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[1] NPC - stands for non-player character, controlled by the game master instead of the player

[2] Tofu - a slang referring to taking advantage of someone in sexual manner.

[3] Cheap Uncle – similar to the meaning of getting an uncle without effort.

[4] Dou Dou – It’s the name of the shadow guard, but its meaning, ‘Dou’ is bean. 

[5] Hatsune Miku – a Japanese Vocaloid software voicebank

[6] BL – Stands for ‘Boy Love’, gay romance.

[7] OP - stands for ‘overpowered’

[8] Danmei - a Chinese word for male-male relationship

[9] Green tea – a Chinese internet term to describe ambitious women that pretend to be innocent. 

[10] White lotus - a Chinese internet term of someone that look pure and harmless, but in term used in this novel is someone looking pure but is opposite inside.

[11] Mountain Tai – a Chinese idiom, referring to someone that is blind to a fact or fail to recognize a person’s great talent. 

[12] Gong – the giver of the relationship. The top in the boy love relationship. 

[13] Shou – the receiver of the relationship. The bottom in the boy love relationship.

[14] Eat vinegar - Vinegar also means someone is jealous. In this case, it means being jealous
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Chapter 1


Master, did you not see my eye signal?


[image: ]


Heise: “I want to see Xiao Hua!”

Duke Heng: “That is a fine idea.”

Heise: '...' I'm going to be killed.

Eunuch Heng:  Master, did you not see my eye signal? QAQ

That was how Heise unknowingly broke his word to Duan Xi Ying that he would do his best to make sure Duke Heng would not meet Xiao Hua. He swore he had not known his dearest uncle was standing right behind him when he uttered those words to Heng Xin! He was too busy panicking over the news that the Empress had brought Xiao Hua to stay in her courtyard, and he had dropped his guard.

Heise would have run away, acting like a mischievous ten-year-old kid, just so that he could amend his mistake. But before he could do it, his uncle grabbed onto his hand and helpfully led him to the correct destination.

He tried to tug his hand, wailing and even stomping on his feet, screaming that he wanted to go back home, but he did not know what possessed Duke Heng today. He refused to entertain Heise's tantrum and was determined to bring them to the Empress' courtyard.

It was the sight of a screaming boy in the arms of an adult man with a smiling face that greeted the Empress who had just finished her afternoon meal.

“What are you doing to the Eighth Prince, Duke Heng?” the Empress demanded sharply, her motherly instinct rose upon seeing her youngest stepchild with tear covered face.

“My little nephew wishes to see a lady with the name of Xiao Hua. I only know of the Third Prince's personal maid with that name so I brought my nephew over for him to see if it's the same person.”

The Empress raised an eyebrow at her long-time friend. “How kind of you. Alright, you have my permission to bring Long Ming to visit Xiao Hua.”

“How nice of you.” Duke Heng sat down on an empty stool and to avoid his nephew from taking the opportunity to run away, he caged Long Ming on his lap with his arms. “Do you hear your Mother Empress, Long Ming? She agreed to let you meet Xiao Hua.”

By now, Heise could only pretend stupid and nod his head, surrendering to his fate of being abused by Xiao Hua and Duan Xi Ying later. He knew better than to think the master and maid duo would leave him to scatter free!

Xin Lin added new dishes for the Eighth Prince and Duke Heng to partake but Heise had no appetite for food right now.

“So your little bird had told you about it. That's rather quick,” the Empress commented, like how she comments about the weather.

Duke Heng did not insult the Empress' intelligence by pretending ignorance. The Empress knew that Xin Mei was sent in by him to keep an eye on the Empress as well as passing him important information. The Empress believed that it would be better to have a friend's spy by her side than an enemy's spy.

There was no harm in letting Duke Heng know about these things or else the Empress would have dismissed Xin Mei. Said Xin Mei lowered her head even further, avoiding any eye contact with the Empress or Duke Heng, trying to keep herself invisible from her masters.

“Where have you imprisoned her?” Duke Heng asked frankly.

The Empress' mouth twitched in annoyance. “What makes you think I've imprisoned her?”

Duke Heng shrugged. “I've expected she would be here, sitting with you, if she isn't.”

“Heng Zhen Gan, are you aware when did I returned to the palace?” the Empress asked, her eyes flashing with irritation. Without waiting for Duke Heng to answer, she replied to her own question. “This morning. I've taken a short nap and this is my first meal of the day. That girl is likely still sleeping and won't be awake to entertain your curiosity.”

“Why did you bring her here?”

“And finally you reveal the reason why you are here for, which is a good move, or else I will throw you out for giving me a headache.”

Duke Heng pressed on. “Ling Yi, why did you bring her here?”

“I thought you already knew why. Are you getting old? You are quicker in thinking years ago.”

Irked that his intelligence was insulted, he would not able to sit well without retaliating. “You are getting old too from how many wrinkles you've gotten on your face. I would need more than the time to finish a teapot to count them all.”

“Heng Zhen Gan!”

Heise knew from Xiao Hua that his cheap uncle's love was the Empress, but their interaction showed nothing of couple's love, but more to deep friendship love.

Why do I feel their way of interaction to be familiar?

If Heise had asked Eunuch Heng about it, he would have immediately gotten an answer, for Duke Heng and the Empress were acting just like how he and Xiao Hua do!

“I brought the cream you like the most for your face.” Duke Heng calmly pushed a beautiful cosmetic box towards the Empress he had taken out from his pocket, in hopes to soothe the Empress' ire.

However, upon seeing the familiar box, the Empress' irritation rose to a great degree. “Not only my son lied to me once, but twice?”

Duke Heng knew what the Third Prince had given to the Empress on her previous birthday, so he was not left in the dark as to why would she be angry with him.

“Your son did not lie, but he did not tell you the exact truth either if I guessed right,” Duke Heng pointed out reasonably.

“Explain,” the Empress demanded impatiently.

“This is a specially made cream by our little Third Prince's teacher. I believe he does not have much of those in his hands, but perhaps he could have gotten more if he had asked his teacher.”

Empress: '...' Her son asks for more of this lovely cream for his little maid but not his own mother?! (`皿´＃)

With great difficulty, she pushed her anger away and focused on the more important tidbit that her long friend had revealed.

“You know who Long Zhu's teacher is?”

“Of course.”

When Duke Heng did not speak further with a smug expression on his face, the Empress indulged herself in imagining her beautiful hand with her sharp fingernail protector slapping that smug expression off Duke Heng's face.

“Tell me who is it and I will tell you why I have that girl here.”

“I already know why you bring Xiao Hua here. You fear there would be more assassination attempts on her life so you wish to guard her until your son returns. I'm glad you finally became reasonable again and saved yourself from being hated by your son for cold long years.”

“Heng Zhen Gan!” the Empress roared in pure fury as her palm filled with bright orange flames slamming down onto the round wooden table. Not surprisingly, the fire quickly spread all over the table, turning it into a pile of black ashes in lesser than a minute. The fire had not even spared the tea set, burning them despite they were made in a more fire durable material.

“You just burned your father-in-law's gift for you,” Duke Heng nonchalantly reminded her after shifting to a side to avoid the damaged remains.

Placing the Eighth Prince to the floor on his two tiny feet, Duke Heng told his nephew, “Heng Xin, why don't you bring our little prince to play in the garden?”

Overcoming his shock at the Empress' mighty palm, Heise quickly shook his head. “Don't want to play! I want to stay with uncle!”

“Uncle can't play with you now.”

“I want to stay with uncle!”

“Oh, let him stay if he wishes so,” the Empress said warmly. “Don't you want him to be affectionate with you?”

Heise: '...' I'm forced to prostitute myself, okay! I only want to be affectionate with Heng Xin! (҂' ﾛ ')凸

Despite feeling the urge to cry, he plastered a bright smile on his face for his cheap uncle.

“I'm still waiting, Zhen Gan,” the Empress said tightly, saving Heise from being ushered away and miss listening to this interesting conversation.

“What do I get in return for telling you such priceless information?”

“If I could, I would recommend you to take over the Minister of Revenue’s position with how calculative you are.”

“Minister Bin will hate you for suggesting that.”

“Why would I care about that greedy pig's opinion of me?” the Empress snorted inelegantly. “Are you going to tell me or not?”

“You do know that the identity of the Third Prince's teacher is a sensitive matter?”

“Of course, otherwise Long Zhu would not so resolutely keep it a secret. That is also why I did not kick you out of here when you clearly know who that honorable person is. Do you not wish to meet that little maid? I will allow you so.”

All the Empress knew was that this teacher was someone the 19th Emperor of Guilin looked highly upon, for that teacher was someone the 19th Emperor had insisted to be Long Zhu's teacher.

“Allowing me to meet Xiao Hua in exchange for the identity of your son's teacher? That's hardly fair.”

The Empress said coldly, “Xin Mei, escort Duke Heng out of the palace.”

“No need for that,” Duke Heng countered. “Alright, I will accept it since you are too delicate to anger now that you are pregnant.”

Everyone: (-_-;)・・・Too late for that!

“The Third Prince's teacher is the legendary Doctor Bai.”

The Empress gasped delicately. “Who would have thought? Isn't that also the Fifth Miss Liu's teacher?”

“So she says,” Duke Heng said neutrally, not showing what he thought about it.

Fortunately, the adults were busy digesting the news and did not notice Heise's confused expression.

Heise had only randomly created a powerful character just for his female lead to proclaim fake apprenticeship with him. He had given the doctor the name of that hateful author's pen name 'Bai', and even thought up a depressing and heart wrenching background for him as a way to release his anger and jealousy, not that he had written them inside the novel.

It was impossible that a character alike to an NPC [1] would pick the Third Prince as his student!

֎ ֎ ֎

The gentle shake on her shoulder slowly dragged Xiao Hua back to the land of the living. She tried to ignore it but the shake continued patiently with the same rhythm, stopping her from going back to sleep.

“Wat?” Xiao Hua mumbled. She had fallen asleep with her face pressed onto the pillow, so her words were muffled. Thankfully, the pillow was soft enough that she would not die from suffocation.

“The Empress had sent someone over to wake Xiao Hua up.”

“Dun wan,” Xiao Hua mumbled.

“Come on, Xiao Hua~ Wake up and have a bath~”

Her brain itched, sensing that there was something wrong with the situation, yet she was still too tired to fully turn on her brain.

“Xiao Hua, the Empress is waiting for you~”

Finally, her brain clicked and Xiao Hua quickly sat up in surprise. “You are back, Xi Ying!”

With a laugh, Duan Xi Ying tried to fix Xiao Hua's bed hair gently so that it would not be painful. “Yes~ Master had sent you a letter.”

Xiao Hua visibly perked up, her sleepiness slowly dissipating. “The Third Prince sent a letter? Where?”

“Xiao Hua can read it after washing up and taking a bath~”

“Okay!”

“Why is Da Bei sleeping in your room?” Duan Xi Ying asked suddenly.

“...Er....” Xiao Hua was quickly rendered into speechless, her brain not working quick enough to supply herself a good excuse.

The first thing that Duan Xi Ying did when she returned back to the Third Prince's manor was seek out Xiao Hua, as she could not help but worry her little miss would be caught up in mischief while she was away. It was the Munzhu hostage servant, known as Er Yen, that passed her the message from Tian Zi that they had relocated to the palace to stay until their Master returned. 

Picking up the letter that the Third Prince had sent back for Xiao Hua, she quickly dashed into the palace. With help of her old skin, she was able to locate where Xiao Hua was. But she also found Da Bei sleeping on the floor inside the room Xiao Hua was sleeping in.

Da Bei, trained to be alert in all times, quickly awoke when he sensed Duan Xi Ying's piercing stare and quickly slipped out of the room with the thin blanket he used as his bed.

“I'm lonely,” Xiao Hua admitted after she managed to rearrange her thoughts and wake up all her slumbering brain cells.

Wrapping her arms around Xiao Hua, Duan Xi Ying whined, “But Xiao Hua, Xi Ying is here and want to sleep with you~”

Doing her best to ignore the two soft objects pressing onto her cheeks, Xiao Hua explained, “You left to send a letter to Doctor Bai.”

“So Xiao Hua is lonely when the master is not around? Xiao Hua usually sleeps with master every night?” If they did, Duan Xi Ying had no idea, as between their bedchamber, there was a connecting door, where they could enter each other's room without anyone's knowledge.

“What? No! I did not!” Xiao Hua hurriedly denied. “I'm just not used to this place and it's scary so I asked Da Bei to sleep in the room instead of outside to accompany me!”

“Where is Tian Zi?”

“She went to handle things with Steward Zheng back at the manor. She had yet to find the time to sleep,” Xiao Hua said when she suddenly realized something wrong.

“Why am I naked? Xi Ying!”

“You need to bathe~” Duan Xi Ying laughed and without Xiao Hua being aware, had picked her up and crossed over to the wooden bathtub to carefully deposit her into the warm water. “Here, read this while you soak~”

After passing the letter, Duan Xi Ying left, leaving Xiao Hua with fierce blushing accompanied by a strong sense of awkwardness.

Telling herself that the people in this era do not mind their handmaiden to look at their birthday suit, she let herself sink into the water-filled lily petals, carefully not to damage the letter in her hand. With great anticipation as her heart tripled in speed, she cautiously unfolded the letter.

'My little flower, I miss you.'

Xiao Hua blushed, and her heart sped up even further with affection. How could he able to make her react this way with just a letter?

‘The weather here is rather dry. Everyone is working hard so that they can return quickly. I feel the same as them so I’ve worked hard to return to you quickly, but that Tang Guan won't retreat until our side suffers huge damage. I fear that I will need to stay more than a month to properly stop them.'

Her mouth unconsciously curled downward, already feeling sad that he would not be returning sooner. She missed him lots.

'Will my lovely little flower send me letters? You just need to pass it to Da An and he will carry the letter to me. I will wait to read your lovely words.'

Xiao Hua covered her face with a hand, feeling her face get so hot with how embarrassed she felt from his cheesy words. But that did not stop her from grinning stupidly. After getting control of her embarrassment, she continued reading.

'Do take care of yourself, sleep early, and have plenty of rest. Don't over-train yourself. Listen to Duan Xi Ying, she knows your body well. But my little flower, that does not mean I'm giving you the permission to stare at Duan Xi Ying or to do something you shouldn't.'

Xiao Hua: '...' What are you thinking, you pervy boyfriend! (⁄ ⁄•⁄ω⁄•⁄ ⁄)

'I miss you. I’ve think of you whenever I see a flower.'

The letter ended after that and she felt even lonelier than before. She could see he was worried that she would not understand his usual words so he wrote in a simple and blunt manner.

“I miss you too,” she mumbled, fighting back her tears, wishing he would quickly come back home. If only this world has mobile phones, she would send him messages every day until he decided she was overly noisy.

After deciding she had wallowed in her misery long enough, she stretched her arms and placed the letter far enough from the accidental spray of water when she bath. She quickly cleaned up, especially taking care to wipe her tears and fix her expression to be as normal as she could.

Duan Xi Ying gave Xiao Hua an understanding smile when she stepped out of the bath area, dressed in her inner robe.

“The Empress gave you a set of new clothes.”

With a raised eyebrow, Xiao Hua examined the lavender coloured dress laid out on the bed. With a touch, she could identify it was made of thicker and higher quality cloth. Even the embroidery was finely stitched.

“...Xi Ying, what kind of flower is this?” Xiao Hua asked with a strained smile after she properly took in the embroidery. She sincerely hoped that they were embroidery of a special kind of flowers she had never seen before.

“They are not flowers. They are cute little monkeys.”

“That's not the point!” Xiao Hua cried in outrage. The little brown monkeys embroidered at the robe were indeed cute, but the problem was the monkey itself! “She's mocking me!” Xiao Hua snapped.

“Fortunately the Empress did not ask for a monkey eating a banana embroidery or else it will ruin the cuteness.”

“...Xi Ying, you like this embroidery?”

“Xiao Hua does not find it cute?”

“It is cute, but I thought everyone would prefer their clothes embroidered with flowers or patterns,” Xiao Hua answered neutrally.

“That is indeed the case. But Xi Ying found it boring after seeing it for decades.”

Xiao Hua laughed as she nodded in agreement. “Then why don't you wear a dress with animal embroidery?”

Duan Xi Ying looked slightly disappointed. “Xi Ying has the duty to withhold the Third Prince's image.”

“The Third Prince wears feminine coloured clothes, with his hair untied in a seductive manner. Do you think he really cares for his image?”

Duan Xi Ying grinned wickedly and Xiao Hua admitted that it was a rather sexy look that tempts mortal men to succumb to lust. “Then Xi Ying will indulge in it~”

“Xi Ying, can you embroidery for me too? I like cute kittens, puppies, and little chicks! Oh, I must not forget about adorable bunnies too!” Xiao Hua quickly placed her order on shop keeper Xi Ying.

“Of course. Xi Ying will make them especially cute for Xiao Hua~” Duan Xi Ying pointed at the lavender dress. “Xiao Hua does not mind wearing it then?”

This time, it was Xiao Hua's turn to grin wickedly. “Of course not. It's a great gift from the Empress! If one dares to speak ill of it, they will just indirectly insult the Empress' taste!”

Duan Xi Ying nodded approvingly. “Xiao Hua is correct.”

“He He~” Xiao Hua grinned sheepishly. “Come and help me wear it!”

Standing outside the small courtyard was Xin San, who was waiting for Xiao Hua to arrive so she could guide the other maid to where the Empress was waiting, was secretly anticipating Xiao Hua's appearance. She knew what the Empress had given Xiao Hua to wear and frankly, no sane person would dare to wear it.

It would be interesting to listen to Xiao Hua's excuse for opting out on wearing it.

However, when Xiao Hua and Duan Xi Ying finally got out of her room, Xin San was shocked to notice she was wearing that horrid dress.

Xiao Hua grinned mischievously at Xin San, who was not able to cover her shock in time. “Sister Xin San, please lead the way. I can't wait to thank the Empress for giving me such a lovely dress! The Empress sure has lovely taste!”

Thus, that was how the rumour of Xiao Hua having poor taste was spread among the palace servant in the Empress' courtyard. 
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Chapter 2


Cheap uncle, you are a terrible person!
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By the time the trio arrived at where the Empress was waiting, the remains of the destroyed table were swept away and a new table had replaced its predecessor, and no hint of the previous event could be seen.

Xin San announced their arrival respectfully. “Your Majesty, Sister Xiao Hua is here.”

Seeing Duke Heng sitting there, Xiao Hua shoots a surprised look at the Eighth Prince, who mouthed 'I'm sorry' when they made eye contact.

Opposite of his expectation, Xiao Hua just gave him a small smile filled with nervousness, which implied to him that she was not angry before shifting her attention to the Empress.

Xiao Hua shifted her gaze to the Empress, pushing her nervousness away before fixing a happy smile on her face. “Greeting to Empress!” Xiao Hua greeted cheerfully with an exaggerated curtsy. “Xiao Hua is very happy to receive your gift! I love it!”

Xiao Hua had lifted her sleeves to show off when she said those cringy words, so Duke Heng knew what the gift was that his childhood friend had given to the maid. He stared at the 'gift' with a barely concealed amusement.

“May I suggest a way to thank the Empress for her lovely gift?” Duke Heng flashed a charming smile and without waiting for a reply, he continued on, “This duke knew that Xiao Hua has a great talent in tea brewing. Your sincerity in making a delicious tea for the Empress to enjoy would be enough to repay her kindness.”

Xiao Hua's smile became strained. “Duke Heng is flattering this servant. This servant has more confidence in my massage skills than tea brewing. Surely the Empress would enjoy a massage than drinking my poor attempt of tea brewing?”

Instead of what she expected, Duke Heng looked interested in her revelation. “You are good at massage too? The third prince indeed found a good maid. Perhaps he would not mind if I borrow his maid's skillful hands for a few days.”

The Empress' elegantly arched eyebrows were lifted high, giving the illusion of nearly touching her hairline. To her knowledge, Heng Zhen Gan hardly interacted with people unless necessary. No one knew he was a hermit that loved books with how often he attended banquets that were held in the palace. He was also one that would not be overly friendly or kind to a servant. Perhaps Xiao Hua's tea was much more valuable than she had originally thought.

Duan Xi Ying answered on behalf of the Third Prince and Xiao Hua with a friendly smile. “Third Prince would refuse Duke Heng's request. But, of course, the Third Prince would not refuse Xiao Hua from giving the Empress a massage.”

Letting out a small snort, the Empress said, “It would be unnecessary for Xiao Hua to give me a massage to repay me when she owes me a massage originally. We shall follow what Duke Heng suggests.”

The Eighth Prince was struggling to think up ideas to save Xiao Hua, but every idea he thought of would end up revealing he was not insane.

“This servant is unable to follow Duke Heng's suggestion without the permission from the Third Prince,” Xiao Hua solemnly said. “If I disobey his Highness' direct order, this servant will be punished. This humble servant does not wish to be punished. Please have mercy, Your Majesty.”

With how fearful and pitiful looking her face was, one would think the Third Prince would give her a very painful punishment.

The Eighth Prince and Duan Xi Ying that knew the truth remained silent and shifted their gaze away before they accidentally laughed out loud. The Third Prince would never punish Xiao Hua in a painful manner, but more so give him a chance to eat Xiao Hua's tofu [2].

The Empress was about to let it go when Xiao Hua continued on. “But Xiao Hua believes the Third Prince would not mind the Empress to taste this servant's tea, because the Empress dotes on His Highness.”

It took a while for the Empress to understand because Xiao Hua's words could be quite confusing to catch the hidden meaning. For forcing a servant to need his permission before brewing tea meant there must be something special added in it that would be too dangerous for others to discover.

“Duke Heng, the Eighth Prince would feel neglected if you do not pay attention to him. What would you do if he no longer wants to play with you? Xin Mei, escort them back to the Eighth Prince's courtyard and make sure the prince eats his afternoon meal.”

Duke Heng looked offended. “Empress, you would have wounded me if I was a lesser man. I am a good uncle and made sure he had eaten before coming for a visit. Eighth Prince, did you not say you wish to meet Xiao Hua?” Duke Heng asked pleasantly, shamelessly using his own nephew to get a chance to drink Xiao Hua's tea.

The Eighth Prince: '...' Cheap uncle [3], you are a terrible person! Is this my karma for eating your tofu?! (｡•́︿•̀｡)

“This servant had angered the Eighth Prince and he has sworn he won't see me anymore,” Xiao Hua quickly said. “Look, His Highness does not wish to look at me.”

Playing along, the Eighth Prince quickly averted his eyes elsewhere with an exaggerated pout, enhancing his chubby white cheeks that made one wish to pinch it.

“Really? I heard that he wishes to meet Xiao Hua and it was only then that I've brought the Eighth Prince here.”

The Empress sighed, gently rubbing her temple due to the rising headache. Xin Lin quickly helped to rub her temple. “Xiao Hua, Duke Heng is a tenacious man. He will not stop until he gets what he wants.”

Duke Heng went stiff when Xiao Hua openly stared at him up and down as if doubting the Empress' claim of his tenaciousness. He had experienced countless stares from females that wished to be his wife, but Xiao Hua's stare was one that judged him and found him lacking.

Xiao Hua: Tenacious? This young lady doesn't believe it. The evidence is the Empress still being the Empress! (￣ヘ￣)

As if making a difficult choice, Xiao Hua reluctantly agreed. “This servant could give Duke Heng to drink a cup of my tea if Duke Heng agrees to sign a letter of promise.”

With a raised eyebrow, he asked curiously, “To drink your tea, I have to sign a letter of promise?”

Xiao Hua nodded seriously. “I can only think of this way to lessen the Third Prince's anger once he finds out. The matter of my tea should not be leaked out. But, of course, the Third Prince knew that if it was leaked, it's either Duke Heng or the King of Muzhu that's responsible for the leak.”

Duke Heng nodded after thinking about it for a second. He knew that her tea was not ordinary with how delicious and energizing it felt. It was no wonder that the Third Prince was wary of the brewing knowledge to fall onto his enemies' hand.

“I will have certain conditions.”

Xiao Hua smiled shrewdly. “Of course. We will discuss until both of us come into an agreement.'

Xiao Hua: I will make you cry blood for forcing me! (°ㅂ°╬)

Duke Heng: A commoner girl will not be a match for me. (⁀ᗢ⁀)

Heise and Duan Xi Ying silently lit a candle for Duke Heng. ( o˘◡˘o) ┌iii┐

As Xiao Hua has the advantage of withholding the tea from Duke Heng, naturally the contract was more beneficial towards her. The gist of it was Duke Heng would have to return the title 'Duke' back to the Emperor if he leaked out Xiao Hua's tea brewing skill.

She thought that it was just a scary threat, which the Eighth Prince approved, but the others thought it was rather cruel. Duke Heng had to work hard to earn the title, which was a great achievement for a commoner with no backing, only relying on pure talent and hard work.

To force him to give up his title and years of hard work for a slip of tongue was rather too much. Xiao Hua honestly just wanted him to think ten times before he dared to spread her tea brewing skill to other people again.

“You want me to brew tea for you whenever you visit me? Without any payment? I won't brew tea for free. The agreement of you keeping your silence is just to reassure me that you won't harm me.”

...

“Silver coins? My tea is the best you had ever tasted, surely you would agree it should be more expensive than the best tea you had paid to drink? I'm positive you had paid tons of gold coins to taste good tea judging from your excellent taste, so it will be understood that my tea would be more expensive than the tiny amount of silver and gold coins?”

...

“My master does not give me money, but beautiful clothes and accessories. Look at my bracelets; these are specially made which was gifted by the Third Prince. I'm not an overly demanding person, but it would be more sincere if you give me a beautiful and useful reward for brewing tea for you instead of cold, gold coins.”

Heise: RIP uncle. This is getting difficult to watch. (⌐■_■)

Duan Xi Ying: That's good. Dig further~ (b ᵔ▽ᵔ)b

Empress: '...' How shameless! (눈_눈)

Duke Heng's desire to drink her tea was more than his desire to keep his riches, so he was willing to give her most of it. He had enough treasures that he had no use for so he did not mind exchanging it for a pot of tea.

Wonder what his future wife, if there's any, would think if he spends all his treasures on tea~

“Hmm... Xi Ying, if I don't like the treasure do you want it?” Xiao Hua asked in mid-discussion.

“If Xiao Hua doesn't like the treasure, Xiao Hua can ask Duke Heng to change it,” Duan Xi Ying answered flexibly, not at all being embarrassed at their tyrannical behaviour.

Duke Heng was all smiles as he offered generously, “I will bring three treasures with me to let you choose per exchange.”

Empress: This was the first time I just witnessed such an amicable Heng Zhen Gan! 

Σ(°ロ°)

With the agreement signed and done, it was time for Xiao Hua to produce the goods.

The little maid's way of brewing was nothing out of ordinary. It was not even the best brewing technique the Empress had seen in her life. A beautiful woman in her early thirties stared at the cup of tea in front of her doubtfully. With every turn and angle, it looked just like any ordinary tea in her phoenix shaped eyes.

“These are the tea leaves that the Empress has provided for this servant to brew tea. Please have a taste.”

Duke Heng did not have a treasure in his hand now, so he offered his folding fan to her. As someone that does not appreciate poetry or any famous scholar in this world, Xiao Hua could not see the value of the fan and immediately declined.

“It's fine for today, Duke Heng. Consider it a celebration for successfully forming a deal.”

“Is that so? Then this lord will not be polite.” Like a child eager to open his Christmas present, Duke Heng swiftly took a cup and drank the content, humming in bliss. Seeing him that way, the Empress put aside her suspicion and tasted the tea.

She had originally doubted Xiao Hua's skill and believed that Duke Heng had a beginning love bud towards her, hence the extreme bootlicking over her supposed 'skill'. However, when the taste hit her taste buds, her ill thoughts fled away like a cloud of dust that was unable to withstand the might of the wind's blow.

Duke Heng was already on his second cup when she came back to her senses. “How could this be? You added something into it.”

Xiao Hua gave a mysterious smile. “This servant is not allowed to say or else the Third Prince would have my head.”

With a delicate frown, the Empress asked doubtfully, “Do I need to sign a letter of promise?”

“Your Majesty does not need to,” Duan Xi Ying answered. They could only trust the Empress not to betray her own son, for it would be rude to question a mother's love for her son. While there were mothers that have lukewarm feelings to their own children, no one doubted the Empress faked her affection for her biological son.

Pleased, the Empress nodded and went back to enjoy her tea, after smacking Duke Heng's hand that reached for the teapot for the fourth time.

“Drinking too much tea would not be good. For a tea expert, should you not care for your dignity and sip the tea with the intention to taste it properly?”

Xiao Hua wisely kept her silence on how the Third Prince drank the tea like how one would drink water. Perhaps she should restrict his intake of the tea to remain on the safe side. Remembering his blissful smile as he enjoyed the tea made Xiao Hua miss the Third Prince again.

“You claim that your skill in massage is better than your tea brewing?” the Empress inquired with interest.

With an awkward laugh, Xiao Hua replied in a hesitant manner, “This servant had assumed so, but my late mother had not tasted this servant's tea before. Tea brewing is something this servant learned in the Munzhu country half a year ago.”

Xin Lin helped to refill the Empress' empty cup, ignoring Duke Heng's unreasonable possessiveness of the teapot that could be seen from his fiery gaze. Xiao Hua and Duan Xi Ying exchanged meaningful eye contact. Seemed like the tea was delicious to the Empress but she was not overly obsessive of it like how it was for Duke Heng.

“You will give me a massage before I retire for tonight,” the Empress ordered.

Xiao Hua agreed without making a fuss. “As you wish, Your Majesty.”

Duke Heng looked interested at the word 'massage' and that moment of inattention had his cup of tea drank by the Eighth Prince. The Eighth Prince's subtle shrug of his shoulder indicated that he did not understand his uncle's mad love of Xiao Hua's tea. It certainly tasted better than those he had drunk before, but he would not be addicted to it.

Catching Xiao Hua's small smirk, the Eighth Prince returned the same smirk.

Team Transmigrated: Time to test it on the Second Prince! (✧ω✧)

Unbeknownst to them, the duke had seen their eye communication but he did not speak or question it. He had his own guess but this was not the right time to pursue the truth. Looking away from them, he continued to indulge in the addictively delicious tea.

The Empress was forced to change her opinion on Xiao Hua, despite being reluctant to do so. The truth, much to her shame, was actually her being green-eyed of the little maid and had used artificial excuses to hate her. Perhaps a mother always knows when their son was ready to part from their nest and build a new family.

Her excuse of Xiao Hua from lowly birth, a commoner, was nothing but hot air, for she herself was from lowly birth. However, the Empress was not as poor as Xiao Hua, whose family had to work as farmers in a small village for a living. The Empress' father was a shopkeeper and her mother an embroidery lady. Their income was enough to afford hiring a teacher for their daughter to learn how to read and write. When they heard that the 19th Emperor had chosen their daughter as the 20th Emperor's Empress, they were so proud of her.

When it was time for the Empress to receive a massage from Xiao Hua, Duke Heng was still reluctant to leave, purposely making things difficult for them. After a great effort, the ladies managed to throw Duke Heng out of the palace and send the Eighth Prince back to his courtyard.

Duke Heng was actually pretty interested in Xiao Hua's massage, but in the future she would be the Third Prince's princess consort, hence it would not be right for him to demand a massage.

Letting out a wistful sigh, he wondered if he should find
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