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​
One million gold, not one million silver—the difference between the two was enormous.
The Master of Xiongfeng Martial Hall's eyes sparkled as she said, "Why didn't I think of this method before?" If she had thought of it earlier, wouldn't Heroic Wind Martial School have prospered long ago? Would they still need to organize disciples to carry heavy loads and move bricks at the docks every day?
Divine Calculator was startled and said, "It's a good thing you didn't think of this crazy method before. Otherwise, our Heroic Wind Martial School would have already turned into ruins." Extortion, and targeting a tough player like the Great Bounty Trading Guild—was this something just anyone could do?
However, this time, the Young Grandmaster was in the right, making it impossible to criticize him.
"What do you think? Make up your mind—you only have one chance." Li Mu's voice echoed once again from within the campus of Humble Abode. "I won't force you. The choice is yours. To be honest, if I were you, I’d just cut Zhou Yu down. For someone as wasteful as him, it’d be a win for you even if he died in pain. With that good-for-nothing gone, you could go back, take a few wives or concubines, and try hard to have more children. What’s that saying again? Oh right, if your main account gets ruined, you can just start a new one and learn from your mistakes." His tone was full of malicious teasing.
Zhou Dedao stood frozen in place, sweating profusely, his face contorted in a fierce internal struggle.
"Dad, save me, save me! I’m your only son..." Zhou Yu, tied up inside the carriage and unable to move, struggled wildly, wailing and screaming like someone trapped in quicksand with only their head exposed, completely hysterical.
Zhou Dedao gritted his teeth and said, "Fine, I agree."
He had had this son late in life, and Zhou Yu was his only child, which was why he had spoiled him so much. More importantly, Zhou Dedao did have concubines; he had even secretly kept several mistresses outside. But no matter how hard he tried or how many rare medicines he took, over all these years, he had never managed to have another child, boy or girl. It seemed he wasn't very capable in that regard.
So, he had to save this good-for-nothing son.
Otherwise, how would the family line continue?
"Good, then go and raise the money. I’ll only give you one day."
Li Mu's voice spoke again.
With his words, a lush green bamboo leaf drifted down from the emerald bamboo wall of the Humble Abode's small courtyard. It fluttered gently, slipped through a crack in the carriage, and landed on the forehead of the screaming Zhou Yu.
Strangely enough, the moment the bamboo leaf touched him, Zhou Yu, who had been red-faced and struggling desperately, immediately calmed down. His eyes regained clarity, and he became quiet, slowly closing his eyes as if falling into a deep sleep.
"Within one day, he will be safe and sound."
Li Mu's voice sounded once more.
Zhou Dedao rushed into the carriage and examined his son carefully. The renowned physician who had accompanied them felt his pulse and observed him, then nodded and said, "Young Master Zhou’s pulse is stable, his breathing is calm, and his organs are clear. He’s fine—just asleep."
Zhou Dedao breathed a sigh of relief.
"Thank you, Great Grandmaster, for your mercy," he said, cupping his hands in a gesture of respect.
Then, turning around, he pointed to the three carriages behind him and added, "These are gifts I prepared for you before coming, sir. Please accept them. They are not included in the agreed one million gold. Before today, I have offended you many times, and I ask for your forgiveness. However, the resources of my Great Bounty Trading Guild are limited, and gathering one million gold within a day is rather rushed. I humbly request that you grant me an extension of two more days. Please allow me six days to gather the full amount and deliver it. Is that acceptable?"
The Humble Abode courtyard fell silent for a moment. Just as Zhou Dedao’s heart was filled with anxiety, the Young Grandmaster's voice was heard again: "You just want to delay the payment until after my fight with that so-called Heavenly Sword Sage, don’t you? If I die in battle, you won’t have to pay, right?"
"This... I wouldn’t dare," Zhou Dedao said, breaking out in a cold sweat. That was exactly what he had in mind, and he hadn’t expected to be seen through so easily.
"I can agree to that. You may go." Li Mu's voice came from inside.
Zhou Dedao felt as if he had received a pardon and hurriedly turned to leave.
The Zhou Family also withdrew.
"That Zhou Dedao is an idiot," the Master of Xiongfeng Martial Hall said, her pretty face full of disdain as she chuckled.
Divine Calculator asked, "Oh, Boss, why do you say that?"
"Think about it. If Great Grandmaster Li Mu really dies in battle, then no one will be able to save his son, and he’ll be doomed for sure. If I were him, I’d insist on having Li Mu lift the curse from his son before the duel. That would be foolproof," the Master of Xiongfeng Martial Hall explained.
Divine Calculator hesitated for a moment and said, "Boss, you might have overlooked one thing."
"What thing?"
"If the person who cast the curse dies, there’s a certain chance that the curse on the victim will dissipate on its own."
"Ah? Is that really a thing?"
"Definitely. Of course, it’s only a certain probability, not a hundred percent. Zhou Dedao is also gambling. If Li Mu dies in battle and the curse on Zhou Yu doesn’t lift, then Zhou Yu will just have to die. In his view, that’s fate. After all, one million gold is a huge loss for him. I suspect he’d rather leave this decision to the heavens."
"Damn it, you people who play with numbers are all smelly with money. There are too many twists and turns in this world," the Master of Xiongfeng Martial Hall said with a look of contempt.
Divine Calculator: "..."
"Come on, let’s go knock on the door and pay a visit," the Master of Xiongfeng Martial Hall said, shaking off the melon seed shells from her clothes and standing up as she walked toward the gate of the Humble Abode courtyard.
Divine Calculator quickly followed. "Boss, are you really going to try and recruit Li Mu?"
"Of course. He’s about to become a nouveau riche with a fortune of a million gold. I absolutely can’t let him go." The Master of Xiongfeng Martial Hall narrowed her eyes into a pair of crescent moons, looking utterly money-hungry.
...
...
Half an incense stick’s time later.
"Damn it... he rejected us so bluntly," the Master of Xiongfeng Martial Hall fumed, her chest heaving with anger. She gritted her teeth and walked out of Pig Drive Alley, muttering, "If I weren’t no match for him, I’d beat him until even his mother wouldn’t recognize him. This pisses me off."
Although she had gotten her wish and entered the Humble Abode courtyard, and even met the legendary Young Grandmaster Li Mu, her request to recruit him had been refused without hesitation, making her feel utterly humiliated.
Meanwhile, Divine Calculator shook his head and mumbled, "The mountain’s height matters not, if immortals dwell; the water’s depth matters not, if dragons reside. Though this be a humble abode, my virtue makes it fragrant... Ha, marvelous, truly marvelous. I never expected this Li Mu to not only be skilled in both magic and martial arts but also possess exceptional literary talent. This 'Inscription of the Humble Abode' is enough to spread throughout the world. No wonder he’s the youngest Civil Jinshi in the Empire’s history. To witness this piece today is truly one of the great joys of my life. It calls for a celebratory drink. Ha ha ha, wonderful, it simply speaks to my heart..."
He had seen this "Inscription of the Humble Abode" in front of the main building of the Humble Abode’s small courtyard. Finally, he understood why Li Mu called this charming, rustic courtyard the "Humble Abode." It was so fitting—every word resonated deeply, full of an uplifting power.
Divine Calculator was considered the second most cultured person in Heroic Wind Martial School and had done some research into Li Mu’s past. After reading the inscription, he began to understand how Li Mu had progressed from being an abandoned son, driven out by the Prefect and cut off from his family, to where he was today, all on his own. This young man truly possessed a powerful and awe-inspiring spiritual strength and unwavering character.
This "Inscription of the Humble Abode" perfectly matched the young man’s experiences.
Now, all of Chang'an City was buzzing about this Young Grandmaster’s unparalleled personal strength, but how many people knew that this young man also possessed unparalleled literary talent?
Watching Divine Calculator’s ecstatic, almost drunken demeanor, the Master of Xiongfeng Martial Hall couldn’t help but say, "Hey, hey, you’re getting all emotional. Is that 'Inscription of the Humble Abode' really that amazing?"
"Of course! Once, when Young Master Bin, the Empire’s literary master, passed through Chang'an City, his 'Ode to Ten Rains of the Ancient Capital' once made paper in the city scarce overnight. Once Great Grandmaster Li Mu’s 'Inscription of the Humble Abode' spreads, I think it will have the same sensational effect. It’s a masterpiece of poetry," Divine Calculator exclaimed repeatedly.
"Pfft, it’s just some boastful poem. How could it be that great?" the Master of Xiongfeng Martial Hall grumbled angrily.
"Boss, to be honest, as someone with no refinement, you really shouldn’t discuss poetry, or you’ll make a fool of yourself... Ow! Why are you hitting me? Okay, okay, I was wrong... Ah, help! Can’t I even speak the truth?"
"Damn it, explain to me, where am I unrefined? Huh? I hate it when people say I’m crude. I’m a girl..."
In the distance, on the bamboo tower deep within Pig Drive Alley, Li Mu rubbed his forehead and watched the two clowns from Heroic Wind Martial School leave, feeling both amused and exasperated.
Regarding Heroic Wind Martial School, the materials that Zheng Cunjian had transcribed also mentioned it, describing it as a place in Chang'an City that harbored all sorts of unsavory characters—a motley crew of thieves and scoundrels. However, Zheng Cunjian’s records also acknowledged that the Master of Xiongfeng Martial Hall, Qin Yanzi, was a formidable figure. Though she was a woman, with the Golden Gauntlets enhancing her "Scorching Sun Fist Technique," her power was overwhelmingly masculine, making her the top fist fighter in Chang'an City. She could even rank within the top twenty on the city’s list of top martial artists, surpassing even Zhang Chengfeng of the Heavenly Sword Martial Hall’s "Sky-Cleaving Divine Sword."
Li Mu had actually detected the arrival of Qin Yanzi and Divine Calculator early on.
The profound and unfathomable aura he first noticed belonged to none other than Qin Yanzi, the Master of Xiongfeng Martial Hall.
So, after the Zhou Family left, when these two sought an audience outside the gate, Li Mu made an exception and allowed them to enter the courtyard.
However, he naturally declined Qin Yanzi’s invitation to join Heroic Wind Martial School.
He didn’t have the time to mess around with a bunch of oddballs.
As for Divine Calculator, he unintentionally discovered the "Inscription of the Humble Abode" that Li Mu had engraved on the plaque at the entrance of the bamboo tower. He was so enthralled, as if he had drunk fine wine, and became utterly captivated on the spot, repeatedly exclaiming how wonderful it was. His expression changed instantly, as if he had turned into an adoring fan, clearly believing that this "Inscription of the Humble Abode" was Li Mu’s own work.
After sending the two from Heroic Wind Martial School away, about half an hour later, Zhang Chengfeng, the current master of Heavenly Sword Martial Hall, arrived at Pig Drive Alley dressed in plain white hemp robes. He personally delivered a challenge to Li Mu.
"My Zhang family’s ancestor, the Heavenly Sword Sage, challenges Great Grandmaster Li with the secret manual of the 'Sixteen Forms of the Heavenly Sword' as the wager. Do you dare accept?" Zhang Chengfeng’s voice, amplified by Internal Qi, echoed throughout almost the entire Western District of Chang'an City.
"Fine."
Li Mu agreed without hesitation.
He had proposed the wager in the first place precisely because he was aiming for the "Sixteen Forms of the Heavenly Sword."
"Three days from now, on the Training Ground of the Heavenly Sword Martial Hall, the Zhang family respectfully awaits Great Grandmaster Li Mu’s presence." Zhang Chengfeng, the "Sky-Cleaving Divine Sword," said through gritted teeth, "I wonder what Great Grandmaster Li will offer as his wager for this duel?"
Li Mu shamelessly retorted, "You’re the ones challenging me, not the other way around. Why should I offer a wager?"
Zhang Chengfeng was left speechless and finally left in frustration.
Soon, the news spread throughout Chang'an City.
The duel between Great Grandmasters caused a sensation across all of Chang'an Prefecture, and the ripple effects even began to spread to other provinces and regions of the Empire.
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The challenge between Young Grandmaster Li Mu and the Heavenly Sword Sage, a retired Sword God from the older generation, created a huge stir throughout Chang'an City, especially in the Martial Path circle of Chang'an Prefecture. People regarded it as a grand event, after all, no clash between Great Grandmasters had happened for nearly a decade. All eyes watched closely.
"Sir Prefect, should we intervene at this point?" Zheng Cunjian sought Prefect Li Gang's instructions. Matters involving Great Grandmaster level figures could indeed alarm the authorities. Great Grandmasters represented a nation's mid-to-high-tier combat strength. On the Divine Land Continent, across the three great human Empires of Western Qin, Southern Chu, and Northern Song, the combined number of Great Grandmasters did not exceed ten thousand. They stood at the pinnacle of the Martial Path pyramid. For any Empire, every Great Grandmaster was a valuable asset, not something to be lost lightly. Therefore, as the governor of Chang'an Prefecture, Li Gang couldn't suppress this news. Moreover, out of duty, he had to report it to the high command of the Empire. Zheng Cunjian suggested that the Prefectural Magistrate's Office step in to temporarily postpone the duel between these two Great Grandmasters, old and young, awaiting the Empire's official decision. This, at the very least, would keep the Prefectural Magistrate's Office clear of blame, even if higher-ups pursued the matter later. But Prefect Li Gang just laughed and shook his head.
"Let them go ahead," he said.
His stance was simply not to interfere. Zheng Cunjian couldn't quite grasp the Prefect's thoughts at that moment and held his tongue. Governing Chang'an Prefecture for decades and weathering multiple political storms without falling, Li Gang's tactics and depth were far from as simple as his name suggested. Anyone who took this political stalwart for a fool would end up regretting it deeply. Zheng Cunjian had served by Li Gang's side over the years, offering counsel. While Li Gang usually followed his advice readily, granting Zheng Cunjian a unique political status in Chang'an Prefecture, only Zheng Cunjian himself knew the precarious nature of this position. Li Gang could grant it and just as easily take it away. Thus, Zheng Cunjian always tread with extreme caution, like walking on thin ice. Now controlled by Li Mu's Life and Death Talisman, he still dared not make any moves. Fortunately, Li Mu hadn't demanded anything of him. As for helping Li Mu renovate the small courtyard in Pig Drive Alley, such a thing needn't be hidden, so Prefect Li Gang had long known about it.
Li Gang picked up his brush and began writing freely on the white paper spread on his desk. Once a Civil Jinshi, he naturally excelled in calligraphy and was now one of the Empire's contemporary masters. Hundreds of words flowed smoothly as he wrote. Finishing, he laid the brush aside and blew gently. An aura like shimmering brocade seemed to rise from the desk—truly an example of elegant writing. Li Gang wasn't just skilled in calligraphy; his literary talent, grasp of classics, and poetry were all top-notch among masters.
He had written a lyrical poem.
"Mountains need not be tall; being sacred makes them famous. Waters need not be deep; having a dragon blesses them. This is a humble abode, yet my virtue perfumes it. Moss greens the steps outside; verdant grass peeks through the blinds. Within, laughter comes from learned scholars; no common folk pass through my gate. I can play a plain zither, peruse ancient scriptures. No strings or flutes assail the ears; no documents weary the body. Think of Zhuge Liang's cottage in Nanyang, or Ziyun's pavilion in Xishu. Confucius would ask: 'How can this place be called humble?'"
Without doubt, this poem possessed excellent theme, inherent grandeur, and an awe-inspiring spirit. Zheng Cunjian, after reading, already recognized its origin.
This poem wasn't by Li Gang. It had emerged only yesterday in Chang'an City and had already caused a sensation. The author was none other than the fiery Young Grandmaster who had recently stirred waves—Li Mu.
Just a day prior, this poem had circulated from the lips of the Divine Calculator, second-in-command of the Heroic Wind Martial School. It quickly spread within certain circles. Coinciding with a poetry gathering last night, the Divine Calculator recited it. The gathered literati and scholars were awestruck, deeming it the work of a Celestial Being. They pushed its spread fervently, like a handful of salt tossed into hot oil—causing an immediate, furious boil. The Inscription of the Humble Abode swept through Chang'an City's literary scene like a hurricane. That the author was Li Mu, the wildly popular Young Grandmaster, only enhanced its legendary aura.
Details of Li Mu's background had been dug up these past days—the three clapped palms pact breaking father-son ties with Prefect Li Gang, his running away from home, his destitute life. This poem perfectly suited Li Mu's history and his heart's journey, adding to its artistic depth. Though some parts remained obscure—like the locations "Zhuge Liang's cottage" and "Ziyun's pavilion," and the reference to Confucius at the end—the meaning was yet unclear. Still, without doubt, the poem magnified Li Mu's fame in Chang'an City. He was now seen as a rare genius excelling in both martial arts and literary pursuits. Rumor had it, within just a few days, Li Mu had gathered many admirers, especially among noble ladies who saw him as the most delectable, tempting prey, privately scheming how to capture him.
Zheng Cunjian hadn't expected Li Gang to write this very poem in his study. "Haha, Cun Jian, you're also a renowned poetry master in Chang'an. Tell me, how do you find this poem?" Li Gang asked with a smile, seemingly nonchalant. Zheng Cunjian's heart skipped a beat. He wasn't sure how to comment. Actually, over recent days, he'd clearly sensed that this Prefect, who had famously clapped palms thrice in anger to drive Li Mu away, harbored none of the disgust or hatred towards his son that people presumed. Though he had sent both Zheng Cunjian and Chu Shufeng to deal with Li Mu in Taibai County, precisely after that incident, the Prefect's attitude toward this cast-off son seemed altered. Not exactly close, yet not outright distant either—just hard to grasp.
"A fine poem, perfectly echoing Young Master Li's state of mind. Standing on its own merit, possessing vast vision," Zheng Cunjian finally offered, echoing the general consensus outside. Li Gang laughed heartily. A handsome man looking around forty, at the peak of his charm, his laughter felt elegant and cultured: "‘Standing on its own merit’ isn't enough. For this wretched son of mine to write such words... it's practically unparalleled! This is a poem declaring aspirations indeed. 'Mountains need not be tall; being sacred makes them famous. Waters need not be deep; having a dragon blesses them.' Ha! That wretched boy compares himself to a sacred immortal, a divine dragon! Putting it nicely, his ambitions soar high; hitting the mark... well, his ambition overreaches the heavens!"
Zheng Cunjian silently agreed; it matched the image of Li Mu he knew—wild to the core, a Great Demon King—ambition definitely didn't overstate it. Li Gang chuckled, seemingly struck by thought. He picked up his brush again and added a small annotation in neat script below the poem—just two short lines:
A golden carp is no pond creature;
Wait for wind and cloud, and it transforms into a dragon!
Finishing, he tossed the brush aside and left, smiling. Zheng Cunjian followed closely, face calm, but inside, his mind reeled. Was this about Li Mu? Had the Prefect been holding his discarded son in such high esteem all along? "Wait for wind and cloud, and it transforms into a dragon"—this expectation seemed higher even than for the eldest son, Li Xiong! But why then... Suddenly, he realized he might have misunderstood something all those years ago. So, for Li Mu, where were the "wind and cloud" that would trigger this transformation? The upcoming duel with the Heavenly Sword Sage? That should count. Countless thoughts flashed through Zheng Cunjian's mind.
......
......
"The Inscription of the Humble Abode?"
Princess Qin Zhen put down the poem, her face finally registering profound surprise. Her shock stemmed from her prior understanding of Li Mu as morally bankrupt. Someone like him couldn't, in her mind, compose such a poem, self-contained and grand in vision. The reason was simple. Just as writing reflects the man, so does poetry often reflect the author. Poetry and words rarely lie; the poetry written inevitably mirrors the writer's spirit. Throughout history, many treacherous schemers or ambitious warlords had penned excellent poems passed down centuries. But none could produce lines like "Mountains need not be tall; being sacred makes them famous. Waters need not be deep; having a dragon blesses them." Such phrases brimmed with personal spirit and backbone. "Perhaps a ghostwriter?" she suspected. But she quickly dismissed the thought. The poem was too fitting for Li Mu's life story. Only someone who had endured twists, setbacks, hardship, and suffering could write such words.
Li Mu's tale of the three-clapped palms was widely known. Even though she hadn't paid him much mind, it was impossible to ignore the constant chatter about him from her devoted follower, Wang Chen. "Perhaps... I was wrong?" Qin Zhen pondered this doubt for the first time. Moments later, Wang Chen entered. "Your Highness, arrangements are made. We depart in one hour for the Office of Music Instruction. Then, Your Highness must be careful to conceal your identity."
......
Deep within Chang'an City lay a very mysterious place. "Hoho, Young Grandmaster... this Inscription of the Humble Abode... Gentlemen, is this fellow usable?" A handsome young man, after reading the transcribed Inscription of the Humble Abode, asked those around him with a smile.
"Youthful success breeds arrogance. He might not readily serve Your Highness." "The poetry feels too aloof." "We could test the waters." "Ha! Your Highness cherishes talent and humbles himself to scholars—it's only natural. If Your Highness intends to honor him, I volunteer as an emissary to recruit him for Your Highness." "Hmm. Young, spotless background, enormous potential. Worth cultivating. But, the more exceptional the talent, the prouder the spirit. Your Highness must be prepared. If he cannot serve, he must be eliminated swiftly." Various opinions surfaced.
Each speaker held significant status and rank. The young man smiled. "His arrogance, his pride... I don't fear those. What I fear is him failing to recognize worth. The backbone of a scholar? Heh... I'll make him accept it. I'll make it clear that serving me is his only choice. Who, of those I have singled out, truly escaped?"
......
......
As night fell, Li Mu arrived at the entrance to the Office of Music Instruction street.
The Office of Music Instruction was another name for a state-run brothel. Its women were mostly the wives and daughters of nobles, officials whose families had been purged for crimes. Forced into this place, they fell from noble wives and young mistresses to women of the pleasure houses whom many men admired for their beauty. The fate of these condemned families was undeniably tragic. Yet, their very fall from past glory also drew countless pleasure-seekers like moths to a flame. Thus, the Office of Music Instruction was undeniably Chang'an City's most profitable establishment. Li Mu had spent the daytime struggling to make progress with the Visualization Method. Frustration mounted. To ease his tension and avoid risking the perils of cultivation by forcing himself, he summoned Zheng Cunjian using the Life and Death Talisman. He decided to stroll through Chang'an City's night markets for relaxation and diversio.
Seeing the splendors of a different world's capital city would be excellent. Li Mu had always been curious and eager to see it. Guided subtly, however—perhaps intentionally—by Zheng Cunjian, he found himself at the very entrance of the Office of Music Instruction. "Young Master, care to step inside and see?" Zheng Cunjian inquired. Li Mu nodded, expression impassive.
"Alright," he said.
Inside, however, he was already more than a little eager to go in. He wasn't some inflexible, rigid gentleman. Besides, for any man crossing into such a world, wasn't visiting an ancient pleasure house a deeply coveted experience? Since he was already here, why not embrace it? Even if he did nothing specific, drinking wine and seeing the sights would still be a memorable life experience.
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Night had fallen, lanterns illuminating the darkness.
The Office of Music Instruction, located in Liufang Alley on East Street of Chang'an City, entered its busiest time of day. Faint sounds of song, dance, and music flowed from the alley, much like the River of Rouge at its east end — day and night, the endless performances beckoned countless men.
Newcomer Li Mu, guided by the ‘pathfinder’ Zheng Cunjian, entered Liufang Alley.
Liufang Alley was deeper and wider than Pig Drive Alley. Its street, stretching several kilometers, could race four eight-horse carts abreast. The ground was evenly paved with large fine blue bricks, perfectly fitted and exceptionally flat. On both sides stood buildings big and small, all skillfully crafted wood-and-earth structures draped with red or pink lanterns.
The street teemed with pedestrians. There were armored knights on horseback, scholars riding in carriages, all mostly dressed with expensive grace.
The buildings’ names varied: Yicui Pavilion, Ruanyu Tower, Guanmiao Hall, and more. Their plaques bore inscriptions from prestigious scholars of Chang'an Prefecture, all grand and imposing. Beautiful young women wearing bright qixiong ruqun stood on balconies, waving and laughing at passersby below.
Their soft laughter, combined with wafts of wine drifting from the buildings, indeed made people's blood run hotter.
The Office of Music Instruction was a general term, the government body overseeing brothels. Below it were different houses, much like major corporations branching into various industries back on Earth. Places like Yicui Pavilion and Ruanyu Tower Li Mu passed while riding earlier all belonged to the Office, each famous for its own special offerings. According to Zheng Cunjian, each boasted its own star courtesan.
Li Mu walked, observed, and listened to Zheng Cunjian’s explanations, feeling his horizons broaden.
He couldn't help but admit — no wonder men yearned for this place. There truly were too many beautiful young women. He had encountered many stunning faces along the way.
"Liufang Alley has thirty-seven brothels, all under the Office of Music Instruction," Zheng Cunjian said. "There are others with ties to the Office also located here. But the most famous are undoubtedly Wensheng Studio, Feitian Pavilion, and Miaoyu Tower at the alley's end. Young Master, which would you prefer?"
Li Mu, still mounted on his horse, replied nonchalantly, "You choose."
As a newcomer, he was starting to feel a bit nervous.
But this was normal. Any young man untouched by love arriving at such a place would surely turn red in the face.
"In that case, let's go to Wensheng Studio. It's built beside the River of Rouge," Zheng Cunjian suggested. "Several of its courtesans hail from noble backgrounds. They excel in song, dance, and music... all are still virtuous courtesans. Should one catch your eye, Young Master, it wouldn’t tarnish your growing literary fame."
Li Mu’s recent work, "Inscription of the Humble Abode," had spread across Chang'an City, making him a literary star.
Throughout history, intellectuals and beauties were a natural pairing, especially in brothels. Literary fame often outweighed martial renown among the ladies. After all, a single brilliant poem could make a courtesan famous overnight, skyrocketing her value.
In the time it takes an incense stick to burn...
Li Mu and Zheng Cunjian sat in the main hall of Wensheng Studio.
The Black-hearted Scholar was a notable figure in Chang'an City, familiar with the Office of Music Instruction. His face alone gained them entry. The studio's madam, Bai Xuan — a breathtaking beauty who looked barely thirty, with an ethereal grace — personally welcomed them with a smile.
They were ushered towards a fine private room, but Li Mu declined.
He was here to observe the atmosphere, not partake in its offerings. The main hall offered a more genuine feel.
"Young Master, please relax. Call upon me anytime for your needs," Madam Bai Xuan said gently.
Bai Xuan, truly striking, possessed a full yet slender frame, skin pale as jade, and exquisitely refined features. Her snow-white aura felt unworldly, making it hard to associate such beauty with a brothel madam. She resembled a noble lady from a powerful family.
Li Mu nodded politely, offering no words.
Bai Xuan moved on to attend other guests.
Few warranted her personal attention.
As she left Li Mu and Zheng Cunjian’s table, Bai Xuan pondered: just who was this fresh-faced youth? Zheng Cunjian, a prominent figure from the Prefectural Magistrate's Office, was accompanying him — clearly, the young man outranked him. His short hair, neither monkish nor common, gave him a heroic air. Confidence radiated from his bearing; his origins were surely extraordinary.
Years of running Wensheng Studio had honed Bai Xuan’s ability to read people. She instantly recognized Li Mu’s unusual presence.
Calling over her trusted managers overseeing the main hall, Bai Xuan whispered instructions: they must watch Li Mu carefully, ensure he was treated exceptionally well and not offended in any way. Only then did she feel slightly reassured.
She quietly committed Li Mu’s appearance to memory.
A premonition told her this boy could become a formidable figure... and would likely return.
Li Mu remained oblivious to these details.
Seated, he affected calmness while looking around at Wensheng Studio’s architecture.
As Zheng Cunjian described, it was indeed a refined house. No garish makeup or cheap ornaments here. Its decor was extraordinarily elegant, more akin to a scholarly library, radiating a pure, lofty literary spirit. Servants and maids, dressed as scholars, wore gentle smiles, utterly devoid of vulgarity. This subtlety strangely made them even more alluring.
Wensheng Studio had three floors.
The ceiling of the third floor resembled a massive, transparent glass bowl. The moonlight grew stronger outside, twin moons hanging high. Pure white light streamed through the glass, spilling onto the first-floor hall like a layer of frost, adding a touch of sacred simplicity.
The first floor was a spacious hall, like an inn. Fifty-six similar rosewood tables filled the space, now nearly occupied. It offered fine wine and delicacies, with a central stage featuring song, dance, and Qu Yi performances.
Onstage, a troupe of beautiful girls under sixteen, looking like Jade Pool fairies, performed in a supremely elegant style. Moonlight sprinkled precisely onto the stage, making these lovely performers seem like ethereal celestial maidens descending to the moon palace — truly mesmerizing.
Of course, these were regular performances.
The rules at Wensheng Studio were clear: the performers were virtuous courtesans, selling talent, not their bodies. In fact, nearly all courtesans here adhered to this. Unless willing, none were forced into entertaining guests, thanks in part to Bai Xuan’s significant background.
Time passed.
At roughly 8 PM Earth-time, the main hall finally filled entirely. Overflowing crowds stood in the back — latecomers had missed the seats.
"I found out," Zheng Cunjian said after circulating the hall and returning to Li Mu. "Tonight is Lady Hua’s once-in-ten-days window-opening event. That’s why so many flocked here."
His Lady Hua was the star courtesan of Wensheng Studio, stage name Hua Xiangrong. Rumored to be a merchant king’s precious daughter, her real name was Shangguan Yunyu. Blessed with stunning beauty and an otherworldly charm said to attract butterflies, she was a celebrated beauty renown for her intellect, mastery of poetry, and literary grace. Tragically, fate proved cruel. At fourteen, her family Shangguan fell into political turmoil. Stripped of their assets, her parents and brothers faced exile or execution. She became an official courtesan, landing in the Office of Music Instruction. Fortunately, Mother Bai Xuan took her in at Wensheng Studio before she could be deflowered. Over the years, she’d become a major star, a contender for Chang'an City’s Top Courtesan title.
"Three months ago," Zheng Cunjian continued, "Lady Hua, who famously sold only her dances — one each day, never her body — suddenly announced she would 'open her window' three times a month. She seeks no gold, silver, jewelry, or mere handsome looks. Only poetry. She declared that if any talented man writes a poem touching her heart deeply, he might become her honored guest, entering her chamber to share... a long night."
'Opening the window' resembled a courtesan debuting, but differed slightly. 'Debuting' meant accepting patrons thereafter, ending the purely artistic life, subject to limited rules from the establishment. 'Opening the window' let the courtesan choose guests purely by her own heart and desires, sometimes merely for tea, conversation, dancing, or poetry-sharing.
Simply put: first make friends. If she fancied him, an affectionate gesture might follow — entirely by her own will, the brothel forced nothing.
Regardless, an untouchable goddess-like star courtesan, once she 'opened her window,' allowed men into her private chambers... inevitably stirring whispers she might be ‘touched.’ No longer pure. Thus, most leading stars avoided 'opening windows' before truly debuting; it could diminish their value.
"Lady Hua has refused all admirers these three months," Zheng Cunjian smiled. "No poem has touched her soul enough to earn access. Young Master, gifted beyond compare, you might attempt it tonight."
Li Mu rubbed his nose, chuckling inwardly.
'Gifted beyond compare'? That 'Inscription of the Humble Abode' was plagiarized from Earth’s sages!
He was here to gawk, totally unfit for this scene. No knack for it whatsoever. Thus, competing tonight held no appeal.
However, Zheng Cunjian’s words invited sneers from the next table.
"Ha! 'Gifted beyond compare'? Such boasts," a mocking voice rose contemptuously. "Truly overestimates oneself."
"This era — anyone dares talk big anywhere without regard for context."
The speaker was a young man at the next table, richly dressed and wearing jade pendants. Seeing Li Mu’s youthful face, ordinary attire, and lack of valuable adornments, he assumed he was some poor scribe trying to make a name for himself tonight.
"The donkey doesn't realize its own face is long," the young man scoffed openly at Li Mu. "A wet-behind-the-ears boy, bragging about unparalleled genius in a place like this?"
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Damn it!
How could he draw hatred and get mocked like that?
Li Mu really felt like he was shot while lying down. It wasn't him who claimed he had supreme talent—it was that bootlicker Zheng Cunjian... And even if he had said it himself, what business was it of these idiots? Did they really need to mock him directly?
For a moment, Li Mu wanted to snap back, but after thinking about it, he decided to let it go. Today, he came to visit prostitutes... oh no, to admire beauties. It wasn't worth spoiling the fun over such a trivial matter.
Beside him, Zheng Cunjian narrowed his eyes slightly.
In Chang'an City, there were people who dared to mock him, but they definitely didn't include those at the next table.
However, since Li Mu didn't react or refute, Zheng Cunjian couldn't overstep. Nevertheless, he memorized the faces of those few people. Once today's events were over, he would slowly settle accounts with these blind fools. They had caused him to flatter the wrong person just now—he absolutely couldn't let it slide. The title "Black-hearted Scholar" wasn't for nothing.
Seeing that neither Li Mu nor Zheng Cunjian refuted them, the five or six young men at the next table grew even more unrestrained.
"Haha, you know your place not to refute and embarrass yourselves. Do you know who this person beside me is?" A short, stout scholar, who resembled a squat winter melon, sneered and said, "The one next to me is the chief disciple of Hanshan Academy in Chang'an City. He is the one with true, matchless talent. In this year's imperial examination, he is destined to pass with high honors. Hehe, on Liufang Street of the Office of Music Instruction, who doesn't know the literary fame of Senior Lin Qiushui?"
The fair-skinned, well-dressed young man who had spoken first proudly raised his head upon hearing this, as if afraid others wouldn't know he was the chief disciple of Hanshan Academy.
The other young men at the same table wore identical clothing to the short, stout one, suggesting they were all so-called scholars from Hanshan Academy.
Hearing this, Zheng Cunjian's expression shifted slightly, but he said nothing.
Hanshan Academy held considerable influence within Chang'an Prefecture and had produced some nobles, officials, and local lords. Moreover, in this world, academies weren't just for studying—the six arts of a gentleman included martial training. Outstanding disciples from Hanshan Academy could be said to be accomplished in both literary and martial arts.
However, Zheng Cunjian wasn't particularly concerned about this.
If he wanted to deal with someone, he had plenty of methods. When these scholars ended up dead in some stinking ditch, no one would know how they died.
Soon, from another direction, a derisive laugh was heard. Someone said in a mocking tone, "Hehe, is Hanshan Academy so great? How many of their candidates passed the last imperial examination? Could they possibly have more than our Fengming Academy?"
To Li Mu's left sat six or seven young scholars. The speaker was one of them—a tall, thin scholar with a dark complexion, an eaglehook nose, sharp eyebrows, and a habit of squinting, giving off a sinister vibe. Judging by his attire, he was from another academy, undoubtedly the Fengming Academy he mentioned.
Hearing this, Lin Qiushui slapped the table and stood up, saying, "How dare you compare Fengming Academy's ranking to that of Hanshan Academy? Liu Muyang, you were defeated by me at the last poetry gathering. How dare you speak so insolently?"
The dark-skinned scholar with the eaglehook nose also slapped his folding fan and stood up, coldly retorting, "Last time, it was because you knew the poetry topic in advance and were prepared. I was careless and lost. At tonight's poetry gathering where Lady Hua opens her window, I will surely crush you under my feet."
"Is that so? Liu, I'm afraid you don't have the ability," the short, stout scholar from Hanshan Academy immediately chimed in.
The group from Fengming Academy wouldn't stand for it either. They all stood up and began trading insults.
The already bustling first-floor hall of Wensheng Studio became even noisier.
The war of words between the two groups of scholars attracted much attention. Two madams responsible for maintaining order hurried over to calm the situation.
Seeing this, Li Mu couldn't help but chuckle inwardly.
So these were the scholars of the Western Qin Empire? They didn't even care about their dignity, shouting and cursing in a brothel. Could the empire really expect such people to become officials and govern the people?
Liu Muyang from Fengming Academy noticed Li Mu's smile and snorted coldly, saying, "Stinky brat, what are you laughing at? Just now, you got insulted and didn't even dare to utter a word. And you have the nerve to laugh here? Truly ignorant, foolish, shameless, and devoid of integrity."
"Exactly. In life, one must never be as spineless as this coward, who doesn't even dare to talk back when insulted."
"To be cowed by someone like Lin Qiushui—how pitiful."
"Forget about him. He's just an insignificant nobody. Everyone, let's focus our minds and think about what kind of work we should create to win Lady Hua's favor."
"Right, right."
The group of scholars looked at Li Mu with contempt in their eyes.
Huh?
Li Mu was momentarily stunned.
Damn, I got shot while lying down again.
Just a casual laugh, and I get insulted? Did I forget to check the almanac or wash my face before going out today? Without realizing it, did I go out with a face that invites mockery?
Just as he was about to lose his temper, someone suddenly slammed their hand heavily on Li Mu and Zheng Cunjian's table, saying, "Hey, is this seat taken?" Without waiting for a reply, they sat down directly and called to their companions, "This spot's free. Come sit here."
Whoosh.
Five or six figures immediately crowded around Li Mu and Zheng Cunjian.
The tables and chairs in the hall of Wensheng Studio typically seated about eight people per table. Li Mu's table was slightly smaller but in a prime location. With these six people sitting there, it immediately felt cramped and ruined the mood.
Li Mu was initially furious, his temper barely contained. But when he saw these men's attire, they were clearly disciples of the Heavenly Sword Martial Hall, and by the look of it, elite among elite disciples. They wore rare and precious soft red armor, and each of the six had considerable strength. However, they didn't seem to recognize Li Mu, indicating they weren't present when Li Mu had challenged the Heavenly Sword Martial Hall.
Recognizing their identity, a mischievous idea formed in Li Mu's mind. He held back his anger and continued sitting expressionlessly.
Zheng Cunjian wasn't sure what Li Mu was up to. In his impression, this young master was never one to turn the other cheek—there must be some scheme. So, he also suppressed his temper and remained seated.
Meanwhile, the scholars from Fengming Academy and Hanshan Academy burst into laughter at the scene, once again mocking Li Mu and Zheng Cunjian with sarcastic remarks.
Other guests in the hall also looked at the two with pity, sympathy, disdain, and contempt. They likely assumed these two were poor scholars or ordinary folks without power or influence, trying to seize fame on the day Lady Hua opened her window.
Such things had happened before—some impoverished scholars would painstakingly prepare poems, hoping to win Lady Hua's favor and achieve instant fame. No wonder it was said that scholars and top courtesans were naturally intertwined. Rumor had it that the current literary master of the Western Qin Empire, Young Master Bin, started his legendary rise from a poor scholar after being recognized by Gongsun Daniang, the top courtesan of Qin City. This path to fame was emulated by many subsequent scholars, with varying results.
Today, many plainly dressed scholars stood in the hall, eagerly awaiting the moment the window would open.
One among them, not only dressed in rags but also somewhat disheveled and unkempt, had a gleam in his eyes as he stared at a spot on the third floor of the pavilion, like a jackal eyeing its prey, impatiently waiting.
Finally, after a song and dance performance, the moment everyone had been waiting for arrived—
It was time for Lady Hua Xiangrong to open her window.
Throughout the hall and even in the private rooms on the second floor, people from all walks of life grew restless.
Madam Bai Xuan, the manager of Wensheng Studio, came out to say a few words and then directly announced the start of the window-opening event. Ten maids dressed in light green scholar attire, disguised as men, descended from the third floor to the first-floor hall. They lined up in a row, each standing before a table equipped with the four treasures of the study: brush, ink, paper, and inkstone.
"Today's poetry theme set by Lady Hua is two words—'woman.' Please use this as your subject to showcase your literary talent," said a beautiful madam standing at the staircase on the second floor, smiling warmly.
The hall erupted in exclamations.
Some looked troubled and disappointed because the finished poems they had painstakingly prepared or sought from various sources were completely different from tonight's theme. It seemed hopeless. They scratched their heads and came up with some doggerel, but it wasn't presentable. Revealing it would only invite ridicule, so they gave up.
"Damn it, my inside source said tonight's theme was 'Ode to the Moon'!"
"I heard it was 'In Praise of Plum Blossom'..."
"Damn that Zhang, the deceitful man! He cheated me out of ten taels of silver. How detestable! There's no chance this time."
Someone cursed angrily.
Witnessing and hearing all this, Li Mu couldn't help but feel curious about this Hua Xiangrong of Wensheng Studio.
This woman's influence was immense—she was almost like those super female celebrities on Earth. No, even those female stars didn't have such charm. She opened her window three times a month, and on each occasion, it stirred up half the scholars and nobles in Chang'an City. The people in the hall were visible, but those in the second-floor private rooms—dignitaries who hadn't shown themselves—were likely even more prepared, spending fortunes without hesitation.
Soon, someone stepped forward and wrote a poem—
"In the southern land lives a beauty fair, Whose grace rivals peach and pear. At dawn, she faces the mirror bright; By sunset, she leans by the rouge-lit window. The world values rosy cheeks so fine, But who speaks the truth buried deep? Time passes, years draw to a close, Glory and splendor are hard to keep."
The one who wrote the poem was the same disheveled, unkempt man Li Mu had seen earlier. After finishing, he laughed heartily, threw the brush to the ground, and acted as if fame and fortune meant nothing to him.
"Good poem," someone in the crowd praised.
"Indeed, a fine poem. The place names and personas fit well, with a unique conception."
"Hmph, the poem may be good, but it's too arrogant. It subtly mocks Lady Hua, suggesting her beauty won't last. How could it be selected?"
"A mad scholar, trying to catch Lady Hua's attention with this reverse psychology trick?"
Various comments circulated around.
Some of Hua Xiangrong's 'fans' were extremely indignant at this audacious scholar who insinuated that she relied on her looks. Some of the more impulsive ones wanted to beat him up. Only the mad scholar stood behind the desk, laughing scornfully and contemptuously.
Li Mu shook his head.
Regardless of the poem's quality, this guy was really putting on an act.
Looking closely, the man's legs were trembling beneath his loose robe. Clearly, he was acting. Though his performance was decent, his courage was somewhat lacking.
A short while later, a conclusion was reached. Word came down from the third floor that this "Ode to the Beauty" had actually been selected, earning Lady Hua Xiangrong's approval. The maid dried the ink and hung the poem high on the second floor.
It was the first poem selected that night.
The unkempt man laughed even more wildly. He was led to a prepared round table nearby, where he sat temporarily, treated to fine wine and delicacies.
Everyone else turned green with envy upon seeing this.
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Soon, over ten people went up one after another, writing their poems on the desk. But their skill fell short of the Eccentric Scholar from before. They failed to gain fame and only invited mockery from others, slinking back down in embarrassment.
Not a single poem from these dozen or so people was chosen to be hung. All were treated as worthless scraps of paper, crumpled up and tossed into the wastepaper basket nearby.
About the time it takes an incense stick to burn later, another man, who looked like an out-of-town merchant, wrote a poem about a beauty. It was quite evocative. Though not as good as the Ode to the Beauty by the unkempt Eccentric Scholar, it still flowed smoothly and was catchy, so it was selected and hung high up on the second floor.
The out-of-town merchant was overjoyed.
The unkempt Eccentric Scholar, however, gave a cold grunt and stated bluntly without hiding his disdain, "Having my Song Qingfei's Ode to the Beauty alongside yours sullies its worth..."
The out-of-town merchant froze, his face turning ugly.
These were just minor hiccups.
A little while later, over twenty more poems were eliminated.
Lin Qiushui, the Chief Disciple of Hanshan Academy, stood up. With an arrogant smile, he walked up to the desk, picked up the brush, and began writing with bold, sweeping strokes.
Many eyes fell upon the desk.
The literary reputation of the Chief Disciple of Hanshan Academy still carried some weight.
They saw Lin Qiushui write on the paper: "Mounts surround the old city wall, rain strikes Chang'an, loneliness circles back. Mist weaves the eastern moon of old, late at night, it climbs over the high wall." Finishing, he smiled faintly, radiating an air of superiority. Without waiting for the criticizing mistress to speak, he walked straight towards the table for selected poems.
"A fine poem."
"Nowhere does it mention women directly, yet it vividly captures a young maiden's heart. Senior Brother Lin's poetic skill is truly masterful."
"Haha! With this poem out, it must be the crown jewel of the night. Perfect for the time and scene."
Praise rippled around him. Disciples of Hanshan Academy played their part well, lavishing enthusiastic compliments.
Li Mu's knowledge of poetry wasn't deep, and he wasn't intimately familiar with Chang'an City's history. Yet, even he could tell this poem was indeed impressive. A chief disciple of a prominent academy clearly had substance.
Indeed, the judging result was that this poem was selected.
Lin Qiushui looked quite satisfied.
Right then, a contemptuous snort sounded. Liu Muyang, Chief Disciple of Fengming Academy, stood up and declared, "Merely average." He strode to the desk, picked up the brush, and began writing a vastly different style of poem:
A hushed midnight shuts the courtyard gate,
Beauties stand side by side on the moonlit balcony.
Their eyes brimming, longing to share chamber secrets,
But the maid ahead discourages speech.
Fengming Academy disciples instantly broke into loud cheers. Their enthusiasm in playing the supporting role was no less than that of the Hanshan Academy group earlier. Some others around also loudly expressed admiration.
This was titled "Poem of Moonlit Beauties". Rich in imagery, it stood in contrast to Lin Qiushui’s approach of describing a maiden’s heart without mentioning the word 'woman'. Liu Muyang unambiguously captured the scene of beauties standing beneath the moon, hearts full yet shy, depicting that lovesickness vividly.
Two poems, two distinct styles.
Finishing, Liu Muyang shot a challenging smile towards Lin Qiushui and also walked directly towards the area for selected entries.
Sure enough, when the mistress later announced the results, this poem was also chosen.
Later, several dozen others presented their poems, but the quality varied greatly. The esteemed Lady Hua Xiangrong in the high pavilion on the third floor didn't even participate in judging anymore. The mistresses from Wensheng Studio performed the evaluation, barely selecting five more poems to be hung for now.
This was because the works of the Eccentric Scholar named Song Qingfei, and later Lin Qiushui and Liu Muyang, had raised the standard for the night considerably, setting a high bar. Indeed well-written, subsequent entrants, even at their peak, struggled to satisfy the audience. Especially since Wensheng Studio's mistresses were beauties with very solid literary foundations; their evaluation was naturally extremely fair. Those who still wanted to try simply didn't dare go up to embarrass themselves anymore.
In the end, they were supposed to select ten poems for the finals but could only muster
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