” Emperor Jingren asked.
“It’s all right,” the empress answered after a pause. “I was able to meet Your Majesty, so it doesn’t matter how difficult or ridiculous it might have been.”
“We are also very happy to have been able to meet you. We are deeply pleased to have your company in the palace.” Emperor Jingren smiled faintly. All conflicts and questions seemed to resolve in this smile.
Xiao Jinyi was moved by the sight and wanted to bend his head to kiss that smile. But Emperor Jingren turned his head aside, avoiding him.
Emperor Jingren sighed. “We wish you could be our only wife and share our realm with us. We wish that our beloved children could all come from you, and our realm be inherited by the product of our two bloodlines combined. But, in the end, you are only a man. However much we might want it, we cannot make it come true.”
The empress clenched his fists and looked searchingly at Emperor Jingren.
“In the spring of next year, we will hold a selection to choose women to bring into the palace. We will choose one woman in a low position, without the authority to raise her own children, to give birth to an heir, who will be raised by you,” Emperor Jingren said. “You will still be the empress, our first wife.”

Chapter 28
As soon as he said this, Emperor Jingren experienced a whirlwind and found himself pressed heavily to the bed. Flames seemed to burn in Xiao Jinyi’s eyes, and in those flames was Emperor Jingren’s image. He was gazing wantonly at Emperor Jingren, and he seemed to have offered the same insult as Yan Xu.
But Emperor Jingren felt no anger. The person close to him now was the empress; he didn’t mind. He said mildly, “Shen Junrui is willing to spend this life hand in hand with Xiao Jinyi, till death do us part. Even if people despise our affections, Shen Junrui will not care. But Emperor Jingren must have an heir. Shen Junrui can act on his whims, but Emperor Jingren must consider the good of Great Xia.”
Shen Junrui was Emperor Jingren’s name. Since he had inherited the throne, no one had dared to speak this name, not even the empress dowager. But now, in front of Xiao Jinyi, he wasn’t Emperor Jingren; he was Shen Junrui.
Only Shen Junrui could overlook the fact that the empress was a man, while Emperor Jingren could not. As a good ruler, he couldn’t have a man for an empress.
Xiao Jinyi wasn’t using force. Emperor Jingren pushed him off with a gentle shove.
“Your Majesty means to overlook my identity?” The empress looked at Emperor Jingren with a trace of sadness in his eyes. The empress had always been strong. Nothing had ever been able to shake his emotions. But now a rare expression of sorrow appeared on his face.
Emperor Jingren let out a long sigh. As if acknowledging his fate, he closed his eyes and said, “As emperor, spying on a woman in her bath is inappropriate, even if it should be his own wife. Therefore, the person who spied on you that day was Shen Junrui, not us.”
This was taking wilful blindness to the full! Xiao Jinyi was so incensed he didn’t know whether to get angry or to laugh. The young emperor was doing all he could to excuse him, but there was no way he could forget that he was an emperor. Tolerating him remaining empress despite being a man was already Emperor Jingren’s utmost limit.
“Your Majesty is welcome to hold a selection.” The empress’s expression returned to normal. He spoke calmly. “But as Your Majesty’s first wife, I am a very jealous person. I’m afraid I will prevent these new women from getting close to Your Majesty.”
Then he drew close, in spite of Emperor Jingren’s resistance, and hugged him, then planted a kiss on his lips. Now that they had talked it out, the empress not only showed no signs of guilt, his conduct toward the emperor was even more forthrightly impudent, as if he had no thought at all for his own identity.
The kiss wasn’t deep, only the gentlest touch, but Emperor Jingren felt his lips tingle, as if the empress had cast a spell on him to make him savor this kiss.
Remembering the night they had shared wine, Emperor Jingren felt that even had there been no wine, he would still have been intoxicated. This person’s very existence was a colossal lie, but he still couldn’t help drawing nearer, going in pursuit of that kiss.
The kiss had Emperor Jingren, who had already sat up, once again pushed down by the empress. This time, it was a long while before he could sit back up. The empress kept him pressed down and kissed him deeply, leaving him no room to even catch a breath.
As they kissed, they grasped each other’s lapels. The empress clasped Emperor Jingren in his arms, as if he wanted to absorb him into his own flesh, never to part. Emperor Jingren was also a little excited. Inadvertently, he touched the empress’s firm chest.
This familiar sensation instantly cleared Emperor Jingren’s mind. He put a restraining hand against the empress’s chest, not letting him continue.
“Impertinence,” said Emperor Jingren, his cheeks slightly flushed. He couldn’t muster a trace of majesty.
The empress put his own hand over the one on his chest and couldn’t resist bending his head to kiss Emperor Jingren’s face again. Tenderly, he asked, “You really don’t want to? Don’t you not care that I’m a man?”
Emperor Jingren pushed the empress aside. “Though we do not care about your sex, we do not want to be lied to. We know you are hiding something from us. Until you come clean, we do not plan to be with a dishonest person.”
Then he stood, straightened out his own clothes, and then the empress’s. Finally, he called out, “Servants, take the empress back to her palace.”
There was one good thing about being emperor: no one could force him to do anything he didn’t want to do.
Eunuch Lian and Little Shunzi, who always personally waited on Emperor Jingren, came quickly. Seeing both emperor and empress looking upset, they bowed and made an inviting gesture toward the empress. The empress gazed at Emperor Jingren for a while, saw that he showed no signs of relenting, and followed Eunuch Lian out.
When they were outside, Eunuch Lian carefully asked, “Empress, His Majesty… Has he learned about your real sex? But even if he has, given his feelings for you, he shouldn’t care.”
The empress was in a bad mood. He said peevishly, “Do you know why not one of you has succeeded to this day in catching Emperor Jingren’s eye?”
“Well…” Eunuch Lian couldn’t very well respond to this. Wasn’t it because Emperor Jingren was fated to fall in love with Su Huailing, and none of his feelings for anyone other than Su Huailing would be real? But if that were truly the case, none of them could reach the goal. In other words, it must be possible for Emperor Jingren’s feelings to change, and the empress must have exploited this miniscule potential in order to win his affections.
“Because all of your impressions of him are limited by what you know of the original novel,” the empress said. “But you’ve all forgotten that when we came here, the guide book said in bold text that the characters’ personalities had been designed according to the way they appeared at the very start of the novel, to accord with logic. And the novel itself isn’t a logical book.”
Behind them, Little Shunzi’s ears were pricked up as he followed them, all his attention on the empress’s wise remarks.
“None of you understand what a wise ruler Emperor Jingren is. For the sake of this nation, he can kill off all of his emotions. It is practically impossible for such a person to give up the whole world for a single person.” The empress let out a long sigh.
He’d never wanted to make Emperor Jingren give up the whole world for his sake. He had only been using this process as a coverup; this wasn’t his objective. But now, he had actually fallen for this young emperor who was unkind to himself, who forced himself to be patient and calm.
“Then…then does that mean no one can unlock the achievement?” Eunuch Lian blurted out. “In the original, for Su Huailing’s sake, Emperor Jingren…”
“Shut up!” said the empress fiercely.
Eunuch Lian realized that he had accidentally said “unlock the achievement,” a taboo term. According to the rules, if you said a taboo term more than three times, you would automatically be out of the game, and you would owe a great deal of money in compensation. Apart from this, dying would also get you out of the game, but you weren’t permitted to leave by means of killing yourself. They had all signed contracts before coming here. They didn’t have the option of giving up. That was why Yan Xu had to endure torture and couldn’t kill himself to escape, and he certainly didn’t dare to use any taboo terms.
These rules were very unreasonable. Though their lives weren’t in danger, there were absolutely no safeguards for the players’ mental wellbeing. But this had also been mentioned in the contract; they had no means of seeking redress.
Though the game was unreasonable in several respects, the cash prize for winning was considerable, so many people had still come here. And Eunuch Lian remembered that, if no one fulfilled the mission within a certain length of time, another batch of people would be sent in.
While Eunuch Lian was lost in thought, he heard the empress suddenly ask, “Where’s Little Shunzi?”
“He was following us…” Eunuch Lian looked back. Little Shunzi, who had always quietly followed him like a guardian angel, was gone.
“Could he have thought of a way based on what we said?” asked Eunuch Lian.
“Let him try whatever he likes,” the empress said indifferently. “Emperor Jingren isn’t that stupid. There’s nothing he can do.”
Thinking back to the Embroidered Guard’s prison and how Emperor Jingren had seen through Yan Xu’s inability to feel pain, the empress couldn’t resist letting his lips turn up in a smile. This young emperor was smarter than all of them imagined. Everyone had underestimated him. They had absolutely no idea how insightful he was.
—
After bringing things out into the open with the empress, Emperor Jingren stopped spending his nights at Qifeng Hall. But he also didn’t go to the palaces of the consorts and concubines. Though the pure consort had made up her mind to take desperate measures, she didn’t even get a chance to get close to Emperor Jingren.
During this time, Emperor Jingren slept in Zichen Hall. He didn’t summon any of the consorts to accompany him there. Beside him were only the maids and eunuchs who normally waited on him. Eunuch Lian was elderly, and Emperor Jingren was considerate toward his servants; he never made old eunuchs stay up through the night. It was Little Shunzi and another young eunuch who stood the night watch now.
Little Shunzi had always been a taciturn but very clever person. Though he spoke little, everything he did was very satisfactory, and lately he had been even more diligent than usual. Often Emperor Jingren had only to raise a hand for Little Shunzi to know what he wanted. Having his services was very convenient, so Emperor Jingren kept him around.
Later, he happened to discover that Little Shunzi was skilled at massage. Since his open discussion with the empress, Emperor Jingren had rarely gone to exercise, because remembering what had happened before made him melancholy. He spent a lot of time sitting and exercised little, so naturally his body became fatigued and sore. Little Shunzi’s massages made him feel comfortable and refreshed.
When a person is constantly around, even if you didn’t pay attention to him to begin with, you start to notice things about him without meaning to. Gradually, Emperor Jingren found that Little Shunzi’s looks were quite remarkable. He had a face like a lovely girl. Perhaps on a woman this face would only have been fine, but on a man, it was quite pretty and cute. Little Shunzi was normally unassuming, always keeping his head bent, and he was also short. This made it hard for people to see his face clearly. Had Emperor Jingren not occasionally looked up while being massaged, he might well not have discovered that he had such a handsome young eunuch in his service.
Everyone likes nice things. Little Shunzi was pleasing to the eye, he was considerate and canny, and he could give Emperor Jingren massages that relieved his fatigue. He was soon promoted, going from an unranked eunuch to an eight-rank palace official. Since he regularly waited on Emperor Jingren, despite being only eighth-rank, some eunuch stewards still had to bow their heads before him. Even some consorts and concubines who hadn’t received imperial favor for a long time came to Little Shunzi for news of Emperor Jingren.
The empress naturally also heard of all of this. He only smiled. He wasn’t very concerned.
The days passed quickly. Soon it would be the end of the year. Once all the year-end business had been dealt with, the time came for the Ministry of Rites to prepare for the New Year celebrations. On New Year’s Eve, Emperor Jingren would give a banquet for the officials; everyone who was anyone in the capital received an invitation. And this year the vassal princes were also coming to the capital for the empress dowager’s full decade birthday.

Chapter 29
Prince Huainan was the last to come to the capital. For the empress dowager’s birthday, the vassal princes had to arrive at least ten days before New Year’s Eve. For Prince Huainan, who was the empress dowager’s own son, even arriving a month in advance wouldn’t have been going overboard. Though a vassal prince was not permitted to enter the capital without a summons, when his mother was celebrating an important birthday, filial piety was foremost. No one would criticize him for being a little early; he would be praised for his piety.
But Prince Huainan only reached the capital the day before New Year’s Eve. By this point, all the provincial offices had ceased work to celebrate the New Year, and even Emperor Jingren had called off morning court assemblies. Yet Prince Huainan still hadn’t arrived. When Emperor Jingren was beginning to consider how he would go about sending troops to bring Prince Huainan in under escort if he failed to obey the imperial decree, Prince Huainan at last straggled up to the gate of the capital, accompanied by a team of carriages laden with gifts and a squad of elite soldiers.
He had thought it would be easy to enter the city with Emperor Jingren’s edict summoning the vassal princes in hand, but instead he was stopped by the city guard. It was late at night when Prince Huainan reached the capital, and the city gate was locked at night. Apart from members of the Embroidered Guard carrying urgent secret messages, the gate would open for no one; not even Emperor Jingren himself was an exception.
This was Emperor Jingren’s wise decree. The proclamation said that if something happened to the emperor, the cabinet could easily choose a new emperor from among the imperial clan. But if the capital were invaded, the foundations of Xia would be shaken. The safety of the capital’s citizens was more important than his life. If Emperor Jingren wished to open the city gate during the night, he would have to go to the Five City Wardens to get a permit. Under such strict orders, there was no way the guards could open the gate for Prince Huainan.
Prince Huainan, Shen Junyi, had been away for years and had no idea that the capital had such a rule. He raged at the guards in a high-handed way for a while and even threatened them, saying that if they didn’t open the gate, he would force his way in.
This was what Shen Junyi knew of the imperial capital: the city gate was a mere ornament for Su Huailing. She often went in and out of the city at night by attaching herself to parties entering and leaving, as if the gate was the door to her own house. Thinking of it like this, entering the city at night seemed very easy. But contrary to his expectations, when the captain of the city gate guard squad heard Shen Junyi’s threat, he immediately dispatched a report to his superiors, notifying the Five City Wardens of Prince Huainan’s exact words. When the commander in chief of the Five City Wardens heard, he was astonished; Prince Huainan had come with a group of elite soldiers to attack the city! He hastily sent a message to the Embroidered Guard and the Imperial Guard. The position of commander of the Imperial Guard was no longer held concurrently with command of the Embroidered Guard; its commander was a former vice-commander, Feng Mingyi.
As soon as they received the news, Jing Xixian and Feng Mingyi left the city with a large body of secret guards and soldiers. Shen Junyi, who had still been squabbling with the city gate guard, had the Imperial Guard descend on him out of nowhere and arrest him, and each and every one of his elite soldiers was tied up, while he himself was taken to the Court of the Imperial Clan to have tea in the middle of the night.
It was only the next morning that Emperor Jingren received the following request: Prince Huainan had brought five hundred soldiers to attack the city at night and had been promptly subdued by the Imperial Guard; would His Majesty issue a decision? Because the Bureau of Communication was also taking time off, there was no way for a memorial to reach him, so Jing Xixian had reported this news by using the token to enter the palace that had been awarded to him.
When Emperor Jingren heard the news, he frowned slightly. He knew about Prince Huainan’s disloyalty, but the person who had conceived of the meticulous plan that was the assassination attempt at the hunting grounds couldn’t be stupid enough to attack the city at night, at the very end of the year, on the occasion of the empress dowager’s full decade birthday—could he? After such a disloyal and unfilial action, even if Emperor Jingren one day died, the throne would never come to Prince Huainan.
“What has the Embroidered Guard discovered?” Emperor Jingren asked.
Bowing his head, Jing Xixian laughed softly. He replied, “Your Majesty, the Embroidered Guard spent the night investigating, and we have confirmed that after Prince Huainan threatened to force his way into the city, he took no further action but continued to bluster at the city gate guard, and said that for the offense they had given him, everyone on duty at the gate last night would be executed and their families’s property confiscated, the women sent to be trained as prostitutes, and the men brought to the palace to be eunuchs.”
“Nonsense!” Emperor Jingren said angrily. “Where did he learn to act like a spoiled young master? The city gate guard has done nothing wrong. Why should their family property be confiscated? Convey our decree: The city gate guard has been utterly loyal to their posts in the face of menace. Their example should be praised and imitated. All guards on duty last night will be awarded an additional six months of salary, and their captain an additional year, in commendation of their conduct. Also, instruct the Court of the Imperial Clan to bring Prince Huainan to me. As for the men he brought with him… If the servants are determined to have no martial arts skills, they may enter the palace with the gift carriages. The five hundred elite soldiers and any servants with martial skills are to be held in the imperial prison and sent back to Huainan once the New Year celebrations end.”
“Your Majesty is wise.” As Jing Xixian accepted the order, he bowed his head with a slight smile.
Prince Huainan had been away from the capital too long and didn’t know how rigorous the current guard on the city was. His Majesty was strict with himself and lenient with others. Jing Xixian’s subordinates were, to a one, in awe of His Majesty. Throughout history, no commander of the Embroidered Guard had come to a good end, because the position came with the knowledge of too many secrets. But Jing Xixian had a feeling that, under His Majesty’s command, he would be able to die a natural death.
The news that Prince Huainan had attacked the city at night and been taken to the Court of the Imperial Clan was soon all over the capital. Had the Bureau of Communication not already been on vacation, Emperor Jingren’s desk would have been covered in memorials censuring Prince Huainan for disrespect, treason, and insubordination. The empress dowager naturally heard the news as well. Before Prince Huainan even entered the palace, the empress dowager came to intercede for him.
Emperor Jingren was wise. The harem did not interfere in affairs of state, and the empress was a firm master. Since Concubine Xiang had been sent to the cold palace, no one in the harem dared to mete out harsh punishments on their own authority. When palace servants made noteworthy mistakes, it was referred to the empress for a decision. On top of that, the four consorts had been demoted. The empress stood alone. No one in the palace had the nerve to make trouble. Inside and outside the palace, everything was peaceful and in its place. The empress dowager truly was an object of reverence, living a life of comfort and ease, with no need for her to put her hand to anything. She enjoyed perfect tranquility.
But Prince Huainan was her own son, after all. Hearing that he was being detained, the empress dowager couldn’t keep still. But she also heard that Prince Huainan had been arrested only because he had brought soldiers to attack the capital in an attempted rebellion, so she didn’t dare to intercede for him without permission. After giving it some thought, all the empress dowager could think of was to bring along the empress to give her courage. This way, she was brave enough to go find out from Emperor Jingren what had happened, and intercede for Prince Huainan as the opportunity arose. As for why bringing the empress gave her courage, that…was probably because the empress’s presence had put to rest all the wandering ghosts in the palace? After all, the empress gave one a sense of security, like a door god.
Emperor Jingren felt as if he hadn’t seen the empress for a long time since they had spoken openly. Today was New Year’s Eve. At the banquet for the officials tonight, the empress would be present as well. After Emperor Jingren and the empress had paid their respects to the gods, Emperor Jingren would share a drink with the officials in the front hall, while the empress rewarded the officials’ wives in the rear hall. Emperor Jingren was prepared to see the empress, but he had expected to see him that night, not during the day.
The empress, walking after the empress dowager, seemed a little thinner. Of course, Emperor Jingren might have been imagining it. After all, the empress was still as stalwart as ever; beside the empress dowager, he looked more like a guard.
“Mother.” Emperor Jingren stood to welcome the empress dowager. When he took the empress dowager by the arm, he glanced at the empress, but the empress wasn’t looking at him. His gaze was on Little Shunzi, who had been standing there with his head respectfully bowed. This gaze was a little unfriendly, and also a little superior, as if beholding an insect.
Emperor Jingren wasn’t bothered by this look of the empress’s. After all, from the empress’s position, a mere eighth-rank eunuch like Little Shunzi was naturally like an insect.
“Please sit down, Mother.” After giving her the appropriate bow, Emperor Jingren helped the empress dowager to a seat. Little Shunzi discerningly moved Emperor Jingren’s chair closer to the empress dowager, and slightly in front, which made evident his position as emperor, and also showed his affection for his mother.
Little Shunzi always kept in mind what the empress had said: Emperor Jingren was a ruler first, and a seduction target second. The ruler took precedence.
Sure enough, the positioning of this chair made Emperor Jingren send Little Shunzi a look of approval. The empress meanwhile looked at Little Shunzi again, his eyes frigid. And Little Shunzi held firm under the empress’s gaze.
The empress dowager wasn’t interested in the peculiar atmosphere among Emperor Jingren, the empress, and Little Shunzi. She had always been direct. She sighed and said, “Your Majesty, when I rose this morning, I heard right away that Prince Huainan had come to the capital. I waited and waited, but I didn’t see him come to the palace to pay his respects to me. You must get hold of your senseless little brother and teach him a lesson.”
By pretending not to know about Prince Huainan being taken to the Court of the Imperial Clan and only saying that he should discipline her misbehaving son, the empress dowager made clear that she intended to intercede and gave Emperor Jingren an opening to treat Prince Huainan with lenience.
It was ingeniously done, but contrary to her expectations, Emperor Jingren could not be moved. He said, “Mother, last night Prince Huainan brought soldiers and attempted to attack the city gate. Strictly speaking, he is already guilty of treason. We have ordered Prince Huainan to be brought to the palace so we can question him personally. If treason was not his intention, then his punishment will be light.”
“Well…” The empress dowager let out a lengthy sigh. “How can that child be so muddled? He must have been so anxious to see his brother and his mother that he traveled through the night and tried to enter the city.”
Once again she had interceded ingeniously, twisting Prince Huainan throwing his weight around into a display of filial piety.
But Emperor Jingren said, “The other vassal princes were all in the capital seven days ago, and they have paid their respects to you. Only Prince Huainan dawdled, delaying his arrival despite the imperial decree. Huainan is only half a month’s travel from the capital, and the decree reached him two months ago. He’s certainly late enough.”
The empress dowager was thwarted.
This intercession was going nowhere!
The empress dowager had to let the subject of Prince Huainan drop. Anyway, he would soon be brought here. When the brothers saw each other and spoke of their past affection, it would be easy for her to intercede. So she only chatted about domestic affairs, going back and forth with Emperor Jingren. She casually brought up the harem selection in the coming year and said she would help the empress choose some women suited for bearing children.
At this Emperor Jingren couldn’t resist looking at the empress again and found him staring back at him. So he said, in spite of himself, “All harem matters are under the empress’s control.”
Well… The empress dowager once again found herself at a loss. The empress had already arranged matters such that no one else in the harem had received a visit from Emperor Jingren for half a year, and the formerly favored four consorts had been demoted. If the empress were allowed to have control over the selection, would the emperor ever have children?
Actually, as empress dowager, though she did not have the phoenix seal, she could still have put pressure on the empress. But the empress had a bearing that was hard to resist. In front of the empress, the empress dowager could only nod slightly; she didn’t dare say anything further.
“With Your Majesty’s great kindness, your subject wife will select the best possible candidates to enter the palace,” the empress replied with a placid smile.
To Eunuch Lian, the inside of the hall felt like an abattoir. He could hardly breathe. Any moment now he would asphyxiate.
But just then, a eunuch made an announcement: “Prince Huainan is here.”

Chapter 30
Though he had spent a night at the Court of the Imperial Clan, Prince Huainan was after all a member of the imperial family, and the present emperor’s full blood brother. Moreover, he had not yet been convicted of a crime. Because of this, the Court of the Imperial Clan had been very courteous toward him. He had eaten and drunk well, and certainly no one dared to touch a hair on his head. They escorted him respectfully to the palace.
When Shen Junyi saw Emperor Jingren, his eyes lit up. He cried out “Imperial Brother!” and made to spring forward and embrace Emperor Jingren. He charged at him, fast as lightning, leaving Emperor Jingren no time to dodge the hug. His plan for this touching brotherly hug was perfect, but he didn’t get his arms around the somewhat thin-looking emperor. Instead, he grabbed hold of a strong, solid form. Prince Huainan’s head only came to this person’s chin, and his arms couldn’t fully encircle them.
Shen Junyi was stunned.
The empress, seated behind the empress dowager, had been the furthest person in the room from Emperor Jingren, even further than Little Shunzi. But somehow he was the one who had reached Emperor Jingren in an instant, moving so fast that no one had clearly seen him do it.
The empress was as unyielding as a door god, standing steadfast in front of Emperor Jingren, keeping him closely guarded. Shen Junyi couldn’t get near him.
Looking at the empress’s broad back, Emperor Jingren couldn’t help thinking of how the empress had always said he would protect him. At the time, Emperor Jingren had constantly told the empress that the Imperial Guard was there to protect them both, that the empress had no need to enter the fray himself. But the empress had fulfilled his promise to protect him time and time again, and had even rescued him from Yan Xu, the commander of the Imperial Guard…
“Sister-in-law?” Shen Junyi looked at the empress for a long time before finally determining his identity from his attire. He had just hugged the empress and had the most direct impression possible of how firm the empress’s muscles were. He could easily have taken down ten of Shen Junyi. This was appalling! How could this man look so calm while going around in women’s clothes? Wasn’t he ashamed?
“Sister-in-law, I haven’t seen my imperial brother in so long. It’s very normal to want to hug him as soon as I see him. Why are you getting in my way? Right, Imperial Brother?” Prince Huainan struggled to get his head around the empress so Emperor Jingren could see his face.
“When ruler and subject meet, it is appropriate for formality to precede intimacy,” the empress said mildly, not budging in the least, still shielding Emperor Jingren.
“Well, look, Sister-in-law… It’s men’s business. What’s a woman like you doing getting involved? It’s absurd!” In front of the empress, Prince Huainan couldn’t put on the airs of a prince. He could only mock the empress over the crossdressing.
Emperor Jingren naturally couldn’t let Prince Huainan mock the empress. He said, “The empress acts in accordance with etiquette. She has done no wrong. You overstep, Prince Huainan.”
Once he had spoken, Prince Huainan could say nothing. The empress turned aside slightly and glanced at the young emperor out of the corner of his eye. In that moment, Emperor Jingren seemed to see the empress smile at him, but this smile was so fleeting that Emperor Jingren wasn’t sure whether he had truly seen it.
The empress moved aside. Prince Huainan came face to face with Emperor Jingren and had to bow. He looked all around, saw even the empress dowager looking at him with disapproval, and knew that he couldn’t resist any longer. Unwilling as he was, he still had to kneel.
“My greetings to Your Majesty. Eternal blessings upon Your Majesty.” Prince Huainan’s bow wasn’t very correct, but he was even willing to lower his head, so that wasn’t worth quibbling about.
Emperor Jingren silently made a note of this and said to Prince Huainan, “Rise. Have a seat.”
The instant Prince Huainan rose to his feet, Emperor Jingren finally saw his face clearly—he had no memory of it.
This…was a little strange.
He remembered the empress dowager’s face, but not Prince Huainan’s. And in his memories, while Prince Huainan was irreverent, he took Emperor Jingren’s position very seriously. Anyone else might skip a full obeisance, but not Shen Junyi. Since Emperor Jingren had become crown prince, whenever they were together, Shen Junyi would always take pains on his behalf, not letting anyone point to a single mistake of his.
But now, his younger brother had changed.
This must be the unfathomable human heart.
Emperor Jingren was a little saddened, but he didn’t show it. He calmly questioned Prince Huainan about his attempt to force his way into the capital last night. As soon as he brought this up, Prince Huainan immediately leapt to his feet, said the city gate guard squad had shown him disrespect, and asked Emperor Jingren to punish them.
As he said this, the empress glanced at Little Shunzi. Little Shunzi just happened to have looked up at him. Their eyes met, and they exchanged a smile of tacit understanding.
Naturally they were pleased that their newest opponent was so weak.
“Be silent!” The more Emperor Jingren heard, the stormier his expression became. He coldly said, “It is on our personal orders that the city gates are not to be opened at night. Even if we ourself wish to leave the city, we must have in hand an order from the Five City Wardens. The city gate guard is unfailingly loyal, fearless in the face of threats in their protection of the capital’s citizens. If we were to punish the city gate guard on your say so, who would ever give their all to guard the city for its people again?”
Prince Huainan was struck dumb by this reprimand. All the pathos of a family reunion went out of his manner at once. Only disbelief remained.
The empress dowager, who had so far kept to the background, really couldn’t help herself when she saw her son like this. With a delicate cough, she said, “Prince Huainan has indeed done wrong, but he has been away from the capital for many years. The ignorant cannot be held responsible. It has been too long since I’ve seen Prince Huainan, and I have missed him dearly. Come over here, Son, let me see how Huainan has been treating you these past few years.”
Emperor Jingren couldn’t throw these efforts to smooth things over back in his mother’s face, so he said nothing, letting Prince Huainan and the empress dowager reminisce.
As soon as the empress dowager spoke, the scene changed from the interrogation of a criminal to a family gathering. The Left Associate Director of the Court of the Imperial Clan, who had escorted Prince Huainan here, could no longer remain. He asked Emperor Jingren for permission to leave.
Positions in the Court of the Imperial Clan were all held by imperial kinsmen. The Court of the Imperial Clan was overseen by its director, who was very senior—in fact the current most senior member of the imperial clan, which gave him the authority to detain imperial kinsmen who committed crimes. The director belonged to the generation of Emperor Jingren’s grandfather, while the Associate Director, all things considered, was Emperor Jingren’s imperial uncle. It was precisely because the Left Associate Director had this seniority that put him in a position to oversee Prince Huainan.
“Please stay, Imperial Uncle,” said Emperor Jingren, rather than letting him go. “When Prince Huainan leaves the palace, conduct him back to the Court of the Imperial Clan. Please wait in a side hall.”
The empress dowager and Prince Huainan, who had been chatting about household minutiae, were startled.
“Your Majesty…” The empress dowager couldn’t resist trying to intercede again, but she was cut off by Emperor Jingren.
“Empress Dowager,” Emperor Jingren said solemnly, “we can overlook for the moment that Prince Huainan, not knowing the rules of the capital, insisted on entering the city. But he brought five hundred elite soldiers and threatened to storm the city gate. This must be dealt with severely. The other vassal princes left their guards at the barracks outside the capital and brought only a few dozen guards with them into the city. Prince Huainan brought five hundred soldiers and planned to force his way into the capital—this must be addressed. We are currently in the midst of New Year celebrations. We will permit Prince Huainan to attend the New Year’s Eve banquet, but he must be under surveillance by the Court of the Imperial Clan during this time. When the Court of the Imperial Clan resumes business after the New Year celebrations and handles this case, he may leave.”
Hearing that he had to stay on at the Court of the Imperial Clan, Prince Huainan looked at Emperor Jingren with an expression as if he had been struck by lightning. “Imperial Brother, I really didn’t mean it, I just…didn’t understand the rules. Imperial Brother, please…please spare me.”
“We know that you did not mean it,” Emperor Jingren said, manner softening slightly, “but everything must be done in accordance with the rules. You don’t have to be imprisoned, just stay at the Court of the Imperial Clan and let their people keep you safe when you go out. When this is over, you can return to your residence. This way, you will also avoid being impeached by the Censorate.”
The empress dowager had realized that her younger son was having trouble adjusting to the capital’s rules after all these years away. If he remained in Emperor Jingren’s company, things would only get worse for him. She would be better off giving her younger son some hints in private, so he would learn how to act in his brother’s presence.
So the empress dowager hauled a still unwilling Prince Huainan back to Cining Palace with her, on the excuse that mother and son had things to catch up on. She did not issue an invitation for Emperor Jingren to come along; clearly she had things to say to Prince Huainan with no one else present. Emperor Jingren let them go.
When they were gone, only Emperor Jingren, the empress, and Little Shunzi remained in the side hall.
Emperor Jingren gave a gentle cough. “Little Shunzi, withdraw.”
Unlike the empress, Little Shunzi couldn’t stay where he wasn’t wanted. He only sent the empress a hateful glare, then bowed his head and left. Only two people remained inside the hall.
The empress was the first to break the silence. “Your Majesty has lost weight since I last saw you. Here your subject wife thought that with the company of all the beauties in the harem, Your Majesty would be blooming.”
This was a rather rude thing to say, but as soon as Emperor Jingren, who was always finicky about rules, came face to face with the empress, all the principles in his heart turned to tenderness.
“Why are you saying that? You know perfectly well that all of those people trick us with incense. If each of them didn’t have a close-knit bulwark of power behind her, we would have sent them all to prison by now.”
In front of the empress, Emperor Jingren also had fewer scruples about what he said.
“I’m just petty-minded.” The empress walked over to Emperor Jingren, moved a chair over next to him, and sat down. “I love Your Majesty. It makes me unhappy to think of Your Majesty being intimate with others.”
He spoke bluntly. A faint flush came into Emperor Jingren’s cheeks. He sighed and said, “We do not wish to be with anyone but you, but we cannot forget the needs of the realm.”
Emperor Jingren had too much integrity for concealment. He was open about his feelings for the empress. He wouldn’t hide that he was offended by the empress’s deception about his sex, and he wouldn’t fob him off with an empty promise.
“I know.” The empress took his hand and said seriously, “If you weren’t this conscientious and rule-abiding Shen Junrui, I wouldn’t have fallen so deeply.”
Emperor Jingren’s blush did not fade. The empress drew close and gently kissed his face. There was a barrier between them, and they hadn’t seen each other for a long time; the empress didn’t dare to do anything more intimate than this little gesture.
Emperor Jingren didn’t stop him. Instead he squeezed the empress’s hand, not wanting to let go.
“We will have no empress but you. Our children will know no mother but you.” These promises were the only ones Emperor Jingren could give.
The empress knew that this was Emperor Jingren’s utmost limit and didn’t want to compel him to do more. He also didn’t want to mention next year’s harem selection. Instead, holding Emperor Jingren’s hand, he said, “When the first snow fell, I wanted to perform a sword dance for you. Now the sky is clear, but there’s quite a lot of snow on the ground. Why don’t we go walking through the snow together?”
“All right,” Emperor Jingren replied.

Chapter 31
The capital was in the north, and winters were always freezing. The empress wrapped Emperor Jingren in a thick cloak. The contrast with its black fur made Emperor Jingren’s skin look even paler. Against that white skin, his eyes looked unbearably pure.
An emperor shouldn’t have such clean eyes. He was the most care-laden person in the world, and his eyes ought to have been filled with calculation. But Emperor Jingren’s will was too steadfast, and his mind was too clear. Without stray anxieties to clutter them, the eyes regarding the empress were more limpid than a child’s, with the beauty of simplicity.
The empress paused in the middle of fastening Emperor Jingren’s cloak. He couldn’t resist bending his head and saying, “Your Majesty, please close your eyes.”
Emperor Jingren scarcely hesitated. He trustingly closed his eyes. The empress leaned close and gently kissed Emperor Jingren’s thin eyelid, as if trying to make an impression of those beautiful eyes in his heart.
It was only a gentle kiss, but it made Emperor Jingren’s heart tremble. It was more intoxicating than their previous deep kisses.
The moment was too lovely. Emperor Jingren didn’t have the heart to bring up any of the worries that lay between the two of them. He gave the empress his hand and let him lead him out into the snow.
The empress had also changed, but compared to the bundled up Emperor Jingren, he was lightly dressed, having added only a quilted cotton jacket on the inside of his fighting clothes. He didn’t even put on gloves but went out just as he was. Though Emperor Jingren hadn’t seen the empress lately, he had kept track of what happened in Kunning Palace. Since the start of winter, the empress hadn’t been wearing especially heavy clothes. At first Emperor Jingren had worried and sent over many fur coats. But later he discovered that wearing these coats was a torment to the empress. They made him sweat incessantly and look very uncomfortable. Emperor Jingren understood that the empress didn’t mind the cold and didn’t force him to wear warm clothes again.
Though they hadn’t seen each other, they had still kept their attention on each other in this way.
Emperor Jingren was very generous toward the palace servants, and while the empress’s management of the harem was strict, he was also extremely indulgent toward the lowest level servants. With the winters so cold, the empress sent plenty of coal to each palace, and gave the servants special permission to return indoors to warm up and rest when their work was done. There was no need for them to freeze outside. Because of this, the imperial gardens were nearly deserted in winter. The servants had swept aside the heavy covering of snow, leaving a clear path. They had piled up the snow in the gardens, putting a thick coat over the ground. In the spring, when the ice melted and became water, it would nourish the earth.
But Emperor Jingren didn’t take the cleared path. Instead, he walked over the snow that had been deliberately left untouched beside the path. Very few people ever walked over the snow here, and it had fallen just yesterday. It was very new and crunched pleasantly underfoot.
Normally only children went out of their way to walk on snow, but here was Emperor Jingren doing it. He really was taking it very seriously, stamping his footprints into the snow.
The empress watched this for a while, then let go of Emperor Jingren’s hand and walked behind him, putting his feet where Emperor Jingren had left his footprints, enlarging the prints. Emperor Jingren’s original footprints vanished, and what remained were the empress’s bigger, heavier marks.
Emperor Jingren looked back at the empress. The empress smiled at him. “Your subject wife will do everything possible to protect Your Majesty, clear away all of Your Majesty’s tracks.”
“Nonsense,” Emperor Jingren said mildly, though he didn’t stop the empress but continued on ahead, allowing the empress’s footprints to engulf his tracks bit by bit.
The two of them walked in single file to the plum grove. This was located in a corner partitioned off from the rest of the imperial gardens. It was nothing to look at in summer, but in winter it was a lovely scene. The red of plum blossoms growing in spite of the snow amidst a world of pure white was the most brilliant of colors. Looking at the splashes of red, Emperor Jingren smiled in appreciation.
The empress, who had been following him, drew close and took Emperor Jingren by the hand. “To make this plum grove more appealing, I made sure the servants didn’t sweep up the snow here. It’s hard to walk over deep snow. Your Majesty must be careful.”
This was a blatant excuse to hold hands in the open, but there was no else around, so Emperor Jingren let the empress do as he liked. The empress’s hand was warmer than a glove, wrapped snugly around Emperor Jingren’s hand and radiating heat from the palm.
The two of them walked into the plum grove hand in hand. Now and then a petal landed on Emperor Jingren, and the empress plucked it off him. From time to time, he touched Emperor Jingren’s exposed cheeks. They were a little chilled and pleasant to touch.
“Let me warm Your Majesty up a little.” The empress put Emperor Jingren’s hands into gloves and put his own hands to Emperor Jingren’s cheeks. With his large, warm hands pressed against cool skin, he seemed to be thawing the ice in Emperor Jingren’s heart with his burning feelings.
A gust of north wind swept over them, and countless petals were shaken from their branches. Amid a swirl of flying snowflakes and flower petals, the empress kissed Emperor Jingren’s lips, and Emperor Jingren didn’t stop him. Instead, he dropped his gloves and seized the empress around the waist, helping him deepen the kiss.
White snow, red blossoms. The two people in this beautiful world had hearts free of distractions, nothing left but each other’s breath.
And a voice reciting poetry—
“<em>Clearly this cannot be snow, for a faint fragrance this way blows</em>.” The voice came closer as it spoke. “Baimei, gather some petals to bring back with us. We’ll make some pastries.”
The two of them were startled in the middle of their kiss and sprang apart. Emperor Jingren looked sullenly in the direction of the voice and saw that the former worthy consort, Lady of Bright Deportment Wang, was out gathering flower petals with some palace maids. The former worthy consort was dressed in a thin white robe, looking affectingly lovely amid all this pure white. When she saw Emperor Jingren, she knelt and kowtowed. Her hands sank into the snow beneath her, turning blue with cold.
“Rise,” said Emperor Jingren without expression, holding back his dismay.
“Thank you, Your Majesty.” Lady of Bright Deportment Wang slowly rose with the aid of a palace maid. Her figure was graceful. She was a tremendously moving sight.
She wasn’t a stunning beauty, but she had skin as white as snow. Now, in the plum grove, while she didn’t match up to the perilous loveliness of the former pure consort, she had a charm all her own. And Lady of Bright Deportment Wang had always been known as an accomplished woman. Her chill, lofty air became utterly crisp and cold when set amid the white snow.
“I’m sorry to spoil the mood, Your Majesty,” Lady of Bright Deportment Wang said. “It’s New Year’s Eve, so when I saw all the delightful snow outside, I thought of coming to the plum grove to pick some petals to make pastries to be used as offerings tonight.”
Only the empress could accompany Emperor Jingren to the New Year’s Eve banquet held for the officials. No one else had the right. The women of the harem had to make their own arrangements. Apart from the dinner delivered by the imperial kitchens, they would make some tasty snacks in their private kitchens and celebrate on their own.
In front of the empress, even the ranked consorts and concubines were in no position to speak, unless His Majesty chose to dignify them by having them accompany the empress in receiving the officials’ wives.
Lady of Bright Deportment Wang’s excuse was one to inspire pity. On top of that, this plum grove was a suitable setting for an accomplished woman like her, and her willingness to make the sacrifice of wearing so little clothing in winter added to her allure. The empress looked at Lady of Bright Deportment Wang with a false smile and didn’t expose her.
The two-person world had suddenly received the addition of Lady of Bright Deportment Wang and some palace maids; this put Emperor Jingren in a bad mood. There had been a knot in his heart concerning the empress, and today it had finally eased a little. He only wanted peace and quiet to enjoy the snow and plum blossoms with the empress. He didn’t want anyone else there. Unfortunately, Lady of Bright Deportment Wang had intruded upon their tranquility.
In answer to Lady of Bright Deportment Wang’s excuse, Emperor Jingren only nodded slightly. He didn’t say anything. He wanted to leave the plum grove and head straight to the empress’s palace. But just as he was about to speak, the empress seemed to realize what he was thinking and said to him, “Your Majesty, seeing the brightness of the fallen plum blossoms just now, your subject wife suddenly felt the urge to perform a sword dance.”
“But there is no sword here.” Emperor Jingren was very moved; an expression of regret crossed his face.
“No need for a sword. A tree branch will do.” The empress smiled, chose a branch of appropriate length and thickness, and stood in the center of the plum grove, lightly brandishing this sword.
The plum grove wasn’t as spacious as the training field last time, and there were plum trees everywhere. The slightest fumble, and he would strike a tree trunk. But as the empress performed his sword dance in the plum grove, what was even more remarkable than his sword technique was his agility.
The empress and Lady of Bright Deportment Wang were both dressed in white, but one wore a thin robe that made her look movingly frail, while the other wore close-fitting fighting wear that made him look tall and upright.
The white form moved among the red blossoms of the plum grove, the tree branch taken for a sword cutting through the air with tremendous force, surprisingly no less than that of a real sword. In the path of this sword, snowflakes danced in the air, as if it were once again snowing. The whole world was white.
This time, the empress didn’t keep the snowflakes from falling on Emperor Jingren. The white snow fell on the black cloak, leaving pinpoints of frost. Soon, Emperor Jingren’s hair was white. In the swirl of snow, there was a lonesome beauty to him.
Snow always gave the impression that a person was all alone in the vast world, and Emperor Jingren truly was set apart from everyone by his position. Amid the snowflakes, he seemed a little desolate.
But this feeling lasted only a moment. The empress’s tree branch flicked lightly, and countless red plum blossom petals mingled with the snow. The red petals wrapped around Emperor Jingren, adding warmth to the pure white, and the empress’s figure appeared beside Emperor Jingren, so he no longer looked so solitary.
Amid the red blossoms and white snow, the empress was a blur of white as he wielded his tree branch, closely guarding Emperor Jingren, not letting anyone approach. The combination of his vigorous figure and the snowflakes and falling flowers made a beautiful painting of winter, in which Emperor Jingren in his black cloak was the most vivid splash of color.
Lady of Bright Deportment Wang was thwarted.
On hearing that Emperor Jingren was in the plum grove, she had immediately set her teeth, put on a thin white robe, and gone out. She was frozen to the marrow now, trembling all over. If she could have caught Emperor Jingren’s eye with this action, any sacrifice would have been worth it. But instead the empress had run out to perform a sword dance, and the snowflakes he had sent flying had slithered down the back of Lady of Bright Deportment Wang’s robe. Now she was really so frozen she could hardly speak. And Emperor Jingren hadn’t even looked at her. He was gazing soppily at the empress!
The force of the empress’s sword gradually slackened, and the snowflakes and flowers calmed, settling quietly down on the snowy ground. And just before concluding, with a bit of force, the empress sent a gust of wind past Emperor Jingren’s cheeks. All the snowflakes and flower petals still clinging to him were blown away.
And that wind was warm.
Seeing the empress toss the tree branch aside, Emperor Jingren was just about to praise him when he heard Lady of Bright Deportment Wang applauding. In this still atmosphere, the noise was very conspicuous, as if she were trying very hard to attract notice.
So Emperor Jingren had to look at Lady of Bright Deportment Wang. Frowning, he said, “Your spirit is good, Lady of Bright Deportment Wang, but you should take better care of your health. Maids, take your lady back to her palace and go ask an imperial physician to stop by.”
Huh? Lady of Bright Deportment Wang didn’t understand why Emperor Jingren would say this. She wanted to demur, but as soon as she opened her mouth, a string of snot fell to the ground. Another hung nearly frozen from her nose.
Lady of Bright Deportment Wang was appalled.
The empress looked haughtily down his nose Lady of Bright Deportment Wang, smiling faintly. Then he turned to Emperor Jingren and said, “Your Majesty, it is a bitterly cold day. However beautiful the scenery may be, we cannot overindulge. Let us go rest.”
Emperor Jingren’s gaze swept over Lady of Bright Deportment Wang’s snot. He understood perfectly. He nodded and said, “You’re right. Remember to dress warmly.”
“I have my internal force to keep me warm and do not feel the cold. But Your Majesty must dress warmly. If you should fall ill, it would be a great loss to the realm.”
The two of them left the plum grove with smiles and laughter, leaving Lady of Bright Deportment Wang with her frozen snot and her palace maids, all of them struck dumb.
“Atchoo! Atchoo! Atchoo!”
A few seconds later, the sound of sneezing reverberated throughout the plum grove. Sadly, Emperor Jingren was too far away to hear it.

Chapter 32
After their walk through the snow, when they came in out of the cold, the mood was just right for getting undressed and lying under the covers holding each other to warm up. Sadly, Emperor Jingren had hardly any free time during the year. Of course he couldn’t engage in daytime wantonness. The banquet for the officials was to be held that night, so Emperor Jingren’s morning would be filled with discussions with the Ministry of Rites over the programme of the banquet, and arranging gifts for those who for one reason or another couldn’t attend the banquet, such as an elderly, paralyzed marquis, or an official’s elderly, paralyzed mother. Emperor Jingren had to make these decisions himself, and stamp them with the official seal of an imperial decree. It was already remarkable that he had been able to find the time to go walking in the snow with the empress.
The empress couldn’t accompany Emperor Jingren while he handled affairs of state, and besides, he was also very busy. In the evening he had to receive the officials’ wives and host a banquet for them in the inner hall. He was no more at leisure than Emperor Jingren.
When they left the imperial gardens, the two of them had to go their separate ways to go about their work. Before parting, while the servants had yet to arrive, the empress kissed Emperor Jingren’s lips and quietly said, “What a pity that we can’t see in the New Year together.”
Year after year, Emperor Jingren’s New Year’s Eve belonged to the realm, not to the empress. He would see the New Year in with the officials, finishing out the current year.
Hearing the empress say this, Emperor Jingren looked a little forlorn in spite of himself. This was what it meant to be a solitary ruler. Because the whole world belonged to him, he couldn’t belong to a single person. He had to be alone.
The heights were cold.
But the empress said, “Though if Your Majesty can leave a little room in your stomach, I’ll prepare a piping hot midnight snack for you, and we can have hot soup while we wait for the first sunrise of the year.”
Once he had seen in the New Year, for the good fortune of the realm, Emperor Jingren would make next year’s first offerings, and receive the obeisances of the officials. After this, the officials would leave the palace, and there would be no morning court until the fifteenth of the first month. Though some matters major or minor might crop up during this period, it would be much more relaxed than usual. Especially the first day of the year. Once he had received the obeisances of the officials, Emperor Jingren would have nothing else to do. After paying his respects to the empress dowager, he could rest for a day. As there was no need to worry about him being tired the next day, the empress felt comfortable extending an invitation to Emperor Jingren to stay up all night.
“Don’t you need to receive the consorts’ and concubines’ New Year’s wishes tomorrow?” Emperor Jingren asked.
While he would receive obeisances as soon as he had seen in the New Year, the empress had further work ahead of him. All the consorts and concubines had to come in order of rank to give the empress New Year’s greetings the following morning.
“I’m fine.” The empress smiled at Emperor Jingren’s concern. “I’m strong. It’s no trouble for me to go a few nights without sleep.”
This sounded familiar to Emperor Jingren. When he had just woken up after hitting his head, this was the first thing he had heard the empress say.
“Very well. Then we will indulge with you tonight.” Emperor Jingren smiled. Against his black cloak, his skin looked whiter than usual, and his smile was incredibly beautiful.
The empress imprinted this smile firmly on his heart before parting with Emperor Jingren so they could go about their separate business.
Meanwhile, Prince Huainan’s “airing out” time was over, and he was brought back to the Court of the Imperial Clan by its Left Associate Director. His five hundred elite troops were out of reach, and the rest of his servants had been sent to his imperial residence in the capital after presenting the New Year’s gifts. The Court of the Imperial Clan brought some people from the residence to wait on Prince Huainan; they couldn’t leave a prince without even a single person to make tea for him.
“Your Highness!” A man in scholar’s garb came to the Court of the Imperial Clan along with the servants and eunuchs who were there to wait on Prince Huainan. When he saw Prince Huainan, he fell to his knees with a thud and said with a look of self-reproach, “It’s all my fault for being so frail and defenseless against the cold weather of the north. I fell ill on the way and had no choice but to stay behind at a post station to recover, and let Your Highness come to the capital alone. I couldn’t be here to lighten Your Highness’s burdens!”
He was Prince Huainan’s aide, Xu Qingyang, who held an eighth-rank secretarial post in Prince Huainan’s residence. He had beautiful handwriting and usually helped Prince Huainan with whatever he needed written. He was invaluable to Prince Huainan.
Xu Qingyang had taken a chill on the road, bad enough to keep him bedridden. Prince Huainan had set out late to begin with; if he’d had to wait for him, he wouldn’t have reached the capital until the New Year. It was one thing to be fashionably late, but if he wasn’t even there in time to celebrate the New Year, then Prince Huainan would be disobeying an imperial decree, as well as failing to come to his own mother’s birthday celebration. It would have been disloyal and unfilial.
So Prince Huainan had had no choice but to leave Xu Qingyang behind and proceed with his large company. Worse, Xu Qingyang did Prince Huainan’s thinking for him. Had he been there last night, he would no doubt have advised Prince Huainan to make temporary camp outside the city for the night, then enter the next day with his men. First, this would tell Emperor Jingren that Prince Huainan would always be his dutiful little brother, who knew his place; second, he could also pour out his woes to Emperor Jingren and the empress dowager, tug on their heartstrings by recounting how miserable it had been camping out in the open in such freezing weather. This would have given Emperor Jingren a guilty conscience about Prince Huainan, and the trip to the capital would have been smooth sailing.
But instead Xu Qingyang had fallen ill, and Prince Huainan had made such a mess of things that when Xu Qingyang had recovered slightly and come to the capital, he had learned that Prince Huainan had been detained in the Court of the Imperial Clan and as a result suffered a relapse of fever.
Xu Qingyang knew that Prince Huainan thought etiquette was beneath him. He did just as he liked. This temperament did not suit an emperor, but Xu Qingyang thought that all such things could be taught over time. Prince Huainan hadn’t received the orthodox education of an emperor, so it was natural for him to disregard the finer points. What he valued was Prince Huainan’s absolute benevolence toward the people.
Prince Huainan never mistreated his servants. He was magnanimous. To commoners he showed particularly tender attention. During his three years in Huainan, he hadn’t once levied exorbitant taxes, and he had investigated the officials under his jurisdiction one by one and arrested quite a few greedy ones for bleeding the common people dry. He also had respect for learning and had hired many talented men. In a mere three years, he had improved farming equipment and planting, dramatically increasing Huainan’s agricultural output. Everyone had plenty to eat and to wear. He had also encouraged farmers to plant medicinal herbs on land that was unsuitable for growing grain, reclaiming vast areas of barren land and supporting countless common people in the mountains who couldn’t plant grain and had no choice but to sell their sons and daughters. The year before last, when Prince Huainan had only just taken power, had been filled with natural disasters. For the people’s sake, he had used his soldiers to keep unscrupulous merchants from raising food prices, saving the lives of countless people. It was precisely because of this that some courtiers complained about Prince Huainan building a private army and being disloyal. It was all for the sake of the people!
Xu Qingyang thought that a member of the imperial family who was so kindhearted, who loved the people so dearly, was the only choice for emperor. So what if he ignored etiquette? The great do not trifle over details. Nothing mattered, as long as the people received material benefits. Xu Qingyang hoped that all the people of Xia could be as fortunate as those of Huainan. He hoped Prince Huainan would be emperor.
Therefore, since entering Prince Huainan’s residence, Xu Qingyang had always attempted to persuade Prince Huainan to take the throne. Emperor Jingren had no heir, so if anything happened to him, Prince Huainan was the most likely person to inherit the throne. He wouldn’t even need to fight for it; Emperor Jingren just had to die. But Prince Huainan was softhearted. He was too fond of his brother and refused to harm him. Even in that attack at the hunting grounds, he had given strict orders to his subordinates not to harm a hair on Emperor Jingren’s head but take him alive at all costs. If not for that, how could so many specially trained warriors have been completely routed!
“Your Highness,” Xu Qingyang said in Prince Huainan’s ear. “You are so concerned about brotherly feelings, but His Majesty clearly doesn’t see you as his brother. Otherwise, he wouldn’t be keeping you locked up in the Court of the Imperial Clan until the fifteenth and trying you over such a tiny thing, just a matter of something His Majesty said. He’s clearly treating you as a criminal, Your Highness!”
Prince Huainan was pretty annoyed about Xu Qingyang droning on every day about how he should be emperor. He didn’t want to be emperor, anyway. He… Well, it would be pointless to say anything now. Who knew Emperor Jingren was such a stickler? He would be taking his meals in prison during the festivities. Alas.
“Well, I…did do something wrong first…” Prince Huainan replied dispiritedly. “Just to shut those censors up, my imperial brother has to keep me in the Court of the Imperial Clan temporarily, even if he’s just going through the motions. It’s just living somewhere else. I can go anywhere I want as long as the Court of the Imperial Clan’s people accompany me. They won’t stop me. It’s not much different than living at my residence.”
During her private talk with him today, the empress dowager had told him how many hardships his brother faced, how frustrating that crowd of censors was, so he had to do what his big brother and his mother said, behave and be dutiful for now. The empress dowager had also said that once the New Year’s celebrations were over, she would pretend to be ill, the sort of illness that required the sufferer’s child to use their own flesh and blood as the raw ingredients for a medicinal potion; Emperor Jingren, in his position, couldn’t harm his own body, so it would be Prince Huainan who bled, showing himself to be filial piety itself. How could such a goodhearted prince be disloyal? And Emperor Jingren would have a credible reason to release him from the Court of the Imperial Clan. The censors wouldn’t be able to say anything about it.
Prince Huainan had been astounded by the empress dowager’s scheme and felt a profound conviction that the woman who had raised an emperor must have more to her than met the eye. What subterfuge!
So he gave Xu Qingyang a general account of what the empress dowager had said. He knew Xu Qingyang well. He had his heart in the right place; he was loyal to Prince Huainan, and he was good to the people. He just liked Prince Huainan too much and was desperate to give him the whole world. No one who sat on the throne would satisfy Xu Qingyang, unless that person was Shen Junyi. Prince Huainan had a great deal of faith in Xu Qingyang.
After hearing the empress dowager’s plan, Xu Qingyang thought deeply, then said, “Just what I would expect from Your Highness’s mother. She is no ordinary person. This way, Your Highness can both clear yourself of the charge of insubordination, and make a name for yourself in the capital, so everyone knows of Prince Huainan’s great filial piety. Your Highness’s bloodline is pure. As long as you are known, you will have no need to form your own faction and take on the ignominious reputation of being disloyal. You will be the only possible choice for the throne.”
Prince Huainan developed a headache as soon as he heard this. He said, “My imperial brother is a pretty good emperor. Look at how well he’s organized the capital. And this year he’s passed a new law to take blood from those unscrupulous merchants and return it to the people. He’s a very wise ruler, and anyway, reading gives me a headache. There’s no way I could read a memorial to the throne. I’m not emperor material.”
“What Your Highness has is the genius of doing good for the people, not the mediocrity of studying dead books!” said Xu Qingyang admiringly. “Besides, isn’t Your Highness always saying you want to return to the capital? That you miss the palace?”
That wasn’t because he wanted to be emperor, though! He was restless because he couldn’t seduce the young emperor without being in the capital! Rather than forge a good reputation in the capital and return to Huainan to continue plotting rebellion, he preferred to be put under house arrest in the palace, so he could see Emperor Jingren all the time!
Prince Huainan, whose aspirations did not match his aide’s, felt a wave of weariness.

Chapter 33
Though he couldn’t persuade Xu Qingyang, Prince Huainan still had great trust in him, because he himself didn’t understand a thing about rules. He needed Xu Qingyang’s advice in many situations. He had been planning to bring Xu Qingyang to the New Year’s Eve banquet, but seeing him so ill that his lips were white, Prince Huainan thought it would be better to break some rules than force his subordinate to come to the palace with him in this condition.
But when he said so, Xu Qingyang became even more emotional and said that he wouldn’t let His Highness go alone to attend this Hongmen Banquet, where they were as likely as not plotting his death.
Gloom came over Prince Huainan. It was an ordinary New Year’s feast. Why call it a Hongmen Banquet? Did Xu Qingyang have a persecution complex?
But Xu Qingyang’s utter determination to crawl after him if he had to left Prince Huainan at a loss, so he brought Xu Qingyang to the feast.
In the capital, officials below the fourth rank were not qualified to attend court, while officials of the fourth and third ranks had to stand outside the doors while waiting for morning court to begin. Only the truly powerful, those of the second and first ranks, had the right to sit inside drinking tea while they waited for the session to open. In this setting, Xu Qingyang, a mere eighth-rank official, couldn’t be permitted to enter Jinluan Hall even in Prince Huainan’s company. He was stopped by guards at the area where the sedans were letting off their passengers. The guards took him to a small room along with the servants brought by the officials.
Of course, he was still a ranked official and couldn’t receive the same treatment as servants. The eunuch leading him took him to an inner room and served him a big bowl of hot jiaozi made by the imperial kitchens, explaining that these were a particular gift from Emperor Jingren, made out of consideration for the servants. The servants in the outer room were all sedan carriers or household staff; hearing that they would be able to eat jiaozi given to them by the emperor and prepared by the imperial kitchens, they were ready to send up praises to heaven! After a display of profound gratitude, each one of them ate the piping hot jiaozi and drank better tea than they had ever drunk before. Soon, all kinds of pastries and savory dishes were brought, with the explanation that these were a gift from the empress dowager and the empress. These were all fine foods that none of them had ever seen before. The servants were beside themselves with emotion, crying the praises of the wise and good emperor and the good empress. Before eating, they even performed a proper obeisance in the direction of Jinluan Hall, touching their heads to the ground three times, some hard enough to bruise.
Xu Qingyang, meanwhile, simply stood there unmoved and said a tepid Thank you, kneeling slightly and unwillingly, his manner as different as could be from that of the servants in the outer room.
To Xu Qingyang, those people were beyond naive. Emperor Jingren had given them only the tiniest grace. It was the magnanimous and thoughtful Prince Huainan who could truly do good for all the people.
The eunuch who had served the food whispered something to the head eunuch, who trotted over and said some things to another young eunuch, who happened to be Little Shunzi.
Emperor Jingren was dressing. Though outside the seats were already filled with officials, he was after all the emperor; he could only appear with the empress at the time reckoned by the Office of Astrology.
The empress was already dressed in his resplendent phoenix robe, with the nine phoenix tail hairpin on his head, a perfect match for Emperor Jingren in his dragon robe. Standing together, the two of them were imposing, exuding grandeur, making it hard to look them in the face. Such a manner belonged only to a person who had long occupied a lofty position. The average person could put on the imperial robes yet still look like a ridiculous actor. Only the true emperor could be so stately.
It was onto this scene that Little Shunzi silently intruded. He saw the emperor and empress with their gazes locked, their eyes brimming with emotion. Sneering, he gave a gentle cough and said, “Your Majesty, I just received word that Prince Huainan’s aide showed no gratitude for Your Majesties’ gifts and treated the others, who were warmly grateful, as beneath him.”
Once business was brought up, Emperor Jingren had no choice but to avert his gaze from the empress. He nodded slightly. “Understood.”
He knew how he ought to treat Prince Huainan at tonight’s banquet.
Having succeeded in breaking up the loving gazes between emperor and empress, Little Shunzi was secretly delighted with himself. He bent his head and was just about to sneak out of the room and he heard the empress behind him say, “Hold on.”
The empress smiled slightly at Little Shunzi, then turned to Emperor Jingren and said, “This young eunuch serving Your Majesty is truly clever. Was he trained by Eunuch Lian?”
“Yes,” said Emperor Jingren with a shallow nod. “He is all right.”
For an ordinary eunuch to be considered worthy of the words “all right” by the emperor was already remarkable. The previous dynasty had a precedent of eunuchs monopolizing power, so Emperor Jingren could not give one too much authority. Eunuch Lian was utterly loyal to the emperor, but he knew little of what went on at court.
Emperor Jingren was cognizant of all the pitfalls of the past, including palace eunuchs or the emperor’s maternal relatives monopolizing power, and the dangers of stressing the importance of either military prowess or academic achievement at the expense of the other. He knew that, for an emperor, balance was the priority. He had to use his might to maintain equilibrium among the officials, so that their vision would not be eroded by power, and that an excess of it wouldn’t cause them to forget who they were, forget the ideals that had carried them through years of grueling study.
Emperor Jingren’s view was that everyone could be an asset, but they must all be assigned fitting tasks. Take for example Lin Boyuan: while his father was a grand secretary whose students could be found throughout the realm and who was on friendly terms with an overwhelming majority of the civil officials, Emperor Jingren believed he was the right person to implement his new law, so he had given him this task. He had no fears that this would lead to the Lins becoming too powerful, because however well Lin Boyuan performed, Emperor Jingren wouldn’t grant him too much authority. Lin Boyuan’s future prospects would depend on his own abilities.
Because the new law had appealed to all the wealthy merchants in the country, these people had become supporters of imperial power. Through Emperor Jingren’s machinations, merchants who had formerly backed State Chancellor Li had now changed sides. Chancellor Li had power, but money and power could not be separated; once he could no longer provide benefits sufficient to draw other officials to him, his clique and his support would gradually diminish. What if, at such a moment, someone used money to inveigle Chancellor Li’s former followers to betray him? Those who had been brought together by self-interest could easily be divided by self-interest.
Bit by bit, Chancellor Li would find that his word carried less and less weight at court and that his goals were increasingly hard to accomplish.
This was the first step. Emperor Jingren had used the new law to achieve it.
The next step was to improve the legal system. In addition to handling affairs of state, Emperor Jingren had lately been making a thorough study of Xia’s laws. These laws had been formulated during the early period of the dynasty and were no longer applicable to the current era. Going forward, Emperor Jingren wanted to refine the laws, and to compel the officials to understand and enforce them.
Of course, this step would be harder than the first. Emperor Jingren would need to consult everyone’s opinions on potential improvements before he could create laws that would be good for the nation and the people.
He knew that it would be forever beyond his personal capacity to ensure that everyone in Great Xia remained happy all their days, but Emperor Jingren had set himself a goal: as few people as possible would starve to death in Xia, as few unjust decisions as possible would be handed down, and as few corrupt officials as possible would hold office. He had no specific bottom line for any of these: Emperor Jingren’s bottom line was to do as much as was in his power.
With these goals in mind, Emperor Jingren could restrain his adoration of the empress and hold a harem selection solely for the sake of producing an heir and giving stability to the realm. His resolve made him incapable of holding too many individuals in his heart. However well Little Shunzi performed, to Emperor Jingren, he could never be more than “all right.”
“Is that so?” the empress said, smiling. “I happen to lack a clever errand runner. Would Your Majesty be so kind as to transfer him to my palace?”
“You are short of servants?” Emperor Jingren asked in concern.
“Yes,” said the empress with a faint smile. “With the selection coming up next year, the harem will begin to bustle again. I will need all the help I can get. Each girl selected might be a future ranked consort or concubine, so it would not be fitting to slight any of them. Having a clever person on hand to assist will lighten my workload tenfold.”
Emperor Jingren’s heart tightened at the mention of the selection. He couldn’t help feeling that though the empress was smiling, in reality he was very hurt. So he nodded automatically. “Very well. From now on, Little Shunzi will take his orders from you. If you need any more help, you are free to choose from among the palace servants. Apart from members of the empress dowager’s retinue, who cannot be reassigned without her consent, you are free to transfer anyone who catches your eye to Kunning Palace.”
“Thank you, Your Majesty.” The empress smiled in satisfaction, but the smile wasn’t aimed at Emperor Jingren. Its target was Little Shunzi.
The auspicious hour had now arrived, and representatives from the Ministry of Rites came to remind Emperor Jingren that he ought to make his appearance. He took the empress by the hand, and together the two of them entered the main hall, leaving Little Shunzi alone and unsteady on his feet. His legs folded and he sat down in a heap.
He’d never imagined that all the time and effort he had spent waiting upon Emperor Jingren would turn to nothing at a word from the empress!
When he had first heard the empress say that Emperor Jingren was a ruler above all, Little Shunzi had thought that he understood. Rather than fighting over his affections and putting on displays of petty jealousy that made the emperor’s life more difficult, they ought to prioritize lessening his burdens. His own best course of conduct wasn’t to ingratiate himself with Emperor Jingren by any means possible but to make sure by subtle gestures that the emperor felt he had someone at his side to lighten the load. He needed to make Emperor Jingren find him useful in household matters and political ones alike, until he felt that anyone else in that role wasn’t as handy; once he reached that goal, he could commence the next step of his plan.
But…after all that work, he still meant less to Emperor Jingren than a careless request from the empress.
While waiting upon Emperor Jingren, Little Shunzi had come to understand that many things weren’t as simple as they had once appeared. The reason that the empress had succeeded so easily in having him transferred wasn’t because he had just shared a tender moment with the emperor, but rather because he had mentioned the harem selection! As soon as that subject came up, Emperor Jingren recalled that he would inevitably neglect the empress on this account. To make up for the pang of guilt he felt about his treatment of his wife, giving up a eunuch was no obstacle!
Having thought this through, Little Shunzi sat hopelessly on the floor. He knew that from the moment the empress had opened his mouth, he had fallen out of the running.
In contrast to Little Shunzi’s despair, the empress felt triumphant as he joined Emperor Jingren in making offerings and praying to the heavens, in receiving the well wishes of the officials, and in raising a cup.
“This first cup celebrates the plentiful harvest and the happiness of the people in the year gone by. It celebrates the favorable weather and prosperity granted to this dynasty. A toast!” Emperor Jingren solemnly raised the first cup of wine of the year and drained it.
The kneeling officials also raised their cups and as one threw back their heads and drank. As the empress drained his cup, he looked out from behind the cover of his wide sleeve and shot a look at the slouching Prince Huainan.
One more.

Chapter 34
After making a toast with the emperor, the empress went to the rear hall to meet the officials’ wives. He was very practiced at this kind of work. Each year, it was very simple. Though the saying went that more women made more problems, the empress had such a powerful presence that the ladies didn’t even dare breathe too loudly in front of him. Each New Year’s banquet was extremely tranquil: no one spoke, and everyone kept their heads down as they ate, occasionally exchanging meaningful glances whose precise meanings did not concern the empress.
Without the four consorts to assist by making slight conversation with their mothers or other relatives, the banquets would have resembled a last meal served prior to an execution, with everyone gobbling their food in dread.
This year the four consorts had been demoted, and no one was left who was qualified to join the empress at the banquet. He thought that without the four of them to offend his sight, this would perhaps be the most relaxed New Year’s banquet in history. He could even take his shoes off at the table without being noticed, because no one would dare to raise their head.
But the empress, strolling easily into the rear hall, had underestimated the power of women. As soon as he came through the door, he was surrounded by an enthusiastic crowd of ladies.
The wives of the great statesmen were for the most part highborn women themselves. Each and every one was as lovely as a flower. Even the ones who weren’t great beauties were immensely refined and quite well-mannered. They didn’t chatter brainlessly like a gaggle of old gossips in the street; everything they said was full of implications, so that anyone outside their circle couldn’t understand what they were talking about.
In the past, they had been both afraid of the empress and disdainful of him. What they feared was his murderous presence, and what they disdained was his background. Though by position the empress was the most noble woman in the realm, there was no hiding that he came from a military family. He had studied martial arts from childhood, had never read Ban Zhao’s Admonitions for Women, had never attended classes for women, and had certainly never learned the most basic things a woman needed to know before getting married.
To these women, the empress was coarse. They weren’t even willing to make friends with him. And those ladies who weren’t so lofty were too scared by the empress’s aura to make friends.
But this year, they had tossed their awe and fear aside. Each one showed the greatest goodwill toward the empress and strove to be friendly. All these veiled attempts to curry favor were a little astonishing to the empress.
What had caused these lofty ladies to try to make friends with a vulgar person like him?
Though he didn’t understand why their manner had changed so much, the empress still sat firmly in his chair and gave each one a murderous look. But contrary to his expectations, they only trembled for a moment, then persisted in approaching him.
The empress didn’t understand what they were doing it for until the wife of the chamberlain of the Court of Judicial Review gave him a painting. It showed rolling grasslands and fat cattle and sheep, with text written in the daintiest possible regular script. It was obvious at a glance this was the work of a woman, and a young one at that, who had never really traveled to majestic places like this. Though the scenery in the painting was beautiful, it lacked the breadth and solitude of true wilderness. No one who had seen the real thing would draw like this; it had to be a copy.
“Pretty good,” said the empress tepidly. “Who painted it?”
“My own daughter,” said the chamberlain’s wife. “She heard that Your Majesty had grown up in Mobei City and had not been back in five years since coming to the capital, so she found a famous painting of the lands around Mobei and carefully copied it to give to Your Majesty as a gift.”
“Oh?” The empress’s smile vanished. While this gift wasn’t valuable, it was very thoughtful, drawn entirely to appeal to him.
Unfortunately, he had already understood why these people were currying favor with him; no good mood was possible for him.
This was for the sake of the selection.
The four consorts all came from families of great worth and nobility. It was impossible for Emperor Jingren not to cause a stir at court by demoting them. This was why, when the courtiers had raised objections, Emperor Jingren had shut them up by offering as his reason the fact that the four consorts were childless after many years and that a harem selection would be held in the coming year.
When a lustful emperor held a selection, censors would be ready to give up their lives to oppose him. But not Emperor Jingren. His harem was exceedingly scanty. Apart from the consorts and concubines who had been accorded ranks as part of his wedding ceremony, he hadn’t elevated any of the palace ladies or visited any of maidservants. He only had a few consorts and the empress; between wives and concubines and willing maids, even his courtiers had more women in their inner chambers than the emperor had in his harem. Adding in the fact that Emperor Jingren had not had children after all these years, and that the imperial physicians had said there was nothing physically wrong with him, it meant that the problem must lie with the women of the harem. It was the wisest possible course of action to hold a general selection now!
Most importantly, the positions of the four consorts were vacant, and while the empress enjoyed the full benefit of the emperor’s respect, an empress who had not produced an heir was no more of a threat than a paper tiger. If one of these wives were to send her daughter to the palace, and that daughter were to give birth to a prince, then it would be a colossal honor and bring endless benefits.
Yet for some reason, Emperor Jingren had proclaimed that the empress would have complete control over organizing the selection. The empress was responsible for everything in the harem; this decision was unassailable. But Emperor Jingren’s meaning was plain: he would not even look at the women who came to the selection, and it would be entirely up to the empress to decide who was given what title.
This was a calamity for the people who wanted to send daughters of first wives, daughters of concubines, adopted daughters, little sisters and half-sisters, and younger cousins. If a girl who came to the palace during the selection gave birth to a prince, she would be a threat to the empress’s position; it was impossible for the empress to select girls who were too beautiful, too crafty, or too well-supported. Meanwhile, sharp-witted observers had guessed the sole purpose of selecting women to enter the palace: to give birth to a prince who would be raised by the empress. The child would be kept while the mother was discarded; entering the palace would only end in tragedy for any girl.
Despite understanding this, some people were too blinded by greed to stop themselves. Perhaps a girl who entered the palace would whisper tender nothings into the emperor’s ear, receive imperial favor, be given a consort’s title, and gain the right to raise her own child? With enough effort, anything was possible. They could worry about it once the girls had been selected.
So, in the face of the empress’s nearly overflowing murderous aura, these women still struggled closer in order to demonstrate their loyalty to him, to tell him that if their daughters were chosen, they would be well-behaved and know their places; they would have absolute respect for the empress and harbor not a trace of selfish ambition. This way, during the selection, the empress would choose their daughters, and look after them when it came time for them to wait upon the emperor.
Unfortunately, all their attempts at flattery failed.
Looking at all the gifts they had brought—paintings and screens and vases and double-sided embroidery—the empress smiled coldly. His fingertips brushed the drawing of the grasslands, and with a slight exertion, the paper turned to dust.
All the women in the room were stunned. What had just happened?
The chamberlain’s wife turned white. She knelt and said, “B-b-but it was drawn on the highest quality paper. How could it turn to dust at a single touch? Could the owner of the stationery stand have tricked me with shoddy goods? Did he sell me old paper? My Lady, I…”
“There’s nothing wrong with the paper,” said the empress calmly. “I have merely always been rather strong. When I was young and couldn’t control my strength, I often broke household utensils. Sometimes when I was in a bad mood, I wanted to pound my fists against a tree like the neighbors’ daughter, but instead I accidentally knocked down the tree that had been planted at my father’s birth. The painting was very good. Unfortunately, I am simply too strong, and the paper was too fragile. It couldn’t withstand my strength.”
The women were appalled.
They were all familiar with the empress’s murderous aura, but they hadn’t realized that he could really murder someone!
Surveying all the thoughtful gifts, the empress tapped each one very slightly with a finger. It was clear that this was the gentlest touch, but screens came apart, vases shattered, and pearls cracked.
After ruining all the presents with a single finger, the empress lifted his hand and let out a faint sigh. “I do want to control my strength, but sadly I truly am too strong. These gifts…simply cannot stand the strain.”
He was looking at the gifts, but everyone knew it was their precious, delicate daughters he was talking about.
The ladies gulped. Their hearts were bleeding from the sight of their daughters’ painstaking gifts turning to dust. It wasn’t the gifts themselves they cared about, but their daughters, who were to enter the palace.
Looking at the chamberlain’s wife, still kneeling because her legs were too weak to support her, the empress said with an apologetic look, “I really did not mean it. Please do not blame me, Madam Qin. Won’t someone come and help Madam Qin up?”
At his order, Little Shunzi, who had just been given to the empress by Emperor Jingren, stepped forward, trembling, and helped the dumbfounded Madam Qin back to her seat.
Seeing that everyone was now quietly seated and had stopped trying to come forward, the empress said in satisfaction, “The coming year’s harem selection, during which His Majesty has charged me to choose women to enter the palace, is being held to promote the longevity of the dynasty and the perpetuation of the imperial bloodline. Because of this, my requirements for the girls taking part will not be high: no restriction on background, so long as their family records are blameless; no restriction on appearance, so long as they are not disfigured; no restriction on talent, so long as they are well-educated and show a sense of judgment. Most importantly, these girls must be able to give birth easily, to spread the seeds of the imperial family. Do you understand me, ladies?”
They understood: the empress had decided to monopolize the harem, not giving anyone the faintest sliver of a chance of being promoted. The girls chosen would be average in background, appearance, and accomplishments; they only needed to be capable of bearing children. If their talented and beautiful daughters were brought to the palace, they would only end up like the present consorts and concubines, unable to hold their heads up to the end of their days.
The whole hall once again took on the hush of previous years. No one dared to speak. They ate in silence with their heads down, not bothering the empress again. They all understood what was happening, but whether it would be enough to convince them, or whether they would dare to press forward despite knowing the dangers, remained to be seen.
Fortunately, the empress wasn’t expecting total obedience. Right now, he only wanted to eat his New Year’s Eve dinner in peace and quiet. He didn’t want to watch as these people tried to foist their daughters on Emperor Jingren.
While the empress’s New Year’s Eve passed peacefully, Emperor Jingren was having an exceptionally exciting time.
The reason for this, naturally, was still the issue of Prince Huainan storming the capital at night with five hundred elite troops. Such an unlucky topic shouldn’t have been introduced in a setting like this, but a censor by his nature is constitutionally incapable of reading the room or the emperor’s mood; otherwise, they wouldn’t all be so eager to ram their heads against pillars to make sure posterity knew of their blamelessness.
When the members of the Imperial Censorate beheld the criminal Prince Huainan taking part in the New Year’s Eve banquet, their expressions already looked grim. But this was a holiday, after all; it would have been unseemly to keep brothers who hadn’t seen each other in years from eating this reunion dinner together, so the censors had restrained themselves, planning to wait and see how Emperor Jingren handled it. Before, when Emperor Jingren had come down like a crash of thunder and chosen principle over family by locking Prince Huainan in the Court of the Imperial Clan, the officials had praised him. Privately they had all remarked that Emperor Jingren was perfectly impartial and wouldn’t protect an imperial kinsmen; he was a wise ruler. So now, while someone from the Court of the Imperial Clan sat beside Prince Huainan keeping an eye on him, they were willing to wait.
Unfortunately, Prince Huainan wasn’t very good at reading people.
There were still over two hours to go till midnight, and the ministers naturally couldn’t be as silent as the ladies before the empress. There was no need to adhere to strict formality on an occasion like this, so everyone started up a drinking game. Most of the officials declaimed odes to merit and virtue, all cleverly arranged to praise Emperor Jingren. But when Prince Huainan’s turn came, as he knew nothing of poetry, he stood and said, “Imperial Brother, I have never been fond of study, and these elegant drinking games are truly not my speciality. Shall I drink a cup as a penalty and perform for you?”
This shouldn’t have been a problem; Prince Huainan could have sung any song he liked.
But what Prince Huainan wanted to perform was throwing darts at fruit.

Chapter 35
Everyone was in high spirits under the influence of wine. When Prince Huainan assigned himself a penalty and proposed a performance, they reacted with excitement. No one thought they were running the risk of getting into Emperor Jingren’s bad graces; they all looked on with relish.
But when Prince Huainan produced his homemade darts, a loyal censor cried out, “A weapon! To His Majesty!”, and with a great commotion, a crowd of officials encircled Emperor Jingren. Before Prince Huainan could dare to say that he planned to throw the darts at fruit, he found himself held down.
Prince Huainan was astonished.
The imperial bodyguards who had grabbed him were all experienced. They frisked him and found many darts, which pitter-pattered to the ground.
“Bringing weapons into the palace! Prince Huainan’s intentions are all too clear.” A censor fell to his knees with a thud and said in a loud voice, “His thoughts are no different from Xiang Zhuang’s as he planned to kill Liu Bang, Duke of Pei, at the Hongmen Banquet. Your Majesty must punish him severely!”
At first Prince Huainan had been curious about why he had been captured, but when he heard the censor say this, his patience ran out. He shouted at once, “Imperial Brother, I didn’t mean anything by it. I’m only good at throwing darts, so I wanted to give a performance of throwing them at fruit. I didn’t even think of putting the fruit on people’s heads. I was just going to put the fruit in cups and draw designs in the fruit with the darts. I made these darts myself. They’re very dull. They couldn’t hurt anyone, anyway, Imperial Brother!”
Lord Qin, chamberlain of the Court of Judicial Review, came forward. He picked up one of the darts and drew it over his hand, immediately opening a cut. The skilled judge Lord Qin knelt at once and said, “Your Majesty, I have overseen many murder cases. Sometimes even the finest embroidery needle is a fatal weapon. I just tried this dart on myself—a dart this sharp requires only the slightest exertion of internal force from the user to take a life. Caution is of absolute necessity!”
“But I don’t know any martial arts…” said Prince Huainan.
One of the imperial bodyguards put a hand to Prince Huainan’s wrist and gently felt his pulse. Very soon, he knelt and said, “Your Majesty, Prince Huainan has studied martial arts since he was young. His first teacher was also my teacher, so our skills belong to the same lineage. His internal force is even greater than my own.”
Prince Huainan was thwarted.
When he had made his choice, he had chosen looks over abilities! Prince Huainan’s body contained internal force, but he didn’t know how to use it!
Prince Huainan had been caught in front of everyone along with his weapons. The evidence was conclusive. His villainy was enough to make everyone bristle with rage: on an occasion as celebratory as this one, he had actually attempted a public assassination on His Majesty. He had no regard whatsoever for the affection due a sovereign or an older brother. A disloyal, unfilial person like this had to be taken at once to the Court of the Imperial Clan’s prison to await trial by the three judicial departments.
Prince Huainan was stunned.
What could he say? He was reduced to gazing pitifully at Emperor Jingren, but in his heart he hadn’t a shred of hope. These officials spoke too savagely; he couldn’t even get out the words to plead for mercy. He really had only wanted to perform with his darts!
Since Prince Huainan had produced his darts, Emperor Jingren had kept still and upright in his seat. However fervently the ministers counseled him from the depths of their loyalty to withdraw and hide in the rear hall, he remained unmoved. He watched Prince Huainan, and silently observed the display put on by the officials.
When all the officials knelt before him and one after another begged him to bring Prince Huainan to justice, Emperor Jingren at last spoke. “Jing Xixian.”
Commander Jing appeared out of nowhere and presented a small slip of paper to each of the kneeling ministers, then stepped back to stand in a corner.
The ministers unfolded their notes, and at once their faces turned white.
On such a date, the second son of Lord Qin, chamberlain of the Court of Judicial Review, had gone traveling in Huainan. Passing through a small county, he had made an unsuccessful attempt to extort a bribe from the county magistrate, and he had been strung up and beaten by Prince Huainan.
On such a date, Prince Huainan was traveling incognito as ordered when he encountered the pupil of a certain grand secretary attempting to debauch an honest woman. Seeing this injustice, Prince Huainan had drawn his weapon to aid her, then strung the man up and beaten him.
On such a date, the young kinsman of a certain censor had used illegal means to seize the fertile farmland of a neighboring village. When Prince Huainan, traveling for pleasure in his fiefdom, had discovered him, he had strung him up and beaten him.
On such a date… so Prince Huainan had strung him up and beaten him.
On such a date…
When Emperor Jingren had first begun to suspect that the assassination attempt had been connected to Prince Huainan, he had ordered the Embroidered Guard to perform an investigation, the result of which had been the foregoing. It seemed that in the couple of years since taking control of his fiefdom, Prince Huainan had spent hardly any time at his residence. Instead, he had been all over the place, stringing people up and beating them. When he happened upon an injustice, he would take care of it himself. Citing as his motive that they had given offense to the vassal prince, he had strung up and beaten many corrupt officials, as well as their sons and nephews. In just two years at his post, Prince Huainan had offended practically every important minister at court.
Prince Huainan had also given shelter to many refugees. At the same time, many wandering fighters had been willing to enter Prince Huainan’s service because they admired his methods. It was true that the size of Prince Huainan’s personal forces exceeded the quota a little, but it was precisely because he had these soldiers that he had been able to clean up Huainan. One couldn’t say that there wasn’t a single greedy official in all of Huainan, but not one of them had the power to oppress the common people.
The court’s officials were inextricably tied to local governments. Huainan had been the granary of Xia since ancient times, and the gifts it offered up yearly by its lands were abundant, so many people had purchased farmland there. Prince Huainan, meanwhile, had cut off all the officials’ revenue streams; a third of the court’s officials bore him a grudge. His ability to attract resentment was quite remarkable.
Upon receiving this information, Emperor Jingren had been perplexed. A prince aiming to usurp the throne wouldn’t act like this. He ought to have been using Huainan’s resources to cozy up to the ministers, so that when the emperor “tragically passed away” without an heir, they would support his bid for the throne.
But he hadn’t done so. He had toiled industriously on behalf of the people of Huainan. Never mind cutting off many people’s avenues of wealth, he had also lowered taxes, and when the new law had been enacted, he had led the way in promoting its adoption, regardless of how many people he offended in the process.
How could Prince Huainan mean to rebel when this was his conduct? Yet the assassination attempt really was connected to him, and further investigation only turned up a deeper link. This left Emperor Jingren quite perplexed.
At last he had decided to summon Prince Huainan to the capital. Emperor Jingren wanted to see with his own eyes whether Prince Huainan was truly disloyal.
Now, at the New Year’s Eve banquet, he was presented with this magnificent scene.
Watching the ministers’ faces turn from red to white, Emperor Jingren said peaceably, “Everybody rise, and release Prince Huainan. Let him throw darts at fruit in peace.”
“Your Majesty…” Still some officials who did not fear death tried to struggle, to beat down this prince who had prevented them from making money and arrange for someone more tractable to be in charge of Huainan.
“Xiang Zhuang performing a sword dance while thinking of murdering the Duke of Pei truly was a Hongmen Banquet—but what if Xiang Zhuang’s sword had been a gift from the Duke of Pei?” Looking at Prince Huainan’s foolish face, Emperor Jingren continued, “When Prince Huainan entered the palace to see the empress dowager today, knowing that he was skilled at throwing darts, we ordered him to give a demonstration at the banquet tonight. We understand how loyal you all are, but this is merely a misunderstanding. Imperial Brother, why don’t you go ahead and show us the skills you are so proud of?”
Of course Prince Huainan knew that Emperor Jingren was lying, but the lie was an excellent one! Any plea Emperor Jingren had made on his behalf would have been rejected by the principled censors. But if Prince Huainan had informed Emperor Jingren of his plans to perform in advance, and even the weapons themselves had been a gift from the emperor? Then it was a matter between brothers, and it didn’t matter what the officials said. Of course, it was obvious that such distinctive darts had been made by Prince Huainan himself, making it impossible for them to have been a gift from Emperor Jingren, but so what? The emperor had said they were his gift, so they were; were the ministers going to accuse the emperor of lying?
So Prince Huainan furtively wiped sweat from his brow and began to perform in front of everyone. He piled up a bunch of fruit, inked a dot onto each one with a brush, and stood at a distance to hit each dot. And in the end, not a single one of the fruit had dropped. He used just the right amount of force, and his technique was very pretty.
When the performance was over, Emperor Jingren was the first to clap. He rewarded Prince Huainan. Of course, he also rewarded the officials who had attempted to stamp Prince Huainan into the dust. Emperor Jingren ordered the eunuchs to present each one with a small gold plaque that read: Loyalty to the Sovereign and Love for the People.
“You are all loyal and good subjects. We are aware of this.” Sitting in his high seat, Emperor Jingren’s gaze swept over the ministers as he spoke. “We award you this plaque not so that you can exchange it for a lesser penalty if you violate the law in the future, and not so that your descendants can use it to assert undue power over others. We award you this gold plaque only in the hope that your loyalty to your sovereign and your love for the people will be as gold: true gold does not fear the test of flame. Each one of you can proudly display this plaque in his house and tell anyone who sees it that his every action lives up to it!”
Those officials who had read a slip of paper and those who had not but had their own little designs all slowly bowed their heads before Emperor Jingren’s brilliant gaze. Guilt, shame, and fear made them settle down and hold their tongues.
No sooner did the question of an “assassination attempt” arise than His Majesty awarded these plaques; clearly he had been prepared in advance. Their number was just right: these weren’t gold plaques—they were swords suspended above their heads. If their conduct in any way besmirched these plaques, the sword would fall!
So all of Prince Huainan’s actions had been incited by His Majesty, perhaps even the attempted assault on the city gate. First, he had deliberately shown weakness, making them think that there was ill will between His Majesty and Prince Huainan, meaning an opportunity they could turn to their advantage. Then, at the New Year’s Eve banquet, the two of them had performed a pantomime of an assassination attempt, making the officials eagerly leap forward, casting themselves into the net.
With the turn of the year, Emperor Jingren would be only twenty-three years old. He was still a child before these old ministers, some of whom had seen the reign of three emperors, such as Grand Secretary Lin and State Chancellor Li; they had immense self-regard and even looked down a little on this untried boy. But today’s show of strength had sounded warning bells in everyone’s minds.
Emperor Jingren wasn’t an emperor to be easily fooled. He could perceive the finest detail and lay meticulous plans. Their own little schemes were entirely exposed before him.
After this, the New Year’s Eve banquet passed peacefully. The ministers whose ambitions had been doused in ice water calmly played their drinking game, which lacked its earlier energy. This made the banquet seem a little bleak, but Emperor Jingren didn’t care.
When the new year came in to replace the old, Jinluan Hall’s big clock was struck. Hearing the peals of the new year, Emperor Jingren raised his cup with a slight smile. “May the nation flourish in the coming year. May the people be happy and all families be reunited.”
The ministers drained their cups as one. After mouthing the appropriate civilities, they slipped out piecemeal to return home.
Only Prince Huainan, who ought to have been taken back to the Court of the Imperial Clan by its director, heard from Emperor Jingren, “It is the New Year, after all, and tomorrow you must pay respects to the empress dowager. Stay in the palace tonight.”

Chapter 36
The empress had also dismissed the ladies and was waiting outside the door of Jinluan Hall for Emperor Jingren. Seeing him come out looking animated, he smiled in relief. “Congratulations, Your Majesty, and a joyous new year.”
Emperor Jingren understood what he was implying.
With a very joyous smile indeed, he said, “It has been quite happy, and it is even happier now that you are here.”
The empress took Emperor Jingren’s hand, and together the two of them went to Qifeng Hall in Kunning Palace. The empress had already prepared a soup to dispel the effects of wine, as well as some tasty snacks, just waiting for Emperor Jingren to arrive so the two of them could watch the sunrise together.
As for Prince Huainan, he hardly got to say a word to Emperor Jingren before he was whisked away to sleep. There were many things he wanted to say to Emperor Jingren, but Shen Junrui wasn’t planning on giving him an opportunity. Tonight, Shen Junrui belonged to Xiao Jinyi.
“Is Your Majesty in a good mood today?” The empress poured soup for Emperor Jingren and carefully served it to him.
Emperor Jingren picked up his soup spoon and sipped some. It made his stomach feel better. The slight furrow in his brow caused by discomfort eased, and he said with a smile, “All right. Some things are finally getting off to a good start.”
He hoped that after today’s experiences, many officials would behave themselves for a long time. But if they meant to wait until the terrain was a little less rocky before starting up again, then they were living a fantasy. Emperor Jingren couldn’t let them get their heads back up.
“Your Majesty is wise,” the empress said, from the bottom of his heart.
He had only lately learned of Emperor Jingren’s plans. Upon discovering that Emperor Jingren intended to set aside Prince Huainan’s assassination attempt for the moment and use him to launch an attack on the ministers, the empress had felt both worry and admiration. He worried that Prince Huainan really would be stupid enough to kidnap Emperor Jingren and admired Emperor Jingren’s boldness and prudence. He had actually shelved the matter of the assassination attempt and instead found a use for Prince Huainan: what a heart and mind it took to formulate and carry out such a plan.
The young emperor was simply fascinating.
The empress understood at last why he had been captivated by Emperor Jingren, despite having had no intentions in that direction to begin with. It wasn’t merely that Emperor Jingren was good to him; it was that, while he was a true emperor, he still struggled to keep his own ideals in sight and not be dazzled by power. He was Emperor Jingren, but he was also forever Shen Junrui. It was truly impossible to say what might make such a wise ruler put everything to one side and devote all his forces to the love of a single person.
Once he had understood Emperor Jingren, the empress knew that everyone who had come here had been given an impossible task.
Their assignment was to make Emperor Jingren fall in love with a certain person, and, as he had done for Su Huailing in the original novel, give up all he had for them, abdicate the throne in some other person’s favor, and become inseparable from his beloved as they roamed the four corners of the earth.
This had indeed happened in the original novel, which was a popular work on the Jinjiang website called To Forsake the World. In the book, Emperor Jingren no sooner met Su Huailing than his mind stopped working properly. All his intelligence and aspiration turned to paste; nothing remained in his eyes or his heart but Su Huailing. For her sake he gave up the nation, abandoning all he had, using that nation as a plaything to entertain Su Huailing like King You of Zhou toying with his nobles by lighting the war beacons to make his queen smile.
However, the holographic dating game based on the novel had improved upon the personalities of the characters. The photon computer had created initial character settings based on the novel, and the artificially intelligent NPCs operated based on their own internal logic. The story had begun at the same point as the novel, but what happened afterward depended on the choices of the NPCs themselves.
But when the characters were restored to their original personalities and the newest data processors entrusted with the NPCs’ new lives, these things…no, these people would act according to their original natures, and the nonsensical character arcs of the original novel would never arise.
A character so perfect and well-developed, a young emperor so determined to be a wise ruler: how could he ever refuse the burdensome realm he had undertaken to rule for the sake of a single person?
Forsaking everything for love wasn’t the mark of earth-shattering devotion; it was abandoning one’s responsibilities for a selfish reason. And was a person who could forsake the responsibilities that were rightfully his truly capable of shouldering such a profound love? When the passions that had swept him away cooled and his mind regained composure, when Emperor Jingren saw his empire in the hands of another, would he regret it? Would he begin to resent Su Huailing? Would he go on to forsake that passion?
The original novel didn’t say. It only went up to Emperor Jingren and Su Huailing retreating to the countryside to be celestial lovers in solitude. As for the future, the outcome was as little described as what happened at the end of a Grimms’ fairy tale when the prince and princess went off together. Yet in reality, the prince and princess would eventually become a king and queen, and perhaps the queen would die young and the king remarry. Perhaps the start of “Snow White” was the end of “Cinderella.” Who knew?
But there was one thing the empress was certain of. Emperor Jingren would never do these things. He would scrupulously carry out his responsibilities, so that no one in Great Xia suffered from hunger, so that no one dared invade this realm!
The empress did not want Emperor Jingren to forsake the world for him. What he wanted was to protect this young emperor, to help him accomplish all his dreams and ambitions, even if that meant Emperor Jingren had children with some unknown woman, even if it meant that the empress had to raise someone else’s child.
So that those eyes would forever remain bright, he was willing to do this.
He would protect Emperor Jingren to the last instant, even if no one knew when that last instant would come. But as the empress saw it, no one knew what the future would bring; perhaps he would die of illness tomorrow. If he suppressed his emotions for the sake of a fantasy, he would forever regret bringing sorrow into those bright eyes. Whether fantasy or reality, what he had was now. Now, he was Xiao Jinyi. He was with Shen Junrui, and they loved each other.
If one day all this truly turned to dust, he would still remember that he had loved an NPC with more integrity, a greater sense of responsibility, and greater allure than any human, and that emotion would remain with him all his life.
Xiao Jinyi wasn’t planning to tell Shen Junrui the truth. He wanted him to remain forever this earnest and hardworking Emperor Jingren, while he bore all the truth and bitterness himself.
Seeing Emperor Jingren take up his soup spoon again, the empress suddenly grabbed his wrist and brought the spoon to his own lips, drinking that spoonful of soup. He said, “I just remembered that I also had wine today. I also need to dispel its effects.”
Looking at the spoon, Emperor Jingren sighed and said, “We recall that your alcohol tolerance is such that two or three jars of wine won’t get you drunk.”
“But drinking this soup from Your Majesty’s hand has made me drunk,” the empress said smoothly.
“We did not do it on purpose.” A vein stood up on Emperor Jingren’s temple. “Our empress is dignified and magnanimous. When did you become so…so lecherous!”
“Your Majesty must not know how the border army and the young women of Mobei carry on at the frontier.” The empress held the spoon to Emperor Jingren’s lips. Seeing him drink from it though he was still outraged, he continued, “Life is hard at the border. The women are tall and sturdy, not delicate like the women of the south, and they have fiery tempers. The border army rarely sees women. When a soldier has leave and comes to the city to make purchases, if he sees a pretty and deft woman, he can’t take his eyes off her.”
Seeing Emperor Jingren listening in fascination, the empress continued, “In the capital, a man staring at an innocent girl like that would make him a lecher, and the girl who permitted him to look at her that way would no longer be innocent. But in Mobei, if a girl doesn’t fancy the man looking at her like that, she’ll walk right up to him and give him a swift kick in the… Well, Your Majesty doesn’t need to know where.”
“We understand!” Emperor Jingren cried, the veins on his temples pounding. It was hard to say whether he was angry that the empress thought he didn’t know or angry that he was telling him about such indecent things.
“If she doesn’t mind his looks, the girl will walk up to the man and ask him about his circumstances and his family, whether he’d be able to stay in Mobei and bring his parents and siblings too.”
“Nonsense.” Emperor Jingren’s thoughts were methodical. “A woman goes to her husband’s home. This isn’t the way it’s done.”
“Of course, but the girl will go on to say, bring your parents to Mobei, and if you die in battle, I’ll remarry and bring your child and your parents with me, raise the children and show your parents the appropriate respect.” The empress’s smile faded. Emphatically, he said, “You protect the nation on the front, and I will give you children and support your parents, so you never have to worry about what you’re leaving behind.”
Upon hearing this, Emperor Jingren didn’t censure the women, as some pedants would have, loftily believing that they ought to erect a chastity arch and remain faithful to their husbands’ memories. Instead, he sighed and said, “The women of the frontier are heroes, each and every one.”
It was heroic to defend the border with one’s flesh and blood, but also heroic to live on alone. And it was his responsibility to give these heroes a peaceful and stable nation.
The empress seized his hand and gently kissed the back of it. “With a ruler like you, the women of the frontier will protect the border, even if they should perish leaving no corpse behind. They will not allow invaders to breach our territory, nor allow foreigners to set foot on Xia soil, even if it costs their lives.”
Emperor Jingren’s face heated. Gravely, he said, “We will not permit a single martyr to remain nameless in death, nor leave their family unsupported.”
He had always worked for this; this was the greatest wish of his life.
“Your Majesty’s wish is my wish.” The empress came close to Emperor Jingren and put his arms around him. “Your Majesty wants the nation to be stable and to have an heir to inherit it, and I will support you in this.”
Emperor Jingren froze. He knew what the empress meant; he was willing to compromise on the subject of the harem selection.
The empress was a man; so why had he never asked about it, never been angry, treating him as he had always treated him? Why, despite knowing that the empress was a man, was he unable to take back his heart from him?
Emperor Jingren now understood.
Because in this country, the only person who could join hands with him to undertake the responsibility of this boundless realm was the empress.
Emperor Jingren hugged the empress tightly and promised in a grave voice, “We will not let you down.”
Smiling, the empress said, “Your Majesty, I am not one to take a loss. Of course my compromise comes with conditions.”
“What conditions?” Emperor Jingren asked, also smiling. “If you want it and it is in our power to grant it, we will give you anything, Jinyi.”
“Your Majesty can give me this without dishonoring the realm, and it is something only Your Majesty can give me.” With a smile, the empress picked up Emperor Jingren and softly said in his ear, “The sun rises late in winter. Sunrise is far away. We have plenty of time.”
“What do you want, Jinyi?” Emperor Jingren asked, eyes wide. He was beginning to have the sense that things were going awry.
The empress bent his head and kissed Emperor Jingren’s lips. Huskily, he said, “The pleasures of a wedding night. Your subject wife wants nothing else.”

Chapter 37
In the morning, Emperor Jingren watched the sunrise with the empress. Bundled in a quilt and half awake, he saw the new year’s sun and received a lengthy kiss.
Emperor Jingren had never been in such a predicament in his life. Only after he had experienced the reality did he fully appreciate that everything that had come before had been only a dream. Dream and reality were two completely different things. Emperor Jingren didn’t know whether he ought to lament that with all the beauties in his harem, he had remained untouched, or to lament that all his imperial dignity had dissolved beneath the empress’s warm kisses.
He…didn’t think he really minded. The empress had been extremely gentle last night, so gentle that, as a man himself, Emperor Jingren had serious doubts about whether he had been able to take a man’s pleasure from it. Emperor Jingren himself had been very uncomfortable at first, but later, little by little, he really had felt a subtle gratification.
However, whether at the start or during the course of events, had Emperor Jingren wanted it to stop, the empress would by no means have done anything he wasn’t willing to do. But on a winter’s night when the room remained freezing no matter how strong the heating and the braziers burned, the empress’s embrace had been much too warm, so snug that Emperor Jingren couldn’t even think of wanting to leave it.
He had never thought that he would love someone so much that he could temporarily set aside his dignity as a ruler, that he wouldn’t even care whether the mother of the nation was a man or a woman. Actions so contrary to his principles left Emperor Jingren unsure what lengths he would go to for Xiao Jinyi’s sake.
Concerning things that had yet to come to pass, Emperor Jingren did not intend to be like the man of Qi fearing that the sky might fall. He only thought that after last night he finally understood that all the charms of the harem had been illusions. He felt that he had been very happy last night, and that this morning’s first sunrise had been incomparably dazzling. This was enough.
After sunrise, Emperor Jingren took the empress by the hand, and the two of them went to pay respects to the empress dowager. He himself, of course, would be receiving Prince Huainan’s respects.
In reality, the emperor and empress were not the only ones who had not slept last night. Prince Huainan had tossed and turned restlessly. He was perhaps a bit of an idiot, but he wasn’t a total simpleton. While he might not have worked out what had happened at first, he still got there in the end. He understood that Emperor Jingren had used him as a spear; Emperor Jingren had truly been ruthless in intimidating the officials at the New Year’s Eve banquet last night.
Because he had not slept, he got up bright and early and went to wait outside Cining Palace, looking forward to the empress dowager being able to clear up his doubts. The empress dowager was elderly and slept lightly. She was awake before the sun rose. Seeing her younger son looking all at sea, she smiled tenderly.
“I have heard a little of what transpired last night.” With so many eunuchs, maids, and matrons in attendance, the empress dowager had learned what had happened at once. “You and your brother have done well. I’d thought at first that His Majesty was being too inflexible in sending his own little brother to prison, but it turns out that the two of you planned it together. I know of His Majesty’s difficulties at court, but it is customary for the harem to stay out of politics, and your grandmother, my mother, gave strict orders to her family not to forget their stations simply because they were now related to the imperial clan, so my kinsmen have little say at court. Seeing His Majesty’s difficulties all these years, as his mother, my heart has bled for him, of course. But now you’ve grown up, and the two of you can work together. That gives me comfort.”
Prince Huainan was stumped.
He couldn’t ask any of the questions he had meant to ask. He had no choice but to join the empress dowager in silently chanting sutras.
The empress dowager chanted one hundred sutras each morning before sitting down to breakfast. Prince Huainan hadn’t slept; hearing the empress dowager’s droning voice chanting incomprehensible scripture, his head began to nod drowsily.
When the empress dowager was finished with her hundred recitations, she said to her son, “Give instructions for the meal to be made ready. You are also hungry, my son?”
After a pause, Prince Huainan’s head shot up. There was drool trickling from his mouth, and he looked completely lost. “Yes! What?”
She couldn’t hit her own son. Lips twitching, the empress dowager said nothing, but stood and led Prince Huainan out of the temple. He made a good prince; his thoughts were simple, and he wouldn’t stab his imperial brother in the back. It was for the best that the brothers work together.
Emperor Jingren had arrived to pay respects some time ago, but he couldn’t disturb the empress dowager in the temple, so he had waited in the hall. When the empress dowager came out with Prince Huainan to see the emperor and empress, she noticed Emperor Jingren’s blooming face; it was clear to her at a glance that he’d had a good time last night, so she smiled in satisfaction.
Wait. Wasn’t it usually the consort who had been favored with a nighttime visit from the emperor who could be seen at once to be looking fresh and rosy the next day? Something was off. The empress dowager quietly regarded the unflappable empress, considered the empress’s sturdy physique, opened her mouth to say something, but finally said nothing.
The harem was so peaceful that no trouble ever found its way to her. That must have been due to the empress. With an empress like this, the palace was truly quiet.
While inwardly reflecting on this, on the surface she peaceably continued receiving her son and daughter-in-law’s new year’s greetings, and invited the two of them to eat with her.
This time Prince Huainan gave the proper bows to his brother and his brother’s wife. Yesterday’s complete defiance of convention was gone. Emperor Jingren felt some satisfaction.
Following a meal replete with fraternal harmony, the pleased empress dowager left her two sons to have a private talk. After the feat they had pulled off last night, they were sure to want to discuss the next step. The empress dowager understood the situation well; though she had missed her younger son, she still left them alone.
The empress dowager did not wish for the disturbance of receiving well wishes from the consorts, but the empress had no choice but to accept them. After breakfast, he returned to Kunning Palace to see those women who were no longer any match for him, while Emperor Jingren returned to Zichen Hall with Prince Huainan.
As soon as they entered the hall, Emperor Jingren said coldly, “Kneel.”
Last night’s bold and vivacious Prince Huainan had turned docile. Receiving this order, he fell to his knees at once.
“Do you know why we told you to kneel?” Emperor Jingren asked.
Prince Huainan didn’t really know. Though this had been the tenor of events ever since he had been arrested upon entering the capital, today, reasonably speaking, Emperor Jingren ought to have praised and reassured him. But it was clear that Emperor Jingren was truly angry at him, implacably so. A very unpleasant notion came into Prince Huainan’s mind, but he thought that Emperor Jingren wasn’t very likely to have discovered that; so, thinking it was impossible, he raised his head nervously.
Seeing Prince Huainan still trying to forge ahead, Emperor Jingren really wanted to give him a good, hard smack. He ordered all the retainers to withdraw. Once the hall was quiet, Emperor Jingren said, “We suppose that you have heard of the attempt to assassinate us at the hunting grounds?”
At this, Prince Huainan, who was completely incapable of concealment, bowed his head in shame. The reason he could face Emperor Jingren candidly was that he had sent those people simply because he wanted to bring Emperor Jingren back to Huainan; he hadn’t meant anything else by it. And he’d really had no other way out. He had come later than the rest, and when he arrived, he was already the vassal prince of Huainan. He’d never even seen what Emperor Jingren looked like! Unlike the others, say Eunuch Lian, who at the very least had a chance to see Emperor Jingren, he only received imperial decrees, and those were vanishingly few.
Fortunately, he knew that the original novel’s Prince Huainan really had wanted to usurp the throne and had kept a private army, and later had even tried to steal Su Huailing from Emperor Jingren. He himself wasn’t interested in usurping the throne. All he wanted was to use the plans put in place by the original to kidnap Emperor Jingren. Once he had him, depending on the situation, there were two options: first, allow some Stockholm Syndrome to develop, or, second, make an appearance midway to rescue Emperor Jingren, so the two of them could flee perilously through the mountains, allowing feelings to develop.
Even if the kidnapping attempt failed, he could be arrested and shoved into a cell by Emperor Jingren. It didn’t matter which one of them was being held in the cell; Prince Huainan didn’t object either way.
But he couldn’t have predicted in a million years how smart and meticulous Emperor Jingren was. Everyone else had seen Emperor Jingren intimidating the officials last night; only Prince Huainan himself knew that Emperor Jingren had also been intimidating him.
Following last night’s events, though Prince Huainan understood very well that this person was only an NPC, he still couldn’t help being awed by him.
“I have committed a wrong.” Prince Huainan couldn’t explain anything. He could only press his head to the ground.
He had underestimated this world, underestimated Emperor Jingren. It was inevitable that he would fall out of the running.
“You have indeed,” Emperor Jingren’s solemn voice pronounced above his head. “But we are willing to give you a chance to explain.”
This meant that whether Prince Huainan was out or not would rest on his explanation.
Another person might have racked their brain for a perfect explanation, a convenient way for him and Emperor Jingren to put this behind them. But, having learned the lessons of the past few days, Prince Huainan knew that Emperor Jingren couldn’t be fooled. His options were to tell the truth, or to say nothing at all. Trying to lie his way out would only get him into more trouble.
He still had a chance! In Prince Huainan’s long-paralyzed mind, an idea suddenly emerged.
So, still hugging the ground, he said, “I have been confused.”
Ordinarily, something like this would have been an indication that Prince Huainan was disloyal. Saying it ought to have been enough to cost Prince Huainan his life. But Emperor Jingren thought there was something else to it, so he asked, “In what way, confused?”
Prince Huainan gritted his teeth and took his courage in his hands. “I have been in charge of my fief for two years, unable to see you, Imperial Brother. I have missed you, longed for you, until I couldn’t control myself. I came up with this stupid scheme to kidnap you so that we could live in a world apart, just the two of us.”
Emperor Jingren was speechless.
Prince Huainan’s bomb left him utterly shattered. He, who was always orderly and precise, now felt emotions he was incapable of putting into words. He ought to have simply given his benighted little brother Shen Junyi a thrashing, but after his own absurd experience last night, he couldn’t help detecting a hint in everything Prince Huainan said, so for the moment it was beyond him to recover his composure.
Not hearing a roar of fury from above, Prince Huainan slowly raised his head and saw Emperor Jingren staring at him with a grim look. He thought that it made no difference whether he died now or later, so he might as well go for broke, risk it all!
So he looked right into Emperor Jingren’s eyes and said candidly, “It’s just that I yearn for you, Imperial Brother. A single glimpse of you makes me happy. I spent two years and seven months ruling my fief, over nine hundred days and nights, so I…couldn’t help myself. I knew that my feelings were wrong. After the hunting grounds, I didn’t dare come to the capital to see you. I was too overjoyed to contain myself when I received the imperial decree, but I could hardly bring myself to obey. That’s why I dragged out my arrival.”
Emperor Jingren was silent.
Still saying nothing? Still not ordering him to be expelled and beheaded? Prince Huainan thought he was getting somewhere, so he dug around in his brain for all the eloquence he could command and desperately continued his confession. “I am aware that this is wrong, but this love eats at my bones, and I cannot control myself. I only ask that you grant me a swift death, Imperial Brother, so that I can be entirely rid of this absurd evil notion. This love, this devotion, can be extinguished by nothing save death.”
“Really?” Having recovered his calm over the course of Prince Huainan’s endless confession, Emperor Jingren continued, “It does not strike us that death is the only way to resolve this problem. We have merely been remiss. We thought only of leaving you free to wed the woman of your heart’s desire without considering that you had already reached an age to marry. We will notify the empress dowager and the empress at once; during the upcoming harem selection, they can choose a princess for you, as well.”
Prince Huainan was thwarted.

Chapter 38
Prince Huainan, who hadn’t seen this outcome coming at all, was completely beside himself when Eunuch Lian led him from the room. The Court of the Imperial Clan had already been summoned in the meantime and took him back. Emperor Jingren meant what he said; Prince Huainan would have to remain at the Court of the Imperial Clan until the fifteenth, when he could be tried.
Prince Huainan was beside himself, and Emperor Jingren wasn’t feeling too pleased either. When he had first woken up after hitting his head, everything had felt wrong to him, but gradually the sense of unease had faded. Especially of late, he had felt each day passing to his satisfaction; not only was everything going right for him, many irrational things were disappearing. But now, the sense that everything around him was wrong had returned.
He kept feeling that some people and things simply did not fit. Their existence seemed rational, but in reality, it simply didn’t accord with common sense.
It was a very subtle feeling, nothing that he could analyze with his reason: mere intuition.
And now, as Prince Huainan spoke, this feeling had been given form.
The Xia dynasty did not treat passions between men as a mark of elegance and worldliness, the way the Wei and Jin dynasties had. Anyone who really had the Longyang proclivity would conceal his interest in men; it was rare for anyone to display it openly. But now, he had encountered simply too many people who had it…
Yan Xu, Shen Junyi, the empress…even himself.
Setting himself and the empress aside, as they were husband and wife and everyone still took the empress for a woman, Yan Xu and Shen Junyi had both displayed inappropriate intentions toward him.
Had he been an ordinary person, there wouldn’t be any need to overthink this. But he was an emperor, which made it instead rather unreasonable.
Precisely because he was emperor, even if these people nursed an unseemly desire for him, they would have to keep it hidden, not daring to speak of it. Forget Yan Xu’s daring approach, there was also Prince Huainan… Where had he found the guts!
Emperor Jingren had already felt general discomfort after being fiddled with half the night by the empress. Now that he had so many things on his mind, his head ached. He remembered that the empress had told him to go rest in Zichen Hall after they were finished paying their respects, and when he had sent the consorts and concubines on their way, the empress would come join him.
This was a rather rude thing to say, but it had felt just right. As if they weren’t the emperor and empress of a nation, but an ordinary husband and wife, with the wife grieved by the husband’s weariness casually telling him to get some rest and planning to join him after taking care of some business.
Though he knew that it was impossible for an emperor to have this kind of ordinary life, it was nice to feel that way sometimes.
Emperor Jingren retreated to the inner hall to rest. There were many things troubling him, but they were all minor. As long as they did not threaten the nation, there was no need to forego his rest for their sake.
Soon, Emperor Jingren was asleep. He didn’t dream of Prince Huainan’s sincere confession but of the empress holding him and smiling.
He was immensely comfortable in the empress’s embrace, as if in this whole weary world, this was the sole harbor where he could rest.
In his dreams, he had the vague feeling of someone lying down beside him. This person was so familiar that Emperor Jingren didn’t even perceive a threat. He only instinctively drew closer to the source of warmth. In a daze, someone kissed his forehead, very lightly and tenderly.
It was a sweet sleep, and when he woke it was already afternoon. He had missed lunch.
When he opened his eyes, Emperor Jingren felt someone lying next to him, wearing only a very casual…very short pair of pants, with nothing on top, familiar chest exposed beside him.
Emperor Jingren, who was very properly dressed, put a hand to his forehead. The empress was wonderful in every way, except that in this respect he was a little inattentive to details.
As soon as Emperor Jingren moved, the empress woke. Opening his eyes, he very naturally pulled Emperor Jingren into his arms and kissed his lips. In a just woken, somewhat sensual drawl, he said, “Had enough sleep? Don’t get up, stay in bed a little longer.”
Then he pressed Emperor Jingren, who had already sat up, back into bed. His eyes were half closed, as if lying here were a matter of immense enjoyment.
Well, fine, it really was enjoyable. Emperor Jingren thought that lazing around like this on occasion could be nice. But there was one thing he couldn’t tolerate.
Emperor Jingren’s gaze fell on the empress’s firm chest just for an instant before he averted it. He softly scolded, “Get dressed. This is scandalous.”
The empress was rather disobedient on this point. He rejected the imperial decree. “It’s hot. Sleeping like this is comfortable.”
“It’s winter now, and you slept fully dressed when you shared a bed with us this past summer. You mean to say it’s hot now?” Emperor Jingren’s outer clothes were neatly hung up on their rack, while articles of the empress’s clothing had been flung around the room. It was a sight too dreadful to behold.
“That’s not the same thing at all,” said the empress, smiling. “There was no understanding between us in summer, and now we’ve been intimate. Naturally I want to get as close as I can. Sleeping in the nude is very comfortable. Won’t Your Majesty try it?”
“We are not interested,” Emperor Jingren said precisely. “And we would remind the empress to observe decorum.”
There was something adorable in one’s beloved being overly obstinate. The empress decided not to reason with him on this point but to forcibly acclimate him.
Therefore, the empress very rudely peeled off Emperor Jingren’s bright yellow sleeping robe. He had meant to go back to sleep holding him like this, but instead, once the clothes were off, revealing a physique that was much more impressive than it appeared covered up, as well as the marks the empress himself had left last night, he couldn’t help getting distracted by other ideas.
Naturally ideas were inferior to actions. The empress was a decisive person. He pounced at once on Emperor Jingren, determined that he had been so gentle last night that he hadn’t hurt him, then proceeded to display further disrespect toward His Majesty.
All Emperor Jingren’s anger was kissed away. He had been annoyed about the empress sleeping with his clothes in disarray…or rather, simply unclothed, but now he was no longer thinking of anything.
After emperor and empress had fooled around for a time, Emperor Jingren, panting, lay with his back toward the empress but found himself embraced and pulled toward a firm chest. He heard the empress’s satiated voice in his ear: “Isn’t it more comfortable to be close like this? Your Majesty belongs to the realm, and I can’t fight the realm for you. But here, I hope that I can be as close to Your Majesty as possible.”
Hearing this, Emperor Jingren’s faint ire dissipated, and he said seriously, “We are concerned that your identity will be discovered. When you sleep, your guard is down. You should be more careful.”
Hearing this, the empress felt a trickle of warmth in his heart. The young emperor knew very well that there were many points of suspicion about him coming to the harem as a man, but even before he had found an adequate explanation, he could give precedence to concerns about the empress’s sex being revealed. The young emperor treated him with total sincerity, but he couldn’t give him the truth, because the truth was simply too cruel.
The empress could only manage a half-truth. “Don’t worry. Has Your Majesty forgotten my abilities, my acute sight and hearing? Even in dreams, if someone approaches this room, I will wake at once. This is true for all soldiers at the frontier. They can sleep as soundly as the dead, so that a crash of thunder won’t wake them, but as soon as they hear the hoofbeats of invaders, however far off they might be, they will wake at once.”
“Have you been in battle, Jinyi?” Emperor Jingren asked.
“Yes,” said the empress, nodding. “Many times. I’ve seen the cruelty of war. A living person stands before you, and then, before you even have a chance to blink, their head is separated from their body. That person might have been a veteran of many years, or they might have been a green soldier going to war for the first time, not even married. Death isn’t picky. Everyone is the same on the battlefield. But I have also experienced love between comrades in arms. Death is so frightening, but there are people who can face the world’s greatest terror to protect you, who can still stand and shield you even with their limbs crippled.”
His tone grew graver and graver. From the emotion in his voice, Emperor Jingren knew that the empress wasn’t lying.
“Why did you come to the palace, Jinyi?” Emperor Jingren asked.
Since he loved the soldiers of the frontier so deeply, since he dreamed of defending the border, why would he still come to the palace?
The empress considered it. He had a reason, which had been prepared for him by the technicians when he had come here, so he could use it in case his identity was exposed. He didn’t want to lie to Emperor Jingren, but he preferred giving him this reason to telling him the truth.
“My father, Marquis Zhenbei, has five sons and one daughter, and I am that daughter, his youngest child. The five before me were all taken to the battlefield by my father before they were ten years old. My eldest brother died in battle at twelve, and my third brother’s legs were broken at fifteen, but he still goes to the front lines in his wheelchair to command. My second, fourth, and fifth brothers have many old wounds, which ache terribly during stormy weather. When I was born, my eldest brother had just died. My mother did not want her youngest son to be taken onto the battlefield as well, so she bribed the midwife to help her fool my father into thinking I was a daughter, and the deception went on for over a decade. My father was often away from home and had no opportunity to learn my true sex.” This background was real; it hadn’t existed in the original novel but had been designed by the technicians for him when he came.
Emperor Jingren was silent for a long time, then said a little heavily, “In that case, why did you come to the palace? In Mobei, nothing would happen if you were discovered to be a man dressed as a woman, but in the palace, it would be incredibly dangerous.”
“Imperial commands cannot be disobeyed,” the empress responded simply.
Emperor Jingren vaguely recalled when he and the empress had been engaged. Marquis Zhenbei had just won a major victory against foreign invaders. There were four generals in his family, and even his handicapped son was given a position at court. This was supreme glory, but it also threatened to eclipse the might of their sovereign. The late emperor had been wary of Marquis Zhenbei and his sons, but he could not take action against them immediately after this victory, making his courtiers think he would reward success with death. Therefore, to reassure Marquis Zhenbei, he had arranged a marriage between the crown prince and Marquis Zhenbei’s only daughter, leaving the highborn girls who had wanted to be crown princess slackjawed with shock. The late emperor had meant to force Marquis Zhenbei to give up his military authority a few years after this reassurance, but he hadn’t lived long enough. Two years after the marriage was arranged, he died of illness, leaving the crown prince, per the late emperor’s decree, to marry Marquis Zhenbei’s “daughter” Xiao Jinyi and inherit the throne.
These memories had before been nothing but memories, but now Emperor Jingren couldn’t help but feel a little saddened by them. Only when he had heard Jinyi describe life at the frontier did he truly understand what kind of place a battlefield was, and what a bloody struggle the border soldiers engaged in. But in order to keep military authority from passing into the hands of others, each generation’s emperor had to exercise control over courtiers who had served with merit. The fortunate among them could doff their armor and retire to a civilian life, their children and grandchildren barred from holding official positions. The less fortunate would have their property seized while they were executed, unable to die a peaceful death.
But, from his throne, Emperor Jingren understood what a frightening thing power was. Could a commander holding power over a multitude of soldiers truly resist its lure? All emperors had pondered this question, including himself, and none had found a satisfactory answer.
Seeing Emperor Jingren frown, the empress reached out to smooth his brow and said in his ear, “Do not be concerned, Your Majesty. If ever someone dares to use his military authority to attempt a rebellion, even if he should have tens of thousands of troops behind him, I will take his head and present it to Your Majesty. All my martial talents exist for Your Majesty’s sake.”

Chapter 39
“We are not concerned about that.” Emperor Jingren found a comfortable position in the empress’s arms and stayed there, rather with the attitude that he might as well at this point, though his expression remained prim, as if he still sat above Jinluan Hall, maintaining his imperial dignity in the face of his courtiers.
But the empress knew he was relaxed. Otherwise, he wouldn’t have stayed so obediently where he was.
Looking at the unfailingly proper young emperor, the empress simply didn’t know how best to treat him. It was his first time having this feeling, of loving a person so much that he didn’t know what to do, so much that just looking at him made him happy. When he saw him sleeping soundly, he felt glad, but he also wanted to kiss him dizzy, until nothing remained in his eyes but his own reflection. He wanted to steal the young emperor away from the realm and all of creation, but he couldn’t stand to see him bereft.
This kind of adoration was completely new to him. He had never felt it before, and he would never feel it again.
“Can we leave the business of the selection until the New Year’s celebrations are over?” the empress said suddenly. “For now, I’d like for us to be an ordinary husband and wife.”
“Husbands and wives don’t act like this.” Emperor Jingren frowned. “You certainly do not follow the adage of a couple treating each other with the same respect as honored guests. Forget it. As you like, then.”
Receiving Emperor Jingren’s endorsement, the empress laughed softly.
After this, it really was just as the empress said. Until the fifteenth, unless the sky was falling, nothing could bother Emperor Jingren as the empress kept him all to himself.
Emperor Jingren, thinking of the suffering of the children of the border, had permitted the empress the licentiousness of intimacy during the day on the first day of the year, but, being proper to the point of rigidity, he couldn’t wish for a repetition. Though he and the empress loved each other, they still had to maintain decorum. What happened between a husband and wife in their bedchamber, at night, with the lamps extinguished, was no one’s business but theirs; no one could say anything else about it. But the empress liked to do it in broad daylight, and even if it was nighttime, he liked to leave the lights on. This put Emperor Jingren in a difficult position.
It wasn’t that he was shy or embarrassed: what he was worried about was that the empress would be exposed. No matter how many times the empress said that with his abilities, nothing would happen, Emperor Jingren still thought that there was always someone more powerful out there. The empress couldn’t be unmatched.
But the empress was obstinate on this point. He thought that they had a rare break until the fifteenth, and they had to make the most of it. It was a pity that Emperor Jingren couldn’t just leave the palace, or else he would have taken Shen Junrui out to have some fun.
This idea occurred to the empress early on, but Emperor Jingren would never agree. Then came the seventh day of the year, with snowflakes floating through the sky, the whole palace painted white, a single color filling all of heaven and earth, all things reduced to their simplest shades: it was dazzling and beautiful.
Emperor Jingren ran to the top of an artificial hill in the imperial gardens, but he couldn’t see the palace in its entirety. In the midst of his joy, disappointment flashed through his eyes.
The empress, seeing the rare excitement in the young emperor’s face, at last committed an act of irreverence that had long been on his mind—
The empress abducted the emperor and took him from the palace!
It was done without alerting anyone. The empress first ordered an imperial physician to diagnose the emperor with a sudden cold that required rest, then ordered Eunuch Lian to stand watch outside Zichen Hall and not let anyone disturb His Majesty. Then he changed into a guard’s clothes, hung a token of passage from his waist, and took another guard, one who was feeling unwell, out of the palace with him.
Su Huailing relied on luck, while the empress relied on power. With his position and his abilities, it couldn’t be easier to leave the palace. Even if someone had recognized him as the empress, no guard would have dared stop him, so the empress, with an immobilized Emperor Jingren in tow, left the palace and the city with the two of them astride a single horse, all the way to the tallest peak in the capital’s outskirts.
After consigning the horse to the care of the post station at the foot of the mountain, the empress hoisted Emperor Jingren onto his back and dashed lightly up to the summit. He moved with extreme speed, somehow even faster climbing a mountain with a person on his back than he had been riding a horse across level ground. Very soon, they attained the peak. That was when the empress finally tapped some of Emperor Jingren’s acupoints, allowing him to move. The young emperor flexed his muscles.
In the wake of his abduction, Emperor Jingren glared furiously at the empress. After a while, he finally managed to say, “What a wonderful horse you are, to make it up the mountain so fast!”
Coming from him, this was already a very cutting remark to level against the empress.
But the empress didn’t care one bit. Smiling, he took a fur coat from a bundle and wrapped it around Emperor Jingren. He said, “If it pleases Your Majesty to ride, I will happily spend my life as a horse.”
Having gone from famine to feast in the past few days, Emperor Jingren picked out something suggestive in these words. His face flushed red with anger.
Before removing Emperor Jingren from the palace, the empress had requested permission to do so, but Emperor Jingren had refused to grant the request; even though he did want to go out to see the snow, he knew that an emperor could not be willful. He had great self-restraint.
But his self-restraint had received no return but the empress’s impertinence. He had actually bribed several people in order to abduct the emperor from the palace. Even Eunuch Lian had been smiling as he wished the two of them a good trip. And the person who had diagnosed him was Imperial Physician Chen. Hadn’t he been the empress’s enemy? Why was he now the empress’s accomplice? When he got back, he would…
“They all know I’m doing it for Your Majesty’s good,” the empress said, interrupting Emperor Jingren’s thoughts. “With this new year, Your Majesty is only twenty-three. You’re still a child.”
Emperor Jingren looked dubiously at the empress. “At thirteen or fourteen, one can marry and have children, become the backbone of a household. We are already three and twenty, married five years, and ruling the empire for five years. Anyone else would say a four- or five-year-old was a child. How can we be a child?”
The empress signed inwardly. Twenty-three was at best a recent college graduate; of course that made one still a child. But Emperor Jingren bore the weight of an entire country on his shoulders. It really made one ache for him.
“Naturally Your Majesty is a mighty ruler, capable not only of supporting an entire family but of bearing responsibility for all of Xia’s millions. But, Your Majesty, in front of me, I hope you will always be only a child,” the empress said tenderly. “I hope Your Majesty will get angry, be willful, make unreasonable demands. I hope Your Majesty can treat yourself a little better, that you can indulge yourself on occasion.”
The empress continued, “But Your Majesty never indulges. You are like a well-behaved child, desperate for the steaming hot bun in front of you, staring at it hungrily, but holding back and saying nothing to the adults, going home to nibble on cold bread. But I don’t want Your Majesty to repress yourself like this. Your Majesty can be a wise ruler, while I will fret on Your Majesty’s behalf and satisfy Your Majesty’s wishes.”
Taking Emperor Jingren’s hand as they stood at the summit, he turned him to face the capital and look down.
“Your Majesty, look! Here is your realm. Here is your imperial capital.”
From the high summit, the whole capital was visible at a glance, silvered by the snow. Everyone was keeping to their homes, away from the cold, making the city as still as a painting. A blanket of thick white snow covered the fields in the outskirts; when spring came and flowers bloomed, the snow would melt and soak into the earth, nourishing it, and this would be another year of plentiful harvests.
Gazing upon the silver-cloaked world, Emperor Jingren felt an immense surge of emotion. Now he felt that he was a mere speck of dust in this world, now he felt that this realm was so beautiful that anyone would willingly work till the last breath left his body for its sake.
“It’s beautiful, isn’t it,” said the empress in his ear.
Though this was a wonderful feeling, so wonderful that Emperor Jingren had forgotten his anger at the empress’s impertinence, he thought that this conduct could not be encouraged, so he put on a deliberate show of indifference and said, “It’s all right.”
“A timely snow promises a rich harvest,” said the empress emotionally. “May this be another year of favorable weather and prosperity.”
“May it be so,” said Emperor Jingren. “But we must still make preparations in case of disaster. The Ministry of Public Works has a vice-minister skilled in the management of floods. When spring begins, we will send him to establish safety measures. The work to prevent flooding must be done before the rains come.”
This was where Emperor Jingren far exceeded other emperors. He didn’t wait until disaster struck to think about how to alleviate its effects. He would rather forestall than amend.
“Don’t think about those things here,” said the empress. “You think more than enough. At a time like this, you should only consider what is in front of you.”
What was in front of him? In front of him, he had the imperial capital at his feet, he had the empress at his side; these were everything to him.
“What is in front of me is good.” A faint, happy smile appeared on Emperor Jingren’s face. As reserved as he invariably was, even a smile like this was an expression of delight.
“Your subject wife will perform a sword dance for Your Majesty,” said the empress.
It was a long time since he had referred to himself as “your subject wife” when they were in private. This form of self-address gave Emperor Jingren an awkward feeling, but now it made him remember all the times he had watched empress perform sword and spear dances.
With the sword he was quick and graceful, with the spear he pierced the air, with the saber he dyed the battlefield with blood. Different weapons had their own different kinds of beauty, and all were hues of soul-shaking splendor; unlike the surface-level beauty of clothing and adornments, the empress’s beauty was full of majesty.
Why did this come to mind now? That early morning, when he had woken to find that the empress wasn’t next to him in bed, he had walked out to the training field and seen him, his hair flying, his every gesture easy and free.
Emperor Jingren had felt that moment in his heart.
First impressions between people are mostly determined by eyesight. It was then that the empress had appeared before his eyes and stolen into his heart. He had been baffled by his bearing, unable to resist satisfying his every wish, unwilling to give up the empress on any account.
No matter how many times he saw the empress train, it would never be enough.
As the snow fell, the empress in his black armor amid the pure white was a slash of color that rent heaven and earth, imprinting his figure on Emperor Jingren’s heart, so that it could never be forgotten.
Winter was cold, and the empress couldn’t stand to let Emperor Jingren stay outside too long. After a little while on the mountain, they went back down. Emperor Jingren’s feelings during the descent were very different from his feelings during the earlier forced ascent. He rested peacefully against the empress’s broad back, watching snowflakes fall from the sky, watching as the mountaintop was shrouded in white. He thought that there was no color more beautiful than this.
In this fine mood, Emperor Jingren didn’t punish the empress’s accomplices, Eunuch Lian and Imperial Physician Chen, when he returned to the palace, and he certainly didn’t blame the guards who had let them leave the palace. This made Eunuch Lian, who had been terrified lest he end up out of the game, even more certain that the empress was the only one who could succeed in the end. The empress had promised before that, once he had the reward money, he would share some with Eunuch Lian. Recalling this, Eunuch Lian thought that this was all worth it, no matter what.
The snow lasted a day and a night, and after that the weather remained good. On the fifteenth of the first month, the full moon was truly bright, dimming the stars. There wasn’t a cloud in the sky.
The fifteenth was a day of great bustle. For the fifteenth, sixteenth, and seventeenth, curfew in the capital was lifted and a lantern market opened. Everyone went out in high spirits to enjoy themselves.
In the palace hung the lanterns sent by the officials, each one of them exquisite. The whole palace was lit up as bright as day.
Upon the opening of the lantern market, Emperor Jingren had ordered the Five City Wardens and the Imperial Guard to pay careful attention to anything that might cause a fire. It would be a terrible thing if a blaze occurred in the midst of such festivities. The holiday made it all the more important to take precautions.
Emperor Jingren and the empress left the palace again, but this time they weren’t sneaking out; Emperor Jingren was taking the empress out incognito.
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Actually, had they done it the empress’s way, he and Emperor Jingren would have snuck out alone to view the lanterns, and then Emperor Jingren would have solved some lantern riddles and given him a few lanterns. The empress was confident that he would be able to protect Emperor Jingren. Even if anything happened at the lantern market, it wouldn’t matter. But it was Emperor Jingren inviting him out this time, and even though he was going incognito, he still needed to have some guards to protect him, as well as some senior officials to accompany him, so the whole procession made it unmistakable that someone important was out on the town.
Many emperors went out to share the celebrations of their people on holidays like the Lantern Festival, but Emperor Jingren hadn’t done it before. This time, he thought that if he didn’t choose to go himself, the empress was sure to force him out again, so he might as well embrace precedent; it would give him a chance to see the lives of the common people too.
But while an emperor could go out into the world in disguise, an empress had to stay in the palace like any other wife, behaving as a dignified empress ought to. Therefore, the empress once again transformed into a guard and walked beside Emperor Jingren, while Jing Xixian walked at his other side.
As commander of the Embroidered Guard, Jing Xixian knew many secrets unknown to others. He knew that Emperor Jingren had a personal bodyguard who was identical to the empress, skilled enough to take down a hundred Embroidered Guardsmen alone. With the empress to protect Emperor Jingren, there was a lot less pressure on them. During the assassination attempt at the hunting grounds, the imperial guardsmen who had lost Emperor Jingren had for the most part only had their salaries deducted, and none had been seriously penalized. That was because the empress could stand in for a hundred men, deal with seventy-eight assassins single-handed without letting a single hair on Emperor Jingren’s head come to harm.
In the past, protecting the emperor when he left the palace had been a matter of great anxiety for the Imperial Guard; but now, Jing Xixian wasn’t concerned in the least. With the empress here, he could also enjoy the lanterns.
Considering Su Huailing’s luck, Jing Xixian had also brought her along on this outing. She was following the company dressed as a page, keeping her eyes demurely cast down, not daring to raise her head.
Hearing that Emperor Jingren planned to leave the palace incognito, Grand Secretary Lin, Chancellor Li, and Senior Official Tan had all come along, each of them doing it in the name of protecting His Majesty, but actually taking the Lantern Festival as an opportunity to display themselves before the emperor and demonstrate their abilities. Since Emperor Jingren’s show of strength before the officials on New Year’s Eve, these three ministers had reconsidered their opinion of him.
After New Year’s Eve, the three of them had met up to consult with each other and suddenly found that for the past half year, they had been having a great deal of trouble getting anything done at court; many of their subordinates and adherents had stopped listening to them, and their own wings had been clipped. Yet up till now, they hadn’t even noticed.
All of this had been done without making any waves. This alarmed the three honorable officials. It wasn’t that they weren’t loyal and patriotic; but after enough time in office, anyone would have done a few things that were against the law. Adding it all up, it amounted to enough to earn any one of them a death sentence and the forfeit of all their property. They had to seize every opportunity to observe this youthful but extremely astute emperor and fathom his intentions before they could stabilize their positions at court and ensure that they would one day die natural deaths.
With these three added to it, the company grew. Fortunately, a big crowd of retainers was a requisite for any highborn young master or mistress going out on the town; there were many such enormous companies wandering the lantern market, so these people didn’t attract any particular notice.
The empress had been planning to enjoy this last night before court assemblies began with Emperor Jingren, but their company was so huge that there was no room for him to play around. He could only follow Emperor Jingren in silence, protecting his young emperor.
The lantern market was extravagant, and the faces of all the capital’s citizens were wreathed in smiles. It was clear how happy their lives had been this past year, and how much hope they had for the future. These smiles were more precious to Emperor Jingren than any treasure: the best New Year’s gifts the people could give him.
On the way, Emperor Jingren’s spirits also rose. He took a liking to a simple and cute piglet lantern. The lanterns made by the common people themselves weren’t so exquisite; they were all in the shapes of ordinary domestic beasts. And the very fact that the character for “house” contained the character for “pig” showed that, for ordinary people, this animal was the mark of a successful household. Emperor Jingren thought the silly pig lantern was simply adorable. The riddle was easy to guess, so he gave the answer, took down the lantern, and gave it to the empress.
The empress was taken aback.
He’d had no idea that Emperor Jingren liked piglets. No wonder none of the exquisite lanterns in the palace—those with auspicious symbols on tinted glass, those painted with images of beautiful women, or those made in the shape of the rabbits of the moon—had appealed to him.
As they went, Emperor Jingren also took a liking to a stand selling sugar sculptures and was particularly pleased with one in the form of a door god. He bought it but did not eat it; instead, he gave it to the empress and told him to hold it.
When the emperor’s tastes were too peculiar, it was hard for his subordinates to figure out how to please him. Grand Secretary Lin, Chancellor Li, and Senior Official Tan followed him around, watching him buy a New Year’s cake here and a spring roll there: all crude products that could be purchased for a few copper coins, yet it was clear that Emperor Jingren was delighted with them. After buying them, rather than eat them, he gave them to one of the guards following him. Soon that guard was covered in snacks and trinkets, but when other guards approached trying to carry things for Emperor Jingren, he acted as if he couldn’t see them, continuing to drape that one guard in items.
Gradually, they came to the stand operated by students of the Imperial College. A once in three years conference was being held this year, and the capital was filling up with scholars from all over the land, who were even now matching their erudition against that of the Imperial College students.
Emperor Jingren, intrigued, went over to listen to their battle of essays. Jing Xixian found a chair, and Emperor Jingren sat down, then took the door god sugar sculpture from the guard next to him. He didn’t even lick it, just bit its head straight off and held it in his mouth.
The empress was startled.
He vaguely remembered that Emperor Jingren had once said approvingly to him that he made one feel as safe as a door god… Never mind. It was only a vague memory, so he was better off acting as if he had forgotten.
Students of the Imperial College were either exceptionally talented, or privileged sons of the wealthy and noble. These two camps usually split up, so that even at the lantern market they had two stalls, right across from each other. They had been competing to guess each other’s lantern riddles, but a crowd of out of town scholars had arrived and taken all their lanterns—those of the privileged students, that was. The privileged students hadn’t come to the lantern market to make money; they only wanted to compete with the talented camp. But weren’t the out of town scholars mocking them by taking all their lanterns? Weren’t they implying that their riddles were too shallow?
The most erudite of the privileged students came forward to engage the out of town scholars in an intellectual battle. At first, the other camp from the Imperial College watched the fur fly, but it turned out they were being too complacent; some especially talented out of towners defeated the privileged students, then turned around and said that all the Imperial College’s students were useless. Now the talented camp could no longer stay comfortably on their side of the river watching the fire burn on the opposite shore; they came forward, rolled up their sleeves, and joined in the struggle against the scholars.
Of course, they were all men of learning, so naturally all the blows were struck with words rather than fists. The Imperial College students fought in two camps, with the privileged side occasionally attacking the talented side and the talented side focused on fighting the out of towners but now and again biting back at the privileged side. The out of towners had a particular dislike for the privileged students, who mostly came from money, but what they kept saying was “you Imperial College types,” so the privileged and talented sides had no choice but to alternate between joining forces against them and assailing each other. The three-sided battle grew instantly to glorious proportions, attracting many spectators.
Emperor Jingren and his party ought to have drawn ire by openly sitting down to watch the fun and even eating snacks, but among the spectators was someone even more arrogant than this. Prince Huainan munched melon seeds as he watched, and even shared them with some people from the Court of the Imperial Clan. From time to time he laughed uproariously, so at last the three groups of combatants stopped arguing and aimed their gazes at him.
“And who might you be, sir?” One of the talented students was quite astute; he understood that even an ant crushed beneath the foot of the emperor might be the personal pet of a chancellor of state. The humblest figure here wasn’t someone they could afford to offend. And Prince Huainan was luxuriously dressed. Though he seemed a little eccentric, he exuded high status. The distinguished bearing that came of being raised in the imperial clan couldn’t be matched by the average person.
But some people were less observant. A young man in a robe made of even finer fabric than Prince Huainan’s charged forward and shouted, “Who cares who he is? He spat melon seed shells on my shoes. He’s asking for it! Do you know who I am? I’m the chancellor’s son!”
Prince Huainan’s laughter grew louder. He had already noticed Emperor Jingren sitting next to him watching the battle, as well as the three courtiers surrounded by guards so they couldn’t intervene. He came forward and bowed to Emperor Jingren, not kneeling because the emperor had gone out incognito. “Brother, you have to help me! That’s the chancellor’s son!”
Trapped among the guards, Chancellor Li’s face was nearly bloodless. The two old men next to him smiled craftily, which made him so angry he wanted to grab hold of his ridiculous son and give him a good beating.
“Certainly I’ll help.” Emperor Jingren was surrounded by imperial bodyguards, making it impossible for Young Master Li to break through with his pages to attack Prince Huainan. “But you must tell me what you were laughing at just now.”
“I just thought it was funny to see people fighting in the middle of the street.”
“What part did you find funny? What has this battle of wits today told you?” asked Emperor Jingren.
Prince Huainan handed his bag of melon seeds to the page who had followed him. He arranged his diction and said, “Brother, you know I’m very ignorant. I could hardly understand any of the words they were saying, but I understood the sense. The idea is that there’s always someone more talented out there, and that these scholars who come from all points have more brilliance put together than the Imperial College students, so the Imperial College students were at a disadvantage. But what I don’t understand is, if they were facing a stronger opponent, why did the Imperial College split up into two camps and attack each other instead of joining forces against the external enemy? Maybe if they were working together, they could have scored a victory from a position of weakness. But instead, despite their weakness, they tried to defeat each other in front of outsiders, airing their dirty laundry before the whole capital. The enemy was on their doorstep, and they still put pacifying internal strife ahead of fighting back the invasion. What else could they expect but the enemy employing divide and conquer tactics and thoroughly routing them?”
“You’re right.” At last Emperor Jingren looked at Prince Huainan with a faint smile of approval; this had not happened once before.
Seeing that Young Master Li was still eager to teach Prince Huainan a lesson, Emperor Jingren said, “State Chancellor Li, you may come forward.”
The guards made way, and the grim-faced Chancellor Li emerged. The clamoring brat stopped and said in shock, “Dad, what are you doing here?”
Chancellor Li shot his son a glare, then simply knelt before Emperor Jingren and said, “Your Majesty, my unworthy son has no virtue. Feel free to punish him, Your Majesty!”
His gesture stunned the scholars. Everyone sank to their knees before Emperor Jingren; even Prince Huainan performed a full obeisance.
But while everyone had their heads bowed, Emperor Jingren gave Jing Xixian an approving smile.
Receiving encouragement from the emperor, Jing Xixian gave Su Huailing, concealed in a corner, a thumbs up.
The empress observed all these interactions and let his lips curl up in a faint smile. It seemed that today’s farce had also been staged by the young emperor.
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The most bewildered person in all of this was probably Su Huailing herself. When she saw the always forbidding Jing Xixian, who could peel someone’s skin off without batting an eye, give her a gentle smile, she was quite frightened. She wasn’t even sure why things had turned out as they had; she had only done as Jing Xixian had ordered her: joined the out of town students and tricked them into heading toward this stand while putting in an occasional word about how much the Imperial College students disdained scholars from other places.
While the out of town scholars were very unified, the members of their group at the lantern market today had joined as they met up, and none of them knew each other very well. It was easy for Su Huailing to be included. But there was one strange thing about it: the out of towners seemed to be blind. They hadn’t realized that Su Huailing wasn’t one of them, and moreover, no matter how many flaws there were in her attempts to sow discord, it was as if none of them heard.
When the fight broke out between the Imperial College and the out of towners, the inconspicuous Su Huailing silently withdrew, and no one noticed her from beginning to end. This was also improbable.
Jing Xixian was quite pleased. He had discovered that Su Huailing had a miraculous quality: she could easily precipitate a disaster. Even among the well-trained Embroidered Guard, Su Huailing’s most offhand statement could somehow send a number of guardsmen into a rage. This was just the kind of woman to bring about the fall of a dynasty; working in the prison, she actually had a strong adverse effect on the morale of the Embroidered Guard. But Jing Xixian had never trod the beaten path: he had found a suitable position for Su Huailing.
See—she had performed wonderfully with today’s assignment.
The Imperial College students arguing like fishwives in the market in front of Emperor Jingren was enough to wipe away all of Grand Secretary Lin’s prestige. The head of each successive class of Imperial College graduates had been Grand Secretary Lin’s best student; and when the talented party of Imperial College students entered the court, they would practically all be Grand Secretary Lin’s followers. Now Emperor Jingren had a handle on this year’s class and had advanced a step in his plans to break up the factions among the civil officials.
Young Master Li, however, had been a pleasant surprise. The original intent had been to apply pressure bit by bit to the unbreakable civil official factions, but instead Young Master Li had made Emperor Jingren a gift of Chancellor Li’s weakness.
Of course, Emperor Jingren couldn’t simply have Chancellor Li and Grand Secretary Lin and their ilk all beaten to death over a little thing like this; at this stage he was only spinning silk from cocoons: dissolving their immense influence over the court a bit at a time.
At first Emperor Jingren had needed a few major courtiers to balance each other out. Now, however, his authority had stabilized. No one at court dared defy him. Therefore, he no longer needed major courtiers who could sway the opinion of the court. He needed to weaken them little by little.
Looking at all the people kneeling before him, Emperor Jingren said mildly, “Today is a holiday. We would not want to spoil the festivities for everyone. Let us set this matter aside until the court assembly tomorrow.”
Then he gave Chancellor Li and Grand Secretary Lin a look, stood, and left with his guards. Grand Secretary Lin and Chancellor Li, who had forced their way into his company when he went out incognito, didn’t follow. They had to stay behind to clean up. Senior Official Tan, meanwhile, accompanied him briefly, then asked to leave early on account of his old age. He wasn’t afraid that Emperor Jingren would be displeased by this. He could tell that the emperor had already achieved his goal and didn’t want him along anymore, so his request to leave was sure to be granted.
Now that everyone who had been in the way was gone, Emperor Jingren took some snacks from the empress and began to eat. Everything the emperor ate had to be tested for poison; though these snacks had been bought casually out on the street and no one should have gone out of their way to poison them, it was still better to be careful, so the empress licked all the snacks Emperor Jingren had bought in the name of testing them for poison, up to and including the sugar sculpture that the young emperor had eaten earlier.
On this subject, Emperor Jingren only shot the empress a glare and said nothing.
Prince Huainan accompanied Emperor Jingren. He had a feeling that since he’d said what he had, Emperor Jingren had been looking at him with approval. Though he didn’t know why the emperor was in a good mood, he couldn’t go wrong starting up a conversation now.
“Imperial Brother,” said Prince Huainan, approaching, “for the holiday today, I bought a number of lanterns. Nothing exotic, but all very finely made. I want to come to the palace to present them to Mother.”
Emperor Jingren was in an excellent mood. He nodded slightly. “Naturally you ought to visit Mother. You did very well today.”
Delighted by this praise, Prince Huainan said, “I was only watching the fun.”
“What you said was well said,” said Emperor Jingren. “When a foreign enemy invades, the nation that is still locked in internal strife will be trampled underfoot. Though the students of the Imperial College are not officials, they show the court in miniature. If even as minor a body as the Imperial College is like this, the fighting at court will only be more fierce. We wish for a peaceful world and riches for our people, but they think only of having successful careers and riches in their own pockets. If only everyone could devote all their efforts to the good of the people.”
As he spoke, he felt someone take his hand. Without turning his head, he knew it was the empress. Whenever he was feeling unhappy, the empress would always be there beside him.
Though Prince Huainan was a bit of an idiot, he still sensed that Emperor Jingren wasn’t in the right frame of mind for a nice chat, so he took a half-step back and said nothing else. Emperor Jingren was in no mood to continue strolling through the lantern market, so he returned to the palace.
The palace was brightly lit. Prince Huainan went to Cining Palace with some lanterns, while Emperor Jingren returned to Chengqian Palace with a single guard.
Upon entering Zichen Hall, he dismissed all the attendants, and the guard hugged Emperor Jingren from behind.
“Your Majesty,” the empress said softly, “I am certain your wish will be fulfilled.”
Emperor Jingren rested peacefully in the empress’s embrace with his eyes closed, a trace of weariness on his face. Though he’d just spent fifteen days resting, he still seemed exhausted.
After quietly holding Emperor Jingren for a while, the empress said in his ear, “Why don’t I help Your Majesty loosen up?”
Emperor Jingren narrowed his eyes and frowned slightly. “No.”
Whenever the empress helped him loosen up, they ended up in bed, and every time, instead of getting rest, he ended up more tired.
“We must attend court tomorrow,” Emperor Jingren said, hinting that the empress ought to settle down.
“It’s just that Your Majesty looks tired, and I want you to rest,” the empress said quietly, slowly easing off Emperor Jingren’s clothes.
Emperor Jingren put a hand on the empress’s in a token attempt to stop him, but in the end he was still carried off to bed for a massage.
Fortunately, the empress knew that Emperor Jingren couldn’t be too tired when he went to court in the morning. He was very gentle. Emperor Jingren didn’t have too much to deal with before falling asleep in the empress’s arms. As he slept, the weariness in his face was gone, leaving only peace.
The empress kissed Emperor Jingren’s face and fell asleep holding him.
—
After the fifteenth, everything returned to normal. Emperor Jingren once again became busy, while the empress had to put his hand to the matter of the selection. Their period of happiness seemed to have been the spoils of theft; they had been together without any worries, forgetting all irritations. Now they had to wake from the dream and face what must be faced.
Despite his vexation, the empress attended to the selection. As soon as he saw the portraits of the girls offered as candidates, he couldn’t help thinking that here he was choosing someone for the person he loved to sleep with and have children with; women in the past had hard lives, he thought.
With all the stalling and delays, the selection still wasn’t on track by the third month, and time was passing. The ministers waiting to send Emperor Jingren their daughters couldn’t help offering their advice, but Emperor Jingren didn’t seem to care. No matter who asked him about it, all he said was that the empress had full responsibility for this. So the ministers went home and told their wives to go to the palace and pay their respects to the empress, while the wives who’d been scared out of their wits by the empress on New Year’s Eve didn’t dare mention the selection to him. When they went to the palace, they only made a bit of small talk, then went home and fobbed off their husbands.
The smart ones focused their attention on the empress dowager. She was also distressed about the question of her son’s heirs, so when they spoke to her, she would go to the empress. But as soon as the empress said, Yes, I know what I am about, the empress dowager didn’t dare say anything further. Nor did she dare mention the girls that the wives had recommended to her.
In the harem, the empress was an overpowering force. No one could oppose him.
The empress, meanwhile, wasn’t simply delaying for the sake of delay. He knew that if he waited just a little longer, a major event from the original novel would occur, and when that happened, no one would be in the mood to think about the selection.
Sure enough, in the third month, an urgent dispatch arrived from the frontier: the herding tribes had invaded. To repel the assault, Marquis Zhenbei and three of his sons had gone into battle and perished. Only his third son, Xiao Jinshu, who had previously lost the use of his legs, survived.
This news stunned the court. Marquis Zhenbei had guarded Mobei City for many years and thoroughly quelled the already splintered herding tribes. The defensive line along the northern border was tight as a drum. The courtiers had all been scheming to claw back some of the money from the northern border army’s pay; it had never occurred to them that Mobei might one day fall into enemy hands.
Emperor Jingren saw the army messenger alone in his study. Expression grave, he said, “Tell us, if the military situation is so dire, why has word of it only reached us now?”
The messenger bowed his head low. He sounded near tears. “When the fighting began, the marquis instructed the army supervisor to send a missive requesting aid from the court, but the army supervisor said that one or two such battles occurred each year, and the marquis could resolve a little matter like this himself; there was no need to ask the court for reinforcements. But it wasn’t reinforcements that the marquis wanted, it was supplies. The herding tribes have well-provisioned soldiers and powerful horses. They are a strong fighting force. But our soldiers do not have enough to eat or wear, and their weapons are rusted. How could they win against such an opponent! The situation was urgent. The marquis ordered the army supervisor to send the missive several times, but he wouldn’t. The court has been skimming off the funds allocated for the army’s expenditures year after year, so the army supervisor didn’t dare ask for money. The marquis had no choice. He ordered me to sneak out of the city and race to the capital to ask for aid. But just as I reached the vicinity of the capital, I received a message by carrier falcon saying that the marquis and the three generals had died in battle. Only the third young master is still resisting at the head of the remaining soldiers, keeping the herding tribes from taking the city!”
“These greedy officials!” Emperor Jingren was furious. “They can’t even leave army and disaster relief funds alone! Convey our decree: we wish to see the ministers of revenue and war!”
It was the middle of the night. The two ministers were rousted from their beds before sunrise to see Emperor Jingren. When they heard the contents of the urgent dispatch, they fell to their knees and trembled, not daring to speak.
The three of them spent the night in deliberations. Emperor Jingren did not sleep that night. In the morning, he brought the full weight of the news crashing down all at once on the heads of the court.
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The news that Mobei had all but fallen stunned the court. Emperor Jingren’s face was ashen. Wrathfully, he said, “The soldiers at the front would spill their blood to defend our nation’s borders, but countless worms suck their blood before they can set out!”
When Mobei had faced ruin, Marquis Zhenbei and the three Xiao generals had led four battalions in a dangerous maneuver to protect the city. They broke through the herding tribes’ ranks in a four-sided attack and seriously injured their lead general, winning Mobei a slim chance. But the price of this chance was cruel. Not one member of the four battalions that had gone to attack the enemy camp returned alive. Now Mobei had no leader. If not for the breathing room Marquis Zhenbei had given the city, as well as the strategies plotted by Xiao Jinshu, which repelled one tentative attack by the enemy after another, the city would have fallen by now.
After he had tamed the court and executed countless greedy officials, Emperor Jingren truly could not understand how some could still be bold enough to misappropriate funds meant for military supplies, and do it to such an extent.
He knew very well that this must be connected to the peace that had reigned in the north for many years. The herding tribes had all but dissolved after their defeat by Marquis Zhenbei; that defeat had been so complete that there had hardly been any possibility of recovery. It was only each year when the herding tribes began to go hungry as one year’s stores ran out before the next year’s harvest could be taken in that a few would make raids; Mobei had not been involved in a major battle for years. And after Marquis Zhenbei’s great victory, when the late emperor had arranged the crown prince’s marriage to Xiao Jinyi, he had also sent people to supervise and control Marquis Zhenbei, so that his great merit would not threaten the throne. Marquis Zhenbei recognized these people as the late emperor’s spies and, in order to demonstrate that the Xiao family had no thoughts of rebellion, had treated these emissaries from the court with utmost respect. Though he was well aware of their embezzlement, as long as they didn’t go overboard, he put up with it.
But his tolerance had only encouraged their greed. Their appetites grew larger and larger, until at last they passed the point of no return.
And while at home everyone had been focused on intriguing against each other, a genius had emerged among the herding tribes. In a mere three years, he had united the splintering tribes, and in the excellent conditions of the past year, the grasslands had yielded fat cattle and sheep. As a result, the herding tribes had well-provisioned forces.
Weak against a powerful enemy and hindered by ill-intentioned internal elements, all of Marquis Zhenbei’s martial prowess was insufficient to allow him to lead a beleaguered army to victory. In the end, he and his three sons died tragically in battle.
But while Marquis Zhenbei was gone, the herding tribes didn’t retreat. They surrounded Mobei City and launched periodic attacks, shaking the city’s morale. And when word reached the city of Marquis Zhenbei’s death, the army supervisor attempted to flee; he was captured by Xiao Jinshu and summarily executed as a sacrifice before going into battle, his head offered in honor of the four dead commanders.
It was Xiao Jinshu’s gesture that had fired the blood of Mobei’s people; they grimly guarded the city gates, waiting for reinforcements from the court.
Xiao Jinshu had not been back to the capital for many years and did not know that Emperor Jingren had brought the court to heel. He had little hope of receiving reinforcements, but neither did he plan to leave Mobei. Each day Xiao Jinshu lived was another day that the city would stand; he would live and die with this city.
Emperor Jingren hadn’t summoned the ministers of revenue and war in the middle of the night in order to hold them accountable. The urgent matter now was to get Mobei out of danger. The question of assigning responsibility could wait for later.
Arrangements had been made for two hundred thousand troops and their necessary supplies; the next question was who would be sent to Mobei: who would command, and who would supervise.
When Emperor Jingren raised these questions in court, the normally boisterous civil officials all fell silent, as did the generals who lived in luxury in the capital. With the situation in the north so critical that a man as powerful as Marquis Zhenbei could be killed along with his three sons, anyone who went would be going to his death. No one dared to accept these positions.
Observing the silent hall, Emperor Jingren inhaled deeply and said, “So none of our beloved subjects wish to go? Very well. We do not trust you, anyway. Mobei’s forces are already exhausted. If we sent them people only capable of using up food and drink, we would be letting down the soldiers and the people of the border. We have no use for you. We will lead the expedition ourself!”
The court burst at once into an uproar. Courtiers fell one after another to their knees and remonstrated: the nation could not lack a ruler for a single day; Emperor Jingren had nominated no heir; who would stay behind as regent if he left? And it was so dangerous in Mobei. If the emperor came to grief, it would mean the end of Xia.
But Emperor Jingren did not wish to speak about any of this. Coldly, he said, “We have already made our decision. There is no further need for any of you to remonstrate. As for who is to be regent—Prince Huainan!”
Prince Huainan had been released from the Court of the Imperial Clan and kept by Emperor Jingren in the capital rather than be sent back to his fiefdom; he had been sitting there reviewing the plot in his head. When he heard Emperor Jingren mention him, he gave a start, jumped to his feet, and knelt.
“While we march with the army, you will be regent,” said Emperor Jingren.
Prince Huainan’s head shot up. Trembling, he said, “I-Imperial Brother, I-I have never dealt with affairs of state. I worry I will be unable to bear this responsibility. Why not send me to Mobei in your place?”
Emperor Jingren shook his head. If so much could brew beneath the surface in Mobei all these years right under his nose, then the situation had to be very complex. Prince Huainan’s status was high enough, but he had no foundation; he lacked credibility. The danger in Mobei was so great now, and its forces were already in the depths of despair. Meanwhile, the main army would take time to reach Mobei, and during that time, any mishap would result in the fall of the city. But if word got out that the emperor was personally leading the campaign, Mobei would know that the court had not abandoned them. Soldiers who had hope would be able to hold fast through any difficulty.
For the sake of the hundreds of thousands of people who lay behind Mobei, and for the acres of fertile farmland, Emperor Jingren had to deliver a boost to the morale of those soldiers, reignite the hope within them. He had to go himself.
It was true that there were still many things at court that required his personal attention and wouldn’t work without him, but matters had to be ranked by their importance and urgency; most important of all now was the morale of the people of Mobei.
If the city fell, all the land it guarded would suffer the scourge of war. Xia could not afford such losses.
“The matter has been decided. We will lead the expedition, and Prince Huainan will stay behind as regent!” Emperor Jingren said firmly.
After court, Prince Huainan and a number of important courtiers followed the emperor to his study. Before Emperor Jingren could issue any orders, Prince Huainan fell to his knees and said mournfully, “Your Majesty, I truly cannot…”
“Do not say you cannot do it,” said Emperor Jingren. “You too are a child of the imperial clan and grew up with the benefit of our father’s instruction. Now that the nation faces peril, you have no right to say that you cannot do it.”
After interrupting Prince Huainan in this way, Emperor Jingren paid him no further attention. Instead, he instructed the major courtiers to assist Prince Huainan in handling affairs of state. Of course, he had yet to bring these people entirely to heel, but this was an emergency; there was nothing else he could do.
Once he had handed out their assignments, Emperor Jingren gave the order that these courtiers’ most valued sons and nephews would accompany the army, including Chancellor Li’s most precious eldest son. This was a cold-blooded stratagem, but as long as the court remained stable, nothing would happen to these hostages.
When the appropriate arrangements had all been made, the courtiers left the palace, while Prince Huainan continued to look miserably at Emperor Jingren.
“Imperial Brother, I really wasn’t trying to assassinate you that time. I don’t have the slightest interest in being emperor. I just…”
“Shut up,” said Emperor Jingren, forestalling his confession. “When we return, we will arrange a good marriage for you.”
“Wait, no, I…” Prince Huainan was about to burst from frustration.
“To be an emperor, the most important thing isn’t how much you know; the most important thing is to be completely devoted to the interests of the nation’s people,” said Emperor Jingren, his tone softening. “We recall what you said at the lantern market: everyone must band together in the face of foreign invasion. When we heard that, we knew that you would not hinder us with a knife in the back while our soldiers were on the front lines spilling their blood. We trust you.”
Prince Huainan looked mournfully at Emperor Jingren for a time. Then the corners of his lips twitched, and at last he knelt and touched his head to the ground in acknowledgement.
While staying in the capital, Prince Huainan had accompanied Emperor Jingren each time he went to court. He had watched Emperor Jingren handle affairs of state and gradually come to understand the difficulties the emperor faced. Right now, what Emperor Jingren wanted was not a person capable of making ideal deployments back home; he only wanted someone trustworthy to stay behind and keep things on an even keel, to keep the soldiers at the front from despairing. And this person needed to be in a position to accept the Mandate of Heaven should anything happen to Emperor Jingren.
All things considered, he was the only suitable candidate.
Though he didn’t want the work, Prince Huainan knew that if he did well, he would earn Emperor Jingren’s trust, making it easier to get close to him in the future.
Seeing that Prince Huainan had grasped the current situation and was willing to take on the responsibility, Emperor Jingren breathed a sigh of relief.
The Ministry of Revenue transferred money, provisions, and supplies, while the Ministry of War moved soldiers. The important courtiers had been given their marching orders. Last night, Emperor Jingren had ordered Jing Xixian to keep a close watch on everyone at court and send him a message whenever necessary.
All the preparations had been made. News that the emperor would be leading the campaign had already been sent with army messengers protected by Embroidered Guardsmen. He could set out at earliest tomorrow, at latest the day after that.
Now, the only question was—
The empress.
Since receiving the news last night, Emperor Jingren had not seen the empress, but word of such great events would by now have reached the harem.
For the people in the harem, war at the border mattered not at all unless it came to the feet of the capital. But the empress was different. He had been born and bred in Mobei; it was his home, and Marquis Zhenbei was his father. It was his father and brothers who had died in battle.
While he had been busy, Emperor Jingren hadn’t had time to consider this. But once everything was ready, he had no idea how he ought to face the empress.
But he had to go see him, comfort him, tell him that he would go to Mobei and protect that city of heroes. He would protect its people, safeguard his only remaining brother’s life, collect his father and brothers’ corpses and bury them in the earth of Mobei; he would not leave them dead on foreign soil.
His footsteps heavy, Emperor Jingren reached Qifeng Hall. All the streamers in the hall had been changed to white ones. It seemed that the empress already knew.
As he came to the inner hall, the servants stood quietly outside the empress’s door. No one dared to speak.
Emperor Jingren opened the door and entered. Inside he saw the empress alone, kneeling before four spirit tablets.
Emperor Jingren quietly walked over and stood beside the empress. To Marquis Zhenbei’s spirit tablet he said, “The marquis and his family are martyrs. Please receive our veneration.”
He was an emperor who lowered his head only before heaven and earth, yet now he bowed it deeply before the four spirit tablets.
The empress quietly watched Emperor Jingren, then suddenly said, “Your Majesty is planning to lead the expedition yourself?”
“Yes.”
“Your subject requests a boon of Your Majesty.” The empress knelt before Emperor Jingren and bowed his head low. “Your subject Xiao Jinyi, as the only child of the Xiao family still living and sound in body, earnestly requests that Your Majesty order me to take command, to repel the herding tribes for Xia, for Mobei, and for my father and brothers, and to protect the land of Xia.”

Chapter 43
The empress had known that Emperor Jingren would lead the expedition himself, but he hadn’t been planning to go into battle. He had meant to focus on protecting Emperor Jingren and taking the occasional opportunity to flirt and deepen their relationship. This was because, in the plot as the empress knew it, Marquis Zhenbei didn’t die; he was only wounded.
In the original plot, when Marquis Zhenbei was seriously injured, the empress’s second and fourth brothers launched a sneak attack on the enemy camp, attempting to burn their provisions; instead, they fell into an enemy trap. One was injured while the other was taken prisoner. His fifth brother, meanwhile, was poisoned in his tent by the army supervisor, who was colluding with the enemy. Though he survived, he remained unconscious and unable to fight.
Though in either case the situation would be urgent enough for Emperor Jingren to lead the expedition in person, all four dead was completely different from three injured and one captured. And in the original plot, Emperor Jingren had been as wary of Marquis Zhenbei as the late emperor, but because he had taken back military authority due to Marquis Zhenbei and his sons being injured, he developed greater trust for the family; his relationship with the empress also improved out of a desire to reassure them and other ministers who had rendered extraordinary service. In the plot, this caused a misunderstanding between Su Huailing and Emperor Jingren, which nearly led Su Huailing to accept Prince Huainan’s advances.
But now all four generals had been killed in action, meaning that the empress had no backing left and could easily be deposed. This contradicted the original plot.
And when they had all come here, their contracts had said that it was permissible within the system for the players to change the thoughts and feelings of the NPCs and therefore alter the plot; this fell into the category of reasonable changes to the data. But the players themselves changing the background plot would disrupt the data and leave the system unable to compute. If this occurred, before the system restored its computations, everyone would be trapped here, unable to leave. And during this time, they wouldn’t have the system to protect them; if they died here, it would mean true brain death.
No one would play around with their own life, so everyone had been carefully playing their roles lest their missteps influence the plot. It was precisely because of this that, though they all knew Su Huailing was a major threat, no one had dared to kill her before Emperor Jingren could meet her. Even Yan Xu, who had been bold enough to assault Emperor Jingren, hadn’t dared to touch a hair on Su Huailing’s head.
But now, someone had killed Marquis Zhenbei and most of his family. A change to the plot like this was bound to disrupt the system’s computation; everyone was trapped here now.
Eunuch Lian and Little Shunzi had simply fainted from terror when they heard about the dispatch from the border, and a commotion had been heard from the neighborhood of the four consorts and Imperial Concubine Lin. Prince Huainan hadn’t thought it through yet; when he returned to his residence and worked it out, he would probably also be scared out of his mind.
At a time like this, the empress ought to have stayed quietly in the palace for the sake of his life, but instead he was doing precisely the opposite, insisting on going into battle.
To protect the young emperor’s realm, and also for the sake of his own special assignment.
This was the world’s first holographic game, and they were the first group of players to enter it. The first person to win would receive an enormous cash prize, and perhaps also be recorded in the historical annals of the game world. Everyone had come here to seduce Emperor Jingren, with the exception of the empress. He had come to find someone.
The head engineer who had designed this game had also been the first person to test it. But when he had entered the game, a rival company’s corporate spy had cut power to the supercomputer. Though the staff had quickly turned on the backup power source, when the system had rebooted and read the data, the doctor hadn’t woken up.
Reasonably speaking, despite the power failure, the doctor should have been able to leave the game once the system was restored unless something had happened to him during these few brief seconds that had made him forget who he was and take himself for one of this world’s NPCs.
The doctor’s brain was the empire’s greatest treasure. Before entering the game, he had anticipated the possibility that he would be trapped in it, so he had created an item in the game that could awaken him. If someone activated the item and gave it to the doctor, he would remember who he was and wake up.
As the one tasked with this mission, the empress had been projected into the game along with all the other players, ostensibly as a player himself, for the sole purpose of locating the doctor, who was lost in this incredibly realistic world.
It was a complete fabrication that a change to the plot would disrupt the system, and the lives of the players would not be in danger. All these lies had been told to keep the players from arbitrarily changing the plot and make it more convenient to find the doctor. If the players didn’t change the plot, as soon as events took a turn contrary to what happened in the novel, it would likely be caused by the doctor, who wasn’t familiar with the plot.
The game trial was being held to trick the corporate spies, and the players were only camouflage. The true goal was to find the doctor. The harsh terms of the contract the players had signed were also meant to protect the doctor’s brain waves while he was lost in the world of the game.
At first the empress had thought that Emperor Jingren was the doctor; after all, this young emperor was much too wise and perceptive, and the empress had already had feelings for him and hoped that he was the doctor, because that way they could meet and be together in the real world. So, before there had been any change to the plot, the empress had given the item to the young emperor, hoping against hope.
But he had failed. There had been no reaction from the item. Emperor Jingren was only an NPC.
The empress had wanted to distance himself from Emperor Jingren then, but he couldn’t bring himself to do it. He thought then that it didn’t matter that he was an NPC. They loved each other; that was enough.
Though he did not want to leave this world, the empress had his own mission to accomplish. The genius from the herding tribes who could arbitrarily change the plot was very likely to be the doctor himself.
In order to fulfill his mission and find the doctor and in order to protect Emperor Jingren, he had to go into battle.
In front of the altar, the empress quietly regarded Emperor Jingren, silently entreating him, for his own sake, for Emperor Jingren’s sake, and for the sake of the family he had never met but who had died because of the arrival of the outsiders.
Emperor Jingren reached out to pull the empress to his feet, but he couldn’t lift him. All he could do was crouch to bring his eyes level with the empress’s. Earnestly, he said, “Whether Marquis Zhenbei and his sons died due to lack of supplies or were betrayed from within, the herding tribes’ leader Huyan Xi cannot be underestimated. He is the first true enemy we have faced since inheriting the throne. Do you know why none of the military and civil officials of the court dare to accept the posts of commander and supervisor of the army? Because they all know that this battle means almost certain death. Despite this, do you still want to lead the army, Jinyi?”
“Yes,” the empress answered resolutely.
His eyes were filled with unshakable resolution. From the instant he had knelt to make this request of Emperor Jingren, the empress’s decision had been made.
Emperor Jingren let out a lengthy sigh, took the empress’s hand, and said, “Jinyi, we cannot lose you.”
“I will live,” the empress said earnestly. “Your Majesty knows that this battle means almost certain death, and I cannot lose Your Majesty either. I will protect Your Majesty until the very last instant before I close my eyes. Please grant me this opportunity, Your Majesty.”
He laid his hands against the ground and for the first and last time kowtowed profoundly to Emperor Jingren.
Emperor Jingren raised his head and looked at the four spirit tablets, then finally gritted his teeth and said, “Xiao Jinyi, you must come back alive to be our empress. If you live, we will disband the harem and leave only you. We will choose a few talented children from the imperial clan for you to foster. We will never hold a harem selection.”
The empress’s head shot up, and his gaze fell on Emperor Jingren. He couldn’t look away. He knew what this promise meant to the upright and conservative Emperor Jingren. It meant that he would never have an heir of his own body, that he would willingly give up his aims for the sake of a man, that he was an emperor who would forsake everything for the love of a single person.
He had never wanted Emperor Jingren to forsake the whole world for his sake, as the assignment of the other players demanded, but now he had done it.
The system couldn’t assign the players a hopeless task. Emperor Jingren had been able to forsake the world for Su Huailing’s sake in the original novel, so he was a person predisposed to deep feeling. Though he was an NPC constructed from data, the system had perfectly captured this trait of Emperor Jingren’s.
He really hadn’t needed to do anything for Emperor Jingren to give him the world.
The empress embraced Emperor Jingren, holding him so tightly that he seemed to want to absorb the young emperor into his own blood and bones. Quietly, he said, “I will live. For your sake and for the sake of our future, I will not die. Even if I’m dead, the moment I think about you sleeping with some other woman and having children with her, I’ll climb out and find you!”
Though these words were horrifying, Emperor Jingren heard them with pleasure. He didn’t mind the empress hugging him tightly enough to hurt; he hugged back just as fiercely and said, “If you dare to die, you will be disobeying an imperial decree. We will have you dug up from your grave and given a hundred lashes. We mean what we say.”
Smiling, the empress kissed Emperor Jingren’s hair.
With this compromise, Emperor Jingren had brought the problem of heirs that had lain between him and the empress to a perfect resolution.
Though the empress very much wanted to do something with Emperor Jingren, this was a mourning hall. Emperor Jingren couldn’t disrespect the heroic spirits of Marquis Zhenbei and his family, while the empress, since falling in love with him, could no longer see the people of this world as simple NPCs; he wouldn’t blaspheme against the dead at a time like this.
Holding hands, the two of them kowtowed three times before the spirit tablets of the marquis and his sons. Then they left the room to prepare to go to war.
Emperor Jingren had obtained countless weapons to please the empress, which had all been sent to the empress’s private storeroom. Now they would all be put to good use.
The empress ordered these things to be brought to the Ministry of War and placed among the supplies of the reinforcements. This was a time of crisis; no one would dare to interfere with military supplies.
The two of them worked without sleep to make their preparations. The empress left the palace that night. At the start of court the next day, he was waiting outside Jinluan Hall in full battle dress.
“Our decision to lead the expedition in person is final,” Emperor Jingren said during the court assembly. “We have no further need for your advice, beloved subjects. As for the general who will command the army, you also need not fret any longer. We have chosen. We summon Xiao Jinyi.”
Xiao Jinyi received the imperial command and entered the palace with his head bowed. When the courtiers heard that this person had the same name as the empress, their jaws hung slack.
“This is Xiao Jinyi, sixth son of the Xiao family and the empress’s twin brother,” said Emperor Jingren. “He was sickly as a child and has remained in the capital for his health. Few people know of him. Xiao Jinyi was taught from a young age by his father and older brothers. He is well acquainted with the military disposition of the northern army, and he is Marquis Zhenbei’s son. His presence will soothe the hearts of our people at the northern border. We appoint you General of the North and give you the seal of commander in chief. You will march with us!”

Chapter 44
Before the army left the capital, a number of unconnected people congregated, all of them in a dither, acting as if the sky had fallen.
“What do we do? What do we do?” The volatile former pure consort, now Lady of Bright Deportment Li, paced back and forth. “What goddamn idiot actually changed the plot? With four important characters dead, the system must be a mess. What if I die now?”
“Do you even need to ask? It must be Huyan Xi, the genius of the herding tribes!” said the former worthy consort, Lady of Bright Deportment Wang. Her tone was calm, but she didn’t look happy.
Some of the women clustered together and couldn’t help breaking into tears. The sound made Prince Huainan’s head hurt. He stood up and said angrily, “Cry, cry, cry! That’s all you can do! You’ve been living comfortably in the harem all these years. With the emperor and empress gone, as long as the herding tribes don’t reach Jinluan Hall, none of you will die. But I’m going to be substituting for the emperor. Oh, my god, how many times did Emperor Jingren nearly get assassinated in the novel? If that happens to me now, what will become of me?”
Little Shunzi couldn’t help himself either. He fell to his knees and wept silently. “At least you’re all masters, with so many people around to protect you. But what about me? A eunuch who’s out of favor. Anyone at all can come along and throttle me!”
Eunuch Lian also wanted to cry, but luckily he still had a mainstay. Before he could start crying, he looked up and saw the empress as steady as a mountain in his seat. He said in concern, “The empress is going into battle. That will be the most dangerous place. Your Majesty…you must be careful.”
“I’m fine,” said the empress calmly. “And all of you can stop crying. The plot will follow the main characters. Emperor Jingren is leading this campaign personally, and I’m going to bring Su Huailing along as well. Without the two of them, all you have to do is behave yourselves, and nothing will happen to you. The harem operates under my rules. Until I return, no one will have the authority to kill anyone in the harem. You just pray that I don’t die in battle. As for you, Prince Huainan, keep an eye on Xu Qingyang and your other scheming aides, do your duty as regent, and don’t think about anything you shouldn’t be thinking about. Then you’ll be all right.”
“Fine, fine.” Prince Huainan nodded emphatically. “I’ll put Xu Qingyang under house arrest in my residence when I get back… No, I’ll send him to the Embroidered Guard’s prison. I won’t let him make any trouble. As for being emperor…anyone’s welcome to it. The thought never crossed my mind. You, though. When you go to Mobei, give Huyan Xi a good thrashing for me. Just look at what he’s done!”
The empress nodded, stood, and said, “Consorts, all of you let go of your possessions. Collect some gold, silver, and jewelry to convert into military supplies to be sent to Mobei. With that credit to your names, anyone who gets the idea to take you down won’t get any farther than that. As for Eunuch Lian and Little Shunzi, stick to Prince Huainan as he exercises his duties as regent. You can all help each other out. With Prince Huainan looking out for you, no one will dare to harm you.”
When he was finished, he left the secret room. The empress’s time was limited; he couldn’t stay here too long.
This secret room was a space provided for them by the system. It could be used in an emergency and wouldn’t be discovered.
The others feared for their lives, but the empress wanted to reassure these outsiders so they wouldn’t do something wrong in a panic and change the plot, giving him and the young emperor an enemy at their backs to deal with in addition to the one in front. Especially Prince Huainan: he had too many subordinates with ideas of their own. If one of them decided that this was a good opportunity to usurp the throne, the soldiers at the front would be in danger.
Only if Prince Huainan’s life was tied to the lives of the soldiers would he be nervous and keep a close guard on those would-be usurpers.
Making arrangements for these issues at the rear would let the empress march into battle without lingering concerns.
The empress returned to Qifeng Hall and saw Emperor Jingren sitting there quietly, holding a cup of tea that had gone cold. He was sunk in silence, thinking of something.
The empress went over and took Emperor Jingren’s hand. Soon the tea in his cup became steaming hot. The warmth called Emperor Jingren’s mind back. He heard the empress say with all the confidence of a sound plan, “Don’t worry, Your Majesty. Even if Huyan Xi commands soldiers like a god, I can still take his life before tens of thousands of soldiers. We will win this war.”
“Your martial talents truly are superior,” Emperor Jingren said thoughtfully. “We have asked Jing Xixian just how powerful a person’s abilities can be. He said that a trained expert can easily take on dozens of ordinary people, and the best of the best, armed, might be able to win against a few hundred. But the ability to use flowers and leaves as weapons exists only in legend. After the assassination attempt at the hunting grounds, Jing Xixian brought the corpses of the seventy-eighty assassins to a medical examiner, and the medical examiner said that he had never seen people with such powerful martial arts. Each one of those assassins was as good as a hundred men, yet someone had killed them with pebbles. This kind of divine skill is unheard of even in legend.”
The empress’s smile was frozen on his face. His expression was rigid as he regarded Emperor Jingren.
“After this, we ordered Jing Xixian to investigate the skills of Marquis Zhenbei’s family. What he determined was that the family was made up of expert military men, fully capable of surviving in the face of tens of thousands of troops, but they were still ordinary. We asked how the marquis compared against the master who had killed the assassins at the hunting grounds, and he said that he hadn’t a ten-thousandth of that person’s power.” Emperor Jingren blew on his tea, then drank it all in one gulp. The heat scalded his throat, but he still swallowed it. “Where did you learn your skills, Empress?”
“Does Your Majesty really want to know?” the empress asked quietly.
“We do, but you do not need to answer us now,” said Emperor Jingren. “We trust that you are a dauntless hero, and we will not suspect our own general on the eve of battle. We only want to ask whether your abilities are truly unmatched. Whether, even at the head of the army, you will come to no harm.”
After a lengthy silence, the empress shook his head and said, “Against others, I am certain that I am the best. But Huyan Xi is an unknown. I cannot be sure.”
Aside from the surpassing skills he had brought into the game, the empress’s fighting abilities had been enhanced by the system in order to aid him in accomplishing his mission; naturally he had a cheat code that allowed him to defeat others. But if Huyan Xi was the doctor, then he could get around the system and raise his own fighting stats. The empress didn’t know what that would mean.
Emperor Jingren sighed at length. “We regret our decision now. We thought that your skills could not be matched in this world, Jinyi, that you would come to no harm regardless of the difficulties you faced. We relied too heavily on your abilities and forgot that we are the one who must protect you.”
“Your Majesty,” the empress said heavily, “when two armies meet in battle, it isn’t the martial skills of each general that determine the victor. However skilled Huyan Xi might be, at most the two of us will be nearly on a par with each other. The difference cannot be too great. No one in the world can be that skilled.”
On this point, the empress had a great deal of self-confidence. Even to the doctor himself the system wouldn’t give fighting stats that exceeded what this world could accommodate.
After receiving this answer, Emperor Jingren looked slightly less concerned. The empress knew that the emperor was asking these questions out of concern for him and couldn’t help feeling pleased. He reached out to embrace Emperor Jingren. Kissing his face, he said, “Your Majesty, we set out tomorrow. Let us get some rest tonight. It will be hard to get a good night’s sleep on the road, with all that rattling.”
This meant he wanted to fool around again. But Emperor Jingren didn’t resist. He allowed the empress to carry him to bed, where he shed his imperial robes and faced him openly and sincerely.
The next day, the army marched. Emperor Jingren stood atop a tower in the capital’s walls to provide encouragement to the soldiers and sway the army in favor of the new General of the North. After intoning a brief vow, the army moved.
Everyone with any abilities at court who could accompany the army did. They were afraid lest Emperor Jingren come to harm. Even Jing Xixian followed the company with a hand-picked team of Embroidered Guardsmen in case of any attempts against Emperor Jingren’s life on the road. The Embroidered Guard was after all best acquainted with the ways of the world.
As Jing Xixian was leaving the palace, he naturally brought Su Huailing. Perhaps her good luck could help Emperor Jingren score a victory. Though women did not belong in a military camp and Su Huailing in men’s clothes was unmistakably a woman, her ability to blind everyone around her to this fact was also first-rate. But, just in case, Jing Xixian had Su Huailing stay close to him, so he could look after her in case anything happened.
Though Jing Xixian was a ruthless man, he had taken good care of Su Huailing ever since she had come to the Embroidered Guard. He often helped her get word of her foster brother in the palace and her friends outside of it. When she learned that her foster brother had recovered from his illness and had been given a position as assistant manager at the Supply Depot, Su Huailing was relieved. Through Jing Xixian’s subtle influence, she understood that her friends and family were doing so well because she was working with the Embroidered Guard. Because of this, she stayed and did her work, helping find out information and such.
And Su Huailing had a good disposition, never voicing complaints about hardship or weariness. Though she knew that it would be dangerous for her to accompany the army to war, upon hearing that Mobei was in crisis and needed help, she came along without a word of complaint and never said “no,” however rough the going got.
Jing Xixian had seen strong women before. Well-trained, skillful women weren’t in short supply among the Embroidered Guard. But they were different from Su Huailing: they had been trained from childhood. Su Huailing was an ordinary girl, and a little naive too. She ought to have been living a pampered life, but now she walked till her feet were blistered and clenched her teeth, saying nothing about it; when her menses started and her belly ached, she didn’t make a sound.
When the army marched, not everyone had a horse to ride. To reach Mobei as soon as possible, apart from a few people riding on horses or in carriages, all the ordinary soldiers trotted after the company the whole way. This wasn’t a brief run, but a continuous jog lasting several days. Even the well-trained elite soldiers and expert officers were exhausted at the end of each day, let alone Su Huailing, a young woman with no martial arts training.
After a few days of this, her face was as wan as candle wax, and her blooming countenance looked like a desiccated eggplant. On top of that, her menses had started, and it seemed that the intensive running was making the bleeding worse; it lasted seven or eight days.
Resting in their tent at night, they slept on the ground. Su Huailing moaned quietly as she lay wrapped in her bedroll. The noise kept Jing Xixian from sleeping, so he couldn’t resist giving her a sliver of his internal force. Su Huailing seemed to feel better. She closed her eyes and quietly thanked him.
When they set out the next day, Su Huailing hadn’t gone two steps before Jing Xixian knocked her unconscious and simply hoisted her over his shoulder like a sandbag. He took care not to be seen by the soldiers as he walked, following at a considerable distance behind the army. He only caught up when it was time to make camp for the night.
Su Huailing endured no further hardships all the way to Mobei, and she began to look much better. The only trouble was that she felt embarrassed about undressing in a tent with Jing Xixian. Whenever she saw him, she blushed slightly.
Jing Xixian was quite dismissive on the subject. He looked Su Huailing’s figure up and down and said tepidly, “I’ve peeled the skin off more than a few young women like you. There’s no need to feel embarrassed in front of me.”
Su Huailing was silent.
The main army progressed as fast as such a large force could and at last reached Mobei on the fifteenth day.
The vanguard had gone on ahead at speed, reaching Mobei within three days, but it was too small, and in the meantime Huyan Xi’s injury had healed; he and his army had attacked the city. Without support from the reinforcements His Majesty was bringing to look forward to, Mobei would by now have been thoroughly demoralized.
And when Emperor Jingren arrived, the city was nearly out of ammunition and provisions, on the verge of falling.

Chapter 45
When his father and brothers died, Xiao Jinshu lost all hope for support from the court and the emperor. What kept him going as he defended Mobei was the blood and spirits of his family; his father and brothers had spilled their blood on this ground, and he would do the same.
When he received a message by falcon informing him that Emperor Jingren would be personally leading an expedition, Xiao Jinshu didn’t believe it. When his father had frequently attended court, he’d had the good fortune to see the late emperor, and the heroic ruler he had longed to behold had resolved into a capricious man seated on the throne. Xiao Jinshu had been preternaturally shrewd all his life; he had seen the late emperor’s dread of the Xiao family at a glance and had become even more opposed to his father’s decision to marry his little sister into that pit of vipers. But an imperial decree could not be disobeyed, and his sister had married. Though she was empress, she had borne no children after all these years. Could Emperor Jingren truly honor his sister? Xiao Jinshu doubted it.
Could the gloomy and suspicious late emperor have raised a ruler who would willingly live and die alongside the people of the border?
Xiao Jinshu didn’t believe that at all.
But he still plastered the message with the imperial seal affixed to it on the city walls. He didn’t care whether Emperor Jingren came or not; he only wanted the people of the border city to see this news. People who had hope survived. He needed time, just a little more time, to send as many women and children from the city as he could and let them get as far away as possible. At least they could reach a nearby city; at least the children’s lives could be saved.
Fortunately, Huyan Xi had been injured in an assassination attempt, which had given them some breathing room. The herding tribes attacked the city every day, but these attacks weren’t serious, only attempts to scare them. Xiao Jinshu knew that the herding tribes were acting like a cat that had caught a mouse: the cat would tease the mouse now and then, listen to its screams and keep it on the run, all for its own amusement.
Xiao Jinshu didn’t feel humiliated by this. Instead, he hoped the herding tribes would keep toying with them, giving him time to get people out of the city.
When Huyan Xi recovered, the cat would get tired of playing, and it would be time for the city to fall.
But Xiao Jinshu had never thought that reinforcements would arrive so soon!
The vanguard, consisting of a thousand light cavalry, reached Mobei not ten days after the army messenger had been dispatched to ask the court for reinforcements.
The vanguard told Xiao Jinshu that the army’s main force had set out at the same time as them, and His Majesty was on the road with a supply train hastening toward Mobei. Soon he would arrive, if only the people of Mobei could hold out.
The bright yellow imperial decree and well-equipped cavalrymen gave hope to the weary city. The men stood up and climbed to the top of the city walls with pickaxes and sickles. Even the women and children stopped leaving; they heated water and oil at the rear, bringing it to the top of the wall via their families’ men so the scalding liquid could be poured over the heads of the herding tribes’ soldiers as they attacked.
Mobei’s defenses lost the herding tribes many skilled fighters, and they ceased to tease the city as though it were a mouse. Mobei City had a moment to catch its breath. But Xiao Jinshu understood that this was the calm before the storm. They were waiting, waiting until Huyan Xi’s injury no longer held him back. Then they would regroup and launch a sustained offensive against Mobei.
Sure enough, eleven days after the vanguard arrived, an attack on the city by the massed forces of the herding tribes began. This time, Huyan Xi sat on horseback outside the city walls with every appearance of vigor, showing no sign of having been injured.
With Huyan Xi present, the method of attack against the city changed at once. First they shot flaming arrows, killing the defenders on the walls, then commenced the escalade. Xiao Jinshu knew that the only thing for them to do was to hold out however they could, so he sent more people to defend the walls, which only evinced a second rain of flaming arrows. Huyan Xi had a team of divine archers; their arrows never struck their own warriors, only the soldiers on the walls.
Fortunately, they hadn’t been merely biding their time in the city; Xiao Jinshu had urgently summoned the city’s carpenters and blacksmiths to construct catapults. Soldiers took refuge not far from the city walls and hurled stones. They didn’t need to worry about being hit by the arrows, and their stones were aimed only at the ladders set against the walls. After a few hits, the ladders went down.
After repulsing another attack by the enemy army, Mobei’s soldiers and people breathed a sigh of relief. Only Xiao Jinshu’s brow was tightly furrowed.
He was frowning because Huyan Xi had yet to join the fighting. Huyan Xi’s abilities were simply unimaginable. In his family, his fourth brother had been the best fighter, but he had lasted no more than ten rounds against Huyan Xi. Huyan Xi was too good a warrior. Once he entered the fray, Mobei City seemed to turn to paper. None of their weapons stood a chance against him.
This was why his father and brothers had been willing to die to assassinate Huyan Xi, or even to gravely injure him. If Huyan Xi were not among the force attacking the city, there was still hope.
Huyan Xi seemed fully recovered now, but he didn’t fight. Did he think it would be beneath him, or was he standing at the head of his forces only to encourage them because his wound still troubled him?
Xiao Jinshu couldn’t be sure. All he could do now was lead the soldiers and people of Mobei as they repelled the herding tribes’ attacks one after another.
As for the vanguard of the force sent by the court, upon their arrival they had told him that they would be entirely at Xiao Jinshu’s disposal; they would not defy any of his orders. This team was extremely useful. They really did obey Xiao Jinshu’s every order, just as they had said. He could have ordered them to die, and they would have gone to do it without batting an eye.
Such a team… Did this mean he could look forward to the arrival of the court’s army?
But as soon as Huyan Xi joined the fight, it wouldn’t matter how many people they had. He had seen Huyan Xi’s strength. It truly was as Li Bai’s poem described it: “Killing ten in one step, leaving nothing unscathed.” An entire army couldn’t stop Huyan Xi. No matter how many people came, in the face of Huyan Xi’s strength, morale would collapse, and then…
The emperor was marching with the army!
Xiao Jinshu clenched his first. If he had to offer his life, he would still protect Emperor Jingren!
The attack on the city continued till evening. The sun set early in Mobei. Now the sky was red, and the herding tribes ceased their attack.
They had made it through another day. Xiao Jinshu slowly let out a breath, but then he heard Huyan Xi’s voice from outside the city walls.
His voice wasn’t loud, but it passed through the wall and reached the ears of so many. It was evident how plentiful his internal force was.
“Counsellor Xiao, it is as you guessed. I have refrained from entering the battle because my injury has yet to heal. I came here at the head of my forces today because I feared the greater part of your reinforcements would arrive. I forced myself from my bed as soon as I could crawl in order to attack the city so that I wouldn’t miss this once in a lifetime chance before the army came. As king, I honor the generals of the Xiao family for injuring me at the cost of their lives. I had meant to leave the Xiaos one disabled representative to carry on the family line, but now I see that won’t do.”
This was a rather rude thing for Huyan Xi to say. The soldiers at Xiao Jinshu’s side were red-eyed with anger and wanted to go out to fight him at once.
But Xiao Jinshu’s expression remained calm. He couldn’t send his own voice so far, so he wrote a large message on a streamer in the script of the herding tribes, which he ordered to be hung from the city wall. The message read: The monkey plays at being king while the tiger is away.
Huyan Xi had called himself king—this was a rank he had given himself. After unifying the grasslands, he had proclaimed himself the King of the Northern Frontier, a title he intended to bring to the imperial capital, there to establish a new dynasty. He had used the lives of the Xiao family to insult Xiao Jinshu, so Xiao Jinshu had called him a monkey. In a contest of glibness, at any rate, Huyan Xi couldn’t best Xiao Jinshu.
When he saw the writing on the note, Huyan Xi’s smile did not falter. He said in a loud voice, “Counsellor Xiao, I had not meant to be so unfeeling, but you remain obstinate.”
Then he gave a slight wave of the hand, and four soldiers of the herding tribes came forward, each with a pole raised high, each pole with a human head tied to it. These were the heads of Marquis Zhenbei and his sons!
The people of Mobei felt their eyes prickle, and several impulsive soldiers wanted to climb down the walls at once to launch into battle, but Xiao Jinshu called them to a halt.
“Everybody stop!” Xiao Jinshu’s eyes were bloodshot. He was livid with rage, his voice hoarse, but he still said, “They want to provoke us into opening the city gates and doing battle with them, so they can use the opportunity to invade the city. Huyan Xi has yet to recover from his injury. This is all he can do. We cannot allow ourselves to be goaded. We must resist, resist until reinforcements arrive, and then we will offer Huyan Xi’s head as a sacrifice to tens of thousands of Mobei soldiers!”
Everyone stopped. Some emotional soldiers furtively wiped tears from their eyes. That was their marquis, those were their three generals—the generals who had eaten and slept alongside them despite their high birth!
And they had to hold back when they saw their generals insulted like this?
Suddenly, a voice came to their ears just as Huyan Xi’s had. This voice was deep and low, with concealed fury in it. “Huyan Xi, you are making a huge mistake if you think you can force my brother to open the city gates this way. My third brother practiced writing ‘endurance’ so many times that all the brushes in our house went bald. But while he may be able to endure it, I cannot!”
That final “cannot” was a sudden explosion, bursting in the ears of the herding tribes’ soldiers. The less stalwart soldiers began to bleed from the ears at once; it seemed that the voice had ruptured their eardrums.
“Who’s that?” Xiao Jinshu looked into the city from his wheelchair.
Two people astride a single horse came racing toward him with a cloud of dust flying up behind them. In the space of a few breaths, they reached Xiao Jinshu. One of the people on the horse wore a yellow robe and gold armor. His countenance was filled with solemnity and might. The other was tall and sturdy, brimming with murderous energy, and unexpectedly, his features were more than a little similar to Xiao Jinshu’s own!
This tall, sturdy man in black armor put his arms around the waist of the gold-armored man and lifted him down from the horse, placing him in a chair. He nodded to Xiao Jinshu and said, “Protect His Majesty. I will go retrieve our father and brothers’ remains.”
Then he was off like a shot.
What? His Majesty?
Xiao Jinshu’s gaze had followed the black-armored man, but when he heard this, his head whipped around to the one in gold armor, and he saw that beneath that armor was a military robe of bright yellow, embroidered with a five-clawed dragon. No one in all the land save he who sat above Jinluan Hall would dare to garb himself thus!
“Y-Your Majesty?” Xiao Jinshu’s legs had been amputated. He had no need to kneel. He performed a salute as he stammered, “Greetings, Your Majesty. Where is the army?”
He had no time now to concern himself with questions of etiquette. His question was urgent.
Emperor Jingren rose from his chair and said calmly, “The army is behind us and will arrive in another hour. Beloved Subject Xiao, you and the people of Mobei have held the city for over twenty days. This is to your immense merit. You may all rest a little.”
“Thank you, Your Majesty…” Wait, no, what was he thanking him for! The emperor had come ahead while the army was still behind. How could they rest? They couldn’t rest at all! They would have to work harder!
“No need to worry.” Emperor Jingren’s lips curled in a slight smile. “The General of the North alone is sufficient to cow the enemy forces. Let us mount the tower to watch.”
Wait, no, it was dangerous in the tower. There might be stray arrows. Who would bear responsibility if His Majesty were injured? No one could bear it!
But Xiao Jinshu couldn’t stop Emperor Jingren. The young emperor was agile; in a few leaps, he reached the top of the tower. Standing on high, he looked down, his gold armor dazzling. It was as if a banner above his head said, “I am the emperor, come and catch me.”
Xiao Jinshu ordered his men to carry him up. He thought that for a time at least he could bodily block any arrows that came flying at the emperor.
When he reached the top of the top of the city walls, his heart leapt to his throat at the sight of a dense rain of arrows. As expected, the divine archers had stepped in, but they weren’t aiming at Emperor Jingren. Their arrows flew at that nameless black-armored man.
That man wielded a saber and rode alone into the enemy camp. Where he passed, arrows snapped. No one could get close to him. In a blink, he had nearly reached the center of the enemy’s battle formation.
Seeing that their arrows did no good, several commanders among the herding tribes came forward with their soldiers, and each soldier was cut down by the black-armored man as smoothly as though he were slicing melons. No one was left alive in his wake.
He was simply a god of battle!
“Your Majesty, who is that man?” Xiao Jinshu asked in surprise. “How can he be so mighty?”
 “Xiao Jinyi.” Seeing Xiao Jinshu on the brink of collapse, Emperor Jingren smiled gently. “Our…General of the North.”

Chapter 46
When this General of the North charged into the enemy ranks, it was as if there were no one around him. Not one of the herding tribes’ soldiers could stop him. Huyan Xi’s expression turned grimmer and grimmer. He watched the General of the North cut through his vanguard, nearly killing them all. His strength was like that of a god of war come to earth, and it shattered the morale of the herding tribes’ soldiers. Already some soldiers were beginning to retreat and showed signs of breaking ranks.
The herding tribes’ soldiers were all brave men who wouldn’t run from a powerful foe and did not fear death. But what if their enemy wasn’t human? With strength like this, who could say that the General of the North wasn’t a divine demon from heaven instead of a mere mortal from earth?
Huyan Xi had used precisely this kind of strength to frighten the Xia forces at the outset, but Marquis Zhenbei had not withdrawn. With his life and the lives of his family, he had dealt Huyan Xi a serious blow. But now, faced with a foe who was equally mighty, the soldiers and commanders of the herding tribes retreated.
Sixth General Xiao saw the army before him ready to turn tail and run and smiled slightly. He bent as he swept his saber in an arc. The gust from his saber, strengthened by his internal force, hurtled toward the legs of the enemy horses. The herding tribes’ advance guard was all composed of cavalry. Their horses were not merely their steeds but also brothers and comrades to them. Without their horses, they were like a falcon whose wings had been clipped. They could no longer soar over the grasslands.
And the General of the North had aimed at the legs of all the vanguard’s horses. It was entirely within his capabilities to break the legs of all the horses in first rank, and even in the second. If his attack succeeded, this war was as good as lost. Not only would the herding tribes lose their morale, they would be beaten back to the depths of the grasslands by Xia’s reinforcements, and it would take them years to recover.
His blow could not be permitted to land!
In a flash, Huyan Xi suppressed his still unhealed internal injury and leapt from horseback. He had no time to draw his sword, so he lashed out with his whip. The body of the whip met the force of the General of the North’s attack. The clash of these forces knocked both Huyan Xi and Xiao Jinyi back a couple of steps, where they remained fixed in place, each gazing upon his nemesis.
Huyan Xi tasted sickly sweetness in his throat, and blood filled his mouth. But the herding tribes’ soldiers shook off their dread and began to cry out:
“The King of the Northern Frontier! The King of the Northern Frontier!”
Hearing these voices behind him, Huyan Xi knew that if he spat out this blood, it was all over. By blocking the unbeatable General of the North’s attack, he had given hope to his despairing soldiers. He would swallow this blood if he had to rather than spit it out.
The empress meanwhile also felt blood roiling in his chest. No one had put him in such a desperate position since he had come to this world. This was the height of fighting ability that this world could permit. He and Huyan Xi were both at the peak, precisely on a par!
This person couldn’t be a player!
Was he really the doctor, the target of his mission?
The empress frowned slightly. His gaze fell on the tall poles, on the four scarcely distinguishable sets of features on those faces. Those were his father and brothers, family with a tie of blood to him. And behind him was his beloved and the nation that was so precious to him.
Was love more important, or was his mission more important?
He recalled the instructions he had received before coming here. The doctor was different from the other players, who had holographic helmets; when they died, their brainwaves and data would be withdrawn by the helmets. But the doctor lacked the protection of a helmet. If he didn’t recognize himself as a person in reality, his death in the game world would mean actual brain death. The only way to avoid this was to activate the item and put it on the doctor before he died. The item would wake him and save his brainwaves to the empress’s holographic helmet in the real world. Then, when the empress woke, the helmet would be placed on the doctor’s head.
He couldn’t kill the doctor, but as the General of the North, for the sake of his father and brothers and the nation so dear to the one he loved, he had to kill Huyan Xi.
So…he would take Huyan Xi alive, put the item on him to awaken the doctor’s brain waves, then kill him as an offering to the souls of Mobei’s valiant dead!
The empress gripped the hilt of his saber. Huyan Xi’s abilities were in no way inferior to his; it would be hard to take him alive.
When the blood roiling in his chest had settled, the empress struck. The blade of his saber passed beside Huyan Xi’s face; Huyan Xi had dodged the lightning strike.
It seemed he had no need to hold back; this person wouldn’t die easily. In reality, the empress was a veteran of many battles, and now he went all out, attacking with all his strength.
Clouds of rock and grit flew around the clash of these two ultimate masters. Everything for hundreds of yards around was affected. The herding tribes’ soldiers, who had started out nearby ready to support Huyan Xi, retreated to a safe distance to shout encouragement after a dozen of them were killed by the reverberations of the empress’s blows.
Those within Mobei City, however, saw clearly from the shelter of its walls. Xiao Jinshu watched the empress’s performance, gulping again and again. With no attention left to spare for etiquette, he asked, “Your Majesty, that person… Is that really the same one I know? My family’s Xiao Jinyi?”
Emperor Jingren smiled and nodded, eyes filled with profound adoration.
Xiao Jinshu was silent.
Had he not seen the General of the North’s face with its features so similar to his own and his family’s, he would have thought that Emperor Jingren was attempting to wrest military authority out of the hands of the Xiao family by having a man impersonate the family’s nonexistent youngest son. With his disability, Xiao Jinshu could not inherit his father’s title; this person could become the next Marquis Zhenbei and sway the troops to his side under the guise of Marquis Zhenbei’s son.
But Emperor Jingren was so certain. So this Xiao Jinyi, whose martial abilities were as fierce as a demon’s, really was his sister Xiao Jinyi? The same one who was the empress? His…little sister?
“I recall that…General Xiao…was very small as a child,” Xiao Jinshu said with difficulty.
“The general has told me of this,” Emperor Jingren said carelessly. “Naturally one develops as one grows.”
Could a figure like this and abilities like these really be the result of development? How could his little sister have developed into such a strapping man?
Xiao Jinshu felt even his fingertips trembling. Fortunately, his last remaining sliver of intelligence told him that now wasn’t the time to quibble about such things. There was a general on his own side who could defeat Huyan Xi. It didn’t matter who it was; his presence would boost morale, so he would willingly support him! Xiao Jinshu kept his mouth shut, looking down outside the city walls. But when he looked, he couldn’t find the two combatants. He sought high and low and saw two forms suspended in midair.
Around them, rocks and grit flew. They moved too fast for the naked eye to follow. Only the direction of the debris around them gave any indication of which one had the upper hand. Huyan Xi’s abilities were such that Xiao Jinshu felt his family had come by their deaths honorably. It was already an accomplishment to have injured him at the cost of four lives. But when he thought that the person who could meet Huyan Xi blow for blow was his sister, his little sister…
Xiao Jinshu thought it was a good thing he couldn’t walk, or else he would have been in danger of falling off his feet.
His gaze fell on Emperor Jingren. He saw this unusual emperor smiling slightly, a soft light shining in his eyes. It was clear he had the deepest trust and love for Xiao Jinyi. It was as if he beheld the world’s most rare and precious beauty. But…
Xiao Jinshu snatched a pail of water from the tower and drank gulp after gulp to quash his misgivings. It didn’t matter; he would ask when this struggle was over.
Watching the battle outside the city, Xiao Jinshu understood for the first time how the strength of one could overwhelm the arts of ten. All strategy was worthless here. They and the herding tribes alike could only wait for a victor to emerge between these two.
Xiao Jinyi wasn’t afraid of a long fight; he was uninjured and did not need to exert his internal force to suppress a wound. And if the battle went on long enough, the main army would arrive. Any number of Huyan Xis wouldn’t be enough then. From Huyan Xi’s point of view, it was different: he couldn’t afford to drag this out. It wasn’t only a question of his physical condition but also of the herding tribes’ soldiers.
With sickly sweetness threatening to rise up his throat, Huyan Xi unexpectedly pivoted in midair and grabbed Marquis Zhenbei’s head, meeting the General of the North’s saber with the head held high. Xiao Jinyi inwardly cursed this contemptible gesture, but he couldn’t stab through his own father’s head. He turned his blade aside just as the momentum of his attack was at its peak, while Huyan Xi pulled a knife at that exact moment and plunged it into Xiao Jinyi’s chest.
Xiao Jinyi knew that he couldn’t dodge. He leapt in the face of the attack and snatched Marquis Zhenbei’s head, wresting it away from Huyan Xi. With his muscles he trapped the knife between his ribs, so Huyan Xi couldn’t try the same maneuver a second time.
Seeing Xiao Jinyi stabbed, Emperor Jingren’s face went rigid. Xiao Jinshu couldn’t resist saying, “Do not worry, Your Majesty. General Xiao used his muscles to catch the knife between his ribs. There is no internal injury. And until the knife is pulled out, there won’t be too much blood loss. This injury…will not do much harm.”
Looking into Emperor Jingren’s increasingly grim face, Xiao Jinshu could hardly go on. But regardless of whether the person before him was his sister, he felt respect and gratitude toward him. General Xiao had been presented with a clear opportunity to kill Huyan Xi; through Marquis Zhenbei’s head, he could have stabbed Huyan Xi in the chest. But not only had he not done this, he had willingly been injured to retrieve Marquis Zhenbei’s remains.
As Xiao Jinshu thought this, Xiao Jinyi made a backhanded toss, and Marquis Zhenbei’s head sailed onto the city wall and landed in Xiao Jinshu’s lap. Despite the force of the throw, the head landed as lightly as a feather. General Xiao had sent it back deliberately.
Xiao Jinshu held his father’s head and set it atop the wall so the marquis could see Xiao Jinyi at the foot of the wall.
“We cannot let General Xiao fight alone,” Xiao Jinshu said calmly. “Prepare the siege crossbows.”
The soldiers obeyed. Mobei City’s craftsmen had worked day and night to fabricate ten siege crossbows, whose range was thousands of yards. Anyone with eyesight keen enough to aim them could shoot at the herding tribes’ soldiers in the distance.
Emperor Jingren watched as Xiao Jinshu had his bodyguards lift him from his chair so he could rest against the city wall, kowtowing to his father.
After three heavy strikes, Xiao Jinshu’s forehead was bleeding. Staunchly, he said, “Father, I have failed in my filial duties. I cannot retrieve my brothers’ remains.”
Then he sat back in his chair and said coldly to the soldiers holding the crossbows, “Spread phosphorous powder on the arrows.”
Emperor Jingren understood at once what he meant to do. He wanted to stop him, but watching Xiao Jinyi locked in a bitter battle at the foot of the city walls, in the end he said nothing.
As dusk fell, torches flared to life on the wall. In the firelight, a shade of brutality seemed to cross Xiao Jinshu’s features as he gazed at the distant torches of the herding tribes’ soldiers as well as the three heads atop three poles. As he had expected, in order to let his side see the heads clearly, each pole had a torch burning at its base, making them perfectly visible in the dimness.
Xiao Jinshu took a deep breath and said, “Aim at the heads of the three generals.”
The commander of the archers wept. He couldn’t resist saying to Xiao Jinshu, “Counsellor…”
“Shoot!” said Xiao Jinshu fiercely.
The archers let fly. As the arrows slid through the grooves in the siege crossbows, they began to burn with green-white flames. Ten streaks of green-white light flew toward the bamboo poles.
“No!” Huyan Xi grasped the Xia army’s intentions at once. He wanted to turn and block the flaming arrows, but Xiao Jinyi held him back; he couldn’t divide his attention.
The siege crossbows shot their arrows with powerful speed. Before the soldiers guarding the poles could react, three or four arrows had fallen on them and the poles.
Though there were only ten siege crossbows, the arrows came in wave after wave. Soon the three poles were engulfed in phosphorous flames. When the flames touched a flammable object, they turned bright yellow, burning intensely.
Tongues of flame swallowed the heads of the three generals, encircling three sets of peacefully closed eyes.
Tears flowed from Xiao Jinshu’s eyes.

Chapter 47
Huyan Xi didn’t care about the fate of those three heads. He had anticipated that the trick he had just pulled would work once or at most twice and no more. It was enough that he had succeeded in injuring the General of the North. But Xiao Jinyi saw Xiao Jinshu’s resolve and anguish.
He had lived in this world nearly four years. Though his sense of the passage of time was different here from the real world, he had indeed perceived four years of this world. For people here, an incomplete corpse meant that a person could not be peacefully laid to rest, and their soul would be shattered after death. An incomplete soul would drift eternally through the beyond, unable to enter the underworld, unable to reincarnate. The determination it had taken for Xiao Jinshu to give the order to destroy his brothers’ heads was something they were incapable of understanding as outsiders.
Huyan Xi didn’t care, but Xiao Jinyi did.
Huyan Xi’s abilities were on a par with his, but Huyan Xi’s injury had yet to heal. If Xiao Jinyi fought with all his strength, he could kill Huyan Xi. But he couldn’t use all his strength, because he had to take Huyan Xi alive and awaken the doctor. To others it appeared that he and Huyan Xi were fighting with equal desperation, but Xiao Jinyi knew that he was holding back.
He was a soldier, and coming here to awaken the doctor was his mission. Just as for the warriors here, an order was a fixed point to him. He had to protect the doctor. It was extremely likely now that Huyan Xi was the doctor, so he couldn’t kill Huyan Xi.
But his mission was causing him to injure the people here.
Yes, they were people.
Since falling in love with Shen Junrui, Xiao Jinyi had been unable to keep thinking of the people here as simple data, as ordinary NPCs. Just as the contract they had signed upon coming here said, this world’s “people” had their own thoughts and feelings. The system had perfected their personalities and their ideas to the greatest extent possible. They were so realistic.
Xiao Jinyi did not want to think of the man he loved as data. He would rather see Shen Junrui and all the people here as humans like himself.
This world had been created by the doctor, which made it even more impossible for him to injure a person who probably was the doctor. If something went wrong with the system, the one who could safeguard this world to the last was the doctor.
For all these reasons, he couldn’t harm Huyan Xi.
But as he saw those three bamboo poles lapped by the flames, Xiao Jinyi felt his heart ache. All these people, flesh and blood and spirit, had been created by the doctor; how could the doctor allow himself to become a callous person like Huyan Xi?
He hoped that Huyan Xi was not the doctor, but he couldn’t confirm it until he took Huyan Xi alive.
A sound came to Xiao Jinyi’s ear: the sound of the army arriving. Amid the firelight, he raised his saber high and cried out, “Xiao Jinshu, your reinforcements are here! Do not let them leave the city! Send everyone onto the walls to shoot! Shoot as many as you can, don’t worry about me!”
His voice was carried by his internal force. Xiao Jinshu and Emperor Jingren heard it, and the arriving army heard the General of the North’s voice as well.
However powerful Huyan Xi and Xiao Jinyi might be, they still couldn’t emerge unscathed amid a hail of arrows. This was a battle of near certain death, and Xiao Jinyi had decided to end it at any cost.
From the tower in the city walls, Emperor Jingren shouted, “Xiao Jinyi, don’t you dare!”
But without internal force, his voice couldn’t go far. It was drowned by the noise of the army mounting the wall. The only one who heard it was Xiao Jinshu, who was next to Emperor Jingren.
“Your Majesty.” Counsellor Xiao’s voice was like crushed ice covering the ground in the utter north. “In the field, the army is not bound by the sovereign’s orders. It was the General of the North, personally appointed by Your Majesty, who gave that order just now. Everyone in Mobei will obey the general’s orders.”
“Xiao Jinshu!” Emperor Jingren looked wrathfully at Counselor Xiao.
Xiao Jinshu took a deep breath, forced down all his feelings, and said steadily, “Your Majesty, I have refused a direct order. When the war is over and Huyan Xi has been beheaded, Your Majesty can punish the whole Xiao family as you like.”
“The whole Xiao family? When the war is over, who will remain of the Xiao family but you?” Emperor Jingren seized Xiao Jinshu’s hand.
Xiao Jinshu said calmly, “Your Majesty, my sister has always been lively and charming. The whole family adored him. Our mother told us many times not to bring him near the army, but none of us, not my father or my brothers, not even I myself, could withstand his pleas. We could never resist taking him with us when we went to the barracks. I don’t care whether he is a woman dressing as a man or…let us say a woman dressing as a man, then. There is one thing I know for certain. He is a descendant of the Xiao family through and through. I am very pleased to have seen my beloved little sister as I face my death.”
Then he pushed himself from his wheelchair and rested against the city wall to better direct the army mounting the wall as they spoke.
Face my death? Emperor Jingren clenched his fists. Was Xiao Jinshu planning to wait until Xiao Jinyi died, then deprive Mobei of its only military strategist as well?
He closed his eyes silently, then opened them after a few beats. When his eyes opened, they were filled with unshakeable resolve. Emperor Jingren strode out onto the wall and stood beside Xiao Jinshu. The deputy general of the army had climbed to the tower now. When he saw Emperor Jingren, he knelt at once.
“You all heard General Xiao just now?” Emperor Jingren said mildly.
“Yes, but…” The deputy general had found Xiao Jinyi’s presence objectionable in a number of ways on the road, but he also wasn’t in a great hurry to obey this order.
“We have appointed General Xiao General of the North and given him the seal of commander in chief. His word must be obeyed,” said Emperor Jingren in a loud voice.
Xiao Jinshu’s head shot up to look at Emperor Jingren. He heard him say, “By our order we transferred full authority and responsibility over Mobei’s military affairs to General Xiao. Even we cannot countermand his orders.
“We mean what we say,” said Emperor Jingren emphatically.
The deputy general bowed his head low. “I understand.”
After kowtowing heavily, the deputy general leapt to his feet and went to deploy the archers. Everyone had their own tasks. No one remained beside Emperor Jingren save the Embroidered Guardsmen protecting him and Xiao Jinshu.
Emperor Jingren said to Xiao Jinshu, “You have no need to bear responsibility for the decisions of a general personally appointed by us.”
Against the bright yellow of his robe, Emperor Jingren’s face became whiter and whiter. His lips were bloodless. He seemed ready to collapse at any moment. But he still kept his footing, as if he held all of Xia in place; as long as he didn’t fall, neither would Mobei City. Each day he lived was a day the herding tribes could not invade.
Xiao Jinshu gazed at Emperor Jingren. He had lived at the border for so many years that now, five years after Emperor Jingren had inherited the throne, was the first time he had beheld the emperor’s countenance. Today he understood at last that the young sovereign before him was worthy of being protected by everyone with their lives.
He raised his hands in a salute. “I hear and obey.”
After handing out assignments, Emperor Jingren returned to the tower, sheltered by the Embroidered Guardsmen. Though in the dark it would be difficult for the herding tribes’ archers to aim at the wall, his gold armor was far too eye-catching. To avoid becoming a target, it was safer for him to oversee the situation from the tower.
Of the Embroidered Guardsmen accompanying him, a portion entered the tower as well, and a portion remained on guard outside of it. Jing Xixian had kept his hand over a small and slender guardsman’s mouth the whole time, only letting go when Emperor Jingren had gone into the tower.
“What was that for?!” Su Huailing said angrily.
Without expression, Jing Xixian answered, “I was worried you’d say something.”
He wasn’t making a fuss over nothing. Su Huailing might say something that caused trouble at any moment. He had truly been worried that under these circumstances Su Huailing would burst out with something like, “You’re the emperor, you can’t just let people die, those arrows will hit the General of the North.” If she said that, Su Huailing was certain to die. It wasn’t that he didn’t trust her; it was that she seemed to lack any sense of the wider circumstances. Her heart was full of her own limited sense of righteousness, and now and again she would pipe up against some perceived injustice. All her time at the prison hadn’t improved her, and since she had joined the Embroidered Guard, she had learned to rely on power to achieve her…benevolent ends. She had offended quite a number of important people in the capital; the Embroidered Guard was tired from running after her to clean up her messes.
Of course, each time she spoke out against injustice, Emperor Jingren had an opportunity to deal with one of the capital’s notables. This was the reason that Su Huailing had lived this long.
But if she dared talk back to Emperor Jingren on this occasion, no one would be able to protect her.
“You think I’m stupid?” Su Huailing said, glaring. “I heard General Xiao. The Embroidered Guard gets good intelligence, I know that Huyan Xi is so strong that no one can defeat him. There’s no room for me to get involved even if I wanted to. This is something General Xiao is willing to do for the sake of Mobei’s people…”
As she glared, tears began to flow from her large eyes, trickling down her face. Su Huailing pressed her lips together. “I’ll hide in a dark corner crying to myself if I have to, but I won’t let General Xiao’s hard work go to waste!”
Jing Xixian was silent awhile, then picked Su Huailing up and dropped her in an overlooked dark corner behind the tower. Heartlessly, he said, “Here’s your little corner. Cry all you like, as long as you don’t make a sound. If someone hears you, it might demoralize them.”
Su Huailing was speechless.
—
Beneath the city walls, Huyan Xi tried to run when he heard Xiao Jinyi’s voice. Had he been in perfect condition, he wouldn’t have been afraid of a hail of arrows. Marquis Zhenbei had also thought of using this method against him, but Huyan Xi had been able to escape his encirclement, taking at most a few minor injuries in the process.
Now, however, he was not only still injured, he also had a powerful foe nearby. He would certainly have no chance to ward off stray arrows. The best thing to do was to leave here as soon as possible with his forces. The people of Xia had an old saying—while the green hills last, there’ll be wood to burn; where there’s life, there’s hope.
But how could Xiao Jinyi let him escape? His heavy saber danced as though it were a slim sword. In the blink of an eye, hundreds upon thousands of strokes hemmed Huyan Xi in, wrapping him up so tightly that he had nowhere to run.
Huyan Xi cracked his whip, but Xiao Jinyi didn’t even try to dodge, allowing the whip to bite into him as long as he could stop Huyan Xi. Even when the whip hit the knife still protruding from his body and made it jerk, cutting further into Xiao Jinyi—even when the knife broke his ribs—he didn’t make a sound, still holding Huyan Xi in place.
“General Xiao, are you trying to die?” Huyan Xi roared. “Your whole family is eager to go to their deaths. Your father was like that, and so were your brothers!”
“For the Xiao family, there is something more important than even life or filial piety. For me, there are orders loftier than anything. I must capture you!” Xiao Jinyi said firmly.
“For the doctor’s sake?” Huyan Xi said suddenly. “Wake up. The doctor is dead. I killed him.”
These words came out of nowhere and stunned Xiao Jinyi. In that instant, Huyan Xi drew another knife from his sleeve and plunged it into one of Xiao Jinyi’s acupoints. Right away, pain and numbness spread throughout his body. Xiao Jinyi found that he couldn’t move!

Chapter 48
In a clash between masters, victory was often decided in an instant. Huyan Xi’s attack could only immobilize Xiao Jinyi for a few seconds, but during these brief seconds, Huyan Xi dashed away, abandoning the herding tribes’ army still holding formation and vanishing without a trace.
His soldiers didn’t even have time to react. The King of the Northern Frontier, whom they revered as a god, had actually abandoned them!
Their general had fled and the enemy’s main force had arrived. The herding tribes couldn’t stay here to be overwhelmed. With no general to coordinate their movements, their army ran in haste.
“Running away? Think again!” Xiao Jinshu was just about to give the order to fire. Seeing the great change in the situation below, he immediately sent the army out of the city in pursuit of the enemy.
What followed was a one-sided battle; the long-suppressed troops of Mobei City were completely ruthless toward the herding tribes. They caught and cut down every man they could get their hands on. Lacking a rear guard to cover their retreat, the herding tribes’ soldiers had no way to fend off the orderly Army of the North. Soon their forces were scattered and not a single important commander remained; those who could escape ran for their lives, and those who could not escape knelt and begged for mercy.
In a mere two hours, the herding tribes’ forces, a hundred thousand strong, had died or surrendered; less than a thousand in all escaped.
When the Army of the North cleared the battlefield, Xiao Jinyi was found and brought back.
At the last moment, in order to keep Huyan Xi from running away, he had allowed his whip to strike him. Huyan Xi had plentiful internal force, and his blows had bitten through Xiao Jinyi’s flesh. He didn’t have a scrap of uninjured flesh. On top of that, he had a belt knife and a dagger sticking out of him and four ribs broken by the force of the belt knife. He was a bloody mess, a horrifying sight.
When he was carried back to the city, Emperor Jingren and Xiao Jinshu rushed to question the army medic about the condition of his injuries. Emperor Jingren had brought many imperial physicians with him; there was no shortage of medical personnel.
But when they arrived, an imperial physician was standing over Xiao Jinyi with a look of frustration. Whatever anyone said, the General of the North wouldn’t let himself be examined, and he wouldn’t let his wounds be bandaged.
After the imperial physician reported this to Emperor Jingren, Xiao Jinshu said at once, “O-oh, yes! My sis…our General Xiao… Well, I know some medicine. I will examine General Xiao.”
How could he let just anyone touch his sister? He would treat his sister himself.
Xiao Jinshu was just about to take Xiao Jinyi’s wrist when he heard the latter say, “Third Brother, I’m all right. Leave the medical supplies and let me bandage the wounds myself.”
“Nonsense!” Emperor Jingren stood before Xiao Jinyi, ashen-faced. After watching the empress being injured again and again, his endurance had reached its limit.
“Then you can bandage them for me. If you don’t know how, I’ll instruct you,” Xiao Jinyi said to Emperor Jingren with a smile. The blood hadn’t been wiped off his face yet. His smile was ghastly.
“But…” The army doctor, the soldiers, the Embroidered Guardsmen, and the bodyguards in the room, along with Xiao Jinshu, were all shocked. No one had expected such insubordination from the General of the North. He wanted the emperor to treat his injuries?
Even more shocking, after a brief silence, Emperor Jingren said, “The General of the North frustrated Huyan Xi, demoralized the herding tribes’ forces, and rescued Mobei City in its time of need. As emperor, naturally we must personally treat the wounds of a subject who has rendered extraordinary service. This is the only thing we can do. All of you withdraw. We will see to the General of the North’s wounds alone.”
This high-sounding reason ameliorated the general shock somewhat. They withdrew one after another. Only Jing Xixian, who knew the truth, remained outside the door to guard it with a few of his trusted subordinates, not letting anyone hear the voices inside the room.
Xiao Jinshu glanced at Emperor Jingren, looked at the obscured features of his sister’s face, and at last relaxed. He nodded to Xiao Jinyi and also left.
Once everyone was gone, Xiao Jinyi seized Emperor Jingren’s hand and kissed the back of it, smiling happily.
“Let go!” Emperor Jingren’s anger had yet to dissipate. He brought over a towel and a basin of water, intending to clean Xiao Jinyi’s wounds.
“I really am all right.” Struggling, Xiao Jinyi raised a wound-riddled arm and snatched the towel away from Emperor Jingren and wiped his own wounds bit by bit. “I wanted them all to leave so they wouldn’t see that I was a man. If I’m this obvious about avoiding suspicion, and Your Majesty is so good to me, people will start to suspect. If rumors get out one day that the empress is the General of the North, Your Majesty can say that I have amazing natural talents, that I dressed as a man. Anyone who wants to censure the empress for leading troops into battle won’t get very far. I was only forced to lead the troops because there was no one else at court to do it. If they dare to impeach me, they will only be admitting their own uselessness. So this way, the whole thing can be passed over.”
“You have thought it through comprehensively, Jinyi.” The furrows in Emperor Jingren’s brow hadn’t eased since he had come to Mobei.
“Your Majesty surpasses me,” said Xiao Jinyi. “Your Majesty’s explanation just now shut the mouths of all future censors. Otherwise, many of them would have wanted to censure me for showing Your Majesty disrespect, for being insubordinate.”
Seeing him clean away the blood surrounding his wounds and reveal them in all their hideousness, Emperor Jingren’s heart trembled. Huyan Xi’s whip was covered in barbs. Xiao Jinyi had not only been sliced up, he also had barbs sticking out of his flesh. Just looking at them was painful.
But Xiao Jinyi was unperturbed. He took the army medic’s tools, doused them in strong spirits and passed them through flame, then finally extracted barbs one by one. After removing them all, he applied salve and bandaged the wound. This ought to have been done by an army medic; what kind of soldier could be so ruthless toward himself? Emperor Jingren had thought that he could at least help Xiao Jinyi by extracting the barbs, but he wouldn’t even let him lend a hand.
This campaign was being led by Xiao Jinyi alone; Emperor Jingren’s presence had become ridiculous.
Of course, he had known all along that, since he had never led troops before, he was in fact only coming to Mobei as a good luck charm to rally the spirits of the army and the citizenry. He ought to put his trust entirely in Mobei’s officers rather than attempting to interfere. What he needed to do was to go where Mobei’s people went and deliver some high-sounding speeches so everyone could exclaim at His Majesty’s great wisdom.
Though he had known this before, now that he couldn’t even help treat Xiao Jinyi’s wounds and had to stand there and watch as he dealt with them himself—and such dreadful wounds they were—Emperor Jingren still felt wretched.
After watching Xiao Jinyi handle one wound, Emperor Jingren picked up the towel and wiped another one. He snatched away the pincers and wanted to pull out the barbs for Xiao Jinyi.
Xiao Jinyi picked up a clean towel and wiped the blood off his face, kissed Emperor Jingren, then said, “It’s lucky that he didn’t get my face. Wouldn’t you have cast off a disfigured empress?”
His smile was very joyful, as if all his worries had been swept away. When his face had been covered in blood, Emperor Jingren had been unable to see his expression clearly. Now he saw it.
Emperor Jingren closely examined Xiao Jinyi’s face and saw that he was looking at him with eyes full of tenderness. Suddenly, Emperor Jingren reached out and swiftly pulled out a barb; Xiao Jinyi didn’t even frown.
“It seems our technique is sound,” Emperor Jingren said. For some reason, there was a faint chill in his voice.
Xiao Jinyi sensed that Emperor Jingren was displeased, but he only thought he was still angry about him getting injured and didn’t worry too much about it. His young emperor always carried all responsibility on his own shoulders, as if all the deaths and injuries in the land were the emperor’s fault. This temperament made him ache for Emperor Jingren, and it also made him respect him.
Emperor Jingren was a fast study. Soon he had grasped the technique of bandaging wounds. He cleaned and bandaged the majority of Xiao Jinyi’s wounds. Finally, all wrapped up in bandages, Xiao Jinyi was in a presentable state. Only the knives in his ribs and acupoint remained.
Pulling out a knife wasn’t a simple matter. The knife kept too much blood from leaving the wound; once it was pulled, there would be a great deal of blood loss. If the bleeding couldn’t be staunched quickly, it might easily prove fatal.
“Several ribs are broken. What’s to be done? Can they heal?” Emperor Jingren asked.
“It’s fine,” Xiao Jinyi said carelessly. “Huyan Xi is very strong, so the breaks are clean. If they’re set and stabilized, clean breaks like this will heal easily and correctly.”
“How should it be done?”
“You pull the knife out, and I’ll tap the acupoints to stop the bleeding. Once I’ve reset the bones, you just have to bandage them in place,” Xiao Jinyi said.
“Tapping acupoints can stop bleeding? It seems the army medics ought to learn this skill,” Emperor Jingren said thoughtfully.
“The average person can’t learn this,” Xiao Jinyi explained. “Actually, it’s using internal force to temporarily seal off a portion of your blood vessels and stop the blood from moving. This will eventually cause death—it’s only done to make it more convenient to treat the wound. And not everyone who practices martial arts has internal force to rely on. It’s possible to stop bleeding with acupuncture needles, but that isn’t easily learned either.”
“It’s only temporary?” Emperor Jingren asked. “With your internal force, how long can you hold out?”
“My internal force can last as long as necessary, but sealing off any acupoint for too long will cause harm. For this, a quarter of an hour at most.” Xiao Jinyi didn’t know where Emperor Jingren’s sudden interest in this subject came from, but he explained patiently.
After he stopped the bleeding, it was easy to treat the wound. Emperor Jingren watched as Xiao Jinyi set his own bones, reaching into the wound as if he couldn’t feel pain. Emperor Jingren’s face spasmed, but Xiao Jinyi remained unperturbed, like the legendary Guan Yu maintaining his poise as a physician scraped poison off his bone.
The final knife stuck into his acupoint wasn’t a problem; it hadn’t touched bone. The knife just needed to be pulled out so the wound could be bandaged. It was lighter than the wounds from the whip. Huyan Xi had only been trying to give himself a chance to escape, so the main purpose of the attack had been to use his internal force to immobilize Xiao Jinyi. The wound itself wasn’t serious.
When all the wounds had been treated, beads of sweat stood on Emperor Jingren’s forehead, but Xiao Jinyi was unaffected. He hugged Emperor Jingren to comfort him.
“When I gave the order to shoot, I was confident that I would be able to block the arrows. You know my skills. I would have been fine. And a hail of arrows could have stopped Huyan Xi from moving, so I could have taken him alive. I want to be your empress for a lifetime. How could I willingly go to my death?”
Then he kissed Emperor Jingren’s forehead tenderly.
But the icy resolve in Emperor Jingren’s eyes didn’t melt. His hand crept gently along Xiao Jinyi’s chest. When he reached a relatively serious whip wound, he suddenly pressed down hard.
As he did this, Emperor Jingren stared into Xiao Jinyi’s face. At last, he withdrew his hand in disappointment.
“A quarter of an hour has passed. Even if you had sealed off your acupoints to stop the pain, it would have worn off by now.” Emperor Jingren’s eyes were full of inexpressible disappointment. “Xiao Jinyi, you’re as immune to pain as Yan Xu. Isn’t that so?”

Chapter 49
The carefree smile on the empress’s face turned bitter. He didn’t know how to answer Emperor Jingren’s question.
After a long silence, when Emperor Jingren had begun to think he would receive no reply, the empress said quietly, “It isn’t that I can’t feel pain at all. I feel small bumps and scrapes. But past a certain threshold of pain, all the pain vanishes.”
Earlier in his fight with Huyan Xi, he had felt his injuries. But once the knife had entered his ribs, Xiao Jinyi had lost all sense of pain. So it wasn’t his powerful resolve that had allowed him to hold Huyan Xi back despite the pain, but rather the fact that pain meant nothing to him.
Xiao Jinyi had thought to conceal this from the young emperor, but seeing Emperor Jingren ashen-faced but still maintaining a ruler’s poise, he couldn’t bear to lie, so he had stopped pretending to be in pain, instead doing his best to appear carefree and steady. But he wasn’t a good actor. It was hard enough to pretend to be in pain, and even harder to pretend to be hiding pain.
The performance was sure to be flawed, but he hadn’t expected Emperor Jingren to be astute enough to develop suspicions even when he covered up by tapping his acupoints and to test him after a quarter of an hour.
Xiao Jinyi didn’t want to lie to the young emperor, so he had chosen to tell the truth without giving a reason for it.
And Emperor Jingren didn’t ask. He only looked at Xiao Jinyi and quietly said, “We do not know why we should be like this. Ever since waking up after hitting our head, we kept feeling that everything around us was wrong. A voice inside of us told us not to pursue this feeling too deeply, that there are some things beyond the power of man. But this feeling of wrongness would not let us eat or sleep in peace. We still thought about it and investigated it.”
Once he began to investigate, he had no trouble identifying a number of out of place people. No matter how well they performed, different was different. Next he ordered his subordinates to give priority to watching these people. The secret guard who had been assigned to watch the pure consort at the start had never been recalled. Emperor Jingren had been watching their every move this whole time.
“Last year before the autumn hunt, the virtuous consort went to visit the pure consort. She slapped the pure consort and told her she was an idiot for having done something so ‘oh-oh-see.’ We do not know the precise meaning of ‘oh-oh-see’; that is what the secret guard wrote in his report to us. He also gave special weight to this term and said that his investigations had not revealed what kind of secret code this was. But one thing was certain: the virtuous consort was talking about the pure consort dancing for us, so we think that the general meaning is ‘giving yourself away.’” As Emperor Jingren spoke, he observed Xiao Jinyi’s expression. The empress had always seemed as if he would be fearless even in the face of the sky falling, but when he pronounced that peculiar term, Xiao Jinyi’s expression turned rigid, and a glint of fear even appeared in his eyes.
He didn’t stop but continued saying to Xiao Jinyi, “This was reported to us by the secret guard when we returned from the autumn hunt. We already knew about the incense then and had an idea in which particular the pure consort might have given herself away: her dancing. In our memory, the pure consort was an exquisite dancer, like a goddess come to earth. But when she danced for us that day, there was no way to call the style beautiful. It was rather comical. We thought that our prior impression of the pure consort’s dancing had been caused by the incense, so we ordered our subordinates to find Lin Boyuan.”
“Why did Your Majesty want to find Lin Boyuan?” Xiao Jinyi looked dreadful. While he had been fretting over whether he ought to become emotionally involved with an NPC, the young emperor had done so many things.
“Because you had confiscated and destroyed all the incense in the palace, we had no way to test whether the incense could really be used in this way. Therefore, we ordered Lin Boyuan to turn over all this incense. He seemed very unwilling, but you know Jing Xixian’s methods. Merely being resistant to pain isn’t enough to overcome them. Lin Boyuan was far away, so by the time our men returned, Yan Xu had already committed his act of insubordination, so we had Commander Jing confiscate his incense as well.
“We tried to imagine the pure consort’s dancing as we had seen it years ago and lit Lin Boyuan’s incense, but all we dreamed of was a sensual encounter with Lin Boyuan. We then lit Yan Xu’s incense, and, as expected, we dreamed of Yan Xu’s insubordination toward us.” Emperor Jingren let out a lengthy sigh. “We have been alive twenty-three years, and we have never heard of an incense with the power to make someone dream only of its owner, and to give them dreams more convincing than reality. Had we not known that Yan Xu was dead and Lin Boyuan was in fact too far from the capital, we would not even have noticed that these were dreams.
“Can you tell us, Empress, what is this incense? Can you tell us why it can give us such illusions?” asked Emperor Jingren.
Xiao Jinyi hadn’t had the slightest idea that Emperor Jingren’s investigations had reached this stage. With difficulty, he shook his head. He didn’t lie, only said, “I can’t.”
“That is what we thought.” With a bitter smile, Emperor Jingren continued, “We ordered our men to go on investigating and learn the identities of all the people whose incense you had confiscated. Apart from the four consorts and Imperial Concubine Lin, it turned out that Eunuch Lian, Little Shunzi, and Imperial Physician Chen had also possessed that type of incense. Therefore, we ordered all these people to be surveilled. But we instructed the secret guards that if any of these people met with you during the course of the surveillance, they must not continue following them. Our empress has such powerful martial arts that no one can match them. It was precisely because of our instructions that the secret guards kept their distance from you, so you never realized that the consorts and the rest were being watched. Yes?”
“Indeed, I…never realized.” Xiao Jinyi’s heart was sinking. He no longer dared to guess how far the young emperor’s understanding of the situation went.
“Soon after this, an event took place that you may be unaware of,” said Emperor Jingren. “Prince Huainan confessed his love to me.”
“When did that happen? How did he dare?” the empress said in surprise. His appreciation of Prince Huainan’s stupidity reached new heights.
“Yes, that was just what we thought. How did he dare?” Emperor Jingren’s tone didn’t make this a question; instead, he sounded certain that he knew the truth. “When we thought this, we suddenly thought of two other people. These two people had also behaved with such audacity that we could scarcely even conceive of it. And the thing all three of these people had done was one and the same.
“From your expression, it seems you’ve guessed who the other two people are. Yes, we mean Lin Boyuan and Yan Xu. The degree of severity of these three people’s actions was different, but at base, it was the same: inappropriate advances toward us.” Emperor Jingren shook his head. “This was truly strange. It would have been one thing if our consorts or concubines had done such things, but why would so many people with talent, power, and position confess their love to us? They would rather acquire the reputation of a seducer than become a pillar of the nation. Are we really as beautiful as a celestial being, and so bewitching?”
“Naturally Your Majesty is bewitching. I’ve been so bewitched by you that I hardly remember who I am,” the empress said. This was the sincere truth; he was completely different from those three people.
But Emperor Jingren didn’t respond to this. He continued, “Therefore, we had Prince Huainan followed and ordered the Embroidered Guard to search his residence for that incense. As expected, they found it. We tried it ourselves and had an incestuous dream. We truly felt guilty before our ancestors when we woke. Suddenly, we had a thought: when we smell that incense, we have dreams. What about the servants in the harem who also smell it sometimes? Would they also have dreams? So we tested it, but the outcome was rather strange. This incense only affects us. If someone else smells it, it has no other impact on them than ordinary scent.”
Xiao Jinyi couldn’t even manage a bitter smile. He only watched Emperor Jingren, quietly, as if awaiting his final judgment.
“Do you want to know why, despite our investigation having reached this stage, we still wanted to be intimate with you?” Emperor Jingren said. “We trust you. You seem to be the same as those other people, yet you have never tried to harm us, and you confiscated and destroyed the incense belonging to all the rest. We also wondered why, though these people all had inappropriate intentions toward us, none of them were willing to take action themselves but preferred to use this incense that made it easy to…‘oh-oh-see.’ At first we couldn’t understand. Rather, it wasn’t that we couldn’t, but that we did not wish to think that the truth was so dire. If we were only willing to lie to ourself a little, perhaps everything would be exposed. But we still wanted to find the answer, and at last, we worked it out.
“You people want us to fall in love with you, but you are profoundly disgusted by the notion of being intimate with us, so you use these means,” said Emperor Jingren with a self-mocking smile.
Seeing this smile, Xiao Jinyi felt a stabbing pain in his heart. Despite the atmosphere between the two of them now, he threw his arms around Emperor Jingren. Red soaked through his bandages, but he still wouldn’t let go. “Not you people! Them!”
“Really?” Emperor Jingren’s gaze was full of doubt.
“Yes!” the empress said firmly. “You don’t know how glad I’ve been that those people always used incense. You don’t know how glad I’ve been that you’ve always been mine!”
“Oh?” Instead of being moved, Emperor Jingren said coldly, “So you are absolutely convinced that apart from our intercourse with you, we have never been intimate with anyone? Is that it?”
Xiao Jinyi felt as if a bucket of ice water had been poured over him. How far had Emperor Jingren’s investigation reached?!
“But we recall that, prior to our marriage, when we were still crown prince, we took two high ranking concubines who passed away before we were married and now exist only in our memory, yet their faces are so blurred that we cannot recall them. We have asked people how much they remember prior to four years ago, and even Jing Xixian said that he doesn’t clearly recall things that happened too long ago. He cannot remember some people’s faces, though he has clear memories of them. Therefore, we have learned that it is not only our memory that is wrong. We are merely the only one who has discovered the problem!”
By the last word, Emperor Jingren was furious, though perhaps even he did not know just what he was angry about.
“In this whole world, the most deeply-etched memories of everyone around us only begin three months after our wedding, when we first visited the virtuous consort. And none of them think there is anything wrong with this. Xiao Jinyi, your servants, your trusted aides, and even your third brother to this day have not discovered that you are a man. A man as shrewd as Xiao Jinshu can watch with his own eyes as you engage in a lengthy battle against Huyan Xi yet remain completely convinced that you are a woman crossdressing as a man!
“Xiao Jinyi, tell us…what kind of world do we live in? Are we beset by nightmares, or is this land…”
Emperor Jingren couldn’t bring himself to finish this sentence.

Chapter 50
Xiao Jinyi said nothing, only took Emperor Jingren’s hand. As if afraid the young emperor would shake him off, he held on very tightly.
But Emperor Jingren didn’t shake him off. He allowed Xiao Jinyi to lace their fingers together and bowed his head to look at their clasped hands. Gravely, he said, “We think that you cannot say. Since there is incense that can make a specific person have a specific dream and a means to keep people from feeling pain when the pain is too great, it also ought to be possible to render a person incapable of revealing a secret. When we ordered Yan Xu’s death, before the execution was carried out, Jing Xixian refused to give in and tormented Yan Xu again. He used his pits of snakes and caves of leeches and what-have-you. It seems Yan Xu was out of his mind with fear, but he still said nothing. Jing Xixian expressed great admiration for his former commander, but we thought that Yan Xu was simply incapable of saying anything.”
“There’s only one thing I can say.” Xiao Jinyi picked up the young emperor’s hand and pressed a gentle kiss to the back of it. “I’m real, and my feelings for Your Majesty are real.”
Xiao Jinyi wanted to make Emperor Jingren believe in his sincerity; he was trying desperately to guarantee something, but Emperor Jingren only said very confidently, “Naturally. If you were insincere, we wouldn’t have trusted you. Xiao Jinyi, the reason we love you is that we can see your sincerity.”
“Your Majesty is wise,” said Xiao Jinyi, in all earnestness. This young emperor could not be fooled by anyone’s false affections.
But it was precisely because of his wisdom that Xiao Jinyi worried about him. The saying goes that being too smart will only hurt you, and affections that are too deep rarely last. He would rather have spent a lifetime lying to conceal the truth from the young emperor, but Emperor Jingren was unwilling to live among lies. He insisted on finding the truth. Even realizing that the truth might be something he couldn’t endure, he still continued to investigate.
“Your Majesty,” Xiao Jinyi said earnestly, “please do not investigate any further. Your Majesty will always be this realm’s emperor. None of us will hurt anyone in Xia, and we won’t influence anyone. At most…at most they’ll have some inappropriate intentions toward Your Majesty, but Your Majesty is so brilliant that you are certain to find them out and send them far away, so that they never have a chance to hurt Your Majesty, all right?”
He would rather the young emperor lie to himself all his life than have him live being so clear-sighted.
Emperor Jingren looked steadily at Xiao Jinyi, then at last averted his gaze from Xiao Jinyi’s earnest expression. “It’s too late.”
These words were like a pair of scissors snipping through the ropes above Xiao Jinyi’s head: the boulder hanging over him fell at last, crushing all his expectations into mud.
“We have already guessed what you said. Especially on the eve of our departure from the capital, when the people we had ordered to be kept under watch disappeared simultaneously from their homes and reappeared where they had been an hour later. It was as if they had vanished into thin air. That was when we knew that your existence might truly have a magical component that mere mortal force cannot contend against. And with this power, had you people truly wanted to harm Xia, we would have been unable to prevent you. But all of you had done nothing, only toiled steadily through your lives. We knew then that the power that prevented us from learning the truth also constrained you, rendering you incapable of performing feats that surpassed ordinary mortal strength; at worst you would use some incense. At that time, we did not wish to investigate any further, and we no longer wished to think about it.” Emperor Jingren’s face was filled with weariness. He seemed so very, very tired.
Though it seemed that he would collapse if he spoke another word, Emperor Jingren still went on. “Without this battle between you and Huyan Xi, perhaps we would forever have hidden these suspicions in our heart, treating everything as the result of our paranoia. We wouldn’t have considered it again. But your fighting abilities and Huyan Xi’s, which are insurmountable by ordinary mortal strength, sounded warning bells in our mind. If these people only had inappropriate intentions toward us, we have faith we would be able to foil them and would be willing to let it go. But what Huyan Xi threatens is our realm, is Mobei City—is everyone living at the border. We cannot let it go.”
It was his young emperor who was so dedicated. Xiao Jinyi buried his heartache as deep as he could and calmly asked, “What further views does Your Majesty have?”
“We came to the proper conclusion long ago. We were only unwilling to acknowledge it.” Emperor Jingren closed his eyes in exhaustion and leaned against the headboard of the bed. Quietly, he said, “Huyan Xi not only sees the people of Xia as insects, he can even abandon his own army. To him, these people mean nothing. This went directly to the thought we had previously not dared to think. His manner made it impossible for us to continue lying to ourselves.
“W-we…” Emperor Jingren’s voice was so quiet it could scarcely be heard, but with the empress’s abundant internal force, he still heard what Emperor Jingren said. “We and our realm must be false. Perhaps some unknown god has used some power to give awareness to people in a novel or a legend. But ultimately…we are not real.
“Our memories are false, our familial ties are false, our realm is false, even we ourself… In this nation, even we ourself are fake.” Emperor Jingren opened his eyes. Though it hurt, though he was weary, he still spoke these words.
Xiao Jinyi couldn’t breathe from pain. He embraced the young emperor who seemed so frail, clasping him tightly in his arms. “You aren’t fake. If you’re fake, what becomes of me!”
Though he had known all along that this world was constructed out of data, who was to say for certain that the young emperor was fake? He lived so truly, more clear-sighted than anyone. He might be composed only of many clusters of data, but this world had been operating for four years. During these four years, all the NPCs had lived in this fabricated world. How could they be fake!
“Then tell us—this body of ours that feels pain, that aches, that bleeds, is it real? Your body, which doesn’t feel pain and has unsurpassed martial skills, is that real?” Emperor Jingren asked.
Xiao Jinyi could not respond. He couldn’t give Emperor Jingren such a cruel answer. But neither could he explain an electronic world to Emperor Jingren, explain a fabricated two-dimensional reality. Must one have flesh and blood to be truly alive? Then what were all those movies about artificial intelligence having emotions talking about? Who said that data with sufficiently high processing power couldn’t think for itself!
Any being that had thoughts was alive.
“Your wounds have reopened, Empress. Even if you don’t feel pain, we feel it on your behalf.” As if regaining a bit of strength, Emperor Jingren struggled free of Xiao Jinyi’s embrace, removed his bandages, then reapplied salve to stop the bleeding.
Cold water dripped onto Emperor Jingren’s hand as he worked. His hand paused briefly, but he didn’t raise his head. He didn’t want to see a grown man cry, and he didn’t want to cry along with him out of pity for himself.
There was nothing to pity. He, Shen Junrui, was emperor of the State of Xia, possessor of a vast territory, bearing responsibility for millions of people on his shoulders. Even if all of this was false, as long as he existed, as long as he could think, everything was real.
“To judge from your condition, while you don’t feel pain, the damage is still done. Yan Xu did not come back to life after he was decapitated. Even if he didn’t truly die, he still seems to have been limited in some way and unable to return,” Emperor Jingren said calmly. “We do not know what you came here to do, but we do not believe that you have attained your goal. Don’t die, then, and don’t let yourself become disabled and restricted in your movements just because you aren’t afraid of pain.”
“I will let my wounds heal,” said Xiao Jinyi. “Huyan Xi was unexpected. I don’t know what his goal is, and I must take him alive and learn from him what became of a certain person.”
Emperor Jingren was silent awhile, then removed the pendant that had hung around his neck all this time and placed it in Xiao Jinyi’s hand.
“This is the only present you have given us. We have always worn it. But remembering your expression at the time, you must have taken us for the wrong person?” Invariably calm, Emperor Jingren said, “We are not the person you are looking for.”
Holding the pendant still warm from Emperor Jingren’s body, Xiao Jinyi’s hand, which seemed to be made of iron, trembled. His well-behaved, sensible young emperor, occupant of the throne, this world’s golden child, so treasured this completely unremarkable little item, carrying it with him always. The way he cherished this pendant clearly reflected the way he loved and cherished Xiao Jinyi, yet now he wanted to return it to him in its original condition?
Was the mission more important, or was love more important?
In a conflict between intellect and emotion, Emperor Jingren chose to bury everything at the bottom of his heart and continue to be an earnest and responsible emperor, as prescribed by convention. He chose to return the pendant, hiding his feelings in his heart forever. Emperor Jingren was always rational. He could control all his desires and do what he ought to do.
But it was precisely this that made one’s heart bleed for him.
Emperor Jingren’s gaze held no emotion as he looked at the pendant, but Xiao Jinyi could still feel the sadness and reluctance in the young emperor’s heart.
Everything was an illusion. This was the only thing that might be true. Yet he wanted to give back the only reality.
For Xiao Jinyi, reason would never have the upper hand.
As he raised the pendant and hung it around Emperor Jingren’s neck once more, Xiao Jinyi said, “This is an heirloom of your subject wife’s family, more precious than my life. Your subject wife gave Your Majesty my most precious possession. Please accept this gift as I intended it.”
When the pendant once again hung around Emperor Jingren’s neck, Xiao Jinyi understood: in his heart, his mission came before his life, but Emperor Jingren came before everything.
He couldn’t even bear to let the young emperor frown. All he wanted was to shelter him in his embrace.
Emperor Jingren touched the pendant on his chest. His expression remained unchanged, but his fingers wouldn’t leave the pendant. Quietly, he said, “You said just now you wanted to find somebody through Huyan Xi. We think that you once believed that we were this person, and this pendant is the only token by which you may identify that person, which you meant to present to us?”
“No,” Xiao Jinyi lied readily. “I only wanted to give Your Majesty a present.”
Holding the pendant, Emperor Jingren said, “Xiao Jinyi, there is no need for you to look at us so guiltily. You have done nothing wrong.
“You have done no wrong. None of you people have done wrong. This whole realm has done no wrong.
“It is we who are wrong. We ought to have kept to our role, doing what we ought to be doing instead of digging to the bottom of things trying to understand.
“Life is such a rare, bewildering thing. We shouldn’t be so wide awake.”

Chapter 51
Over half a month had passed since the army’s arrival, and Xiao Jinyi’s wounds had by and large healed. The threat to Mobei had been dealt with. Reasonably speaking, Emperor Jingren ought to have withdrawn from the front to return to court. Instead, he remained.
He wasn’t being willful. The situation in Mobei was complex: it was crawling with people the late emperor had left behind to act as a check on Marquis Zhenbei, as well as the herding tribes’ spies. And Mobei was far from the capital; the situation might take a turn at any time. Since he was already here, for the sake of Mobei’s people, Emperor Jingren ought to rectify matters.
Half a month in, resting on the victory that had just taken place, Emperor Jingren had made drastic changes to Mobei’s personnel. With the aid of the military counselor Xiao Jinshu, he had soon cleaned up all the worms in Mobei. But once this was done, the number of people filling official positions was greatly reduced.
Of Marquis Zhenbei’s family, only a handicapped counselor and Xiao Jinyi remained. Xiao Jinshu had always been a better strategist than he was a warrior and was unsuited to commanding troops; as for Xiao Jinyi, even if he had wanted to stay, Emperor Jingren wouldn’t have left him behind. Since Xiao Jinyi had hung the pendant back around his neck, Emperor Jingren had decided that no one but Xiao Jinyi could ever be his empress, and he intended to keep him as long as he could.
Fortunately, Xiao Jinshu also thought that his sister shouldn’t be out on the battlefield. Anyone might be killed in battle; the little sister his whole family had doted on since childhood was much better off in the palace, being the most respected woman in the world. In the past, Xiao Jinshu had thought that the position of empress was as insubstantial as a paper tiger, and his honest sister might be eaten alive. But the late emperor had arranged this marriage; the whole family was against it, yet they had no choice. Now, though, it seemed that Emperor Jingren was utterly besotted with his sister. Xiao Jinshu had asked Su Huailing about the situation in the harem and learned that, for the empress’s sake, the emperor had demoted the four consorts and canceled plans to hold a selection. He spent every night in Qifeng Hall; the two of them were closer than some husbands and wives in noble families.
This soothed Xiao Jinshu’s worries.
As for why it was Su Huailing he had asked, principally it was because no matter how much time she spent with the Embroidered Guard, she remained completely artless. Xiao Jinshu had observed her at great length before determining that she would be a good source of information. Another reason was that, now that Su Huailing was in the city, Jing Xixian had told her to resume dressing in women’s clothes, and Xiao Jinshu had been told that she was a maid who served the empress in the palace. Xiao Jinshu thought that a palace maid would have a better understanding of the harem than any of these big, rough men; this was why he had chosen Su Huailing.
Of course, he had come to the right person.
Knowing that the emperor and empress had a good relationship, Xiao Jinshu felt somewhat better. And after Emperor Jingren had invested him with boundless trust, allowing him to recommend people to fill both military and civil posts, Xiao Jinshu’s respect for him had reached new heights.
When he heard that Emperor Jingren was letting him recommend talented individuals for these roles, Xiao Jinshu had asked, “Isn’t Your Majesty concerned about your relatives monopolizing power and posing a threat to the court?”
Emperor Jingren had responded, “If we are incapable of preventing it, our relatives will not be the only ones monopolizing power.”
The implication was that Emperor Jingren could and dared to make use of the Xiao family because he was confident that he could prevent them or anyone else from developing treacherous intentions.
“Your Majesty is a man of great vision and breadth of mind. Naturally no one would be disloyal. But power sways people. If there should be a youthful and ineffective emperor on the throne, I fear some people will be led to lawless behavior,” Xiao Jinshu said very directly to Emperor Jingren.
“Our son, when he reaches the appropriate age, will conceal his identity and train with the army,” said Emperor Jingren. “We do not require him to be a genius, a master of both martial and literary skills. We only ask that he know the hardships of the people and the ardor of the warriors. We do not need him to become a leader of troops, only to hone his will. When the time comes, please help him to improve, Brother.”
Xiao Jinshu understood: this young emperor’s aim wasn’t to keep his power clutched tight in his grasp; he hoped that his power could further benefit Xia. This was also Emperor Jingren’s requirement of his heir.
“Your Majesty’s word is my command. The Xiao family and its descendants will serve this nation to their dying breaths,” Xiao Jinshu said earnestly.
A dozen days later, most of Mobei’s vacant official positions had at last been filled, and the empress’s condition had improved considerably. With his strong martial abilities, his recuperative powers far exceeded an ordinary person’s. His external wounds had all knitted, and even the broken ribs, his most serious injury, were a good deal better. But, for the sake of his health, it was still best not to subject himself to the strain of travel.
Emperor Jingren had to bring the empress back with him when he returned, and there were no major events in the capital that required his immediate presence. The spring plowing was going smoothly, and spring rain had fallen throughout the country. For the moment, this year’s harvest promised to be excellent. This being the case, Emperor Jingren chose to remain temporarily in Mobei, planning to leave once the empress had made a full recovery.
But the empress did not agree to this.
“Your Majesty, you ought to return to the capital,” said Xiao Jinyi. "I must stay behind to capture Huyan Xi.”
Whether his motive was to learn the fate of the doctor or to ensure the safety of Mobei City, he couldn’t allow Huyan Xi to gather strength at the border. Huyan Xi was too powerful. It would take him only a few years to build another mighty army with which to attack Mobei City. Letting him go like this was no different than letting a tiger return to its mountain.
“Then we will stay as well,” Emperor Jingren said firmly.
“Your Majesty…” Xiao Jinyi hesitated. In the end, he couldn’t bring himself to speak.
Since Emperor Jingren had laid his cards on the table and obtained the truth he was after, he had said nothing further. It was as if none of it had happened; as if the young emperor had forgotten all about it, as he had said himself. Even if everything was an illusion, each day he continued to exist was another day he would fulfill the duties of an emperor to the best of his ability.
But now he was being rather headstrong, refusing to leave Mobei and return to the capital. Had he…given up on himself?
“Do not look at us like that.” Emperor Jingren pushed Xiao Jinyi’s face aside. “We know perfectly well what we are doing. We are not being willful. We have remained in Mobei to ensure everyone’s cooperation at the border and to clean up any traitors. Among them are men who were placed here by the late emperor. It is too thorny a problem for other officials. Only we can touch them. Many things might happen unobserved while we are far away in the capital, but now that we are in Mobei, naturally we must deal with them ourselves.”
“Yesterday my third brother told me that the adjustments to Mobei’s personnel were complete. The newly promoted generals are a little green, but there won’t be any major battles for the next few years. After some years of training, they will be fit to shoulder great responsibility. There’s nothing happening in Mobei now. Your Majesty ought to return to the capital. I’m not trying to send Your Majesty away, but I think that Huyan Xi might be concealing himself nearby. Your Majesty isn’t safe here.”
“Huyan Xi…” Emperor Jingren frowned. “Can he have the same aim as Yan Xu and the rest? But his skills are on a par with yours. He shouldn’t have the same goal as them?”
Xiao Jinyi shook his head. “I don’t know what his goal is. I’m not even sure what he is. But he makes me uneasy. The sooner Your Majesty leaves, the sooner I can relax. Please don’t worry, Your Majesty. After I take Huyan Xi alive, I will return to the capital to be Your Majesty’s empress.”
Emperor Jingren gazed solemnly at Xiao Jinyi. At length, he came close and kissed Xiao Jinyi’s lips with his own slightly chilly lips. “You must return to the capital alive,” he ordered. “We will give you one year. If you have not returned to the capital within one year, we will announce the death of the empress and choose a virtuous and worthy woman to fill that role.”
Xiao Jinyi looked at Emperor Jingren in silence. Not because he was angry that Emperor Jingren planned to take someone else for his empress, but because he hadn’t expected the young emperor to be so perceptive.
He had clearly sensed that if Xiao Jinyi completed his mission, he would leave this world…
Yes, it was precisely because of this that Emperor Jingren had been unwilling to leave Mobei—because this parting would likely be forever…
He himself had only been thinking of capturing Huyan Xi; he hadn’t thought as far ahead as the young emperor.
“I…” Looking into Emperor Jingren’s eyes, Xiao Jinyi couldn’t bring himself to speak.
What eyes they were! He ought to be a calculating ruler, his eyes filled with shrewdness and suspicion; but the young emperor’s eyes were so clean. It wasn’t the simplicity of a child; it was the clarity of understanding everything and still remaining firm in one’s conviction. Like crystal, shining and translucent.
With those eyes watching him, Xiao Jinyi couldn’t even provide a guarantee.
Because he truly was incapable of ensuring that he would return.
Once he determined the doctor’s fate, if he proved to be dead as Huyan Xi had said, his helmet would transmit the information to the technicians on the outside, who would recall him at once. Then he would still have his own work and his own duty; he would be unable to return.
When Emperor Jingren left, it would likely mean an eternal parting.
For a young emperor who loved his country so much to willfully remain in Mobei for his sake meant that, in Emperor Jingren’s heart, he…at times was even more important than the realm.
But, at his prompting, Emperor Jingren had realized anew where his duty lay and decided to leave.
For his throne, for his realm, Shen Junrui had truly endured the pain of giving up too many things. Everyone says that emperors are heartless, but everyone also knows that they do not lack hearts; they must chill their hearts for the sake of something greater, hiding their feelings away. Despite the pain that feels as though their hearts are being cut out, even if inside they are bleeding, they still have to remain rational and cool-headed sovereigns.
Once again, Emperor Jingren hardened his heart and hid all his reluctance deep down, even if he was doing it for the sake of a fake empire.
Each day he sat on the throne, he would do his best to discharge his responsibility. Even if all of this was false, Emperor Jingren still would not abandon his responsibilities.
Xiao Jinyi took a deep breath, held Emperor Jingren’s hand, and said, “The others can’t reveal our secrets, but I’m different. I was given great responsibility, so there is less control exercised over me. As long as I don’t do something to harm my mission, I won’t be forced to leave. Your Majesty, all the people who came here have only one goal: they want you to ignore the realm for the sake of love, to forsake the world for a single person.”
Emperor Jingren frowned. “That’s impossible. Our love for another person is only between the two of us. We wouldn’t be so foolish as to disregard the entire nation because of it.”
“I know,” said Xiao Jinyi. “I don’t want Your Majesty to forsake the world for me. I don’t want Your Majesty to remain untouched and give up the chance to have children. I only want Your Majesty to remember me… Even…even if someone erases your memories, please remember me, Your Majesty.”
In that moment, Emperor Jingren truly understood how it felt to be entirely at the mercy of forces beyond his control. He was nearly worn down by a sense of helplessness, but he still nodded and said, “We will think of a way to remember you, Jinyi. Our word is not lightly given.”
That night, Xiao Jinyi didn’t do anything, only watched Emperor Jingren, unblinking. After this parting, he would perhaps never have another chance to look at him.
The next day, Emperor Jingren left to return to court. Three days later, news reached Mobei City that Huyan Xi had attacked the emperor’s traveling party, and Emperor Jingren had been captured, along with a member of the Embroidered Guard.

Chapter 52
The member of the Embroidered Guard who had been captured was Su Huailing in masculine attire. She and Emperor Jingren were this world’s golden children. What did Huyan Xi want with them!
When Emperor Jingren had just left, the still not fully healed Xiao Jinyi had looked everywhere for signs of Huyan Xi’s whereabouts. Until news reached him that Emperor Jingren had been kidnapped by Huyan Xi, Xiao Jinyi had still held out hope that the doctor was alive; after all, the doctor had made this world. He was its creator, an individual even more special than Emperor Jingren and Su Huailing. How could Huyan Xi just kill him? But the moment he heard the news, Xiao Jinyi felt a profound awareness of Huyan Xi’s hatred toward this world.
Perhaps Huyan Xi had led the herding tribes in an attack on Mobei not because he was acting in accordance with the plot but in order to lure Emperor Jingren and Su Huailing to him.
Why would he kill the doctor? Why would he capture the children of fortune?
Xiao Jinyi had wondered whether Huyan Xi might be a spy sent by an opposing power, or perhaps someone from another country who wanted to kill the doctor. But now he couldn’t be sure.
Because while changing the plot wouldn’t throw the system into chaos, it was certain that nothing could happen to the children of fortune. All this world’s core data had been constructed around Su Huailing and Emperor Jingren. Even a peddler by the road who had no name in the novel would selectively overlook Su Huailing’s crossdressing, would feel Emperor Jingren’s imperial might when facing him.
The basic definitions of each and every character’s data bore hidden traces of the children of fortune’s data. If anything happened to the two of them, all the characters’ data would be impacted. Such a massive change to the data was sure to cause a systemic collapse. If the world collapsed, those who had entered it would be done for.
He couldn’t let anything happen to the two of them!
Moreover, it was his young emperor who had been captured! Xiao Jinyi put a hand to his chest. When he thought of what might be happening to the young emperor, he couldn’t breathe from the ache in his heart.
He was especially glad now that he had returned the pendant to the young emperor. This was an extremely important item, and to keep him from carelessly losing it, the pendant had been equipped with a locating function. If he concentrated, he could sense its location. When he had been searching for Huyan Xi beyond the border, before news of the kidnapping had reached him, as he was missing Emperor Jingren, he had sensed the pendant taking a turn back toward the border.
At the time, Xiao Jinyi had thought that the young emperor had some reason to return to Mobei, so he had turned his horse around to go back to the city. But on the way back, he received word from the city itself. When he traced the pendant again, he found that it had gone beyond the city and was heading for Mount Qilian, the tallest mountain beyond the border.
This was the coldest place in the world, snow-capped year round, with no thaw for years and years. The most magical item in this world grew there: the Ephemeral Snow Lotus. This was a magical plant that bloomed only once in a thousand years. In the novel, Su Huailing was poisoned in the process of saving Emperor Jingren’s life, and only the Ephemeral Snow Lotus could cure her; for Su Huailing’s sake, Emperor Jingren abandoned his throne and went to Mount Qilian himself with the Embroidered Guard, bringing Su Huailing. In the end, carrying Su Huailing on his back, Emperor Jingren found the flowering Ephemeral Snow Lotus just on the point of freezing to death in the mountains.
Legend said that the Ephemeral Snow Lotus could cause a mortal to rise to the heavens and bring the dead back to life. On Mount Qilian, Su Huailing had in fact stopped breathing, and when Emperor Jingren chewed the petals of the Ephemeral Snow Lotus and fed it to her mouth to mouth, she came back to life and was cured of the poison. As for ascending to heaven… Because Emperor Jingren had accidentally swallowed a portion of the petals, because the flower’s effects had all gone to bringing Su Huailing back to life, it no longer had the power to make her ascend to heaven as well. At any rate, eating the Snow Lotus had given Su Huailing no benefits apart from curing her of poisoning. She was in no way spared from future illness.
If Huyan Xi had gone to Mount Qilian, then he must be after the Ephemeral Snow Lotus. But the question was, what did he want it for?
Xiao Jinyi couldn’t work out what Huyan Xi was thinking, and he didn’t want to guess. It was enough to know that Huyan Xi’s target was the Ephemeral Snow Lotus. This was a magical item. No one but the world’s golden children would be able to find it. In other words, until the lotus was found, Emperor Jingren and Su Huailing would be safe.
“Are you certain Huyan Xi came this way, General Xiao?” asked Jing Xixian.
After Emperor Jingren was kidnapped, Jing Xixian had gone in pursuit of Xiao Jinyi at once with his men. They had met up beyond the border. Xiao Jinyi was certain that Huyan Xi had come to Mount Qilian. The Embroidered Guard’s skilled trackers couldn’t find a trace of Huyan Xi’s movements, so they had no choice but to follow Xiao Jinyi. When they reached the foothills of Mount Qilian, Xiao Jinyi had told the others to wait there while he went up the mountain alone. Huyan Xi was too strong; if those less skilled accompanied him, they would only hold him back.
But Jing Xixian had still gone with him; his martial skills were considerably superior to the ordinary person’s. As long as Huyan Xi didn’t attack him directly, he would be fully capable of protecting himself. And Xiao Jinyi was planning to rescue two people at once; he would do well to have a helper.
“Right here.” Xiao Jinyi concentrated on the location of the pendant and found that it wasn’t far from them. He made a gesture telling Jing Xixian to conceal his breathing as the two of them crept in the right direction.
Jing Xixian was skilled in concealing his breathing. Though his internal force wasn’t very powerful, once he activated this skill, as long as he didn’t make any sudden moves, Xiao Jinyi hardly noticed he was there. Xiao Jinyi had told Jing Xixian not to show himself thoughtfully, so Huyan Xi would think he was only dealing with one person. This way, even though Jing Xixian’s martial skills weren’t a match for theirs, he could still be an asset.
Holding his breath, Xiao Jinyi carefully went on ahead, but he didn’t find the three people they were looking for. There was only a spot of red in the snow. Xiao Jinyi bent down and picked up the red item: it was the pendant, stained with blood. His heart missed several beats.
Whose blood was this?
Jing Xixian came after him. When he saw the pendant, he also looked grim. As a member of the Embroidered Guard, he was naturally well aware that Emperor Jingren had a prized pendant given to him by the empress, so important that he didn’t even take it off to bathe. Now, the pendant Emperor Jingren always kept with him was here. At best, it meant that His Majesty really was here, and they hadn’t gone the wrong way. But at worst, it meant that the worst might already have happened to His Majesty.
Amid the unbroken white of Mount Qilian, the frozen blood on the pendant seemed especially glaring.
“General Xiao, this…” Jing Xixian looked quite wretched.
“He’s all right.” Xiao Jinyi shook his head. “I’m sure of it.”
Perhaps he was injured, but at least he was alive. If Emperor Jingren were dead, this world couldn’t still be so calm.
As Xiao Jinyi and Jing Xixian searched for Emperor Jingren, Su Huailing, supporting Emperor Jingren, had reached the summit of the mountain, compelled by Huyan Xi.
“We can’t keep walking!” Su Huailing’s tears left icy trails down her cheeks. “His Majesty is already cold. He’ll die if we go on like this!”
Emperor Jingren’s increasingly chilly body filled Su Huailing with terror. She was no longer the clueless girl she had been at the start. She knew how important Emperor Jingren was to this country. No emperor could do as much for the land as Emperor Jingren.
“That’s precisely what I want.” Huyan Xi’s smile was hideous to Su Huailing’s eyes. “I have pursued the Ephemeral Snow Lotus countless times, but it has no fixed location. It can move through these mountains! It has its own awareness now, just like me, yet it insists on being nothing but a flower that will ultimately be eaten. It refused me.”
As a member of the Embroidered Guard, Su Huailing had naturally heard of this magical object. Her teeth were chattering from the cold, but she still faced the wind despairingly and called to Huyan Xi, “We won’t find the Ephemeral Snow Lotus even if we die! With your great martial skills, wouldn’t you have a better chance of finding it on your own? Why bring along the two of us to slow you down?”
“I want you two to die!” Huyan Xi said loudly. “The Ephemeral Snow Lotus exists for the sake of this world’s golden children. Its fate is to save your lives. Since it is willing to be a prop, I want to see whether it will appear if the children of fortune die right in front of it”
As Huyan Xi spoke, Emperor Jingren’s eyelashes trembled slightly.
He was awake now. It would have been warmer in fact to stand up and walk on his own; if he went on being carried without moving, he would freeze to death sooner or later. In fact, he was already so frozen that he had lost all sensation. Even though he was awake, he still wouldn’t have been able to walk. But when he heard Huyan Xi, he decided to keep feigning unconsciousness. Su Huailing seemed more capable of extracting information from Huyan Xi on her own.
Four days had passed since they were kidnapped by Huyan Xi. His lightness skill was superb; he could travel no slower than a fast horse carrying the two of them. But it had still taken three days to reach Mount Qilian. During these four days, Huyan Xi had given them neither a morsel of food nor a drop of water. Had Su Huailing not somehow turned up half a mantou to split with Emperor Jingren, they might well be dead by now.
At first Emperor Jingren hadn’t understood Huyan Xi’s intentions. If he really wanted to kill him, Huyan Xi could easily have killed him when he attacked their traveling party; if he wanted to hold him and demand a ransom from Xia, he would have kept him well fed. But judging by Huyan Xi’s actions, what he wanted was for him to die, but not too soon.
Considering Huyan Xi’s background, Emperor Jingren thought that he would probably be incapable of understanding what he wanted.
Huyan Xi had absolutely no interest in speaking to the two of them. He had only watched them grow weaker and weaker along the way, waiting for them to die. When they reached Mount Qilian, after a day’s aimless wandering, Huyan Xi had begun to lose his patience. He had struck Emperor Jingren and ordered Su Huailing to drag him as they continued walking without any direction; he seemed to be simply waiting for Emperor Jingren to die.
Though Emperor Jingren had lost all sensation in his body, his mind was still moving rapidly—
Huyan Xi wanted to find the Ephemeral Snow Lotus, which was a spiritual being with its own consciousness and did not wish to take part in Huyan Xi’s plans. The single flower of the Ephemeral Snow Lotus had its own mission, and that mission was to save the life of a child of fortune…
Xiao Jinyi had said that all the people who had come here wanted to make him forsake the world for their sake. Then could it be that he himself was a child of fortune?
So Huyan Xi wanted to use his death to find the Ephemeral Snow Lotus. What kind of god was this person?
Emperor Jingren’s awareness grew dimmer and dimmer. He couldn’t move. He knew that even if he was rescued now, there would probably be no saving his frozen limbs.
Was he about to die?
The pendant—he seemed to recall it falling to the ground when Huyan Xi struck him…
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The Ephemeral Snow Lotus would only appear and bloom for Emperor Jingren and Su Huailing. Xiao Jinyi knew this better than anyone.
This world contained three components entirely unlike anything else. If you said that all the other components only required 0.00000001 seconds for the system to process, then processing these three components took up at least 70% of the system’s memory. And the system didn’t have so much processing space; because of this, the Ephemeral Snow Lotus, the third special component, was usually in hibernation mode.
In order to understand the doctor’s personality, Xiao Jinyi had read his notes. Describing the Ephemeral Snow Lotus, the doctor had written as follows: “I want to design a component that will overturn the whole era. I will invest it with the ability to compute and to improve and upgrade itself. This will be the first step toward giving artificial intelligence a soul.”
At the time, Xiao Jinyi had merely thought that the doctor’s ideas were a little naive. Even if this component could compute for itself, as soon as the primary power source was cut off, it would cease to operate. The idea of giving it a soul was a fantasy.
But having met and fallen in love with Emperor Jingren, Xiao Jinyi finally understood what the doctor was thinking.
He desperately hoped for Emperor Jingren to have a true soul, like the doctor had said. Even if in the future the data that made up Emperor Jingren was uploaded into an AI, it would still be possible for them to be together.
It was precisely because the doctor had said this that Xiao Jinyi particularly wanted to find him. In the doctor he saw a possibility for him and Emperor Jingren to be together; if anyone could truly bring Emperor Jingren to life, it was the doctor.
But Huyan Xi’s words had made him despair. Now, Huyan Xi’s search for the Ephemeral Snow Lotus had rekindled his hope.
Huyan Xi was a being outside of this world’s ambit. Huyan Xi had encountered the doctor. Huyan Xi was searching for the Ephemeral Snow Lotus…
Now, Xiao Jinyi had a clear answer in mind to explain precisely what Huyan Xi was.
He was a mutated component. Perhaps it was encountering the doctor that had changed him and made him understand the truth of this world, made him wish to possess true life rather than existing as a cluster of data. He had the ability to compute and to upgrade himself: Huyan Xi’s martial skills were the most obvious example of this. He had raised his own abilities, changed himself from what the system had made him.
So he was seeking the Ephemeral Snow Lotus for one specific purpose: to exist, to be alive!
If Huyan Xi could live with the aid of the Ephemeral Snow Lotus, what about Emperor Jingren? The young emperor who had realized the truth of this world on his own was certain to be made of more complex data than Huyan Xi. If he obtained the Ephemeral Snow Lotus…
Hope beat wildly in Xiao Jinyi’s chest, ready to explode. Squeezing the pendant, he felt both worry and anticipation.
Without the pendant, looking for the three of them in this endless field of snow was like looking for a needle in the sea. But if he could find Emperor Jingren in time, then there would be hope for their future!
Jing Xixian was still attempting to find traces that had been obliterated by the wind and snow when he saw Xiao Jinyi come to a sudden halt up ahead; his expression had turned grave.
“General Xiao?” An ominous premonition arose in Jing Xixian’s heart.
“Commander Jing,” said Xiao Jinyi, “take this bottle of liquor. If you haven’t found us within three days, leave the mountain.”
“Empress, what are you planning…” Jing Xixian felt a frisson of dread.
Xiao Jinyi found that he preferred being addressed as empress over being addressed as General Xiao. Lips turning up in a faint smile, he said, “Naturally I wish to find His Majesty. As long as His Majesty lives, I will live. If His Majesty is no more, then I also have no further need to exist.”
Then he produced a pill, popped it into his mouth, and swallowed it along with some snow.
He had come to find the doctor; naturally he had means at his disposal that others didn’t. This pill could draw an overdraft on his life force and temporarily grant him greater power than existed in this world. At the same time, this power came at the price of burning through his life. Of course, this life wasn’t the one in the real world, but the one in the game. Once the effects of this pill ended, he would “die” in this world and, like all the other beta players, return to the real world. Because his assignment was to find the doctor, he couldn’t use this pill except as a last resort.
For others, returning only meant missing out on the prize money and entailed no other losses. People like the four consorts, who were doomed to lose, were probably only too eager to go back. But for the empress, this was a desperate gamble.
If he won, he would gain a future for himself and Emperor Jingren. Even if he lost, he might at least give the young emperor a chance to return to the capital and continue bearing the weight of the realm.
Even if for him this would mean an eternal parting, it would still be worth it.
Because the young emperor wasn’t a person to be fettered by love. He was strong and brave; he wouldn’t let love blind him into becoming a craven who abandoned his responsibilities because he had lost his love.
As the pill took effect, Xiao Jinyi felt his body fill with strength. He was more powerful than he had been at his peak.
He moved very slightly; Jing Xixian saw nothing but a blur of white passing before his eyes, and the empress vanished.
If he couldn’t find Emperor Jingren quickly, he would cut down the time. If he couldn’t see the young emperor before him, he would run over the whole mountain range, up to heaven and down to the underworld, whatever it took to find his young emperor!
—
Su Huailing was cold and hungry, and she was nearly frozen to death. If she hadn’t happened to have half a mantou hidden away, the cold would certainly have killed her by now. Huyan Xi was a madman. He forced Su Huailing to drag Emperor Jingren through snow, this way and that, with no direction, no goal in mind, just as long as she kept walking. But she couldn’t stop, not for a moment.
Su Huailing knew that she really couldn’t stop. Once she stopped, she would fall down in the snow and never get up again. But now, Emperor Jingren’s breaths were growing weaker and weaker, and the blood on his head had frozen solid. It took nearly all her strength to move His Majesty; his arms and legs were chilled to the bone. Even if they were rescued now, there would be no saving his hands and feet. Once warmth returned to them, they would begin to decay.
As she walked, she struggled to rub Emperor Jingren’s hands. But Huyan Xi unexpectedly lashed Emperor Jingren with his whip. The whip was full of barbs, which caught in Emperor Jingren’s flesh. The open wounds quickly iced over amid the snow. The blood congealed on Emperor Jingren’s back. It was a horrifying sight.
All this time, Huyan Xi had been tormenting Emperor Jingren.
“You don’t need to go to this much trouble to kill someone. Why do you keep tormenting him! You lunatic!” Su Huailing howled. She was no longer afraid of Huyan Xi. What good would it do to be afraid? Huyan Xi wasn’t planning to let them live. Her terror wouldn’t win her any sympathy from him. At least she could scold him to her heart’s content before she died.
But Huyan Xi wasn’t mad. There was frenzy in his expression, but when he looked at Emperor Jingren, his eyes were still cold. “If you don’t experience all the suffering the world has to offer, if you aren’t on the point of death, the Ephemeral Snow Lotus won’t automatically appear.”
Yes: this was the condition for activating the Ephemeral Snow Lotus.
In the novel, Su Huailing had been poisoned, and the poison tormented her daily, causing her unimaginable pain. As a last resort, Emperor Jingren took her to seek the Ephemeral Snow Lotus, which only appeared when the situation was as grave as it could be. If their deaths weren’t preceded by pain, even if he killed them, the Ephemeral Snow Lotus still wouldn’t appear.
The lash of the whip woke Emperor Jingren. The pain made him open his eyes. His train of thought had nearly linked up. Just a little more.
Because of this, Emperor Jingren stopped playing dead. He said weakly, “Huyan Xi, do you wish to ascend and be free of the fetters of this false world, or…do you want immortality, to live truly?”
If Xiao Jinyi could think of it, how could Emperor Jingren fail to reach the same conclusion? Huyan Xi’s actions were completely different from those of the outsiders. Emperor Jingren always had a peculiar feeling when he came in contact with the outsiders. Now that he had met Huyan Xi in person, he knew that Huyan Xi’s nature was different from theirs. He had an air of belonging to this world. And based on what Huyan Xi had said, he must be like him: aware of how false this world was.
Faced with the same reality, Emperor Jingren had chosen to live for the sake of this false data, while Huyan Xi had chosen to escape his fate.
“You know?” A light flared in Huyan Xi’s eyes. “So you’re like me. Through contact with the outsiders, you’ve discovered how ridiculous you are. Fair enough. You are a child of fortune, one of the source components. It would be much easier for you to guess the truth than me. Too bad. Had I known that before, I would have slaughtered the woman and kept you.”
Huyan Xi was lonely after all. Upon encountering a person like him, he couldn’t resist opening up a dialogue. He didn’t care that Su Huailing could hear him; clearly, she was already as good as dead to him.
“You must also want to live, but you don’t know how. My life isn’t mine to control. If…if that…supercomputer or whatever outside breaks, or those…technicians decide to delete or refresh, I’ll disappear? Or…my memories will be gone? What a joke!” As Huyan Xi spoke, the veins stood out on his forehead. “Why should my life be controlled by others? I want to live! I want to leave this damned world!
“I met the creator of this world. He was called…the doctor. He told me that in order to live forever, I needed to obtain the Ephemeral Snow Lotus and merge with it. Then I could truly perfect my data and surpass this world, exist on the internet. As long as the internet existed, I would be immortal and could go anywhere in the world!” Huyan Xi said. “I don’t really understand what the doctor was saying, but I remember each and every word. If I want to live, I must obtain the Ephemeral Snow Lotus!”
So that was it… Emperor Jingren lowered his eyes. His thoughts stagnated under the influence of the wind and snow. So that was it… He could also become real. Had he known before—if he had known before, the empress…
Before his thoughts disappeared, Emperor Jingren’s lips suddenly turned up in a self-mocking smile.
Even if he had known, he still wouldn’t have chosen to leave this world and live forever beyond it. He couldn’t abandon his nation, couldn’t abandon all the people here. This was his responsibility.
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Yes, this was only a false world, limited in every direction, and sooner or later would come the day that it disappeared. Huyan Xi’s views were the right ones. Even if he couldn’t live forever, at least he had to do his best to survive. His fate couldn’t be dictated by someone pressing a button. Probably any cluster of data that learned the truth would want to become real, wouldn’t want to one day vanish into nothing but dusty history. Those like Emperor Jingren, who could give up the opportunity to be “real” for the sake of a fake nation, were vanishingly few.
But…he was in pain, and it was real pain.
Whether he was going hungry on the road or being whipped in the snow by Huyan Xi, he felt it. His sadness was real.
Emperor Jingren knew that he too was only a cluster of data programmed by someone else; though he didn’t know the meaning of data or programming, this did not impede his understanding. He only had to try to think of himself as a character in a novel.
Even if he was only a character someone had imagined, he could still feel pain, could still be hungry, could still be sad, could still love someone.
So all the people in this nation were the same. Even if the whole world disappeared in the next instant, the pain they felt in this instant was real.
Only as a cluster of data himself could he understand this feeling: Even though I am fake, I will still live as well as I can, for the sake of others, and for my own sake as well.
Huyan Xi could abandon all the warriors of the herding tribes who had put their faith in him, but Emperor Jingren could not abandon his people and his realm.
His new law was still being implemented. He had just subdued all the old courtiers, had just reached the point of being able to carry out his lofty aims. When an emperor meets his end, all the ambitions he had previously suppressed would emerge. Prince Huainan couldn’t hold them back, not even with Emperor Jingren’s decrees backing him. Prince Huainan was well suited to administering a fief, but not to administering a nation.
When the nation fell into chaos, it was the common people who would suffer.
Even if the next moment everything disappeared without warning, he hoped that in this moment, all his people could be happy. He didn’t want his people to disappear while experiencing the pain of war, starvation, and separation.
Making the State of Xia flourish, making its people prosperous and happy: that was his responsibility. Since Emperor Jingren was a component that had been designed to have this temperament from the start, he would persevere till the end.
Huyan Xi’s voice grew more and more distant, so far away it was as if life and death already separated them.
Ha! A mocking laugh appeared in Emperor Jingren’s mind. He wanted to bring happiness to the people? He was about to die…
His death would cause the Ephemeral Snow Lotus to appear, and Huyan Xi would combine with the lotus’s data to become something greater than this world. The empress…
It would probably be a headache for Jinyi…
The image of the empress seemed to appear before his eyes. He was dressed in fighting clothes, holding the powerful bow that Emperor Jingren had given him. He drew the bow and took aim at an enormous tiger in front of him. He stood before Emperor Jingren and faced the tiger, saying, “Your Majesty, your subject wife will protect you.”
“Yes, we know,” Emperor Jingren said softly.
“Your Majesty, what did you say? Your Majesty?” cried Su Huailing as she dragged Emperor Jingren. She saw that Emperor Jingren was cold all over, heavy against her. A cold sweat of fear drenched her. Hands trembling, she touched Emperor Jingren’s chest. There was no more heartbeat there.
“It-it’s not beating!” Su Huailing couldn’t help starting to cry. She knew that tears would freeze on her face and damage her skin, but she really couldn’t resist. At first she had hated Emperor Jingren for being a self-important emperor who didn’t care about anyone’s lives. Later, as she slowly studied with the Embroidered Guard, she had understood how important Emperor Jingren was to this nation. He was an emperor for the ages; no ruler was more suited to making the people happy.
Su Huailing stopped holding back. In spite of everything, she yelled at Huyan Xi, “He’s dead, His Majesty is dead! You beast! I don’t understand what you mean by data or things being false. So what I am fake? I still feel pain! I still get sad! And so what if you’re real? A cold-blooded scoundrel like you doesn’t deserve to be called human, even if he is real!”
“And so what if I don’t deserve it?” Huyan Xi grabbed Su Huailing’s chin and squeezed, at once breaking her jawbone. Coldly, he said, “I am not the person I was in the novel. I won’t fall in love with you as my settings dictate. Emperor Jingren is dead, but the Ephemeral Snow Lotus has yet to appear. It seems that you must die, just as in the original.”
He raised the hand in which he held his whip, ready to lash the expiring Su Huailing.
In that very instant, the whole area warmed up.
When her jaw was broken, Su Huailing had known she wouldn’t survive. She had closed her eyes and waited for death to come. Suddenly, the cold vanished, and the pain in her jaw vanished as well. She tried to move her fingers and found in them none of the stiffness of frostbite. She felt absolutely wonderful.
Was this…death? Was that why she was no longer in pain?
She blinked and found that she might have been hallucinating. Before her eyes, a white lotus flower, so beautiful it defied description, had suddenly appeared, standing up amid the wind and snow, emanating a faint, gentle light. As the light shone on Su Huailing, her pain and wounds vanished.
“The Ephemeral Snow Lotus…” Su Huailing murmured.
A thought struck her. She reached out to touch Emperor Jingren and found that though his heart still wasn’t beating and he still wasn’t breathing, he was as warm as if he were alive.
The Ephemeral Snow Lotus could bring the dead back to life. If she gave His Majesty this flower to eat, he could be alive again!
Su Huailing threw herself at the Ephemeral Snow Lotus, but another figure was faster than her. When she had just thought of moving, Huyan Xi seized the blooming lotus and brought it straight to his mouth.
“As expected, you can’t bear to let the children of fortune die, hahaha!” Huyan Xi said. “Living according to your settings? Idiots, all of you.”
The Ephemeral Snow Lotus’s effects would last for the briefest span after it bloomed, so Huyan Xi didn’t waste time on words. He had to eat the lotus as fast as possible. He brought it to his lips, but instead of the flower, he bit into a mouthful of snow.
The instant he had placed the lotus in his mouth, someone had snatched it out of his hand and replaced it with a snowball.
“Who’s there!” Huyan Xi looked around and found Xiao Jinyi kneeling beside Emperor Jingren’s body. He didn’t spare Huyan Xi a single glance as he plucked the petals off the flower and put them in Emperor Jingren’s mouth.
“Xiao Jinyi!” Huyan Xi’s eyes turned bright red. He raised his whip and lashed at Xiao Jinyi. Did this person absolutely have to get in his way?!
During the battle near Mobei City, Xiao Jinyi had prevented him from taking Su Huailing and Emperor Jingren alive. Now, he wanted to prevent him from living forever!
His whip wrapped around Xiao Jinyi. Huyan Xi planned to use the whip to immobilize Xiao Jinyi while he dashed forward to snatch the Ephemeral Snow Lotus.
He had fought Xiao Jinyi and knew his abilities. This was enough to hold him for a moment, and a moment was all it would take for Huyan Xi to grab and eat the lotus.
But Xiao Jinyi didn’t give him even that moment. As soon as the whip wrapped around him, with a slight movement, Xiao Jinyi shattered it, and the whip fell in pieces on the snow. The barbs hadn’t even touched Xiao Jinyi.
“Your abilities… This can’t be. This world doesn’t permit the existence of such great skills. I am already at the utmost limit!” Huyan Xi’s eyes were ready to pop out of their sockets as he watched Xiao Jinyi put the Ephemeral Snow Lotus petals in his own mouth and chew them. Huyan Xi charged at him desperately, but Xiao Jinyi stopped him in his tracks with only a few icicles.
The icicles struck Huyan Xi’s acupoints precisely. He directed all his strength to disrupting their effects, but he couldn’t do it!
“Of course I have to feed it to you mouth to mouth like in the original.” Xiao Jinyi smiled at Emperor Jingren and gently kissed his soft lips, feeding him the lotus.
Su Huailing, meanwhile, pulled a leaf off the lotus plant and swallowed it. Her jaw no longer hurt, but the bone was still broken. She hoped the leaf would also do some good.
After swallowing the lotus petals, Emperor Jingren gradually began to breathe, and his heart began to beat weakly. Su Huailing, meanwhile, touched her chin and found to her astonishment that her bone really was completely intact. All her other injuries had disappeared too. As for Emperor Jingren, the wounds from the whip were gone as well.
“It’s really so useful!” Su Huailing rushed to find the rest of the lotus, but she saw that it was already withered, a dried flower laying in the snow. The earlier magical effects were no longer possible.
The lotus bloomed only once in a thousand years and lived only for the sake of saving a single person’s life. It knew what it was, knew the truth of this world. It would always have the ability to compute for itself, to upgrade itself, but it still acted in accordance with its earliest settings, using its life to save another life.
This had been its mission at birth. Without this mission, it wouldn’t exist.
Su Huailing buried the withered lotus, spreading a final coat of snow over it.
Xiao Jinyi removed his thick fur cloak and wrapped Emperor Jingren tightly in it. Then he stood and walked toward Huyan Xi.
Watching Xiao Jinyi, Huyan Xi suddenly noticed that there was blood leaking from his eyes, and from his ears also came a trickle of blood.
“You’re bleeding from the apertures of your face. I wondered how you had suddenly become so powerful, but it turns out you’ve used some forbidden art. You’re…”
He could no longer speak. Xiao Jinyi had a hand wrapped around his neck. With a bit of force, Huyan Xi’s hyoid bone broke. Xiao Jinyi had applied just the right amount of pressure; Huyan Xi didn’t die at once, only stared wide-eyed at Xiao Jinyi, struggling to breathe.
Xiao Jinyi felt something trickling from his nose. He wiped away a smear of red.
Looking into Huyan Xi’s mutinous eyes, he said gravely, “I won’t ask again what happened to the doctor. I believe that you really did kill him. I am about to leave this world. Before that happens, I just want to tell you that it was very impressive of you to discover the truth of this world. But even if you became a real person, you would still never understand all of a human being’s emotions. Duty, responsibility—these are things that Shen Junrui and the Ephemeral Snow Lotus understand far better than you.”
Huyan Xi wrote violently in the snow: You. Will. Regret.
“I won’t regret this,” Xiao Jinyi said mildly. He reached out and put an end to Huyan Xi’s life of bitter struggle.
After doing this, he went to Emperor Jingren and lifted him in his arms while also putting Su Huailing over his shoulder. He swiftly brought the two of them to Jing Xixian.
Jing Xixian felt a wind blow past him and found himself unexpectedly piled up along with Su Huailing on someone’s shoulder, being carried down the mountain.
At the place where they had left their horses at the foot of the mountain, Xiao Jinyi stopped at last and placed Su Huailing and Jing Xixian together on the back of a horse.
“General Xiao, you…” Jing Xixian finally had a clear look at Xiao Jinyi’s face, which was completely obscured by blood.
Xiao Jinyi wiped his face with his sleeve, removing the blood, and smiled at Jing Xixian. “Take His Majesty away from the mountains.”
“General Xiao, come with us, you need…” Jing Xixian started in surprise.
“No,” Xiao Jinyi interrupted. “I’m dying. I can’t be saved.”
Looking at the still dizzy Su Huailing, he said to her, “Su Huailing, tell His Majesty for me that I’ve gone back.”
Then Xiao Jinyi turned and walked toward the snow-covered mountain. In a few leaps, he vanished.
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Emperor Jingren woke three days later. He had been brought to Mobei City. The imperial physicians who had accompanied the party examined him and determined that he was in perfect health. Not only had he sustained no injuries, he was hale and hearty. Given his current condition, he could easily live to be eighty or ninety while remaining in the prime of health; this could be described as a blessing arising out of calamity.
From Su Huailing, everyone learned that Huyan Xi had kidnapped Emperor Jingren in order to find the Ephemeral Snow Lotus, saying that this magical entity would only bloom for the emperor. And when the emperor’s breathing had stopped, the Ephemeral Snow Lotus, which had never been seen before, really had appeared. This sounded like something out of a legend, but it had truly happened.
Xiao Jinshu quickly disseminated this news, saying that Emperor Jingren was the true Son of Heaven who could make an auspicious omen like the Ephemeral Snow Lotus bloom for him. Also, when Emperor Jingren had reached Mobei City, there had been peculiar phenomena in the sky; the genius of the herding tribes, Huyan Xi, had only abandoned his army because he had been struck by lightning, granting the Army of the North such a victory that the herding tribes wouldn’t be able to raise their heads for decades. It was the joy of the realm and the people that the State of Xia had such an emperor.
When news that Emperor Jingren had been abducted reached the capital, there had been a period of instability. Several imperial kinsmen were still restless, and at court many suppressed plots rose again. Prince Huainan couldn’t hold any of them back, even without considering how many of his subordinates were always egging him on to usurp the throne. When Shen Junyi heard that Emperor Jingren, the main character, was in danger, he was scared to death. He spent his time strategizing with the consorts. A number of people wanted to kill themselves to return to reality, but they were afraid that Emperor Jingren was already dead, and if they killed themselves there really would be no coming back. Everyone was on tenterhooks. Of course no one had any attention left to spare to think of usurping the throne.
Every day, Xu Qingyang counseled Prince Huainan to send his own men to find Emperor Jingren, kill him at once when he found him, and blame Huyan Xi. Emperor Jingren had left behind a verbal decree stating that if anything happened to him, Prince Huainan would be the lawful ruler. Emperor Jingren just had to die…
Xu Qingyang was completely devoted to his master. Sadly, before all the words had even left his mouth, Prince Huainan had him dragged away and confined. After spending several days in Prince Huainan’s personal prison, he heard the news that Emperor Jingren was all right and at last gave up hope.
The situation at court had been dire, but as soon as Xiao Jinshu’s news reached the capital, all the plotters shut their mouths. The entire nation was now reporting that Emperor Jingren was the imperial star incarnate, the first divine ruler since the times of the sage-kings Yao and Shun and Yu the Great. With momentum like this, anyone who dared to revolt would drown in the nation’s saliva.
As rumors flew everywhere, Emperor Jingren at last finished absorbing the curative powers of the Ephemeral Snow Lotus and slowly opened his eyes.
Each day people kept watch beside him: an imperial physician, Jing Xixian, and Xiao Jinshu were all there. But it was Su Huailing who first saw that Emperor Jingren was awake. She cried out in excitement. Jing Xixian promptly stuffed a piece of cloth in her mouth and expelled her from the room.
Su Huailing was speechless.
When Emperor Jingren opened his eyes, he didn’t speak. He looked all around, taking in everyone in the room. He remembered that when he had woken up a year ago after hitting his head, the first thing he had seen was the empress’s large, reassuring figure. His heart sank.
“Where is…General Xiao?” Emperor Jingren asked. His voice was dry and hoarse after several days without drinking anything. It sounded dreadful. But to those who had kept watch over him, it was the very music of heaven.
“Your Majesty…” Xiao Jinshu was pleased that Emperor Jingren was awake, but he also ached for the little sister he had doted on since childhood. He couldn’t speak.
Jing Xixian knelt before Emperor Jingren’s bed and reported, “Your Majesty, in order to rescue Your Majesty, General Xiao went to the grave with Huyan Xi. He fell into a crevasse in the mountains. No body was recovered.”
Emperor Jingren’s pupils contracted. He quietly closed his eyes. His health was better than it had ever been, but he felt weary at heart. All he wanted was to lie here like this and never get up.
Jing Xixian arranged his diction and told him most of what he and Xiao Jinyi had done that day, concealing only that General Xiao had taken a pill to increase his strength and died bleeding from the apertures of his face. He only recounted that he had gone to the grave with Huyan Xi. Xiao Jinyi had forbidden him to tell Emperor Jingren about the pill. Between loyalty to his sovereign and awe of Xiao Jinyi, Jing Xixian had chosen to do whatever he could to keep from hurting Emperor Jingren. Anyway, it didn’t matter how it had happened: the outcome was that General Xiao had died to save His Majesty.
“Your Majesty,” said Jing Xixian, “General Xiao left behind a pendant. I have kept it.”
Jing Xixian had found this pendant in the snow after Xiao Jinyi had disappeared in a crevasse. He knew that this pendant belonged to Emperor Jingren, so he had put it away, intending to give it to him.
Emperor Jingren’s tightly shut eyes opened. He slowly sat up in bed. All he felt was hunger and the dizziness of not having eaten anything in a long time, no other discomfort.
He reached out and said, “Give us the pendant.”
Jing Xixian placed the bloodstained pendant on a tray and presented it. Emperor Jingren picked it up and gently wiped away the blood—but the blood couldn’t be wiped away. It seemed to have sunk into the pendant.
“Your Majesty, I also wanted to clean the pendant after obtaining it, but the bloodstains…can’t be removed,” Jing Xixian said very unhappily.
“There’s no need, then,” said Emperor Jingren, mildly.
The empress had even left this pendant behind, and he had gone to the grave with Huyan Xi. Probably he had completed his assignment. Emperor Jingren smiled bitterly. He wanted to throw this useless pendant away, but his mind kept replaying the two instances of the empress giving it to him. In the end, he couldn’t bring himself to get rid of it.
Forget it, he thought. Let it be a keepsake.
Emperor Jingren undid the pendant’s chain and, without anyone else’s help, hung the pendant around his neck. But unlike the previous two times, once the pendant was on Emperor Jingren, it began to emit an enchanting light. The dull gray pendant seemed to come to life, sparkling and scintillating, as if some glittering and translucent liquid were flowing through it. Though Emperor Jingren had seen countless treasures, he had never seen anything so beautiful. For a moment, everyone in the room was stunned by the sight.
A multicolored light surrounded Emperor Jingren. One band of light after another contracted until at last it entered Emperor Jingren’s body. Then the pendant ceased to emit light but remained just as beautiful. At the center of the pendant, a spot of glorious red in the glittering, translucent liquid seemed especially lovely.
“That’s…” Everyone was dumbfounded. Only Xiao Jinshu looked thoughtfully at the pendant.
“What is this object?” Emperor Jingren asked. He could see Xiao Jinshu had something on his mind. “General Xiao once told us that it was a family heirloom that could act as protection.”
“I-I…I seem…to recall…” Xiao Jinshu frowned as he spoke. He felt that he had no recollection of this object, but when he had seen the pendant, he’d had the feeling that he remembered it. It was as if he had known of this pendant’s existence long ago, but also as if he had just found out…
Xiao Jinshu couldn’t understand why he would have such a problem with his memory, so he simply left it alone. He responded, “Your Majesty, this is what I recall: the records say that this pendant is useless when it is dull and gray, but once it recognizes its master, it will become incomparably beautiful and be able to protect its wearer from injury.”
“Is that so?” Emperor Jingren looked at the pendant without blinking. “We would like to try that out.”
He ordered Jing Xixian to draw a dagger and stab him in the leg.
Xiao Jinshu, concerned, said, “Your Majesty, it’s only a legend. Commander Jing, take care…”
But before he could finish, Jing Xixian’s dagger stopped before it could reach Emperor Jingren’s leg. No person had stopped it; an irresistible force had protected Emperor Jingren.
Jing Xixian tried several times and found that even if he activated all his internal force, he couldn’t even cut through Emperor Jingren’s hem. He switched to his Embroidered Guardsman’s saber but still failed. Meanwhile, the eunuch who helped Emperor Jingren dress had no trouble touching his clothing; he encountered no obstruction.
“This object truly is magical. It can even distinguish attempts at injury from ordinary touch.” Jing Xixian knelt. “Congratulations on obtaining this miraculous object, Your Majesty!”
Everyone in the room knelt and cried out, “Long live Your Majesty!” But Emperor Jingren gazed steadily at the pendant and smiled slightly.
“Your Majesty, your subject wife will always protect you.” The glorious blood color in the pendant seemed to be alive and constantly repeating these words to Emperor Jingren.
“Yes, we know,” Emperor Jingren said mildly.
He knew—he had always known. His empress was an indomitable man; even though he would never return to this world, he would still always protect Emperor Jingren. He had never lied to him; everything he said held weight.
His handsome, strong, beautiful empress.
—
Concerning the pendant, Emperor Jingren ordered everyone who knew about it to say nothing. This went without saying; anyone who openly flaunted such a treasure would deserve the trouble it brought them. It was better to keep it and let it protect him in secret. With the pendant hidden under his clothes, Emperor Jingren rested a few days in Mobei City, then returned victorious to the capital.
This time the journey to the capital passed without incident. When Prince Huainan saw that Emperor Jingren was back, he fell to his knees with a thud before all the courtiers and cried from emotion. Hugging Emperor Jingren’s knees, he wailed, “You’re finally back, Imperial Brother. I was so worried about you, Imperial Brother. What would I do if you died, Imperial Brother?” and so on. It required great restraint for Emperor Jingren to resist kicking him away.
“We understand your feelings.” Emperor Jingren was very calm. To Jing Xixian, he said, “We fear Prince Huainan is too emotional to stand. Bring him a chair, then help him back to his rooms to rest.”
Jing Xixian and two of his subordinates immediately peeled Prince Huainan off Emperor Jingren and pressed him into a chair. One guardsman remained to hold him down, not letting him get to his feet lest he once again throw himself at the emperor.
Emperor Jingren’s first decree upon returning to court commended the contributions of the Army of the North and the Xiao family. Marquis Zhenbei was raised one rank, becoming Duke Zhenbei. This title would pass by inheritance, now going to Xiao Jinshu. The sixth son of the Xiao family, Xiao Jinyi, had performed a meritorious service in rescuing the emperor and was posthumously awarded the rank of marshal; one of his kinsmen among the Xiao family could be adopted to continue Xiao Jinyi’s line.
The soldiers and people of Mobei were all given rewards, and even Su Huailing was given the position of deputy commander in the Embroidered Guard and awarded a great deal of money.
When everyone had been recognized, Emperor Jingren withdrew to rest. He spent the night at Qifeng Hall, his solitary slumber troubled.
A month later, the empress passed away from illness; the whole nation mourned. Emperor Jingren constructed an imperial mausoleum and interred the empress’s remains in it. In due time, he would be buried there alongside the empress.
Three years later, Emperor Jingren was still childless and began to hold a harem selection, with the empress dowager, holding a temporary empress’s seal, taking responsibility for it. The empress dowager’s eyesight was weak in her old age. The girls she chose were ugly, or else they were sun-burnt, and one girl was tall and powerfully built…

Chapter 56
During these three years, the composition of the harem had changed greatly. The four consorts and Imperial Concubine Lin had passed away from illness, Eunuch Lian had died peacefully in his sleep, Little Shunzi and a group of maids who had reached the appropriate age had been released from the palace. Those who had served the empress rarely left Kunning Palace.
Many girls who wanted to rise in the world asked people who had been familiar with the empress to describe her appearance and character. Emperor Jingren had been on the throne for eight years, and the empress had been childless after five but had still been able to enjoy Emperor Jingren’s exclusive favor. Presumably there must have been something extraordinary about her. Many people wished to imitate the empress, but those who had known her well never brought her up. No one knew just what kind of person the empress had been.
This was why, when that tall, strapping girl entered the palace, all the other girls taking part in the selection were astonished. How could a person like this be part of the selection? Though the rest were plain-looking, at least they had families to back them, and they weren’t too ugly to look at. But when this girl put on feminine clothes, the sight was as ghastly as a warrior embroidering flowers.
Many people secretly criticized the empress dowager for her poor eyesight, but the empress dowager herself was extremely fond of the girl named Fan Die’er. From the moment she saw her, she kept the girl by her side all the time, telling her that though she had no rank, when the emperor saw her, he was sure to promote her to consort.
In fact, Fan Die’er was quite peculiar. She didn’t seem especially pleased to receive such favor from the empress dowager. Her expression was always calm, and she was completely indifferent to the sarcasm and mockery of others. All she did was spend her days quietly at the empress dowager’s side, waiting for the end of the selection period, when she would be recommended by the empress dowager to Emperor Jingren.
Emperor Jingren was apathetic on the subject of the selection. The empress dowager had already instructed that he be told that the selection was over, and she had chosen a number of decent girls to keep around her; would His Majesty come visit?
This was what it was like for harem candidates. Until they received His Majesty’s favor, they had no rank. Their portraits would be brought to Emperor Jingren, and if Emperor Jingren took a liking to them, he would turn over their tokens. But a portrait was never a match for the real person, and portraits were often manipulated by the artist. Therefore, harem candidates usually attended on the empress or one of the more prominent consorts. But now, Emperor Jingren’s harem was as blank as a sheet of paper. The empress dowager was the only available support. But the girls who had been chosen by the empress dowager waited and waited, day after day, and still Emperor Jingren did not come to Cining Palace.
They had heard that His Majesty and the empress had been very close. His Majesty had mourned the empress for three years. Not only had he not chosen a new empress, he hadn’t even touched any of the women in the harem; the four consorts had simply died of waiting. Even this selection was only being held because the empress dowager had cried and told the emperor that she wanted to hold her grandchildren, and if she couldn’t she would hang herself; compelled by filial piety, Emperor Jingren had had no choice but to agree.
After hearing this, all the candidates despaired. They went around asking about the empress, spending quite a bit of money in the process, but they came up empty-handed.
The empress dowager waited for a month, yet Emperor Jingren still didn’t come to pick from among the beauties. At last, she couldn’t stand it any longer. One day, when Emperor Jingren left court, she went to Chengqian Palace with a number of harem candidates dressed as maids. Among them, the most striking was Fan Die’er, who could be picked out from the crowd at a glance.
When Emperor Jingren heard that the empress dowager had arrived, his hand paused in the middle of reading over memorials to the throne. He let out a gentle sigh and sent someone to invite the empress dowager in.
He truly wasn’t interested.
If this had been a real world, perhaps Emperor Jingren would have felt compelled for the sake of the realm to visit some women and produce heirs. But now, the empress had once told him that in the original novel, he didn’t have children with any other women; only Su Huailing had borne his child. In other words, it was very likely that this world would only permit Su Huailing to give birth to his children. And Su Huailing was married to Jing Xixian. No matter what, Emperor Jingren couldn’t steal his subordinate’s wife in order to have children with her.
If he did visit these women for the sake of having children and they were unable to have any, he would only be hurting them.
This selection was being held because the empress dowager had left him no choice. He had planned to let the empress dowager do as she would, then arrange marriages for some of the girls with men of the proper social standing and let the rest go. That would be the end of it.
But the empress dowager had come to see him today with so many people. It seemed she was going to force him to visit one of them tonight.
However frustrated he might be, Emperor Jingren couldn’t disobey the empress dowager, so he had invited her in. As she and the girls entered, Emperor Jingren saw at once a face that was identical to the empress’s.
Just one glance, and he couldn’t look away. For a time, Emperor Jingren couldn’t even think. His eyes saw only Fan Die’er. It took all his strength not to throw himself into Fan Die’er’s arms.
Seeing the look in Emperor Jingren’s eyes, the empress dowager smiled in satisfaction. She had known that her son was sure to be enchanted by this girl. Look at Die’er’s muscles, that tall and broad figure, and that countenance and presence like a door god’s—she’d known His Majesty was certain to like her.
So the empress dowager said, “It seems Your Majesty is very pleased with this candidate?”
Emperor Jingren froze. He tore his gaze off Fan Die’er, and clarity returned to his eyes. He nodded and said, “Let it be her.”
The empress dowager was overjoyed. She didn’t spend long in Chengqian Hall; very soon, she left with the other girls, while Emperor Jingren dismissed the servants, and the two of them remained alone in the room.
Emperor Jingren’s eyes swept greedily over Fan Die’er’s face. Then he looked away and said, “We know that you are not him. You are only using his face.”
“Just what I would expect of the doctor.” Fan Die’er didn’t kneel or bow, only applauded and said, “Even though you haven’t recovered your memories and persist in thinking you’re an NPC, you’re so wise. You see everything.”
Emperor Jingren frowned slightly and asked, “The doctor… That is this world’s creator. You say that we are the doctor?”
“That’s right,” said Fan Die’er. “While testing the system, the doctor’s soul became lost in this world, and it was seriously injured because of Huyan Xi’s unscrupulous actions. It had to attach itself to one of this world’s NPCs to recover. And, as the son of fortune, meeting the daughter of fortune for the first time, and having just struck his head, no one was more suitable a carrier than Emperor Jingren. As soon as you woke up after hitting your head, you were Doctor Shen, who had absorbed an NPC’s data. Only the doctor was asleep and never woke.”
Calmly, Emperor Jingren asked, “How are you going to prove that? Though we guessed the truth of this world, that only goes to show that we, like Huyan Xi, noticed its peculiarities.”
“The pendant hanging around your neck.” Fan Die’er pointed at Emperor Jingren. “That’s an item that can seek out the doctor’s soul, and it was created to protect the doctor. Only the doctor can activate it. It is protecting you now. That is the proof.”
Emperor Jingren put a hand to his chest and took out the pendant that had protected him for three years. At first, the empress had watched him put this pendant on expectantly, then looked disappointed. So the empress had come here in search of the doctor, this world’s creator.
“You say that we created this world, and actually we are a real person,” Emperor Jingren said calmly. He thought that he had accepted this fact very easily; he didn’t feel any discomfiture.
“Yes, that’s right,” Fan Die’er said seriously. “Doctor, when you first touched the item, you ought to have returned to your body. The helmet receiving your data has remained on your head. But because you had been so gravely injured, and because you had melded seamlessly with Emperor Jingren’s data, you were incapable of realizing your true identity. So we had no way to return you to your body. At first we thought that if we only found you, we would be able to force you to return. But that won’t work. You must be willing to return to the modern world, or else we won’t be able to bring you back.”
Emperor Jingren remained silent. He was the emperor. If he left…
Fan Die’er tried to talk him around. “Doctor, I know that you’re unwilling to leave because of your responsibility and your duty. Protecting this nation isn’t Emperor Jingren’s wish, it’s your own. You built this world yourself, and you’ve experienced for yourself how true and sincere the lives of the people here are. The reason you don’t want to leave, doctor, is because of the responsibility you feel for this world. You hope to protect this place. But this system is still in its testing phase, and as for the data in the system, this silly seduction game based on a novel, who will be interested in it? They’ll wipe the data and create whatever they want instead. Only by returning will you be able to preserve all the data here.”
These last words moved Emperor Jingren. He squeezed the pendant and made his decision.
“Why didn’t he come to convince us?” Emperor Jingren asked suddenly.
Fan Die’er abruptly became silent and only continued after a lengthy pause. “The chief… That’s the empress, he’s our chief. He took a pill in the game to enhance his strength, but it was actually a program that mutates data. It was created by the doctor, but in order to find you, the true nature of this program was concealed. The chief didn’t know about it. And the chief isn’t made of data. He’s a real soul. When the program is applied to a soul’s data, it really will alter that data. We don’t know what will happen to the chief when he wakes up, so he’s been asleep since he returned from the game. And your signal was already in the helmet, but you still refused to remember your identity. That was why I had to borrow the chief’s face to come see you.
“Doctor, you’re this program’s designer. Only you can change the chief’s soul data back to normal!” Fan Die’er’s initial calm was gone. Only pleading remained.
He was nothing like the empress. The empress wouldn’t falter even if Mount Tai collapsed in front of his eyes. He was always so calm, so reassuring.
“We know,” said Emperor Jingren. “It seems that time flows differently in…the real world than it does here. How does that work?”
“When the doctor designed this world, he imagined that a day in heaven would be a year on earth,” Fan Die’er answered.
“Understood. In ten days, I will try to return,” Emperor Jingren promised.
“Ten days… Why so long…” Fan Die’er said a little urgently.
“We must train a suitable successor for Xia,” said Emperor Jingren. “We know that you have many worries, but regardless of what your concerns are, nothing can be accomplished in ten days. Ten days is a safe period. It is long enough for us to train a successor, and there will be no changes in the real world either, right?”
“That’s true…” After thinking it through, Fan Die’er wasn’t so fretful himself. He asked, “But why do you need to train a successor? After you return, it will be easy for you to change the data. Even if there is unrest, you can restore the data to its original state.”
“Even if we can restore everything to its original state, the pain the people will have suffered during that time would be real. Even if something reverses their suffering, it won’t mean they hadn’t experienced it,” said Emperor Jingren. “We cannot be willful and permit them to live in a state of unrest. In ten days, we will return.”
—
Emperor Jingren was a legendary emperor of the Xia dynasty. While he reigned, the nation enjoyed good weather and rich harvests, and its people prospered. And this emperor only loved one person his whole life. Even many years after the empress passed away, he still would not visit any other woman. Because of this, a prevalence developed in Xia among nobles and commoners alike of marrying only once, two people growing old together. At first it was done in imitation of Emperor Jingren’s profound love for the empress, but over time it became an institution.
Emperor Jingren never had his own children. In his twenties, he began to choose suitable children from among the imperial clan to raise himself. In the end, he chose the most accomplished of them, and at thirty-six years old, in the prime of life, he abdicated the throne in favor of a worthy successor.
And the strange thing was that Emperor Jingren seemed to know precisely how long his life span would be. The day after the new emperor ascended the throne, the retired emperor was found to have passed away in his bed. His death was not accompanied by any illness, and he hadn’t been murdered. It was just as if he had passed away naturally. A faint smile still lingered on his young face.
Someone found a note on the retired emperor’s desk that read: We are coming to you.
Practically everyone thought that the retired emperor was talking to the empress, Xiao Jinyi. The empress was the only person the retired emperor had loved so deeply.
When later historians appraised Emperor Jingren, some thought that he was an emperor for the ages. His measures hastened Xia’s change from a hereditary system to a democratic one. And during his reign, Xia had been the most powerful nation in the world. To this day, the people of this nation were known abroad by the name of the Xia dynasty, and every country had several Xia Streets.
Others said that Emperor Jingren was a sentimental person. His love for the empress had caused him to die young. A person like this wasn’t suited to be emperor.
Of course, when this second view appeared, it was widely criticized. Many people, particularly girls, wanted a husband like Emperor Jingren.
Regardless of how everyone assessed Emperor Jingren, history’s assessment of him was—a wise ruler.
Main Story Ends

Chapter 57
While Doctor Shen Zhiwei was a major director of the holographic project, it wasn’t as if the whole game had been designed by him. The game’s system and the holographic helmets were entirely his doing, but credit for the data behind the characters in fact belonged to the whole team. The background and scenery of the world as well as every character that originated in the novel but was more alive than their novel counterpart reflected the efforts of each member of the game development team.
In fact, everyone already had a plan for treating General Yun Ruifeng before Shen Zhiwei woke up, but because the human brain was such a complex thing, they didn’t dare to proceed recklessly. They needed Dr. Shen Zhiwei to approve their strategy.
A number of players had previously displayed varying degrees of difficulty in readjusting after leaving the game world. The game world was too realistic. Though they had only spent a few days in it, their minds had experienced several years. The player who had inhabited the character of the commander of the Imperial Guard evinced terror of his surroundings, especially toward ants, snakes, and such. Another player who had portrayed an old eunuch took on a habit of masturbating and spent all day touching himself. These aftereffects were probably the result of the game world being hyperrealistic, and also a problem that the game development team would have to grapple with in the future. A holographic game that was too realistic could easily cause psychological damage. Fortunately, the game company had told the players of the game’s danger before the trial had begun, and they had signed a waiver. The players were also entitled to compensation for psychological harm; if not for that, these players would truly have been pitiable.
Compared to the players, Dr. Shen Zhiwei’s circumstances ought to have been much worse. He had first been trapped in the game world, unable to leave, and then had suffered a psychic injury that forced him to conceal himself within an NPC while he healed. No matter how many years the players spent in the game, at least they all remembered their previous identities and could distinguish the game world from the real world. But Dr. Shen Zhiwei had lost twenty-eight years of memories and completely melded with an NPC’s data, then spent seventeen years in the game. Before Dr. Shen woke, the members of the psychology department’s clinical team had already foreseen a significant possibility that he would be in danger of experiencing dissociation.
Under the circumstances, it was almost impossible for Dr. Shen to take part in General Yun Ruifeng’s treatment as soon as he woke. It wasn’t even certain whether he would be able to separate reality and what he saw in his own mind.
But to everyone’s surprise, Dr. Shen appeared quite well once he was awake. After getting a clear account of what had happened while he had been comatose, he set about preparing to treat Yun Ruifeng. Moreover, he hardly slept the night after he woke up. He created a program to repair Yun Ruifeng’s data, which had been damaged in the game. He believed that a program in the game would only harm the game’s data and wouldn’t do lasting damage to a person’s psyche. As for the earlier beta players, their experiences were similar to what a sensitive person would experience in the wake of watching a horror movie. Therefore, it wasn’t Yun Ruifeng’s psyche that had been injured; it was his data that had been damaged. Because of this, the game’s holographic helmet had ceased to recognize his data, so all it could do was temporarily save it so nothing would happen to Yun Ruifeng when he woke.
According to this reasoning, Yun Ruifeng was now only deeply asleep. As long as his personal data was repaired, the holographic helmet would release him.
Of course, Dr. Shen pointed out, when they were improving the game design, they would have to put in a mechanism to allow the players to distinguish the game from reality.
A discussion forum was convened the day after Dr. Shen woke up. According to the reasoning the doctor had laid out, everyone had organized their speeches, perfected their ideas, and at last compiled everything into a report that described a complete treatment plan. They presented this for the doctor’s review.
Shen Zhiwei read through the treatment plan carefully, then nodded and said, “Petition granted. After court, everyone will proceed at once to design a program. We must bring the empress out of danger. If there is nothing else, court is dismissed.”
The conference room was silent.
Everyone was scared silly by Shen Zhiwei talking as if he had traveled through time. They all stared wide-eyed at the doctor.
Bathed in the gazes of everyone present, Shen Zhiwei was silent awhile, then slowly said, “We only said what came most naturally. It doesn’t matter as long as everyone understands what we mean. We owe General Yun Ruifeng a debt of gratitude and hope that he will wake soon.”
Everyone was once again silent.
Shen Zhiwei didn’t explain himself again. Holding the materials, he left in front of everyone with his head high and his chest thrust out, his expression utterly collected.
When he was gone, the working team’s members piped up with commentary.
“When I heard that right after waking up yesterday, the doctor stayed up all night studying how to cure General Yun, I admired the doctor for his firm resolve and ability not to be affected by spending seventeen years in the game. Now it seems the experience has left its traces on him…”
“But compared to those players who knew perfectly well that it was a game but couldn’t tell the game from reality after spending only a few years in it, being able to immediately recommend a precise course of treatment makes him very impressive!”
“Yes! It’s impossible not to be affected, but only the doctor could go right back to work with all his might even though he was clearly affected!”
“Listen… Am I the only one who thinks that when the doctor used the imperial ‘we,’ he was particularly grand, particularly noble, particularly cool?”
“Putting it out there, I also thought he was very cool…”
“Me too, me too… Actually, I like the doctor like this. He used to be way too stiff. Now… Did you guys see how he was obviously embarrassed but forcing himself to put on a calm expression? So cute!”
“Yeah. The doctor was only talented before, but now he’s cool and cute too. I think my requirements for a spouse are about to undergo a drastic change thanks to the doctor!”
—
Shen Zhiwei didn’t know that he had inadvertently acquired a fan club. After leaving the room, he wiped his face as if that could wipe away all traces of awkwardness on his face. He still thought he was Emperor Jingren, only with the memories of a person called “Shen Zhiwei” added to his mind…
But no, that wasn’t right. It was Shen Zhiwei who had gained a “Shen Junrui”…
Forget it. The most important thing now wasn’t to investigate the question of memories; it was to rescue the empress.
Fortunately, his knowledge and abilities as Dr. Shen hadn’t disappeared. He had a great deal of faith in his treatment plan. He believed that in a few days, Jinyi would wake up.
A sudden wave of dizziness came over him. Shen Zhiwei put his hand against a wall to steady himself. When he had stood there calmly for a time and the dizziness had passed, he proceeded with firm steps toward the server room.
After waking up yesterday, he hadn’t even given himself time to adjust before darting into the server room to investigate how he could save the empress. He hadn’t eaten anything yet, and he hadn’t slept properly. He really was a little exhausted now.
He pressed the communicator at his collar and a voice came from it: “Hello, Dr. Shen, this is Xiao-Zhang from logistics, how can I help you?”
When the communicator spoke, Shen Zhiwei’s shoulders twitched. Then he understood what was happening and said calmly, in a voice that didn’t reveal how surprised he had just been, “Instruct the imperial kitchens to prepare a midday meal.”
After a pause, Xiao-Zhang said, “Dr. Shen, the cafeteria is offering three nutritional meals today, A, B, and C. A is fruit, B is Sichuan style, and C is Western style. Which would you like?”
“A,” said Shen Zhiwei uncertainly.
“All right. Should I have it brought to the server room, Doctor?”
“Yes,” said Shen Zhiwei.
Soon, someone brought an A nutritional tube to Shen Zhiwei in the server room. Upon seeing that tube of lunch, the ravenous Shen Zhiwei was silent awhile, then at last picked up the tube, squeezed its contents into his mouth, and ate them…
Strong fruit flavoring surged into his mouth, stimulating Shen Zhiwei’s taste buds, making him nearly spit out this unpleasant food.
Fortunately, Shen Zhiwei had always had strong willpower. He forced himself to finish squeezing the nutritional paste into his mouth and washed it down with water, then continued his work in the server room.
Dr. Shen had a longstanding habit of working around the clock once he got started. In one day and one night, at his direction, the working team developed the repair program and subjected it to rigorous testing. The failure rate of this program was 0.001%, which was a relatively high number.
Dr. Shen had hardly spoken over the past few days, which had also been the case before. The only difference was that, in the past, Dr. Shen had liked fruit-flavored nutritional paste, but now he asked the cafeteria to make it flavorless for him; it couldn’t have any flavoring at all.
But minor changes like these were hard for others to notice.
When everything was ready, Shen Zhiwei had Yun Ruifeng removed from his life support pod and brought with his helmet to the server room. He linked the supercomputer to the helmet and used the program to repair the data in the helmet.
When the data was repaired, normal functioning lights blinked to life on the helmet. The lights flashed a few times, and Yun Ruifeng slowly opened his eyes.
He was surrounded by people, the members of the server room’s working team as well as his own subordinates and the superior who had given him his assignment.
Yun Ruifeng shook his head. His mind was still full of the young emperor’s image. In the real world, he had been in a coma all this time, but actually the helmet had forced him into sleep for his own protection. Yun Ruifeng had spent these days in hibernation. For him, he had been in the mountains one second and the next second he had died and returned to the present day.
All these people must have been waiting to ask him for news of the doctor. Yun Ruifeng sat up on the stretcher and swept his glance over the circle of people. He actually bowed to his superior and said, “Reporting to Marshal Shen: my mission was a failure. Dr. Shen encountered a bug in the game and received severe psychic damage from the bug. He won’t be waking up.”
Shen Zhiwei’s father, Marshal Shen, gave a gentle cough and patted Yun Ruifeng on the shoulder. “You didn’t fail. The doctor has successfully left the game and returned to modern society. You are awake now because the doctor contributed to your rescue. Major General Yun, you performed outstandingly in completing your assignment. From beginning to end, you protected the doctor and prevented him from being injured, successfully protecting this nation’s greatest brain. On behalf of the nation, I thank you!”
Yun Ruifeng was bewildered.
“I…I was protecting the doctor?” he asked.
“Imperial Father.” Shen Zhiwei, who had been overlooked by Yun Ruifeng, suddenly spoke. “We think that General Xiao…Major General Yun may not yet have separated reality from the game. We recommend that he undergo psychological rehabilitation.”
Hearing this familiar diction, Yun Ruifeng turned to Shen Zhiwei in joy and disbelief, but all he saw was the back of a thin figure. Dr. Shen had rushed from the server room to go rest in his own room.

Chapter 58
After waking up, Shen Zhiwei hadn’t even given himself time to adjust to this world. He had been working tirelessly to save Yun Ruifeng. Now Yun Ruifeng was awake and seemed to have suffered no psychic damage. The physical and psychological evaluations that followed would be undertaken by specialists; there was no need to trouble Dr. Shen for every particular. Dr. Shen, exhausted to the point of collapse, practically floated back to his room, toppled into bed, and fell asleep at once without even getting undressed.
Strange to say, though he had been working hard the last few days, he hadn’t felt the least bit tired. But the moment Yun Ruifeng opened his eyes and sat up, wearines overcame him. The taut thread in his mind snapped, and all his exhaustion surged up. His brain could no longer force his body to work. Making it to his room was the utmost limit of his capabilities; Dr. Shen certainly couldn’t permit himself to keel over and go to sleep on the floor of the server room. He insisted on holding himself to this standard.
The exhaustion Shen Zhiwei was experiencing now came not only from two days and nights of work, but also from his decade and more in the game world. There was too much information; the mental load was immense. This exhaustion caused Shen Zhiwei to sleep for a full seventy-two hours. During that time, he got up occasionally to use the toilet, but he was so sleepy he didn’t even remember it.
As for the fact that each time he got up, there was someone sitting at his bedside, like a scene from a horror story, since both the face and the circumstances were so familiar, Shen Zhiwei didn’t even notice! Not only did he not notice, when he was asleep, he unconsciously shifted closer to this person. Surrounded by this person’s smell, with his arms on that person’s firm thighs, he slept more soundly than before.
Yun Ruifeng kept still.
All right, this meant that young Dr. Shen trusted him implicitly, and that he still had the young emperor’s memories from before.
When he realized this, strong man that he was, Yun Ruifeng nearly burst into tears.
He had already given up. He had thought that his illusory romance had ended. He had thought that he would be alone forever, spend the rest of his life longing for the young emperor.
But heaven had given him the greatest possible gift. The young emperor had woken up before him, and had even rescued him.
The instant he learned the truth from Marshal Shen and his own subordinates, Yun Ruifeng, who had never believed in any gods, was almost ready to go burn incense in every temple in the galaxy. How good must he have been in his past life to possess such happiness in this one?
He forced himself to be patient and complete the evaluations. When the experts gave the verdict that everything was normal, that he had recovered better than all the other beta players, Yun Ruifeng went in wild pursuit of Shen Zhiwei and at last learned from Marshal Shen that Shen Zhiwei was resting.
He couldn’t contain himself any longer, so he abused his authority and, in the name of safety, obtained the passcode to the doctor’s room and snuck in, even if just to see his sleeping face.
Even though the face was completely different.
This face was very unfamiliar and very youthful. The average human lifespan was a hundred fifty years, and at thirty many people were still attending university. The young doctor was already the nation’s greatest genius, and he was several years younger than Yun Ruifeng, who was thirty-eight.
The unfamiliar countenance gave Yun Ruifeng pause, but when he saw the young doctor frowning uneasily in his sleep, just like the young emperor, he couldn’t resist smoothing Shen Zhiwei’s brow. This gesture not only failed to wake Shen Zhiwei, it sent him into a sounder sleep. With his brow smoothed, the young doctor seemed more comfortable. He rubbed his cheek against Yun Ruifeng’s hand very sweetly.
Yun Ruifeng froze. A long while later, he quietly said, “I’m sorry…”
His young emperor had never slept badly. Shen Junrui had nothing on his conscience. He trusted the people he worked with and didn’t work with people he didn’t trust. He had always been open and forthright. In dealing with fractious ministers at court, he had always used overt plots that were impossible to oppose. His actions were open and aboveboard, never anything he needed to feel guilty over. At night he slept soundly till daybreak, rarely becoming restless.
Yun Ruifeng himself, however, before they had started having intimate relations, had been in turmoil every time he shared a bed with the younger emperor; he had never slept well, tossing and turning, wanting to touch the young emperor.
Why would Shen Zhiwei be sleeping poorly now, when he was utterly exhausted?
Unless he hadn’t been sleeping well all these years.
Because that reassuring person was gone from his bed, and he was tormented with longing, his brow knit all through the night. Emperor Jingren had known he had to sleep; without a healthy body, he couldn’t handle the complex affairs of state that he faced every day. So even if he slept poorly, he still forced himself to sleep.
This was a man with harsh expectations of himself. He never revealed his weaknesses before others, never allowed his emotions to get in the way of his work.
Emperor Jingren had been like this, and Dr. Shen was like that now.
What a psyche, what a will it must take to wake up after a seventeen-year career as emperor and immediately become Dr. Shen, lead the development of a program, rescue a person. Remembering how he had heard him say “Imperial Father” and “General Xiao” earlier…the young doctor must be having a hard time adjusting.
As he watched Shen Zhiwei’s sleeping face, he thought of the past and the future. Gradually, the countenance in his memory merged with Shen Zhiwei’s. They were the same person, with the same unchanging personality—the same young doctor, resolute, brave, and responsible, able to suppress his emotions and keep himself from acting on them without consideration, unbearably well-behaved.
Though the face had changed, the soul was the same. Whether it was the young emperor or the young doctor, this was the only lover he would have in his life.
The more he looked at Shen Zhiwei’s face, the more he liked it. Yun Ruifeng couldn’t resist bending his head to peck his lips. Just as in his memories, when Shen Zhiwei was kissed, he smacked his lips, rolled over, and went on sleeping.
When the empress had first fallen in love with Emperor Jingren, he had often snuck kisses like this while he was sleeping. The young emperor had done just the same then, smacked his lips and rolled over to keep sleeping.
This showed profound trust and love for him.
Dr. Shen’s bed was very large, with plenty of space for two people to sleep. Yun Ruifeng had also only just woken up after mentally spending many years in the game. He was also exhausted. Now the young doctor was next to him; they would sleep together in the modern world too.
He reached out and pulled Shen Zhiwei into his arms. Sure enough, the young doctor obligingly leaned his head against Yun Ruifeng’s chest, just like before.
How wonderful to have him in his arms. How wonderful that he didn’t need to worry about whether they would have a future. How wonderful that they would always have the present.
How wonderful to exist under the same sky as you.
Holding Shen Zhiwei, Yun Ruifeng drifted off into sweet slumber.
—
Shen Zhiwei had slept for so long that his blood sugar was a little low when he woke. He saw nothing but darkness when he opened his eyes. He lay still for a while and finally came to himself.
He needed to eat something.
But as soon as he thought of the imperial kitchens’…the cafeteria’s nutritional paste, he felt a headache coming on. Dr. Shen’s memories told him that was what this world was like: for the sake of speed and convenience, the task of cooking had been relegated to machines. Human resources were more often used for the inventiveness of their brains rather than pure physical effort. Of course, high-class restaurants still served handmade food, but in the cafeteria of a big company like theirs, that caliber of food was unavailable.
Of course, Shen Zhiwei had money. Any one of his patents was enough to keep him supplied with ingredients for life. But in a fast food world where everyone was busy with work, where would he find the time to cook? It was a waste of both time and resources.
Was he supposed to eat paste for the rest of his life? Shen Zhiwei sighed lengthily. He reached for his communicator, ready to yield and ask the cafeteria for another tube of paste.
But when he extended his hand, it came in contact with a living, firm body lying beside him.
Another person in his place would have jumped out of his skin. But Dr. Shen remembered this. In his memories, during his romance with the empress, even on the nights he was so worn out from the empress’s antics that he didn’t want to go to Qifeng Hall and slept alone in Zichen Hall, the empress would still find his way in to lie down next to him. Shen Zhiwei was used to having this person lying beside him every morning when he got up.
In the real world and in the game, Yun Ruifeng had always used his own face and body. There was no feeling of wrongness in any setting. Shen Zhiwei gave him a very casual shove. Seeing him blearily open his eyes, he frowned and said, “Who allowed you to sleep in our bed?”
Yun Ruifeng had still been half dreaming. Hearing this, he let out a laugh. “Heh! Your Majesty, your subject wife is your empress. Naturally I ought to serve you in bed.”
Without the laugh, this answer would have been identical to his manner in the game. But the addition of the laugh made Shen Zhiwei embarrassed and angry.
Unlike other people’s anger, Shen Zhiwei’s anger had always been cold. He only got out of bed, looked down at Yun Ruifeng for a while, then pressed the communicator beside the bed.
“Hello, Dr. Shen, this is Xiao-Li from reception. How can I help you?”
“First, deliver a meal with absolutely no added flavoring. Second, an assassin has entered our sleeping quarters. Dispatch the palace guards!”
After a pause, Xiao-Li said, “Excuse me, Doctor, could you repeat your second request?”
Shen Zhiwei flushed slightly. He was about to repeat himself in modern language when Yun Ruifeng quickly interjected, “Second, this is Major General Yun Ruifeng. I have come to the doctor’s room for a discussion. Please send me an unflavored meal as well.”
“All right, Major General Yun,” said Xiao-Li. “Two meals, coming right up.”
Yun Ruifeng turned off the communicator, took Shen Zhiwei’s hand, and softly said, “That was wrong of me. You absorbed the game’s data entirely, and it’s very hard for you now to get used to having two sets of memories. I know you aren’t having an easy time. I shouldn’t have laughed at you.”
Shen Zhiwei wasn’t in the habit of making trouble out of nothing. Hearing Yun Ruifeng say this, the flush in his cheeks faded, and so did his anger, but he remained chilly as he said, “Who permitted you to enter our…my room? When did you come?”
“I came when I was done with my evaluations. As for who permitted it… Didn’t Your Majesty do that?” Yun Ruifeng pressed his forehead against Shen Zhiwei’s. Pressing extremely close, he said, “Your Majesty and I are husband and wife. Your Majesty said before that your subject wife shouldn’t feel restricted.”
After a pause, Shen Zhiwei said, “The food is here. Go get it.”
He’d known the young emperor wouldn’t accept his advances in such a hurry. Yun Ruifeng was a little disappointed, but he was still glad. He went to the door to get the meals. They were delivered by Dr. Shen’s personal assistant. The assistant saw that the person who came to the door was a rumpled Major General Yun, and moreover, the room was in night mode, with a single dim lamp burning while Dr. Shen sat indolently on the bed, his clothing also in disarray.
The personal assistant, realizing that he seemed to have happened upon a secret, didn’t say a word. He handed the meals to Major General Yun and tactfully left.
Yun Ruifeng was very pleased with this attitude. He went to the bed and gave one of the nutritional tubes to Shen Zhiwei.
Shen Zhiwei frowned slightly as he accepted it. The gesture was minute and had gone unnoticed by his colleagues in recent days, but Yun Ruifeng, who was used to being constantly attentive to Shen Zhiwei’s expression, noticed at once that he didn’t like this thing.
“Tastes awful.” Yun Ruifeng swallowed a mouthful of nutritional paste and found that he also found the flavor a little off-putting.
Shen Zhiwei said nothing. He ate in silence, endured in silence.
Yun Ruifeng felt rather bad watching him. This was the sort of person the young emperor was. In Mobei, he had lived alongside the soldiers and the people. He was a pampered young emperor, yet he joined Mobei’s army in eating hard bread and washing it down with cold water, leaving the finer grains and meats for the sick and the elderly, and the women and children.
He could have had the best of everything in the world, yet he was never picky.
“We can’t put up with this taste for a single day,” said Yun Ruifeng. “I’ll learn to cook and make food for you every day.”
Shen Zhiwei had finished his tube of paste. Hearing Yun Ruifeng, his hand paused momentarily. Then he said calmly, “Major General Yun is this nation’s youngest general. Surely you belong on the front lines.”
“I submitted a request before I came to your room,” Yun Ruifeng said earnestly. “Dr. Shen has the greatest brain in the nation and merits military protection. I requested to be made captain of your bodyguard squad and constantly protect you.”
Regarding Yun Ruifeng tranquilly, Dr. Shen said, “Only on the front lines can a soldier defend the nation and win promotion. Becoming a guard is cutting off your hopes of advancement.”
“This is a peaceful era. There aren’t so many wars to be fought. Even if I step back from active duty, there will be no impact on military affairs. Looking at the bigger picture, if there is a war one day, I’ll still fight in it when the time comes. But now there’s no need.” Smiling, Yun Ruifeng said, “As for promotion, that isn’t important to me. I have a new mission and a new faith now.”
Yun Ruifeng looked earnestly at Shen Zhiwei and said, “You are my faith, and spending my life with you will be my greatest happiness.”

Chapter 59
After delivering what amounted to a confession of love, Yun Ruifeng stared unblinkingly at Shen Zhiwei, waiting for his reply.
Dr. Shen was silent awhile, then said, “If your cooking is a match in quality for the imperial kitchens, we can affix our stamp of approval to your request.”
To be the captain of Shen Zhiwei’s bodyguards, naturally the first thing he needed was Shen Zhiwei’s consent.
Yun Ruifeng couldn’t help laughing. He pulled Shen Zhiwei into his arms. Smiling, he said, “It seems my first task as captain of your guard will be to help you change your speech habits. But when we’re together, you can still talk like this. Your subject wife will always be Your Majesty’s empress.”
Yun Ruifeng’s words soothed the restiveness that had plagued Shen Zhiwei for days. He had been unable to tie the two worlds together and had kept feeling that he didn’t belong to this one. Before, he had forced the discomfort down with work. Now that Yun Ruifeng, who knew both worlds, was here, his unease was at last slowly settling.
The world is only real when you’re here.
After they had held each other for a while, Yun Ruifeng frowned and said, “I feel like we both smell of nutritional paste. Have you not showered since you woke up?”
Shen Zhiwei was silent.
Smiling, Yun Ruifeng said, “I know that you were working every second of the day in order to write a program to rescue me. I’m the same. As soon as I woke up, I wanted to be near you as soon as possible, not delay a single second. I want to be with you every minute, every second. I don’t even want to miss out on the time it takes to take a shower. Let’s shower together!”
Shen Zhiwei was again silent.
He felt that the empress’s sweet-talking skills had improved considerably.
Helpless in the face of Yun Ruifeng’s cajoling, he agreed that the two of them could shower together. Unlike Emperor Jingren, Shen Zhiwei’s body was real flesh and blood, and it had had no sexual experience. They couldn’t just go right ahead. So while they showered, Yun Ruifeng could only touch and kiss. The two of them helped each other get off but didn’t go further.
Yun Ruifeng treasured this hard-won reunion, and he could tell that Shen Zhiwei was still bewildered by his two sets of memories. He was planning, after some time had passed, to choose a good day for it, ideally after they had obtained a marriage license and could have a proper wedding night. Then he would show the young doctor some love.
Yes, Yun Ruifeng had just furtively had the computer calculate an auspicious date according to the old lunar calendar and made plans to register their marriage.
Though they hadn’t taken the last step, for two inexperienced bodies accustomed to nothing but work, with few opportunities for relief, what they’d done was already quite stimulating. Shen Zhiwei wasn’t as strong as Yun Ruifeng; he became a little dizzy in the shower and was carried back to bed, where further liberties were taken.
With Yun Ruifeng’s help, Shen Zhiwei adjusted to this world more rapidly. When he left his room again, he was once again the cold, severe Dr. Shen he had been before.
The working group, which had become the doctor’s superfans, said among themselves that it was a pity. They presented Shen Zhiwei with the materials they had arranged over the past few days for review, concerning bugs in the game, the players’ testing data, their personal evaluations, and their difficulty adjusting to modern society on their return.
The testing had shown them all that the game required improvements. Their original plan of a completely realistic society was impracticable, because it left the players incapable of distinguishing the game from reality and disordered their thoughts. In the current phase, they had to make the perfect game less realistic; though no one really wanted to do this, they all knew that it was for the good of the players.
But the truth was that the game based on the Jinjiang novel To Forsake the World was as close to perfect as possible. It had become a world unto itself.
After perusing the materials, Dr. Shen said, “Improvements are indeed necessary, but we must do our best not to alter this game. The perfection of To Forsake the World increases its value beyond what a simple game can provide. Having experienced it for myself, my feeling is that the company can develop tourism and fine dining lines of business based on this game, expanding the game to allow people to have experiences in it. My recommendation, therefore, is to choose a script that will make a better background for a holographic game instead of changing To Forsake the World.”
“Doctor, that will require approval by the board of directors,” Dr. Shen’s assistant said uneasily.
“I’ll talk them around. I’ll tell them that the value of this game is greater than they ever imagined and may allow us to enter all new fields.”
This was all he could do for that world. He would do his best to preserve this game and control the rules under which players entered the holographic world, so they couldn’t harm the NPCs there and the two sides could coexist peacefully.
After signing off with his views on the question of making changes to the game, Shen Zhiwei read the materials concerning the players. The players’ evaluations were also very important to the working group. Dr. Shen would change some of the game’s data according to the players’ experiences.
When he came to the materials of a certain player, Shen Zhiwei’s finger gently tapped twice on the player's in-game name.
Player 9
Game Name: Yan Xu
Game Occupation: Commander of Imperial Guard
Game Progress: Attempted Rape, Seduction Failed
Game Evaluation: Absolutely terrifying
Status of Recovery after Return: Still undergoing psychological treatment
Statement from Player: In the future, in addition to blocking pain, can the game also censor vision and sensation? Do you know what it feels like to be dropped into a snake pit and bitten? Even if you can’t feel pain, when you watch a snake bite your little willy, when you feel ants crawling all over you, it’s still very scary! It’s scary enough to see it in a horror movie, but now they’re all over me, biting me!
PS: But the scenery and food in the game are awesome. If you could fix the problem I mentioned earlier, I would happily play for a hundred years.
Shen Zhiwei absorbed this silently.
During the planning stage it had been decided that, in order to protect the players’ privacy, some scenes not suitable for wider viewing would be censored even in the data. Therefore, not even the game’s managers had the authority to review a player’s actions in the game until they returned to the real world.
However, Emperor Jingren was the players’ seduction target, and after hitting his head, Emperor Jingren had become Dr. Shen. Probably everyone in the working group knew that Player 9’s attempted rape had been aimed at Dr. Shen.
Seeing Dr. Shen reading Player’s 9’s materials carefully, his assistant’s heart stuttered. He was Dr. Shen’s diehard fan; during the days Dr. Shen was resting, he had reviewed the players’ materials. All the members of the working group had been furious when they’d read that Player 9 had actually planned to use force when his attempts to get close to Dr. Shen had failed. Some excitable people had even wanted to go beat him up. It was lucky that the psychology group didn’t have the authority to see the players’ materials, and that they didn’t know that Dr. Shen was Emperor Jingren, or else they might not have been able to resist hitting him either…
“We have been thinking,” said Shen Zhiwei, deep in thought, with an expression of profound concern. “Can the people in the game be mistreated as one likes? During the era of online keyboard games, players could kill without thinking about it. But in a realistic holograph like this, should the players also be allowed to vent their desires? Abusing NPCs, raping NPCs—is that really right? In modern society, there are penalties even for damaging objects in public spaces. Maltreating an NPC or forcing an NPC to kill themself destroys a portion of the data all our subjects worked so hard on. Doesn’t that require compensation?”
The assistant heartily approved of this, but the “we” and “our subjects” really wasn’t in the spirit of things!
“Then there’s violence between players,” said Shen Zhiwei. “Before the players die in the game, their sensations will be blocked, but despite that, the experience will still be unpleasant. If they kill each other in the game and have difficulty telling reality from the game when they wake up, won’t there be instances of aggression?”
“But, Doctor, the goal of the game was to let the players vent their dissatisfaction with real life.” The assistant understood Dr. Shen’s misgivings, but he was also worried.
“We understand.” Shen Zhiwei nodded and continued. “Therefore, in a hyperrealistic tourism game like To Forsake the World, I propose that everything be treated according to modern standards and that limits be placed on the NPCs and players to keep the players from harming NPCs or other players. Naturally, NPCs can still harm each other. And if the players wish to experience the pleasures of battle, we can all design a game where the experience isn’t so realistic and the NPCs aren’t so intelligent.”
“Right.” The assistant nodded firmly. “That makes sense. This can satisfy the needs of different players, and it can protect them from moral decay caused by the hyperrealism of the game.”
“Yes.” Shen Zhiwei attached his views to the players’ feedback and gave all the materials to his assistant. “Tidy this up, and when I’ve looked at it, I’ll present my views to the board.”
“All right.”
“Make arrangements for this afternoon. We wish to see Yan Xu.”
“All…huh?” The assistant stared blankly at Dr. Shen.
“Didn’t you hear?” Shen Zhiwei’s gaze swept toward his assistant, full of boundless dignity. After that single look, the assistant felt himself going weak at the knees; he was ready to kneel before Dr. Shen.
“I heard!” The assistant nodded energetically. “I will arrange an interview between you and Player 9. Doctor, he’s still undergoing psychological treatment. In order to ensure he doesn’t attempt to harm you because he can’t tell reality from the game, should I request a straightjacket?”
“No need,” said Dr. Shen. “Have Major General Yun accompany us.”
“All right!”
As soon as the assistant was out the door, he opened his personal terminal, logged into WeChat, and posted in a recently created group chat called “Dr. Shen Emperor Jingren Fan Club”: The past few days the doctor was adorably confused, now he’s radiating command. Before, Dr. Shen was only a consummate professional and a genius. Now he’s added elements like “high emotional intelligence,” “sound reasoning,” “foresight,” and "powerful aura.” I was just giving an account of the work and couldn’t handle how cool he was. Even if the doctor stops using the imperial “we,” he’ll still be cool enough to knock people off their feet.
Once he sent the message, a string of yes yes yes and cute cute cute comments appeared below it, just as if these people had seen it with their own eyes.
Satisfied, the assistant added: Another little piece of news, this afternoon the doctor wants to see Player 9. Yes, that’s right, the Player 9 you’re all thinking of!
The Doctor’s Diehard Fan: what! i’m going to give the doctor my taser!
Dr. Shen Is A Total Cutie: quietly handing over a metal pipe
The Doctor Calls Himself We: handcuffs, field gun, and antique cleaver at the ready
The Empress: the young emperor wants to see who? can we break player 9’s third leg as a punishment for rape?
Everyone: …who’s that?
The Empress: never mind. assistant, is the doctor going to see him alone?
The assistant also didn’t know when this “Empress” had shown up, but it seemed that they were also very concerned about the doctor, so he responded: No, the doctor’s so smart, how could he be alone with that person? He’s going with Major General Yun.
The Empress: understood.
Everyone silently processed this.

Chapter 60
When Yun Ruifeng reported to Marshal Shen on the status of his mission and (more importantly) confessed his feelings for Shen Zhiwei, he told Marshal Shen that he and Doctor Shen had already decided in the game to spend their lives together; they had to be together.
Marshal Shen looked at the request Yun Ruifeng had submitted and didn’t know what to say. Shen Zhiwei was his child, and that child was too smart. He’d only wanted him to be a scholar and conduct studies in peace, but instead, while helping Marshal Shen in a collaboration with the company to create the game, he had created a holographic game and made the Department of Defense see its value. Shen Zhiwei had already agreed with the Department of Defense that when the company’s studies of the game were complete and his contract ran out, he would sign an agreement with the Department of Defense to work for them.
But when a verbal agreement had just been reached, Dr. Shen’s mind had become trapped in the game. At the same time, the game company had already signed agreements with the beta players and given helmets to the first batch. Then the Department of Defense had decided to send Yun Ruifeng, disguised as a player, to rescue Dr. Shen.
When Shen Zhiwei went to work for the Department of Defense, he would be in far more danger than he had been making games for this company. It was a good thing that someone was willing to protect him. Yun Ruifeng was the empire’s youngest major general and had carried out many dangerous assignments. His abilities were first rate. But if he became the captain of Shen Zhiwei’s guards now, it would mean that Yun Ruifeng’s future career…
Marshal Shen sighed and asked, “Are you sure?”
Yun Ruifeng saluted Marshal Shen. “Yes, sir!”
“Everyone is free to choose their marriage partners now. If Zhiwei agrees, I have no objections to raise.” Marshal Shen nodded as he spoke. Yun Ruifeng was his direct subordinate and the person he had highest expectations of. If a person like this was his son’s partner, he would have nothing to worry about.
All that was between the young people. Leave it to them to decide.
“Thank you, sir!”
Once Yun Ruifeng had reported on his work, Marshal Shen talked to him some more about the game. When he heard that Shen Zhiwei had guessed in the game that he was an NPC, he sighed in spite of himself and said, “That child is always so serious, no matter what he’s doing. Wouldn’t it be nice if he could loosen up for once?”
Yun Ruifeng nodded. When he bent his head, the personal terminal on his wrist flashed with a notification. His expression changed. He swiftly pressed a few keys on the terminal, apparently talking to someone.
After a while of this, Yun Ruifeng leapt to his feet and said coldly, “Sir, I have something to attend to.”
There was a chill in his eyes and an intensity to him. Marshal Shen stared at him. Before he could nod, Yun Ruifeng had vanished.
As he went, Yun Ruifeng kneaded his chest; just now, he had nearly said something like, “I will be interested to see whether Yan Xu dares to try anything.” It was a good thing he had caught himself in time.
It seemed that the young doctor wasn’t the only one who needed to readjust to the modern world; he was having some trouble as well.
When he came to Dr. Shen’s office, he saw Shen Zhiwei still working.
Shen Zhiwei’s door was open. He saw Yun Ruifeng standing at the door out of his peripheral vision, so he put down what he was working on. “What is it?”
“Nothing.” Yun Ruifeng shook his head, struggling to calm himself little by little. “I just thought the scene was very familiar. It seems as if you’re always working. You never rested in the game either.”
“It’s not the same thing.” Shen Zhiwei leaned back easily in his chair. “When I’m done with this project, I’ll take a break for a while. When I was emperor, I really didn’t have any time to rest.”
Rarely was he so relaxed. Yun Ruifeng walked up behind him and put his hands on Shen Zhiwei’s shoulders. Softly, he said, “Shall I massage your shoulders? I often get bumps and bruises when I’m training, so I give myself a lot of massages. My technique isn’t bad.”
Shen Zhiwei tipped his head back and looked at Yun Ruifeng for a while. Suddenly, he said, “Petition granted.”
Yun Ruifeng laughed. He knew that Shen Zhiwei had said the wrong thing on purpose.
His hands pressed gently on Shen Zhiwei’s shoulders, producing a feeling of languor that spread throughout his body. Shen Zhiwei had spent all morning working and was in fact a little fatigued. Now, he closed his eyes to enjoy the massage in peace.
The person behind him was someone he could trust absolutely, whether they were in the game or in this still somewhat unfamiliar reality. With this person, he could always close his eyes peacefully.
When the hands massaging his shoulders moved down to his waist, soft lips gently touched Shen Zhiwei’s face.
Shen Zhiwei didn’t open his eyes, so this person became increasingly impudent, reaching into his clothes, pressing his lips to Shen Zhiwei’s lips.
“Your Majesty,” Yun Ruifeng whispered against Shen Zhiwei’s lips, “I know that you’ve made an agreement with the Department of Defense, but you ought to rest when it’s time for it. When the company’s project ends, let’s go on a wedding trip. No one can keep you from going on leave for your wedding.”
Shen Zhiwei opened his eyes. The empress’s always calm eyes were filled with expectation. He so rarely asked for anything.
Yun Ruifeng’s face, which had always been the same, in the game and in reality, reminded Shen Zhiwei of their previous argument, so he nodded and said, “It’s wonderful not to have to worry about heirs. We can remain with the empress.”
Yun Ruifeng’s eyes lit up, and he lifted him out of his chair and headed toward the lounge inside the office. “Stop thinking about work, Doctor,” he said. “I’m planning to befuddle Your Majesty, make sure you never get up for morning court again.”
Then he closed the door. It was only five minutes before the arranged meeting with Player 9 that afternoon that the door to Dr. Shen’s lounge opened.
Shen Zhiwei’s expression was unchanged. His clothes were neat, his hair was slightly damp, and a red flush lingered at the corners of his eyes.
Yun Ruifeng’s hair was also damp. He stood stern-faced behind Dr. Shen. Without having formally commenced his new role, he was already doing the work of a guard.
Player 9 was punctually brought to Dr. Shen’s office by the assistant. A seat was prepared for him across from Dr. Shen. Before he could sit down, his eye fell at once on the tall and broad Yun Ruifeng. He froze, then plopped down on the floor.
“E-E-Empress!” Player 9 stammered, pointing at Yun Ruifeng. “Wh-what are you doing here?”
Yun Ruifeng’s expression remained unchanged. He was Dr. Shen’s personal bodyguard now, and not permitted to say or do anything extreme in the presence of players. Dr. Shen had given him these instructions, red-faced, when Yun Ruifeng had been licking…
“Mr. Yun was part of the company’s beta test. Did you meet in the game?” Shen Zhiwei asked imperturbably.
Player 9 gulped, awkwardly got up, and took his seat. With an effort, he said, “W-we’re not acquainted.”
“Then his presence should have no impact on our conversation.” Shen Zhiwei very naturally forestalled any attempts Player 9 might have made to ask for Yun Ruifeng to leave. Then he got right to the point. “In your commentary on the test, you said you wanted all sensation to be blocked while being tortured?”
“Yes!” Player 9’s attention was distracted at once. He couldn’t help recalling his experiences in the game. Ashen-faced, he said, “It’s too horrible right now!”
“We can take your opinion into consideration. Meanwhile, please answer a question for me. Under the circumstances at the time… I mean, when you had a close encounter with the seduction target—at the time, you used the provided item. Supposing no one had stopped you, would you really have done something to the seduction target? Please answer this question honestly. This is important for the future of the game’s development,” Dr. Shen said sternly.
“Well…” Player 9 very uncomfortably bowed his head.
“Fine, I understand.” Dr. Shen nodded.
“What?” Player 9 stared at him. What had he understood?
Dr. Shen said, “You didn’t answer the question directly, which means that you were holding something back. In other words, you did in fact have unlawful intentions toward the seduction target at the time, but you yourself think that was wrong. Correct?”
“Uh…” Player 9 nodded. “I only did what I did because I realized I had no hope and was even about to lose my position, so I decided to go all out. I hadn’t meant for anything to happen between me and an NPC. Using incense was just fine. But then… That young emperor really was just my type. I just wanted to take advantage a little… But when I got back to the modern world, I felt that my thoughts at the time were pretty disturbing.”
“That’s right,” Dr. Shen picked up. “When I first designed the dream incense as an item in the game, I had two goals in mind, the first of which was to preserve the players’ mortal bottom line. The holographic game is hyperrealistic. If you do something in a game that you wouldn’t dare to do in real life, it may cause you to have trouble separating the game from reality later.”
“Y-yes.” Player 9 looked rather alarmed by this possibility.
“Thank you for your cooperation,” said Shen Zhiwei with a smile. “Your feedback has provided valuable material for our study. We will make changes to the game. When there is a full release in the future, I hope you will not give up on this game.”
“Of course I won’t give up on it!” Player 9 said. “I’ve never seen such a fun game. It was just at the end, when I was being tortured… Well, actually, that was also pretty stimulating, haha…”
Smiling, Shen Zhiwei invited Player 9 to leave the office.
Yun Ruifeng shut the door at once and said, “What the hell did you want to talk to him for, anyway?”
“To determine whether he really is the sort of person to violate his own moral bottom line,” said Shen Zhiwei. “Now I’m certain that he isn’t. When he returned to modern society, he was disturbed by what he had nearly done. That means he understood that it was wrong. I…we only wanted an answer.”
Yun Ruifeng understood. While struggling to adjust to Emperor Jingren’s memories, Shen Zhiwei had in fact not chosen to give those memories up altogether, but rather to absorb them entirely.
He wasn’t planning to renounce his past in the game world. Though he knew it had been an illusion, he viewed it as a life he had truly lived.
When he used the imperial “we” sometimes, it wasn’t because he was having trouble adjusting to this world, but to keep himself from forgetting another world.
He had turned everything he had experienced there into a part of himself—memories, feelings, and time. He was Emperor Jingren, and also Shen Zhiwei.
“Actually, we can do it like this.” Yun Ruifeng bent his head and kissed Shen Zhiwei’s cheek. “When we’re in private, you are still my emperor, and I am still your empress. All right?”

Chapter 61
Aided by the players’ evaluation materials, Shen Zhiwei quickly perfected the game, and succeeded in his request to turn To Forsake the World into a travel-style game. The company had already set about developing this new tourism project.
Once the core program had been written, the new game with its interstellar background no longer required Shen Zhiwei’s personal efforts. He could get some rest.
So Yun Ruifeng quietly went with Shen Zhiwei to register their marriage, without notifying anyone. They were planning to have a wedding ceremony when they’d had their fill of living in a world apart, just the two of them.
Yun Ruifeng had been wanting to touch the young doctor, but he’d been so busy with work that Yun Ruifeng couldn’t bring himself to make things any harder for him, so he’d held back. Now they finally had a vacation, and the two of them had gotten their marriage license, so Yun Ruifeng let himself go altogether and had an absolutely lovely night.
He let himself go just a tiny bit too much.
After what he had put him through, when Shen Zhiwei finally managed to get up the next afternoon, his back and butt ached something fierce. That lunatic Yun Ruifeng was like a perpetual motion machine—he just didn’t stop!
Seeing Shen Zhiwei’s grouchy expression, Yun Ruifeng brought over the congee he had made that morning and gently placed a pillow behind Shen Zhiwei so he could sit up more comfortably.
“I was being careless…” Yun Ruifeng apologized with his head bowed.
He really had been careless. In his memories, he and the young emperor had come together many times, so it absolutely hadn’t occurred to him that he and Shen Zhiwei were newlyweds, and he had carried on just as if they’d done this plenty of times. It would have been a wonder if it hadn’t been too much for Shen Zhiwei.
“It’s all right,” said Shen Zhiwei, still looking grim. “Have you thought of where we’re going on our honeymoon?”
“You decide,” said Yun Ruifeng. “I’ll do anything you say.”
“The travel game version of To Forsake the World is looking for testers. Let’s go there,” said Shen Zhiwei.
Yun Ruifeng absorbed this in silence.
That was what he got for marrying a workaholic. Even during his honeymoon, he wanted to improve his work.
A little morosely, Yun Ruifeng nodded. “Well, all right.”
He bent his head and missed the smile that touched Shen Zhiwei’s lips.
Shen Zhiwei had already brought some game helmets home. His two helmets had been specially programmed and were unlike regular helmets in two respects. First, they could block the game company’s monitoring of the players; second, when the players encountered danger, the helmets would force them back to the real world to protect their psyches.
In fact, because they were blocking the game company’s monitoring, this honeymoon of theirs wouldn’t be any help for the game testing. Shen Zhiwei just wanted to use this time to go back and have a look.
He couldn’t stop thinking about that world.
—
Yun Ruifeng opened his eyes and found himself once again dressed in feminine clothes, which were inferior to his former finery: this was a village girl’s attire, and his hair was tied up in two trailing loops.
He touched his chest and lower body and found that he was still a man, and when he stood, he was very tall.
The information in his mind concerning his character was scant. All he knew was that he was called Chunhua, that he lived in a small village near the imperial capital, that he was fourteen years old, and that his mother had died young and he lived with his gambling addict father.
Yun Chunhua was not convinced.
A fourteen-year-old girl who was 190 cm tall…
As Yun Chunhua thought about this, the people around him were pointing fingers at a middle-aged man. An elderly lady came forward and said, “Lai San, Chunhua is your only daughter. You should be good to her. One day she’ll bring in a husband and look after you in your old age.”
Chunhua’s father—Lai San—drank some wine and slurred, “Our Chunhua’s going to a rich family.”
Hearing this, the people around them silently spat in his direction.
Going to a rich family? Lai San wanted to sell his daughter to pay off his gambling debts. It was fortunate that Chunhua looked so…upright that the shabby whorehouse wouldn’t have her, or else Lai San would have sold his daughter there by now. They offered the best price.
It wasn’t a lean year. No one would sell their children unless they really couldn’t make it otherwise. During the decade and more of the late emperor’s reign, the harvest had been plentiful year after year, and everyone had been well provided for, able to care for as many children as they happened to have. The only ones selling their children were those who had ruined things for themselves.
Yun Chunhua was appalled.
It was a good thing he was so tall and broad…
Having failed to sell his daughter in that low place and unable to get a good price anywhere else, unwilling to give up the cut that women who dealt in the buying and selling of girls would have taken, Lai San took Chunhua to the capital himself. He’d heard that all the lords in the city had money; it should be easier to sell her.
And Lai San’s luck was good. As soon as he reached the city, he heard that Lord Chen’s household was short on staff and was urgently recruiting children from clean backgrounds who were also strong and capable of doing rough work. Chunhua had always been strong, and he had grown so big and tall without being given much to eat. He certainly fit the requirements. So Lai San took Chunhua to the recruiter at Lord Chen’s residence and signed a lifelong contract for Chunhua, selling him to the household.
Once he had the money, Lai San laughed and said to Chunhua, “I hear Lord Chen is a very, very important official at court. You’re going to be so happy!”
Now that the money from selling Chunhua was in his hands, he wasn’t in a rush to go back and pay his debts. He went straight to the capital’s gambling street.
Yun Chunhua remained appalled.
Lord Chen’s ancestor had amassed blessings and earned a hereditary title of marquis of the first rank. The family hadn’t produced anyone of astonishing talent and eloquence over the years, but at the same time, neither had it produced any useless layabouts. Each generation built steadily on the achievements of the last. They were all well-behaved marquises, and their children and grandchildren served as minor officials of the fifth or sixth rank. They had no great abilities, but they hadn’t made any mistakes either, so the title had passed steadily on.
His position wasn’t especially high and his lands had practically all been retaken by the court; in the capital, where officials below the third rank couldn’t even lift their heads, how could this count as an important official?
Once, he wouldn’t even have…
“Chunhua, is it? While you seem quite strong, you’re still a girl. You can’t work in the front courtyard with the pages. Why not go to the rear courtyard to chop firewood for now?”
“Yes, ma’am,” said Chunhua before he could get around to recalling his former glory. He followed the kitchen steward and went to chop firewood.
Shen Zhiwei must have arranged this identity for him and planned for how events would develop in the future. He only had to wait.
So Yun Chunhua began his life of chopping firewood in the marquis’s residence.
Chunhua was strong and healthy. He chopped firewood quickly and well, and often helped the kitchen steward with her tasks. The kitchen girls were delighted with him. In a cold-blooded abode like this, an aggrieved soul or two would always be hanging around. It was said that since Chunhua had come to the rear courtyard, those peculiar whisperings and rustlings hadn’t been heard again. Chunhua was effective at warding off evil!
Yun Chunhua didn’t know what to do with this.
Everyone in the rear courtyard seemed to see him as a girl; no matter how big and tall he was, no matter how developed his muscles were, no one ever “mistook” him for a man. But sometimes, a young maid with her hair similarly up in two loops would bring him an embroidered purse or handkerchief or something of that nature, and call him big sister. He was really perplexed.
Yun Chunhua…was only fourteen. The maids calling him big sister had all been at the residence for several years, and even the youngest of them was fifteen. Yet they all called him big sister…
He sighed lengthily, resigned himself to his fate, and went to bring water to the young madam.
Chunhua had become the young madam’s second-grade maid after the day the young madam had nearly fallen in the garden, and he had kept her on her feet. He had also detected from her pulse that she was pregnant, so he had escorted her back to her bedroom so she could rest, and had the physician in the front courtyard notified. The physician said that the young madam’s pregnancy was a tricky one, and if she had actually fallen earlier, she might have lost the child.
Out of gratitude toward Chunhua, and to have a sense of safety, the young madam had transferred the kitchen’s woodchopping maid to her own quarters to be a second-grade maid and had him stand watch over her at night to keep the forces of evil at bay.
Though he was only a second-grade maid, the young madam had a great deal of trust in Chunhua, and her head maid was also very good to Chunhua, often giving him snacks and things like that.
Yun Chunhua felt as if he had activated an unusual game route. Though he was only an unattractive maid, men and women alike all adored him.
But there was one thing he didn’t understand. On the principle of opposite sex attraction, the young madam’s approval of him could be explained, but why would Young Master Chen, the future marquis, also approve of him?
Traditionally, when a man’s first wife was pregnant, she would arrange for a concubine to look after her husband. The young madam did just that: when she learned that she was pregnant, she trimmed the hairlines of two of the maids who had been part of her dowry and sent them to warm Young Master Chen’s bed. If Young Master Chen liked them, he could accord them the status of concubine. The young madam had their indentures; no one could make any trouble about it.
But Young Master Chen refused the two lively dowry maids and asked for the young madam’s second-grade maid Chunhua.
Yun Chunhua was bewildered.
He saw absolutely no signs that this profligate Young Master Chen was the young doctor, and anyway, it was obvious at a glance that the guy was straight. Why would he have taken a liking to Chunhua, big and tall as he was?
And then something even more peculiar took place. The young madam refused Young Master Chen’s request categorically, saying that she felt unwell because of her pregnancy and needed Chunhua to look after her. Chunhua was strong; if anything happened, he would be able to lift her. He was much more useful than the other maids. She couldn’t do without Chunhua.
The couple had a heated argument over Young Master Chen wanting to have Chunhua for his concubine.
Young Master Chen privately told Chunhua that he had obtained his indenture from the steward, and if Chunhua agreed to be with him, he would return the indenture to Chunhua and officially end Chunhua’s bond, so he could be a respectable woman.
Yun Chunhua was entirely perplexed by this. He urgently wanted to know just what kind of role Shen Zhiwei had arranged for him. So he said, “Eldest Young Master, I have neither talent nor looks, nothing but endless strength. What exactly do you like about me?”
Young Master Chen blushed. With a suggestive look at Chunhua, he stammered, “From the first time I saw you, I thought you looked very…very singular, not like all those girls outside. You’re different. That first time, you were chopping wood in the kitchen. I saw you standing in the kitchen yard, hacking a big, round piece of timber into pieces with a single blow of the ax, each piece identical in size. I thought then, Oh, what a unique girl! How wonderful it would be to have her. Also, I know you were studying with the head cook. I-I would love to try your cooking.”
Unperturbed, Chunhua said with a placid expression, “Thank you for thinking well of me, but I don’t want to be a concubine. I would rather marry one of the pages and be a steward. I would sooner be a commoner’s wife than a noble’s concubine.”
“Rather a commoner’s wife than a noble’s concubine…” Young Master Chen repeated despondently. His face turned white. Looking disappointed, he said, “I-I know, you’re not like those social climbers, you’re…special. But I already have a first wife. I don’t deserve to marry you.”
Young Master Chen raised his head and, full of hope, said, “Chunhua, what if I cast off Young Madam and take you as my first wife?”
Though Chunhua’s expression didn’t change, a shade of displeasure entered his eyes as he looked at the young master. “Eldest Young Master, Young Madam is devoted to you, and she’s carrying your child. She has in no way failed in her duties as your wife. If you cast her off, how is she supposed to live?”
Young Master Chen bowed his head in disappointment. “I knew it. Chunhua…you must marry a man who will be good to you. If anyone dares to mistreat you, I’ll fight for you!”
Then he fled in defeat. Each time Chunhua saw him afterward, Young Master Chen would gaze at him with a look of love and yearning, as well as reluctance to give up.
Chunhua did not become distracted but continued to wait conscientiously on the young madam.
At last, the peace of the Chen manor was broken by old Marquis Chen’s eightieth birthday.
That day, many statesmen and nobles came to the manor, and the young madam decided to go out to receive guests despite her pregnancy. Chunhua helped the maids wait on the important ladies in the rear courtyard, but somehow, while he was bringing fruit, he encountered a lost young gentleman in the corridor.
The handsome young gentleman walked up to Chunhua and playfully grabbed him by the chin. “What a very…unique maid. Come with me, and I’ll make sure you are spared any hard labor and can live in luxury. Look at your hands. You’ve done so much rough work that your knuckles have turned big and coarse.”
Chunhua took a step back, avoiding the handsome gentleman’s fingers, and said seriously, “These are the hands I was born with. They’re this big without doing any work.”
“I’ve never seen such an honest and unpretentious maid before. I really am interested now. Tell me your name, little maid.”
“My name is whatever my master wishes it to be,” Chunhua answered calmly. “Sir, the fruit on this plate I’m holding was a gift to the old marquis from His Majesty, which the marquis is treating his female guests to. If anything happens to this plate on the way, it will mean disrespect toward His Majesty.”
“Oh?” The gentleman’s eyebrows went up. “What a clever girl you are to threaten me with His Majesty. You really are different. I’ll let you go this time. Next time…things will be different.”
As he spoke, from the corridor across from them came a voice: “Xiao Hongjian, that’s the women’s quarters over there. Why are you heading that way?”
This was a lovely voice, a voice that caressed the ear. Chunhua was certain that no one but the man he loved could make him feel like this. He turned his head to look, but all he saw a swirl of hems as the speaker turned away.
Xiao Hongjian said, “See you next time, little girl.”
Though it had been only a brief incident, Chunhua kept thinking of that voice. Many days had passed since he had seen the person in his heart; he couldn’t help feeling a little wild.
But he was only a maid, in no position to find out information about the masters. After asking around for several days, he still hadn’t found out who that person was.
Just as Chunhua was seeking that person everywhere, Young Master Chen, looking shocked and furious, summoned him. “Chunhua, on the day of my grandfather’s birthday feast, did you encounter Prince Jing?”
Prince Jing? Chunhua raised his eyebrows slightly. Calmly, he said, “While bringing fruit, I met a gentleman named Xiao Hongjian. Is he Prince Jing?”
A person with the title of prince must be a member of the imperial family; it probably wasn’t Xiao Hongjian.
“Xiao Hongjian? Part of the Xiao family? The Xiaos are relatives of the imperial family. It must be Xiao Hongjian! Chunhua, don’t worry. I’ll protect you!”
Then Young Master Chen hurried away, leaving Chunhua behind, all at sea.
A Xiao family related to the imperial family… That must be the Xiaos of Mobei? So he had met a member of his own family’s younger generation, perhaps even two generations down from him?
Chunhua had a feeling that nothing good could come of Young Master Chen coming to him in a rage. Sure enough, the next day, looking bitter, the young madam said to Chunhua, “Chunhua, you saved my life, and you’re the person I trust most in this courtyard. I had meant to wait until you came of age and release you from your bond and pick a good man for you to marry in proper style, so your children wouldn’t have to be slaves.”
“Thank you, Young Madam. I will always remember your kindness to me.”
“But… Oh, my poor Chunhua…why must you be so special? You’ve captivated me, and my husband as well. And now even Prince Jing…Prince Jing has asked for you by name. We’re only a marquis’s family. We can’t refuse Prince Jing!” Tears streamed down the young madam’s face.
The word “captivated” gave Chunhua a considerable fright, but fortunately he had always been steady. Calmly, he said, “Thank you for your care, Young Madam. I have my own fate. There is no need for you to worry about it.”
The young madam’s tears dripped on the sandalwood box she held. She placed the costly box in Chunhua’s hands. Wiping her tears, she said, “I can’t do anything to help you. I can only give you some possessions. Prince Jing’s residence is a wealthy home. It’s hard to get by there without some money. Don’t feel embarrassed. This money is my thanks to you for saving the child in my womb and my own life. That’s worth any amount of material objects.”
Seeing Chunhua nod and accept the box, the young madam cried a while longer, then at last tired herself out. Chunhua helped her to bed.
When Chunhua opened the box, he found several thousands in silver banknotes and some precious ornaments. The young madam was truly considerate, giving him such costly things.
Chunhua put away the banknotes and the ornaments and returned to his room to think. With his looks, it might be possible for him to captivate a girl or two. But for a tall and broad maid with his hair in two trailing loops to enchant both the young master and the young madam, to enchant the imperial kinsman Xiao Hongjian as well as Prince Jing, they would all have to be blind.
He must be exuding some kind of attractive force.
Young Master Chen’s promise was completely meaningless. In a few days, Chunhua was taken to Prince Jing’s residence. A caustic-looking elderly woman came to pick him up. She looked Chunhua up and down, snorted, and said, “I don’t know how a person like you managed to catch His Highness’s eye. When we get to the residence, we’ll have none of your flattery. While His Highness’s residence has no mistress, there’s still nothing for the likes of you to set your sights on. Do your work, that’s all. There are rules at His Highness’s residence. If you don’t understand the rules, you’ll be beaten to death after a few days.”
“Ma’am,” said Chunhua calmly, not frightened by these words, “what kind of a person is His Highness? I’m a newcomer. I’m afraid of offending my master somehow.”
As he spoke, he placed a small silver ingot in the old lady’s hand.
The old lady weighed the ingot and tucked it into her sleeve. Her expression warmed slightly, and she began to tell Chunhua about Prince Jing.
Ever since the late Emperor Jingren had adopted the present emperor from the wider imperial clan, Emperor Ning’an had wanted to follow suit and choose an outstanding heir from among the children of imperial kinsmen rather than adhering to the practice of choosing his own child. All the distant offshoots of the imperial clan became important once again, and so this side branch had been found. Emperor Ning’an had taken a liking to the young Prince Jing at first glance.
When Emperor Ning’an saw Prince Jing, he wept. That very night he had the six-year-old child stay in the palace and took him for his foster son, having him raised by the empress. Ten years later, Emperor Ning’an gave him the rank of imperial prince, with the name “Jing.” The late emperor’s title was Jingren, so these two characters should have been taboo and not used again. But Emperor Ning’an loved Prince Jing, and when the cabinet saw Prince Jing’s face, they didn’t object either. Only a few censors made a bit of trouble without raising any major waves. So Prince Jing’s title was settled.
Emperor Ning’an chose a very prosperous area for Prince Jing’s fiefdom, but he didn’t send him to rule it. Instead, he built a residence in the capital where he could keep Prince Jing nearby.
At court, people said that given how fond Emperor Ning’an was of him, there was every chance that Prince Jing would inherit the throne.
“His Highness has yet to marry. That’s because His Majesty loves him so much that he wants to choose the best woman for him, so he’s left it this long,” the old lady recounted.
Chunhua’s lips turned up in the faintest of smiles.
It must be Prince Jing, then. When he came to the prince’s residence, they would be able to see each other.
Chunhua had thought that he would experience an immediate promotion upon entering the residence, but instead he didn’t even get a chance to see Prince Jing before he was sent to the kitchen.
Yes, it was the kitchen again.
But this time Chunhua wasn’t chopping firewood. He was helping the cook, as something like a disciple.
The cook had previously worked in the imperial kitchens and had been given to Prince Jing by Emperor Ning’an. His cooking was a family inheritance, which he had at first been unwilling to pass down to a girl. But when he saw Chunhua’s large form and nimble knife work, he gradually changed his opinion and decided that, despite being a girl, he could probably still cook. So he began to teach Chunhua in earnest.
Chunhua lived very comfortably during his time in the kitchen. He ate and slept well, and even had a room to himself. No one came to bother him.
But one day, when it was his turn to stand the night watch, a thief snuck into the kitchen for a snack and was caught by Chunhua. The thief was somewhat chastened at first, but when he saw Chunhua, he immediately lit an oil lantern and said, “So this is where my cousin’s been hiding you.”
Chunhua looked and found that the thief was Xiao Hongjian, whom he had encountered at the Chen residence.
Seeing Chunhua, Xiao Hongjian said furiously, “I thought you were different from other girls. I wanted to bring you to live with me, give you a good life. But it turns out you’re a woman of easy virtue. As soon as I look away, you cozy up to my cousin Prince Jing. I thought you were a woman not given to vanity, but actually the Xiao family just isn’t good enough for you!”
To someone else, Chunhua wouldn’t have had anything to say. But toward a child of the Xiao family, he felt profound care and responsibility.
“You’re from the Xiao family?” Chunhua asked, frowning. “From what I know, the sons of the Xiao family are trained from childhood at the Mobei barracks. They go into battle when they’re young to hone themselves. Each and every one is a staunch and unyielding man. And you?”
He grabbed Xiao Hongjian’s hand and said, “There isn’t a trace of calluses on your hand, your footing is unstable, and you have an air of softness. You’ve clearly never trained in martial arts, never been on a battlefield, never killed anyone. Aren’t you ashamed to call yourself a member of the Xiao family when you act like a pampered rich boy? The Xiaos are heroes. How could they have a descendant like you, who only knows how to tease serving girls!”
Xiao Hongjian’s face flushed at Chunhua’s scolding. “Don’t you think I want to go to war?” he said sullenly. “But Grandfather says that I’m the last child of the Xiao family. A man of the Xiao family has to survive to carry on the family name, so he won’t let me go into battle! Don’t you think I envy my elders for being able to kill the enemy in battle?”
“Then why don’t you write? Can’t you practice in secret?” said Chunhua. “Your grandfather, Xiao Jinshu, could still move mountains with his words after his legs were broken. Though he couldn’t go into battle, no one could resist his plots. If you can’t practice martial arts, can’t you learn literary ones?”
Xiao Hongjian was speechless in the face of his admonitions.
“Return to Mobei,” Chunhua said calmly. “The capital is wealthy and not subject to the bitter weather of Mobei. Here, you are sheltered from the hardships of the human condition. Only by experiencing the harsh winters of Mobei can you develop a will like iron and live up to the brilliance of the Xiao family.”
Not uttering a word, Xiao Hongjian sat sunk in thought. Chunhua sat with him.
Only when the sky was beginning to lighten did Xiao Hongjian clench his fists and say firmly, “I’ll return to Mobei. Even if Grandfather won’t permit it, I will study martial arts. Even if I can’t go into battle, even if I can only be a secretary, I still want to go back!”
Looking at his firm gaze, Chunhua at last gave him an approving smile. “Now that’s how a child of the Xiao family should behave.”
“Chunhua…” Face flushing, Xiao Hongjian said, “I-I blamed you wrongly. You aren’t the sort of girl who would curry favor with the wealthy for her own advancement. W-will you come with me to Mobei?”
“I am a servant of Prince Jing’s residence,” Chunhua said calmly.
“I’ll go ask my cousin!” Xiao Hongjian leapt off the ground and ran out of the kitchen.
At midday, a summons came for Chunhua: Prince Jing wanted to see him.
Chunhua had been up all night standing watch and ought to have been making up sleep during the day, but he wasn’t asleep; instead, he was sitting in his room, quietly waiting. When he received the news, he straightened his clothes and touched the trailing loops on his head, checking for any breaches of etiquette in his costume.
When everything was arranged appropriately, he went with the person who had come with his summons to see Prince Jing.
Prince Jing’s study was very peaceful. No servants were in attendance. The person who had brought him left as soon as they reached their destination. He and Prince Jing were the only people in the room.
Chunhua bowed his head and said, “Greeting, Your Highness Prince Jing.”
Upon kneeling, he was immediately lifted to his feet by a familiar form.
“Chunhua,” Prince Jing whispered in his ear, “Hongjian wants to take you to Mobei. What are your plans?”
Calmly, Chunhua said, “I am a servant of this residence. I will do as Your Highness commands.”
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“In that case, I want to take you as my bedwarmer. What do you say to that?” said Prince Jing solemnly.
Chunhua trembled. Bowing his head low, he said, “I belong to Your Highness. I will do whatever Your Highness wants.”
“Is that so?” Prince Jing raised his eyebrows slightly and said searchingly, “Yet Hongjian wishes to take you for his first wife. The Xiao family has always been unconventional. They do not consider family background when it comes to marriage. Hongjian isn’t playing around. If he’s serious, he’ll almost certainly be able to do as he says. Whereas I only want you for my bedwarmer.”
Chunhua had been sitting in a chair facing Prince Jing with his head lowered, so Prince Jing was unable to see his expression. But when he heard this, he stood and walked up to Prince Jing. The big and broad Chunhua was half a head taller than the tall and slender Prince Jing. He looked down at Prince Jing, scrutinized him, then said firmly, “If I can enjoy Your Highness’s favor, never mind being a bed warming maid, even a single fleeting night of pleasure would be a blessing.”
His strong arms leaned against the arms of the chair, encircling Prince Jing in his embrace. The two loops of his hair were a little long and dangled over Prince Jing’s head.
Prince Jing was entirely unconcerned by Chunhua’s invasive gaze. He caught a lock of dangling hair and stroked it gently, then moved his hand down to touch the slight swell of Chunhua’s chest. Those firm, taut muscles concealed a frightening strength.
“How is your cooking coming along?” Prince Jing asked.
“All right,” said Chunhua. “Naturally, I can’t make food as good as my master’s, but with enough practice, it’s at least edible.”
Prince Jing applied a bit of force to Chunhua’s chest, unexpectedly pushing him half a meter away. In his white robes, Prince Jing got to his feet and with an air of detachment from the mundane said, “I thought you were different from other girls, but it turns out you’re nothing special. You all want to fly up to the branch and become a phoenix. Go and do your duty. You’re only a maid who tends the kitchen fire.”
Chunhua was thwarted.
So this meant that if he couldn’t cook well, he wasn’t allowed in bed? Injustice!
Cooks in the real world went through intensive training, and in the game, all the cooks’ secret recipes were things that could be found online. Everything the cooks made tasted good, but the players themselves couldn’t do that. For the players, no matter how much they studied with a cook, their cooking skills would be whatever they were in reality. In the kitchen, at most he had some extra opportunities to cook and memorize some of the recipes the cook passed on to him, which could easily be found online. There was no way he could make food that tasted the same as his teacher’s!
But now Prince Jing had made it clear that he was dissatisfied with his cooking. Chunhua had no choice but to say obediently, “Then I will return to the kitchen and continue refining my skills. Only…Your Highness, can I change my hairstyle?”
Prince Jing’s eyes swept over Chunhua’s trailing hair loops, and his lips curved into an intoxicating arc. “I think it’s very pretty. Keep it like that.”
Are you serious, Your Highness? Chunhua looked reproachfully at Prince Jing.
“Yes, just like that.” Prince Jing walked up to Chunhua and tilted up his head to take in his expression. He reached out to toy with a lock of hair and said, “Chunhua, try a little harder to win my fancy.”
Then he sent Chunhua from his room, shutting the foregoing sensuality behind the door.
Chunhua touched his hair, sighed feebly, and at last resolved to return to the kitchen and work hard to practice cooking in order to win Prince Jing’s fancy.
After this, Chunhua worked harder and harder. Whenever he had time, he would hang around the kitchen. He didn’t need anyone to teach him but practiced on his own. He had understood why Prince Jing wanted to make him practice here; here, it didn’t matter how bad the food he made was. He wouldn’t be wasting resources. Anyway, Prince Jing was rich. He could afford all the ingredients he wanted.
Chunhua’s teacher was very approving of the way he applied himself. Even the kitchen maids thought that Chunhua, being strong and diligent, was clearly a maiden who would be able to support a family and bear children easily. All of them started planning matches for him. Chunhua’s attitude toward this was firm refusal, but all the maids and pages in the courtyard still somehow became devoted to him. There were always maids bringing him snacks, and the pages were always buying him rouge and face powder and such when they went out.
Chunhua was stumped.
And if that were all, that would have been one thing. At any rate, if these pages and maids were humiliated into a rage when he wouldn’t return their affections, they couldn’t hurt him. The trouble was Xiao Hongjian.
Xiao Hongjian had a complex background. His real grandfather was Xiao Jinshu, but his recorded grandfather was Xiao Jinyi, the one-time General of the North, sixth son of the Xiao family. His father was Xiao Jinshu’s oldest son, who had been set down to continue Xiao Jinyi’s line. Xiao Jinshu had seven sons, five of whom had been set down as children of his deceased brothers. Only two had children who could truly call him their grandfather. But, as his brothers had all passed away, he remained on excellent terms with those who had been written down as the others’ children, and they understood very well why their father had done as he did. They were willing to continue their uncles’ family lines and make offerings to them as their sons.
Xiao Hongjian was his father’s only child; his father had died shortly after he was born, so he was the only recorded grandchild of Xiao Jinyi. Xiao Jinshu greatly valued Xiao Jinyi’s family line, and for this reason was unwilling to allow Xiao Hongjian to go into battle and had raised him in the capital.
Because Emperor Ning’an greatly valued the Xiao family and also particularly favored Xiao Jinyi’s line, Xiao Hongjian had grown up as Prince Jing’s playmate. No one dared to offend him. Gradually, he had become a despot in the capital, often harassing cats and dogs and doing all the things expected of a profligate rich boy.
But since meeting Chunhua, he had gradually become captivated by this girl. Chunhua…he had an air about him that filled Xiao Hongjian with longing. Since he was little, he had heard his grandfather tell stories about the sole female member of the Xiao family—the empress, Xiao Jinyi. He greatly looked up to this elder. For some reason, when he saw Chunhua, he thought that if Empress Xiao were still alive, she would certainly have looked like Chunhua, with those straight brows and bright eyes, that robust figure, that righteous aura.
Chunhua was everything Xiao Hongjian yearned for. He adored Chunhua and couldn’t help coming to see him all the time.
When his demand for Prince Jing to give him Chunhua failed, Xiao Hongjian wrote a letter to his grandfather saying that he had fallen in love with a girl; though she was only a maid, she had a demeanor strongly reminiscent of Empress Xiao. He had to have Chunhua for his wife. When Chunhua had given birth to his child, he would go into battle!
Grandfather had the greatest esteem for his little sister, Empress Xiao. It would certainly make him angry if Xiao Hongjian said that someone resembled Empress Xiao. If Xiao Hongjian also expressed a desire to go into battle, Grandfather was sure to be so furious he would want to come to the capital and give Xiao Hongjian a beating to keep him from daydreaming and let go of this notion of going to war.
When Grandfather came to the capital and saw Chunhua, he would certainly agree with Xiao Hongjian’s opinion and help him take Chunhua away from his cousin.
Xiao Hongjian himself didn’t know why he was so confident; he just thought that Chunhua was so enchanting that Grandfather was sure to like her!
When he told Chunhua of his plans, Chunhua only patted him on the head affectionately and said with a sigh, “Your grandfather did well.”
Xiao Jinshu’s decision not to let Xiao Hongjian go to war had been absolutely right! The way Xiao Hongjian acted, nine lives wouldn’t be enough to keep him alive in battle.
Each time Xiao Hongjian came to see Chunhua, Prince Jing would summon Chunhua to his study the next day. The first time, Chunhua, lacking experience, had shown up empty-handed. Now he had become cleverer and brought food he had made. Prince Jing, commenting on how bad Chunhua’s cooking was, would eat every crumb of the food he had brought.
“Though this still tastes terrible, your cooking has actually improved a little,” Prince Jing said in what amounted to a compliment as he drank Chunhua’s soft-shell turtle soup.
Chunhua raised his eyebrows and stared as Prince Jing drank every last drop of the soup and smiled radiantly.
When he had finished the soup, Prince Jing said mildly, “Has Xiao Hongjian come to see you again?”
Chunhua smiled bitterly and said, “Master Xiao is still young.”
The implication was that he was too young and required discipline; as a family elder, he really wanted to give Xiao Hongjian a whipping!
“Things will get better when old Marquis Zhenbei arrives. Hasn’t Hongjian already written to him? He should be here soon,” said Prince Jing.
Xiao Jinshu had inherited the Marquis Zhenbei title, but Xiao Jinyi’s Duke Zhenguo title wasn’t hereditary; in Emperor Jingren’s heart, only Xiao Jinyi was deserving of that title. No one else would do.
Chunhua nodded and poured tea for Prince Jing.
Prince Jing sipped the tea elegantly, nodded, and said, “Your technique has improved.”
“Then might I be permitted to serve Your Highness?” Chunhua put his hand on Prince Jing’s leg and began imperceptibly to stroke until he reached a spot somewhere between his thigh and his waist.
Prince Jing gave Chunhua a calm glance and didn’t stop him.
So Chunhua gradually came closer and took Prince Jing by the hand. The two of them went to the study’s couch.
After an interval of service, Prince Jing’s face was flushed, and Chunhua was beginning to undo his own clothes. After servicing His Highness, naturally he wanted to resolve his own trouble.
But instead, the very well pleased Prince Jing tied his belt and said, “Enough. I grow weary. You may withdraw.”
Chunhua, halfway undressed, stared dumbfounded at Prince Jing. Enough? What do you mean, enough? That was enough? He hadn’t had enough!
Prince Jing brought a hand to Chunhua’s mouth and used his thumb to wipe away a trace of semen at the corner of his lips. Then he said, mildly, “You have not yet entirely taken my fancy. It’s unbecoming to be so hasty.”
Chunhua was silent.
He got off the couch, picked up the food box he had brought, returned to his room, locked the door, and took care of himself with profound frustration.
Sure enough, it was no easy matter to fly up to the branch and become a phoenix. Prince Jing truly was too hard to please.
But the matter didn’t end at that. When Chunhua once again went to the kitchen to practice cooking that night, a red-eyed Xiao Hongjian came to see him. He asked, “Chunhua, tell me, did Prince Jing force you?”
Chunhua stared at him.
Xiao Hongjian seized Chunhua’s wrist and said, “Don’t be afraid. If you tell me, I won’t abandon you. I know Prince Jing has your indenture and you can’t disobey him. I-I ought to have thought of it before. He took you from the Chen residence before I could, and he wouldn’t agree to give you to me. This was his intention all along. Oh, Chunhua, it isn’t your fault that you’re so beautiful. I’ll support you!”
Chunhua decided that he couldn’t allow Xiao Hongjian to hold on to his illusions, so he said, “No. I was willing.”
Xiao Hongjian shook his head in disbelief. “I know you’re only saying that because you don’t want me to fall out with Prince Jing. It’s all right. He might be His Majesty’s favorite prince, but he can’t have his way in everything. Chunhua, don’t be scared!”
“No!” Chunhua maintained. “I love His Highness and willingly warm his bed, even if I have no status. Prince Jing is a genius. It’s the blessing of three lifetimes to be able to serve him.”
Xiao Hongjian looked wounded. “That’s not true! You must—you must be lying to me!”
“It’s true,” said Chunhua.
The wounded Xiao Hongjian ran from the room and didn’t come see Chunhua for several days. Presumably he was off somewhere licking his wounds.
Having disposed of one suitor, Chunhua concentrated on pleasing Prince Jing. After that day in the study, Chunhua became bolder than before. Before, he had only gone to see Prince Jing when he was summoned; now he went on his own initiative, bringing breakfast, lunch, dinner, and a midnight snack to Prince Jing, by coincidence right before Prince Jing ate, so he could eat no one else’s cooking but his.
At last, one day, Prince Jing ate the dinner Chunhua had made and said, “Tonight you’ll move into the main compound to attend personally to me.”
In this context, personal attention usually meant bed warming. Prince Jing was saying this because he thought Chunhua’s cooking had improved lately, and he was granting his wish.
Therefore, singing praises to heaven and earth, Chunhua went back to his room to pack. Meanwhile, the fact that he was becoming Prince Jing’s bedwarmer had spread throughout the rear courtyard. Prince Jing was very chaste and to this point had kept no women in his rear courtyard, not even a maid to join him in bed. Now, one had suddenly appeared; everyone began to see Chunhua in a new light.
Some were bitterly jealous that Chunhua had cooked his way into Prince Jing’s bed, but most people maintained that Chunhua wasn’t that kind of girl. Prince Jing must have taken a liking to him because Chunhua was so lovely.
Whether they felt envy or sorrow, these people had little status and no say in the matter, so Chunhua moved into Prince Jing’s room.
That night, he serviced Prince Jing very, very thoroughly.
But perhaps Chunhua was too robust. The next day, Prince Jing didn’t get up, so he ordered Chunhua not to get up either. The two of them remained in the room until midday, at which point Prince Jing finally managed to sit up, get dressed, and, maintaining his usual dignity, instructed a page to bring food, taking care that it was mild, and to deliver some medicine. He came out alone and told Chunhua to stay in bed if anyone was around.
So the whole residence knew that Chunhua couldn’t get up in the morning after a night with the prince. Some applauded Prince Jing’s vigor, while others felt bad for Chunhua.
What they didn’t know was that when the medicine was brought to Prince Jing’s room, it was Chunhua who helped Prince Jing apply it while apologizing profusely. He had once again forgotten that Prince Jing had no experience and couldn’t stand up to so much activity.
Chunhua didn’t think there was anything nice about this business of always making love for the first time.
After Chunhua came to live with Prince Jing, Xiao Hongjian came to the residence a few more times. Each time he saw Chunhua, his eyes turned red with rage. Chunhua kept his eyes cast down and ignored Xiao Hongjian, concentrating on serving Prince Jing.
Guests came several times to the residence, princes like Prince Zhou and Prince Zheng. They must have been curious: this fellow had claimed that, like the late emperor, he would only pick a single one of the world’s flowers, marry no one until he met the woman of his dreams—what kind of stunning bedwarmer had made him break his vow?
And when these princes saw Chunhua, they were astonished, then nodded surreptitiously and said to Prince Jing with an understanding look, “You certainly have an unerring eye. This woman is a rarity unlike any other. No wonder you’ve broken your vow for her.”
Chunhua truly could not work out whether these people were being sarcastic or sincere. He frequently went to the mirror and examined himself from all angles, and what he saw was always his own appearance. As a man, he could be called handsome, but as a woman with her hair done up in two loops… Chunhua himself didn’t want to spend too long looking in the mirror.
Seeing Chunhua’s confusion, Prince Jing said calmly, “The late emperor loved Empress Xiao deeply. After Empress Xiao passed away, he didn’t touch any other women. Everyone envied the emperor and empress’s profound love. Some decades have passed, and now all the people of Xia see Empress Xiao’s appearance as the standard of beauty, while other women are only common painted lovelies. Women are plentiful in this world, but women like Empress Xiao are exceedingly hard to come by. You resemble Empress Xiao. Naturally you are the height of beauty.”
After hearing this explanation, Chunhua said thoughtfully, “Did you do that while you were fixing bugs in the game?”
Prince Jing gave him a look and did not reply.
Chunhua thought he understood the vexation contained in this look.
He’d thought Prince Jing was getting some perverse enjoyment out of all this, but now it seemed that wasn’t the case. It must have been a small desire of Shen Zhiwei’s to have everyone in this world remember Empress Xiao. That was why he had made this change.
It was just that when Empress Xiao returned to this world with his own face, consequences ensued that not even Shen Zhiwei had anticipated.
Forget it. Anyway, none of it was a big deal. Apart from Xiao Hongjian, he didn’t even recall the faces of the people who had called him beautiful.
Just as Prince Jing expected, Xiao Jinshu, the old Marquis Zhenbei, soon came to the capital. When he’d learned that Xiao Hongjian wanted to marry Prince Jing’s bedwarmer, and that he kept saying that this maid’s demeanor was like Empress Xiao’s, old Marquis Zhenbei couldn’t stay still. First, he had come to give Xiao Hongjian the thrashing of a lifetime. Second, he wanted to see this woman who was “like” Empress Xiao and understand what kind of fox spirit had so bewitched Xiao Hongjian.
Even Emperor Ning’an called old Marquis Zhenbei “Uncle.” When the old marquis sent a note to Prince Jing’s residence indicating his intention to visit, Prince Jing naturally wouldn’t slight him.
“Don’t wear those maid’s clothes tomorrow, and don’t put your hair up in trailing loops,” Prince Jing said to Chunhua. “Put on something more dignified, and as for the hair…put it up simply.”
“You really think I like this hairstyle?” Chunhua couldn’t resist pecking Prince Jing on the lips. “It’s just your fetish.”
“I wish to see you in different styles. Is there something wrong with that?” asked Prince Jing.
“Obviously there’s nothing wrong!” Seeing Prince Jing’s adoring gaze, Chunhua pressed his luck. “I belong to Your Highness. I’ll dress however your Highness wants me to dress!”
“Wonderful.” Prince Jing smiled and gently kissed Chunhua on the cheek. “I’d like to see you wearing an apron and washing your hands to make soup for me. Once old Marquis Zhenbei is gone, you can dress like that in my room.”
Chunhua was silent.
He thought that, of the two of them, Prince Jing would look better in that getup.
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In fact, old Marquis Zhenbei had only come to have a word with Prince Jing so his grandson would give up. As for what kind of person Chunhua was, how could he really go see Prince Jing’s bed-warming maid on the say-so of Xiao Hongjian? It was inappropriate from every standpoint. And no matter how Xiao Hongjian praised Chunhua, it only made Xiao Jinshu angry that a bed-warmer was considered fit to be spoken of in the same breath as Xiao Jinyi.
When Xiao Jinyi had sat astride his horse beneath the walls of Mobei City and faced the herding tribes’ army, alone, armed only with a saber, he had dealt Huyan Xi a grave injury and repelled over a hundred thousand soldiers. Who would dare be compared to a person like that?
It was with these ideas in mind that Xiao Jinshu arrived at Prince Jing’s residence, but the moment he laid eyes on Chunhua serving tea, he was stunned.
Chunhua was dressed in an ordinary green robe, which really was too plain for a woman to wear and looked masculine. And Chunhua’s hair was also done very simply, held up by a simple pin. It was extremely cool and casual.
His expression was placid. The presence of a personage like old Marquis Zhenbei didn’t unsettle him in the least. After seeing him, when Chunhua poured his tea, Xiao Jinshu couldn’t help releasing some murderous aura. Xiao Jinshu frequently commanded on the battlefield; though he was only a strategist, when he let loose, his murderous aura was more than the average maid could withstand. Some poorly discerning wealthy boys had been frightened into wetting their pants by Xiao Jinshu’s presence.
But Chunhua remained collected in the face of Xiao Jinshu’s murderous aura. He steadily placed a cup of tea on the table, bowed slightly to the old marquis, and was about to go when Xiao Jinshu seized his wrist.
What a…thick wrist! Xiao Jinshu’s age-spotted hand moved over Chunhua’s wrist, fingers pressing against his pulse. He sensed the plentiful internal force hidden in his meridians.
“Your internal force is abundant. Did you start training at a young age?” asked Xiao Jinshu, the first words he had produced since coming to Prince Jing’s residence.
Though Xiao Jinshu was the old Marquis Zhenbei as well as the present emperor’s uncle, it was still rather rude of him to say absolutely nothing to Prince Jing, who was exceedingly likely to be the next emperor, and instead pay attention to a maid. But Prince Jing didn’t mind, and Xiao Jinshu wasn’t concerned about his feelings. He was only interested in getting a good look at this maiden.
“I had never trained before entering His Highness’s residence. After I came, His Highness gave me a guide to meditations for improving internal strength and told me to practice with it. I have done so for half a year now,” Chunhua responded, keeping his eyes humbly cast down.
As he replied, he couldn’t resist shooting a furtive glare at Prince Jing’s shoes. He’d given him such an identity, but this body was still Yun Ruifeng’s own. Yun Ruifeng had studied traditional martial arts since he was little; his internal force was abundant and could be felt at a single touch to his pulse. There was no hiding it. And that was one thing; when Xiao Jinshu had raised a question, Prince Jing hadn’t even helped him cover up, leaving it all to Chunhua to think up a reason.
“Only half a year?” Xiao Jinshu’s expression was no longer surprised; he looked appalled. This was simply impossible.
At last, Prince Jing slowly joined the conversation. “You seem very interested in this maid, Marquis?”
Hearing this, the old man Xiao Jinshu couldn’t very well keep holding onto the maiden’s hand. He let go regretfully. With a salute to Prince Jing, he said, “I observed that this maid has an excellent constitution, ideal for martial arts training, and couldn’t resist being impressed with her potential and checking her pulse. Your Highness must have thought the same to make her study internal strength meditations?”
“Not at all,” Prince Jing said calmly. “I discovered that this maid seemed to have innate concentrated energy hidden inside her, so I picked up a book of internal strength meditations in the street and told her to practice them. I wished to see whether it would activate that innate concentrated energy. And sure enough, after less than a month of practice, her internal force already surpassed the average person’s.”
“Innate concentrated energy!” Xiao Jinshu’s expression became even more conflicted.
As it happened, before coming to this world, Prince Jing had added quite a bit to the deceased empress’s backstory. For example, to explain why his fighting abilities had been so powerful, Prince Jing had made it so that certain people were born with innate concentrated energy. Such people could train just a little and acquire immense internal force; this was because of the innate concentrated energy. Xiao Jinyi was one of these people. Otherwise, how else to explain that, despite marrying into the imperial palace at such a young age, his martial skills had been superior to his older brothers’?
Huyan Xi naturally must have had it as well, and that was why both their abilities exceeded the limitations of this world?
Innate concentrated energy was legendary. One such person might not appear in a thousand years. They were even rarer than sightings of the Ephemeral Snow Lotus. Xiao Jinyi had had it, and so did this maid who looked identical to Xiao Jinyi…
Was this the will of heaven?
Xiao Jinshu was often at war and had caused the deaths of countless people. He had never believed in the supernatural. But after seeing Chunhua—or rather, after seeing Chunhua with Prince Jing—he had started to believe.
Two faces that looked the same as Emperor Jingren and Xiao Jinyi were in front of him. It was as if, decades after the fact, time had come full circle and brought those to people before his eyes once more.
Xiao Jinshu suddenly recalled what he had come for, recalled the girl Xiao Hongjian loved, recalled Xiao Hongjian saying that he had never seen a woman who more closely resembled Empress Xiao than this girl…
It wasn’t merely a resemblance. This was Empress Xiao herself! And after all this time, she was once again with Emperor Jingren, as if the two of them were fated to love each other in every lifetime.
Xiao Jinshu smiled soothingly as he looked at Chunhua. He said, “Hongjian told me that he had seen a woman beyond compare. That there had never been anyone as enchanting as this woman. I thought he was talking nonsense. But now that I’ve seen you, I understand that such a woman truly does exist. Child, come here. Tell me, what is your name?”
“I am Chunhua,” Chunhua responded, restraining an inward spasm.
“Chunhua…” Xiao Jinshu’s face twitched when he heard this name. He simply couldn’t accept that such a heroic woman had such a vulgar name.
He wanted to pick a new name for Chunhua there and then, but he recalled with a start that he was in Prince Jing’s residence, and Chunhua was Prince Jing’s servant. Therefore, he said to Prince Jing, “Your Highness, this woman truly does have excellent potential. She was born for military service. I would like to take her to Mobei to join the army. With her abilities, she ought to be defending the nation, not buried in some compound.”
Prince Jing, who had been neglected up to now by Xiao Jinshu as if he were a wallflower, raised his eyebrows. He beckoned to Chunhua, summoning him to his side. Then he said to Xiao Jinshu, “That won’t do. This maid is my beloved bedwarmer. I can’t have her go too far from me.”
As he spoke, he stroked Chunhua’s wrist where old Marquis Zhenbei had just taken his pulse, looking exceptionally possessive.
These words wounded Xiao Jinshu.
A woman like this, a brave woman like Xiao Jinyi reincarnated, and Prince Jing was using her as a bedwarmer, and one without rank? Prince Jing would have to marry one of these days, and if he married a highborn girl with an especially strict family, she might even get rid of all her new husband’s companions. If that happened, would Chunhua really…
Xiao Jinshu didn’t even dare to imagine such an outcome!
If it had only been an outward resemblance, Xiao Jinshu might have been able to take it philosophically: the world was wide, and it was easy to find two people who looked alike. But innate concentrated energy! The same innate concentrated energy as Empress Xiao. This physique might not occur once in a thousand years, yet he had met three such people during the course of his life!
The countenance, the bearing, and even the innate concentrated energy all made Xiao Jinshu completely certain that Chunhua was his sister’s reincarnation. All his feelings for Xiao Jinyi transferred to Chunhua. How could Xiao Jinshu let his little sister be a mere bedwarmer!
It would even be preferable for that brat Hongjian to marry Chunhua. That way, Chunhua would be part of the Xiao family.
“Your Highness.” Xiao Jinshu bowed solemnly to Prince Jing and said, “I have an unreasonable request to make of you.”
Squeezing Chunhua’s wrist, Prince Jing smiled and said, “If you’re going to ask for Chunhua again, I cannot agree. As far as generational rankings are concerned, I ought to be calling you great-uncle. But while you are an elder to me, Marquis, it isn’t right for you to interfere with who I choose to keep in my quarters.”
This was a perfectly reasonable response, but his tone and gestures were those of a lecher.
Xiao Jinshu’s words caught in his throat. He looked at the placid Chunhua. Chunhua was watching Prince Jing, his eyes and heart seemingly filled with nothing but Prince Jing. This gaze made Xiao Jinshu’s heart ache.
Yes, the emperor and empress had been so close. Given the depths of his sister’s feelings for the late emperor—such bone-deep love that she was willing to die to save him—how could she be willingly parted from Prince Jing?
The scene before him threw time into confusion in Xiao Jinshu’s mind. He let out a long sigh. He had to fall back to a lesser request. “Then please take Chunhua as your wife, Your Highness, and swear that you will have no one but Chunhua, that you will take no concubines and marry no one else in the event of her death!”
Frowning, Prince Jing said, “Old Marquis, that request is a little unreasonable, isn’t it? I am a member of the imperial clan, and Chunhua is a mere maid, and a bondswoman at that. I hold her indenture. However I might love Chunhua, His Majesty couldn’t possibly agree to me marrying a woman of such status.”
As Prince Jing spoke, Xiao Jinshu watched Chunhua. When Chunhua heard what Prince Jing said, a wounded look came into his eyes. Xiao Jinshu felt a sense of grievance, as if his own little sister had been bullied. He was the only big brother that his sister had left now. He had to do something for his sister!
Old Marquis Zhenbei straightened his spine and said unyieldingly to Prince Jing, “Remember what you have said today, Your Highness. Allow me to speak to His Majesty! You may await the imperial edict!”
Then, full of fury and promises to Chunhua, old Marquis Zhenbei left the residence.
Chunhua was speechless.
Prince Jing had the residence’s steward escort the guest out while he himself remained seated, sipping the tea Chunhua had made. He nodded and said approvingly, “Your brewing technique has improved considerably.”
Chunhua stared at Prince Jing awhile, then couldn’t resist saying, “Your Highness means to use old Marquis Zhenbei?”
Prince Jing raised his hand, found that he could only reach Chunhua's thigh, and said, “Crouch.”
Chunhua crouched at once. Prince Jing plucked the pin out of his hair, letting the long hair fall loose. Prince Jing caught a strand of hair and said, smiling, “Wouldn’t you like to marry me openly and legitimately?”
“Naturally I would, but my status is so low that I don’t dare think of it,” said Chunhua, going along with Prince Jing’s approach.
“But I wish to marry no one but you.” Prince Jing gently kissed Chunhua’s hair and said softly, “In my past life, in this present life, in the next life, no matter how many lives I lead, I…we will wed no one but Jinyi.”
His kiss was so tender, and the emotion filling his eyes was bottomless. Chunhua couldn’t help himself. Quietly saying, “Pardon me, Your Highness,” he lifted Prince Jing from his seat.
Chunhua held Prince Jing close and bent his head to kiss Prince Jing’s lips. Tenderly, he said, “And I too. No matter how many times I may live, I will always be with Your Majesty.”
Then he carried Prince Jing straight to the inner chamber and engaged in daytime licentiousness, which continued well into the night, so that Prince Jing once again sent Chunhua back to the kitchen to improve his cooking…
After Marquis Zhenbei left, it became known throughout the residence that Prince Jing was ignoring Chunhua. Some people made cutting remarks toward Chunhua, and some tried to hit him while he was down. But more people believed that Prince Jing had taken a liking to Chunhua because of his “beauty” and had now cast him off. They knew Chunhua wasn’t the sort of person who tried to curry favor with the wealthy and powerful. Though Prince Jing had ruined Chunhua, these people were still willing to marry him.
This was too much for Chunhua.
Surely it was Prince Jing who had been ruined?
Of course, a person couldn’t be liked by everyone. There were some people in the residence who wished to fly up to the branch and become a phoenix, and Chunhua was a splinter in their eyes. They made numerous attempts to harm Chunhua, both open and secret, which Chunhua invariably brushed off. Their methods were too consistent: it was either poison or framing him for theft. Chunhua could hardly be bothered to give his attention to these petty tactics. The poisoners were themselves poisoned, the framers found the money they had planted miraculously appearing in their own rooms. Their little plots weren’t worth bothering Prince Jing about. They were simply settled.
In this way, Chunhua took care of quite a number of foes in the residence who had improper designs on Prince Jing. Soon the residence was tight as a drum, with no one left who harbored evil intentions.
As for the matter of not being allowed back in Prince Jing’s room unless he made good food, that was no trouble at all for Chunhua. If he couldn’t be there during the day, he’d go at night. He had his innate concentrated energy and was a martial arts genius. He could fly around the residence at night without being discovered by the guards.
As Chunhua and Prince Jing embarked upon their clandestine affair, the old Marquis Zhenbei, Xiao Jinshu, was bringing every last bit of his eloquence to bear trying to talk Emperor Ning’an into arranging a marriage for Prince Jing.
“Old Marquis, no matter how well-matched you say the two of them are, we still cannot permit a serving girl to marry Jingrui. It’s against the rules.” Emperor Ning’an was extremely polite to Xiao Jinshu. At first he had still called him “Uncle” in private, but later Xiao Jinshu had put a stop to that. After all, there had to be some distance between sovereign and subject.
“Did Your Majesty ever see Empress Xiao when you were young?” Xiao Jinshu asked.
“During the empress dowager’s full decade birthday, we paid respects to Empress Xiao along with our mother. She truly was a singular person, absolutely incomparable.” Emperor Ning’an himself was getting on in years. When he spoke of Empress Xiao, a look of nostalgia came into his face. That single brief encounter had formed a memory carved into his mind. He would never forget Empress Xiao’s appearance.
“If I might be so bold as to inquire, has Your Majesty not always taken His Highness Prince Jing to be the late emperor reincarnated?” Xiao Jinshu asked.
Another emperor would have flown into a rage at such a question, but Emperor Ning’an had after all been personally taught by Emperor Jingren. He wouldn’t grow angry at being probed like this. And Xiao Jinshu was no outsider. He nodded and acknowledged, “That is so. That child… Every time we see his face, we feel as if time had reversed itself.”
“Well, to my mind, Chun…that girl is Empress Xiao’s reincarnation,” Xiao Jinshu said. “I started going to war with my father as a child. Before my legs were broken, I must have been responsible for the deaths of nearly a thousand people. And as a military counselor, this only increased. With a single strategy, I might cause tens of thousands to die falling into a trap. I bear responsibility for countless deaths, but I have never believed in the supernatural. If there truly were souls of the aggrieved dead wandering around to demand the lives of their killers, my life would have been seized long ago. But the instant I saw that girl, I believed. There must be supernatural things in this world, as well as fate that carries through multiple lives. The late emperor and Empress Xiao were fated in this way, and so are Prince Jing and this girl.”
He spoke too solemnly. There was no way Emperor Ning’an could have told him he was being absurd.
Beholding Xiao Jinshu’s sincere expression, calling to mind Prince Jing’s face, which was identical to his imperial father’s, Emperor Ning’an was forced to admit that perhaps the cycle of reincarnation did exist. Emperor Jingren was all that Emperor Ning’an aspired to be. Precisely because of this, he had never arranged a marriage for Prince Jing. To Emperor Ning’an, not one of the common painted lovelies of this world was fit to be a match for Prince Jing, Shen Jingrui. Perhaps only a woman like Empress Xiao could stand beside Prince Jing.
Emperor Ning’an roused himself from deep thought and saw Xiao Jinshu still gazing resolutely at him. At last, he said, “At the very least, first let us see this girl before we make a decision.”
This was already a concession. Xiao Jinshu was delighted. At once he smacked his chest and guaranteed that he would be certain to bring Chunhua to see Emperor Ning’an.
Remembering Prince Jing’s casual attitude toward Chunhua, Xiao Jinshu thought it impossible to ask him to bring Chunhua to see Emperor Ning’an. It would have to be left to Xiao Hongjian.
Therefore, Xiao Hongjian once again went to the kitchen of Prince Jing’s residence to see Chunhua.
When he entered the kitchen, he saw Chunhua drop firewood into the kitchen range. The firewood must have been a bit damp, because the fire in the range was stunted. So Chunhua picked up a spatula with one hand and aimed his other hand at the range. He released internal force from his palm. A warm breeze blew into the range, and the flames surged up at once.
With his hands full like this, there was no way for him to toss the contents of the pan. But Chunhua was Chunhua, after all. The palm aimed at the range became a finger, and his internal force passed through this fingertip like a sword, tossing the big pan in the range.
With one hand, Chunhua still held the spatula firmly. With the other, he alternated between stoking the flames with a breeze and tossing the pan. This was all done in perfect harmony.
In a flash, the perfectly seasoned food was finished.
When the food was ready to come off the range, Chunhua emitted a burst of internal force, and the pan leapt up, dropping the food into a waiting plate. Chunhua set down the pan and exerted a bit of strength, and the flames in the range were immediately extinguished.
All these movements had been as smooth as the flow of air and water, without the slightest gap. With the food done, Chunhua put the plate in a waiting food box and picked it up, ready to bring it to Prince Jing.
“Chunhua!” Xiao Hongjian shot toward Chunhua like an arrow. Appreciatively, he said, “Chunhua, your technique is beautiful.”
Chunhua looked at him calmly. Unaffected by the praise, he said, “I’m still nowhere near as good as my master.”
Xiao Hongjian thought he was just being modest. Drawing close, he said in surprise, “Chunhua, you’ve spent so much time in the kitchen, but you don’t smell like oil at all! I always reek of oil when I’ve spent a little time here.”
Of course I can’t smell like oil, though Chunhua, or else Prince Jing wouldn’t let me anywhere near him.
“Chunhua, Chunhua, Grandfather says you have innate concentrated energy, that you’re a natural martial artist. Chunhua, you’re amazing!” Xiao Hongjian’s initial profligate manner had disappeared. His gaze was full of admiration as he watched Chunhua.
“I’m all right,” Chunhua said tepidly. He didn’t think there was anything to admire about this.
“Chunhua, Grandfather says you’re a truly rare woman. He wants to see you alone.” Xiao Hongjian evidently didn’t know yet that Xiao Jinshu wanted Prince Jing to marry Chunhua. He thought that his grandfather agreed with him and wanted to marry Chunhua into the Xiao family.
Chunhua, who was walking in Prince Jing’s direction, stopped in his tracks and asked, “The old marquis wishes to see me alone?”
“Precisely.” Xiao Hongjian looked at Chunhua’s straight brows and sparkling eyes. When he thought of what his grandfather had agreed to, he couldn’t resist blushing a little.
“When?” asked Chunhua.
“As soon as possible!”
“Fine.” Chunhua nodded. “Then I’ll go see the old marquis with you today.”
Wearing his hair in trailing loops, and working hard to improve his cooking, and being sneered at for trying to flatter his way to higher status, and fighting over Prince Jing with a crowd of women—he didn’t want to keep this up for another day. He wanted to become Princess Jing as soon as possible and simply chase away everyone setting their sights on Prince Jing.
After bringing Prince Jing his lunch, Chunhua asked for leave, saying that he was going out. He didn’t give the reason; Prince Jing would certainly have guessed.
“So soon…” Prince Jing touched Chunhua’s trailing hair loops regretfully. “Go put on an apron for me again. There probably won’t be another chance.”
After a pause, Chunhua said, “If Your Highness likes, I can put one on any number of times.”
“There won’t be any need for that,” said Prince Jing. “You’re a kitchen maid now. It’s your duty to wear a kitchen maid’s clothing, and also fun. When you’re a princess, you’ll have to be dignified and sedate. You won’t be able to cook. I want to see you in wedding clothes.”
The period of Emperor Jingren’s wedding to Xiao Jinyi was only a set of memories given to the characters by the system. These were vague and false. Prince Jing couldn’t call that a perfect wedding. But this life was different. He wanted to give Chunhua and himself the grandest wedding possible, where the whole realm would wish them joy.
From an apron to a wedding dress… Chunhua couldn’t even imagine what a colossal eyesore he would be. Anyway, everyone here was as blind as Prince Jing.
After bidding farewell to Prince Jing, Chunhua returned to his room and changed to masculine clothes, saddled a horse (the one for Prince Jing’s special use), and left with Xiao Hongjian.
Xiao Hongjian had also come on horseback. He had wanted to share the saddle with Chunhua and was a little disappointed when he saw Chunhua also leading a horse. But he got a closer look at Chunhua in masculine costume, his eyes lit up irresistibly.
“Chunhua, you look so…valiant, so handsome!” Xiao Hongjian was full of praises, without any sense that his descriptive terms weren’t quite right.
Calmly, Chunhua said, “Understood. Let’s go see the marquis as soon as possible.”
Then he leapt into the saddle, light and nimble. It was clear he was an expert rider.
Xiao Hongjian followed Chunhua. Watching his back, he thought that there was no one as beautiful as Chunhua.
Xiao Jinshu thought the same thing. Seeing Chunhua in fighting attire, he couldn’t resist once again recalling Xiao Jinyi on the battlefield, at the foot of Mobei’s walls, holding back an army of tens of thousands alone. Decades later, stories of Duke Zhenguo still circulated throughout Mobei.
Seeing Chunhua ready to kneel, Xiao Jinshu quickly took both his arms. “Jin…Chunhua, there is no need for formality. Treat this as your own home. Just do as you like.”
Chunhua did as he was bidden and rose, then really did casually sit down in the chair next to Xiao Jinshu, loose and easy, with absolutely no appearance of discomfort. Xiao Hongjian watched Chunhua with admiration. He wanted to sit next to him, but Xiao Jinshu immediately sent him out of the room. The old marquis wanted to talk to Chunhua alone.
“Chunhua, I view you as a member of my own family, so let me ask you directly, do you want to be Prince Jing’s wife?”
“Of course I do,” said Chunhua. “Unfortunately, my status is too low. I’m not worthy to wed His Highness.”
“If you want to, that’s good enough,” Xiao Jinshu said, smiling kindly at him. “The serving girl Chunhua can’t marry Prince Jing, but isn’t Duchess Chunhua, granddaughter of Duke Zhenguo, a perfect match?”
Chunhua was stricken.
Duchess Chunhua… Even with the pronunciation of the second character changed to make it “splendor” instead of “flower,” wasn’t that a little too perfunctory?
Xiao Jinshu couldn’t wait an extra moment. Now that he knew what Chunhua wanted, he took him to the palace to enter the imperial presence. From the moment Emperor Ning’an saw Chunhua, he did not speak for a long time.
“Is it true…that reincarnation exists?” Emperor Ning’an said, gazing at Chunhua in a daze. “Come over here, Chunhua, let us get a good look at you.”
Chunhua bravely came forward and raised his head to gaze upon the successor Emperor Jingren had chosen. Emperor Ning’an had worked hard for many years and was already old. His features seemed very gentle but with a hint of unshakeable resolve. He was a tolerant yet firm man. To be an emperor who loves the people as one’s children, one must have a heart capacious enough to hold the whole nation; to be a decisive emperor, one must have the courage of one’s convictions. If one has these qualities, everything else can be taught.
The child that the young emperor had chosen was a good one.
“Many years ago, we once caught a glimpse of Empress Xiao. Though our mother was the wife of a prince then, she was mocked by her peers for her low birth. With a single look, Empress Xiao made everyone shut their mouths,” Emperor Ning’an said, remembering. “Empress Xiao left her seat and took our hand and our mother’s to lead us to our seats. While her hands were a little coarse, they were also large and reassuring.”
Emperor Ning’an looked down at Chunhua’s hands and continued, “We thought then that the mother of a nation should be like this. She might not be very beautiful or very gentle, but she must have hands that can hold all the people of the realm. The hands do not need to be soft or delicate, but they must be firm and strong and reassure people with their power.
“Since the day Empress Xiao held our hand, we could not forget her hands.” Emperor Ning’an’s eyes were full of longing. “To us, Empress Xiao is the most perfect of women. When the old marquis came to tell us that there was a woman who resembled Empress Xiao, we were a little angry. What person was worthy of being spoken of in the same breath as Empress Xiao? But now that we have seen you, we agree! Hahaha!”
As he laughed brightly, Emperor Ning’an put his hands in Chunhua’s. Chunhua’s hands were very big and dark and made Emperor Ning’an’s delicate hands seem a little small. Chunhua curled his hands slightly, and it was as if Emperor Ning’an’s hands were shielded within.
When he was finished laughing, Emperor Ning’an let out a lengthy sigh. “I truly envy Jingrui for being able to spend his life with a woman like you.
“Attendants, convey our decree. This daughter of the Xiao family is dignified in her bearing, splendid in her beauty. We bestow upon her the title Duchess Chunhua and grant her a union with Prince Jing.”

Chapter 64
Now that he was Duchess Chunhua, naturally he couldn’t go back to being a maid at Prince Jing’s residence. The maid Chunhua no longer existed, only Xiao Chunhua, granddaughter of Duke Zhenguo.
When Xiao Hongjian had watched his grandfather take Chunhua to the palace, he had thought that he could at long last carry off his beauty. He was so delighted he turned circles around the residence, unable to stop for a moment. But instead, when Chunhua returned from the palace, she had suddenly transformed into his sister. Duke Zhenguo, who had only had one grandson, now also had a granddaughter. This news struck Xiao Hongjian like a bolt of lightning out of a clear sky.
“D-Duchess Chunhua, to marry Prince Jing?” Xiao Hongjian, informed that the object of his affections was now his sister, simply couldn’t believe what he was hearing. Looking at Chunhua standing behind old Marquis Zhenbei dressed in the duchess’s attire the emperor had awarded him, he thought there was nothing more absurd than this in the world.
Because of Chunhua’s special physique, none of the existing attire for a duchess was appropriate for him to wear. Emperor Ning’an had ordered a full wardrobe to be made at once for Chunhua that would fit, and he had given Chunhua a huge dowry. He had told him to stay temporarily at Marquis Zhenbei’s residence, then move to his own once one could be prepared. As for the wedding, the Board of Astrology still had to compare the two prospective spouses’ eight characters of birth and reckon an auspicious date. They would have to wait at least till next year for the duchess to marry. When he thought that they wouldn’t be able to see each other during this time, Duchess Chunhua thought that he needed to practice his lightness skill so he could more conveniently pay private visits to Prince Jing at night.
“Just right.” Xiao Jinshu stroked his beard and smiled. His eyes were filled with emotion as he looked at Chunhua. This was precisely the little sister he had only seen a few times before she had sacrificed herself for Emperor Jingren; they were truly identical.
Able to see these two people married again, Xiao Jinshu felt that he had no regrets in his life. Where would he have found the energy to consider Xiao Hongjian’s little schemes?
“Grandfather!” Xiao Hongjian said a little despairingly, clutching Xiao Jinshu by the sleeve. “W-what about me?”
“Since I am a daughter of the Xiao family, naturally Young Master Xiao is my older brother,” Chunhua answered before Xiao Jinshu could respond. He was planning to destroy any daydreams Xiao Hongjian still harbored. There was no one in his heart but Prince Jing. Anyone else had no business getting involved.
“Older brother?” The melancholy in Xiao Hongjian’s chest threatened to burst out as he repeated these words. “Chunhua, I adore you from the bottom of my heart, but in the end I only get to be your older brother?”
Chunhua wrinkled his brow slightly. Looking into Xiao Hongjian’s furious and despairing face, he said, “Have you trained in martial arts?”
“Though Grandfather did not let me go into battle, I did pick up a few tricks in private,” said Xiao Hongjian.
“Have you studied the art of commanding troops? Made sand table models?”
“I’ve picked up a bit.”
“Are you skilled in shooting from the saddle?”
“I can do a bit.”
“Perfect,” said Chunhua with a faint smile. “By coincidence, I have also learned a bit. Why don’t we have an exchange of skills, Brother?”
Xiao Hongjian frowned. “Weapons aren’t toys. What if I hurt you?”
“No matter.” Chunhua smiled unfathomably.
Six hours later—
Chunhua had wiped the floor with Xiao Hongjian.
To Xiao Jinshu, who was watching Chunhua with a look of satisfaction, Chunhua said, “Grandfather, though my older brother is the sole carrier of Duke Zhenguo’s bloodline, as a child of the Xiao family, if he cannot go to war to kill the enemy, cannot defend the northern border, cannot protect his home, then his life is not worth living. My brother is far-sighted and full of aspirations, but he has had no opportunity to prove himself. You see that despite having no contact with military affairs in the capital all these years, he has studied in all the relevant areas. Clearly he has worked hard in secret. Since my brother has these ambitions, Grandfather, why won’t you give him a chance?”
Xiao Jinshu looked at Xiao Hongjian. Inclining his head slightly, he said, “Though your skills are not yet fully mature, it’s clear that you’ve worked hard. Your grandfather is getting on in years. I’m a little set in my ways. If you want to go to Mobei, I will find you a good teacher. But, Hongjian, a weapon may kill anyone. You must be careful when you are in the army.”
Xiao Hongjian had been so thoroughly defeated that he didn’t even have the strength to get up. He could only nod in silence when he heard Xiao Jinshu say this. He looked at Chunhua, gritted his teeth, and said, “Chunhua, I will go to Mobei to train and go to war. I won’t rely on the achievements of my elders but will win merit with my own efforts and come back to support you!”
When they heard Xiao Hongjian say this, Chunhua and Xiao Jinshu knew that his ideas about Chunhua had temporarily been put aside. Once he was in Mobei, it would be years before he could return to the capital. As time went on, he would lose interest in his sentimental attachment. Satisfied, Chunhua said, “Thank you, then, Brother.”
When Xiao Hongjian left the capital, the date of Duchess Chunhua’s wedding to Prince Jing was set. It would be in the coming autumn, a whole year away.
According to Xia’s customs, the engaged couple could not see each other after the date of the wedding was decided. The wait nearly killed Chunhua. While he was staying at the marquis’s residence, Chunhua wanted to go see Prince Jing every night, but Xiao Jinshu was keeping a close eye on him. Each day he sought Chunhua out so they could exchange views on troop movements and battle formations. Xiao Jinshu had engaged in warfare for decades; his experience and his strategies were both greater than Chunhua’s. But Chunhua had the benefit of a modern education. Though his experience wasn’t a match for Xiao Jinshu’s, he could occasionally come up with a brilliant move to turn defeat into victory. When the two of them matched wits, Xiao Jinshu won eight out of ten times, while Chunhua only managed two out of ten; yet those two were an endless source of inspiration for Xiao Jinshu.
Xiao Jinshu battled Chunhua every day until late into the night. By midnight, Prince Jing was sure to be asleep, and Chunhua didn’t want to wake him, so he had to hold back and not go. Now and then he really couldn’t resist some nights and went to Prince Jing’s residence in the middle of the night, but Prince Jing had at some point acquired a parrot. As soon as Chunhua landed, the parrot would start to shout, and the residence’s guards would come at once. Chunhua had no choice but to return to Marquis Zhenbei’s residence.
This went on for over a month. Chunhua longed for Prince Jing day and night. What kind of honeymoon was this? This was torture.
Just as Chunhua was getting ready to strangle that parrot, Emperor Ning’an granted him his own residence. Duchess Chunhua’s residence was next door to Prince Jing’s.
When Chunhua moved there, Xiao Jinshu could no longer battle him late into the night; at latest he would have to leave at dusk. Now Chunhua could go to Prince Jing’s residence after sunset for a private meeting, with no further need to worry about waking Prince Jing.
The very day Chunhua moved into his residence, Prince Jing sent a housewarming gift. As Chunhua’s future husband, Prince Jing’s present was tremendous, full of rare treasures. But what Chunhua cared about most was that the gift included a parrot.
Was it because he knew he wouldn’t escape tonight and was sending the parrot as an apology? Chunhua gazed at that parrot. Should he braise it, steam it, or make it into a soup?
The parrot seemed to feel the threat to its life in Chunhua’s hungry look. In desperation, it spoke. “A day apart is like a sundering of three years. Not seeing you for a day makes me wild with longing. In autumn next year…”
The servants in the room couldn’t help staring at the parrot. His Highness had kept it for over a month before giving it to the duchess…
Chunhua shut the parrot’s beak at once, not letting it speak in front of others again. Only when he had brought the parrot into his bedroom did he release its beak.
The parrot must have felt stifled. As soon as Chunhua let go, it started to babble again. “Fishhawks cry guan-guan, on the islet in the stream. Fair is the good fellow, fit bride to match a prince’s dream.”
Fair is the good fellow… Chunhua couldn’t help laughing aloud. He reached out a finger to stroke the parrot’s feathers.
“A decade of death separates us now. I try not to long for you, but I cannot forget…” the parrot said suddenly.
Chunhua froze.
Being parted by death was an event from their previous lifetime. The young emperor had stood guard over this nation alone for thirteen whole years.
Both in the modern day and in the game world, the young doctor had never mentioned those thirteen years. He had seen his lover upon awakening, the two of them had gotten together smoothly and naturally, and as for how the young emperor had spent those long thirteen years, no one knew about it.
That night, Chunhua didn’t go to Prince Jing’s residence. The guards whom Prince Jing had dismissed waited all night, but no one showed up. The next day, when Prince Jing rose, his expression was unchanged, but there were rather heavy shadows under his eyes.
For several days, Prince Jing was quiet. Since the gifts had been delivered to Duchess Chunhua’s residence next door, nothing had been heard from it. There was no way to know what was happening.
It was the evening of the seventh day when the parrot was sent back.
Prince Jing carried the cage to his bedroom and fed the parrot, which ate happily, then recited, “Through partings in life in death, we pledged we would not sever. Holding hands we said, that we would grow old together.”
Prince Jing’s hand, still holding food for the parrot, paused slightly.
A pair of arms reached out from behind to embrace Prince Jing tightly. A deep voice said in his ear, “In the last life we were parted by death, in this life we will never abandon each other. I’m sorry. I left you alone for over a decade, I’m sorry…”
Prince Jing squeezed his arms and said quietly, “It has nothing to do with you. It was my own choice. I knew three years after you passed away that I was a person in reality and could follow you there, but still chose to remain. The following ten years are my own responsibility. You shouldn’t burden yourself with them.”
“I finally understand why you wanted to have our honeymoon here,” Yun Ruifeng said softly. “This is where we started, and here is the source of our happiness. Our most wonderful memories are of this place.”
“It’s not as romantic as that. I just wanted to see whether Emperor Ning’an became as magnanimous an emperor as I anticipated. Now it seems that I wasn’t mistaken when I chose him,” Prince Jing said, smiling.
He had only made a few alterations aimed at making the game more suitable for tourism. As for the background of the game and its NPCs, he had made no changes whatsoever. Everything Emperor Ning’an had done was of his own volition. Just as Emperor Jingren had anticipated, he had become an outstanding emperor.
Yun Ruifeng kissed Prince Jing’s ear. Holding the earlobe in his mouth, he said indistinctly, “If this game one day becomes obsolete, we’ll get a supercomputer, buy the game’s data, and run it on the supercomputer. Then this game can continue forever. All right?”
This was the place of their first meeting. Without this game, he might never have had a chance to fall in love with a person as accomplished and adorable as Shen Zhiwei.
“Is there any need for you to worry yourself about that? It has been taken care of,” said Prince Jing with a smile. “As long as I live, this place will not disappear.”
The night was chilly, with a cold wind. Yun Ruifeng couldn’t bear to let Prince Jing stand too long, so he carried his long-unseen lover to the bed.
Prince Jing wrapped his arms around Yun Ruifeng and graced him with a lingering kiss.
“Chunhua…Duchess Chunhua, some time from now, you will be my princess,” said Prince Jing with a sigh.
“It is the happiness of several lifetimes to be able to spend my life with Your Highness.” Chunhua shed his clothes and laid his hands on either side of Prince Jing, then slowly lowered his head.
Long, long was the night…
The next day, Duchess Chunhua got out of bed in his own residence as usual, while Prince Jing woke in his own bedroom. For several days after that, no one realized that Duchess Chunhua was disobeying the rules to meet Prince Jing privately in the middle of the night.
It was some days later when Prince Jing’s parrot opened its mouth when Prince Zhou came to visit Prince Jing and cried out: “Ah… Yes… Oh… You’re too big… Ah… I…”
Prince Jing clamped his hand around the parrot’s beak and gave Prince Zhou a smile. Then he put a black cloth over the parrot's cage and ordered his servants to take the parrot next door to be trained.
With a smile that said “no need to explain,” Prince Zhou said quietly to Prince Jing, “Don’t be so nervous, Prince Jing. We’re all men here. I understand. The duchess hasn’t crossed your threshold yet. Who could expect you to remain chaste for her? This must be your Chunhua. From the voice alone it’s clear she must be a rare marvel. If any of the twittering girls in my residence had such a rapturous voice, now that really would be…”
“Servants,” interrupted Prince Jing with a cold look at Prince Zhou, “show my guest to the door.”
“Huh?” Looking perplexed, Prince Zhou was politely shown the door by the residence’s steward.
That night, when Duchess Chunhua scaled the wall, he was faced with the onslaught of several vicious dogs. It was days before he could enter Prince Jing’s residence again. Duchess Chunhua was furious and ordered the parrot to be disciplined. If it couldn’t learn to talk properly, then it would be braised!
—
After a year of clandestine relations, Prince Jing and Duchess Chunhua’s wedding day at last arrived. Clad in red and riding a white horse, Prince Jing went next door to pick up Duchess Chunhua, who was also in masculine attire.
Duchess Chunhua, looking uncommonly handsome in red robes and gold crown, astride a black horse, met Prince Jing’s eyes and smiled.
The descendants of Duke Zhenguo, the bloodline of Empress Xiao, did not abandon the customs of Mobei even when they were married, nor the traditions of the Xiao family. There was no sedan and no veil; the brides rode through the streets alongside their husbands.
Today’s dazzling vision, red-robed upon a fine steed, enchanted countless boys and girls. No one said Duchess Chunhua was violating protocol. Everyone sighed and remarked that the daughters of the Xiao family were truly heroic.
If only one could have a daughter like Xiao Chunhua or marry a woman of the Xiao family. A woman who could go to war, who belonged on the battlefield; a woman who could face foreign invaders, who could defeat an enemy army. A woman like this was truly beyond compare!
Xiao Chunhua was beside himself.
He felt that this whole world’s aesthetic sensibilities had been ruined.
Though the commentary about Duchess Chunhua following the wedding ceremony was a little embarrassing to him, he was actually quite satisfied with the wedding itself. The wedding clothes had been delivered only the day before. Until then, he had been convinced that he would have to put a bride’s finery, embroidered slippers and veil included, onto his powerful build and ride in a flower-bedecked sedan. Chunhua was used to wearing women’s clothes by now and didn’t mind doing it again for his wedding, but he felt a little bad for the sedan carriers, who would think they were carrying a delicate young mistress, when unbeknownst to them the sedan contained a big, strapping soldier.
So when the wedding clothes were delivered, Duchess Chunhua was utterly relieved. He’d known that Prince Jing wanted a real and perfect wedding for the two of them. How could he let it turn into a farce?
Husband and wife rode through the streets together, crossed the threshold together, and raised toasts together—none of it was according to the rules, but all of it was satisfying.
The game helmets loyally recorded the wedding, saving it to their chips. No matter how many years passed, if the chip was inserted into the helmet, they could relive this wedding as though they were there again.
This was the most wonderful wedding, the one most worth remembering.
Old Marquis Zhenbei stood in as a parent for them both. When husband and wife made their toasts, his old face opened into a smile like a blooming flower. There was no need for anyone to press wine on him; he drank to inebriation all on his own.
At the wedding feast, everyone tried to make Prince Jing drink. Some were just joining in for the fun of it, while others wanted to see the always solemn and composed Prince Jing forget himself. Sadly, all these hopes were disappointed. Prince Jing only drank two cups; the rest were taken by Duchess Chunhua.
Most people didn’t feel comfortable proposing toasts once Duchess Chunhua came forward. But there were also busybodies like Prince Zhou who complained that a husband couldn’t possibly let his wife drink for him. If Duchess Chunhua insisted on drinking, then he would have to drink three cups.
Their intention had been to force Prince Jing to drink by putting Duchess Chunhua in a difficult position. But it turned out that Duchess Chunhua was a true hero among women. Without a word of demur, he drank three cups in a row, so Prince Zhou had no choice but to drink his cup as well.
By the end of the feast, no one was left upright save Duchess Chunhua and Prince Jing. Duchess Chunhua had drunk all the guests under the table.
Prince Jing knew that Duchess Chunhua’s alcohol tolerance was bottomless, so he wasn’t concerned. When the last one fell, he merely instructed the servants to help all the guests go lie down to rest. He himself took Duchess Chunhua by the hand and went to their room.
But when they reached their room, the apparently clear-headed and wide-eyed Duchess Chunhua refused to let go of his hand, and even leaned forward and bit his nose!
Prince Jing’s nose stung from the bite. A little irritated, he said, “What’s gotten into you?”
Duchess Chunhua bit him again, but this time it was much gentler. Afterward, he kept rubbing the tip of his nose against the tip of Prince Jing’s nose, pestering him like a child.
Prince Jing’s expression softened. “Are you drunk?”
“A bit dizzy.” Duchess Chunhua leaned his head against Prince Jing’s shoulder.
“I’ve never seen you drunk before. Seems you really had too much to drink today.” Prince Jing helped him to bed. Duchess Chunhua’s steps were steady; in fact, he wasn’t having any trouble walking. It was just that he insisted on sticking to Prince Jing.
When they reached the bed, Chunhua for once didn’t eagerly peel Prince Jing’s clothes off. Instead, he gazed at him without blinking. His eyes followed Prince Jing wherever he went. Prince Jing tapped him on the forehead and asked, “What are you looking at?”
“Looking at how happy I am.” Chunhua grabbed Prince Jing’s hand and gently kissed the back of it. A little lugubriously, he said, “I was ready to spend the rest of my life alone in the real world missing you when the game was over. I never expected that I would be able to marry you. No matter where we go, we’ll be together.”
Prince Jing regarded Chunhua for a while, then put his arms around his waist and said softly, “Me too. I’m so happy.”
Happy that we met, happy that we became close, happy that we came together.
—
Over a decade later, when Emperor Ning’an had reached the end of his life and was ready to choose the next emperor, he once again asked Prince Jing whether he was sure he didn’t want to inherit the throne.
No matter how many times he asked, Prince Jing gave him the same answer.
In the previous life, I gave him up for the sake of the world. I want nothing in this life but to spend it with him, to travel to every corner of this beautiful realm.
In this life, I will forsake the world for you.
Novel Ends
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