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Cold Sands prologue & ch1


Our first release for Cold Sands!  Enjoy~
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Prologue



The Fifteenth Year of Rule of Emperor Rui Wen of Great Rui. Murong, the ruling clan of Great Yan in the north, attacked and initiated a war. Lin, the ruling clan of Great Rui, had never put an emphasis on military and so, with a weaker army, the Great Rui troops were pushed south until the South Hill Pass that served as the last line of defence to the Great Rui capital. The last fatal battle seemed imminent.
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I Prisoner



I waken from excruciating pain.



I open my eyes; it's still the same-old roof beam. There’s a small window on one side and the sky that shows through it is split into fragments by metal bars. A few streams of light meanders in through the windows but still, it's oddly dark inside the prison cell.



I try to loosen up a bit, but the slightest tug sends unbearable pain down my back. Hissing out, I fall back limply onto the moldy hay and stare at the beam. Rats and cockroaches skitter around me. I glance at them, heave a big sigh and close my eyes again.



If it weren't for the injuries, I’d say this place is actually a bit better than the gloomy log shed at Uncle’s house.



There's few drafts in here, but it’s still chilling to the bones. I shiver slightly because the clothes that were ripped apart by whips do little to stop the icy air. After struggling to lift up my head, I realise a thin layer of ice had formed on me and is cracking into little bits along with my shivering.



There’s no way of telling the time in this cell, but I’d say it’s morning, judging from the light coming through the windows.



It hurts, everywhere, like I've been ripped into itty bitty pieces. It feels like my back's been skinned alive. Even the shallowest breath tugs at the wounds, making me jerk painfully. I inhale a breath of chilly air and stay motionless, watching calmly as the golden rays shine through bit by bit between the bars and scatter across the wall into tiny bright spots.



I've been captured for more than ten days already and it's either been torturous interrogation or this dank prison cell, accompanied by hoards of critters, cold moldy food and freezing sleepless nights.



Oh, Empress Dowager, your holy grace which governs our nation with its irreplaceable excellence, the weight of the responsibility of our people rests safely within your hands. Not even the ever flowing river can be compared to the respect and admiration I have toward Your Graciousness. So, Your Graciousness, why the hell did you stick me into the army and slap the title of Deputy General on me when Your Graciousness clearly know that I am one who does more harm than good? Now you've done it, Your Graciousness. I've been captured in a blunder and imprisoned by the Yan troops without even having the tiniest taste of victory.



I would've been fine to just be an average prisoner, but I just had to be the Deputy General who serves under the General! The Yan officers looked as though they got a free lunch, beating me every day in hopes to get information about the Rui army defense tactics. Oh, Emperor Dowager, Your Graciousness, please tell me how I could possibly know anything about such important military secret when General Zhou doesn't even bother looking me in the eye.



There might not even be any bones left for you to bury after a fortnight of this if Your Graciousness doesn't come bust me out soon.



It takes all my efforts to tilt my head to one side. I open my eyes slightly and see a torch burning weakly between thick wooden posts, as if its fuel's all gone. That's exactly what I am, I smile bitterly. I lost both my parents young and none of my relatives care for me, not my grandmother, not my uncle. Then I get thrown onto the battlefield against my will, and now I think I'm half dead because of the interrogation.



How the hell should a soldier who hasn't earned his stripes know about some defense plan?



Heavy footsteps stop my thoughts and shortly two bulky prison guards appear in front of me. The one in front with a beard and moustache frowns and takes a few steps towards the cell.



“Wake the fuck up, you! Your fake sleep don't fool me,” he barks while beating a wooden stick on the steel lock.



I stay still on the moist ground as if I haven't heard a thing, not even batting an eyelash. I don't want to speak but even if I wanted to, I couldn't. Suddenly I'm lifted up by the collar of what's left of my shirt. Caught off guard, I struggle a little and the wounds on my back all rip open instantly, but I still smile disdainfully even though it's so painful that my muscles start jerking.



“Don't worry. We won't let you die that easily!”



The guard in front of me looks angry as he rips my battle robe off my shoulder.



“Our general asks you one more time: are you going to cooperate with us or not?” he demands.



I shrug and tilt my head away from the foul odour coming from his mouth. 



“I've answered that question already. Doesn't your general have anything better to do?” I retort.



The other guard takes a step closer and scoffs, “There’s a saying from your country: ‘A wise man does not fight when odds are against him.’ Our army is shredding through your defenses. Not to mention our Emperor is a wise emperor that I bet we won't find in your country and His Majesty will find it in his noble heart to forgive your past deeds. What're you still waiting for?”



I chuckle. “We also have a saying that goes: ‘The fate of the country depends on every single citizen.’ I might not have made any major contributions but I still have my dignity and pride. Whatever you've got for me, just bring it on.”



“This idiot doesn't know how to appreciate our offerings,” the guard in front of me spits at me. “The latest report says that the vanguards have already broken through the South Hill Pass and it won't be long before they reach the capital city of Rui! Even with your stupid loyalty, your Great Rui isn't doing so well.”



“Well isn't that strange,” I sneer, “if the Yan army could break through South Hill Pass then why would you need me to tell you Great Rui’s defense plans around the Rope Hill Creek area?”



I glance up in time to see uneasiness flash across their eyes but in a blink of an eye I'm violently dragged up again. The wounds on my back are killing me.



“What do we do if he doesn't cave soon? His Highness, the Crown Prince is arriving soon!” Beardy mutters to the other.



The latter’s eyebrows are scrunched into a knot, eyes darting between me and Beardy. All of a sudden a playful look appears on his face.



He says leisurely, “Hey, isn't it sandstorm season right now?”



Beardy remains still for a second, then turns around and snickers at me, “You piece of shit, that whipping last week is by far one of the nicer treatments you’ll get. You seem like the strong brave type so how about we go for a lil' trip?”



I'm being dragged out of the prison before I realise it but I force myself to not show any sign of fear even though my legs are spaghetti.



The blazing afternoon sun roasts the desert, fighting through layers of flying sand. Someone pushes me down to the burning ground and cuffs my hands and feet. One end is attached to an iron pole. Someone pats me on my head and leaves with a sneer.



The sun beats down on me with nothing in its way and makes me feel like a kabob left to cook on bright red coals. The rays are like golden needles, stinging my body without restraint. A grinding wave of pain bombards my senses, lighting my insides on fire. Sweat drips down my skin and a salty tang enters my mouth.



The weather on the deserts changes erratically. It might be a beautiful sunny day, hot as hell, and the next moment it might become a mess of a sandstorm, sand and rocks blown up to hit you smack on your pretty little face. Not to mention it’ll rub into your freshly-scabbed wounds, making you writhe in unspeakable pain.



Mouth drier than the desert, body on fire, wounds about to rip open again, I slip in between consciousness and unconsciousness. I start to lose my senses as I roast in pain. The sounds around me fade in and out.



Amidst the blur of consciousness, I laugh. 



Han Xin, you poor fellow; been on this earth for a good two decades and no one could bother giving two shits about you. And now you’re going to die out here in some desolate desert with no one to even stand vigil for you.



Empress Dowager, rest assured Your Graciousness, even though it was you who sent me to the goddamn army, I wouldn't haunt you if I died. Your Graciousness can rest assured and live a nice, prosperous life and have lots of grandchildren…



And Uncle, even though you never really spoiled me but you've never abused me, either. Well, other than locking me in the log shed from time to time. You rest assured, too. Your dear nephew would definitely not haunt you so just go on being Minister of Personnel…



And cousin-



Suddenly I’m doused in something cold. I open my eyes with a start and realise I’m soaked. I look all over trying to figure out what the hell happened and another bucket of water comes pouring down. It's so cold that I'm shaking like a wet dog but I manage to crack open my dry lips and swallow a few gulps while wiping my face off.



Feeling my senses returning a bit, I let out a deep breath. 



Who's this nice guy giving me the elixir of life just when I’m about to die?



“This is the Deputy General of Rui you speak of?” A cold unwelcoming voice rings from above.



I slowly raise my head, only to meet a pair of icy black eyes.

__________________________________



Dairytea's comment:  Ah~ the suspense!  Who is this mystery visitor???


ayszhang says: Minister of Appointment has been changed to Minister of Personnel
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The long-awaited encounter has finally come!





[bookmark: more]















II Deadlock




The young man standing in front of me has a quiet composure with deep contours, strong slanted brows and burning eyes under them. His lips form a hard line as if he’s contemplating but his eyes are piercing like blades. Even a quiet composure cannot hide the fierce aura from those eyes. A heavy set of shiny silver armour rests on his shoulders. A majestic hawk soars within the golden carvings on his breast plate.



I admit I probably look like shit now: messy hair, shredded clothes, dirt-plastered face. And there he is, nicely dressed with a commanding air about him. He automatically has the upper hand. I push myself up ignoring the pain threatening to tear away the flesh from my bones and brush some of the dirt off of myself. Then I look up without a fear of his aura.



His eyes narrow and an unsympathetic grin creeps onto his face.



“Han Xin?” he asks, raising his brows.



Ah, just what you’d expect from the royal family. Even two simple words coming from his mouth come with the overwhelming sense of power that is unique to those of royal lineage; strong but not aggressive, gentle but not weak. He’s just like that Emperor cousin of mine－who is technically my cousin once-removed and only two years my elder. It’s as if they were made from the same mold. The elegant and graceful composure of royalty that is cut, carved, sanded and refined into you from the day you’re born into the palace. They’ve got it down to a fine art…



Snapping out of my daydreaming, I notice His Highness the crown prince has actually been waiting for my reply very patiently and politely, so much that I’m starting to think it wasn’t he who made an order to douse me with freezing water.



“May I take that as an affirmative?”



His gaze is almost sharp enough to go right through me. Then he leans over slightly and asks, “How are you holding up? This sandstorm is not for the lighthearted.”



I lean on the pole behind me and squint, too lazy to pretend as though I’m a selfless altruistic hero. 



“You’d need to experience it first-hand before you get to judge it, your highness. Care to join?”



I probably have a really smartass expression because I see some blood vessels pop up near his temples.



But he obviously has a very good bring-up and doesn’t lose his temper that easily. Instead he scoffs, “This is what has become of the grand nephew of Empress Dowager Han of Great Rui. Just look at you.”



I shiver from his cold tone but casually push hair out of my face and blink several times. “War’s war. It makes no difference whether or not I’m the grand nephew of Empress Dowager Han or you’re the Crown Prince of Great Yan, in the end the Valkyries will take us all. ‘Miright, your highness?”



His eyes flash with what might be anger. “You have a lot of nerve, Han Xin.”



“Thank you,” I reply politely with a smile.



I wonder if I look sincere enough. Just so you know, being careful with your words is hard work.



He straightens up, still smiling, but his face turning gloomier by the second. “Realise who has the say here. Even if you make these smart remarks now, can you really give up your chance at life?”



My heart sinks. 



I’m not a saint and definitely cannot abandon my life. But even if I don’t really like being a soldier, I’m representing my country right now.



I tilt my head up and watch him with a smirk. “Of course I fear death but I also know you won’t let me die before you get information on Great Rui’s defenses.”



His hand twitches once before closing into a fist; his smile becomes rigid.



“Since the war began,” I continue, “the Yan army has been shredding through our defenses. But now you’ve got no such luck at Rope Hill Creek, which means you still need me, right?”



His eyes narrow like arrows, like a wolf locking onto its prey.



The people of Yan have always been fierce; the rich and the poor alike enjoy hunting on horseback. The territories of Great Rui span hundreds of thousands of acres of fertile land; the Rui court governs millions of citizens and boasts an army with several hundred thousand soldiers. Yan’s power must not be underestimated for pushing such a large country to the brink of surrendering its capital city.



What did I do to become a soldier of such a nation and what did I do to come into face with such a component?



His lips curve up in an arrogant smirk.



“A saying goes: ‘Keep your friends close and your enemies even closer.’ I have followed this teaching without fail when I go to war－and also when I interrogate my prisoners,” he explains as he takes a few steps, not looking at me. “Han Xin, grand nephew of Empress Dowager Han, orphaned at a young age, raised by Minister Han, is a well-known rich playboy of the capital city. Feel free to correct me, Deputy General Han.”



An uneasy feeling creeps over me. It’s definitely something to be able to get such detailed information about me. My mind’s racing but I won’t show him the slightest sign of fear.



He turns to face me with his burning gaze. “The soldiers of Great Rui are certainly skilled at retreating all right, so much so that we could not even capture a high-ranking general. Even a dandy like you qualifies as a Rui soldier; I am surprised Rui have survived for this long.”



All the armour-clad Yan soldiers behind him chuckle with amusement.



I feel anger rising and I breathe in deeply before looking up. “That’s right, I’ve been captured, too bad for little ol’ me. That being said, what does that make the Yan army if the only person you’ve managed to capture is a dandy like me? If you think this kind of army can defeat Great Rui, you’re out of your minds!”



Crack! I hear the air being sliced open before I even stop talking and the next moment a black shadowy arc whips towards me. I hold my arms up in front of my head instinctively and immediately I feel skin being torn apart. Something thick and wet drips down my arm.



I bite my lips and look away, not giving them the satisfaction of hearing me screaming or begging for mercy. The lashes keep coming like rain drops in a storm, and then I hear Murong Yu’s emotionless voice. 



“Enough. He is of no use dead.”



I drop my arms and pain shoots through them. Biting down hard, I glare at him.



“You are more courageous than you appear,” he notes.



He takes the whip from the guard and lifts up my chin with it. “They say Rui is the land of beautiful women; it seems as if their men are not bad, either.”



I feel my anger boiling up once more.



I just fucking hate getting compared with women!



I was born like this. It’s not like I wanted to!



“Your highness, it is said male companions are popular in Rui,” a large man behind him comments while rubbing his chin. “He might be a deputy general, officially, but secretly he might just be that sort of…companion for his general.”



They all howl with laughter, an obscene expression on their faces.



Feeling a rush of disgust, I pound on my chest.



Murong Yu suddenly hisses, “You imbeciles! Have you not gotten enough of losing to Zhou Zhenluan? Does ridiculing a prisoner make you forget about our losses? How many days has it been? And you cannot even take down Rope Hill Creek.”



You can hear anger in his voice even though he’s smiling. Embarrassed, all the soldiers fall silent.



“Han Xin, if you choose to continue this, I am more than willing to accompany you until the end. I am curious as to how long you will last.”




♚♔





As night falls, water turns to ice and the freezing air tries to dig into my body. They put me through various kinds of torture and then when the sun disappeared, Murong Yu gave orders to toss me outside to endure the bone-stinging wind. 



A desolate moonlight shines down on me. With my hands and feet frozen senseless and my numerous wounds starting to swell and exude pus, my will is the only thing keeping me alive.



I shut my eyes. Everything in the dark torture chamber is blurry except that burning flame that seems to float near my eyes.



The guard’s technique is excellent; every lash hits hard and never on the same spot twice. The sound of leather whipping through air resonates throughout the room and in the end I’m literally a bloody mess.



Are they going to beat me to death?



It isn’t until I lick my lips that I realise they are bitten bloody and my heart’s beating so furiously it might just pop out of my chest cavity altogether.



His words still ring faintly by my ear.



‘Corrupt officials have amassed much of the imperial court’s power; Emperor Rui Wen himself holds little true authority; the Ministry of Personnel is slacking off and you see corruption left and right; military leaders are rising to rebel against the court and the corpses of innocent citizens cover the land. Do you really expect to save a nation on the verge of destruction with this so called loyalty of yours?’



I chuckle helplessly as I lie on the cold sand.



Of course I know that the glorious era of Great Rui has left long ago, never to come back; but I also know, I might be an useless dandy but I’m a soldier of Great Rui and as long as I’m still alive and kicking, I must serve my country.



South Hill Pass is the gate to the capital. In other words, once that gate is breached all that is Great Rui will belong to the Murong clan－and Rope Hill Creek is the last line of defense of South Hill Pass.



If I were to die, I would have to die a good man. I couldn’t possibly lead an ignoble existence after betraying my nation.



But then again, I fear my so called loyalty is probably not worth shit to them.



I silently laugh and drift asleep with the bristling wind and numbing wounds.




♚♔





After who knows how long, I’m wide awake squinting at the bright light in my eyes. Just as I try to sit up, a splitting pain shoots through my bones.



The sun hovers steadily in the sky and bakes the land with its heat. Soon after water vapour rises from the earth and burns my lungs with every breath. I can almost feel my scabs cracking along with the cracking earth and hear the drops of blood slowly sliding down. Maybe I’m almost dead; my mind’s a blank. Right then a gust of wind sweeps burning rocks and sand right in my face as if trying to skin me alive.



Murong Yu, you fucking ass! I’d rather you aim that sword of yours at my neck; the scar will only be about the size of a plate. I fucking hate this slowly-torture-to-death bullshit! Murong Yu, I didn’t know you had this sort of fetish－but then again they say people who enjoy torturing others are most likely messed up in the head. I guess this seemingly prestigious prince has actually been scarred pretty badly.



“Wa…ter.”



I can’t help but moan. My body feels as if it’s been on fire.



“Oh, so loyal subjects need water, too?” he teases, showing up out from nowhere.



So, the royal family is also good at being sarcastic. I roll my eyes at him, pissed. 



I thought all humans needed water to live. How does he not know that? Ha, perhaps his emotional trauma proves too severe to retain common knowledge-



“You fancy a drink?”



In front of me is a bowl half full of clear liquid. He holds it as sunlight dances off of the rippling surface.



Wow. I thought it would at least be pee or some muddy gunk. So, His Highness doesn’t have expertise on the fine details of torture....



I continue telling him off in my head but my damn hands reach out towards the bowl as if they have a mind of their own. I prop myself up and crawl over with all my efforts. Just a bit more…and it’s still out of reach.



I find a smile spreading across that damn face of his and his hand (along with the bowl!) steadily retreats further away.



Damn you, Murong Yu! Why do I feel like a rat that’s being played with instead of being eaten?



I lurch forward but he swerves to one side with that bowl of water safely out of reach. I, on the other hand, drop face first onto the ground and get a mouthful of dirt.



He perks his lips, stops, comes in close and sniffs, “What a pity, oh what a pity. What a pity for this bowl of perfectly thirst-quenching water. We retrieved it all the way from the desert oasis.”



He slowly tilts the bowl as he speaks. I watch as a stream of water flows over the brink of the bowl, drawing a graceful arc through the air and instantly getting sucked in hungrily by the sand right in front of my very eyes.



I slowly look up and lock on to his spiteful eyes.



I knew it! I knew he wouldn’t be that kind-hearted. He gave me hope and then stomped on it while making sure I witnessed all of it.



So, the royal family is definitely good at the art of torture, excelling at both the emotional and the physiological side of it. 



For a moment, I seriously consider choking him to death. Bet that would bring a tear to the Yan Emperor!



I tell myself to calm down: 



Do not listen to your impulses. Beggars can’t be choosers. Han Xin, you must endure! You’ve done so for twenty years! What’s a couple more days?



I turn my head away and shut him out with my eyelids.



After all, Murong Yu is just the same as any other bully, just like all those cousins of mine. The more attention you give them, the more they pick on you; if you just ignore them they get bored and leave you alone.



A shadow blocks out the sunlight and he lifts my chin up again with the silver embroidered handle of a whip, forcing me to look up at those ink black eyes.



Fuck, I hate this. It makes me feel like a fucking woman being teased.



From the looks of his fluid movements I bet that he’s a playboy, the rich kind that spends all his time in brothels and in the embraces of hostesses.



“Deputy General Han,” he smiles, elegant and at ease, “I have always thought that men of Rui were unworthy. But you, able to survive our harsh whipping and the cruel desert, are something else indeed.”



I glance, no, roll my eyes at him.



“But even so, even if you are courageous you cannot survive without water. A young, handsome man like you, mummified alive under the scorching sun, now you would not call that a pretty sight, would you?” he asks.



He simply squats down in front of me with his brows slightly arched and a gentle smile on his face. None of the eeriness from deep inside his eyes could be detected. “Master Han, if a beautiful man like you were to come back as a handsome ghost, you would have to be one malicious spirit.”



Seeing his peaceful smile makes my skin crawl. 



A dried corpse on a desert, all black and burnt…ugh, gross. How could anyone let a handsome, graceful, girl-wooing, young, free spirit like me become an ugly, dry, burnt corpse on a desert?



“I must admit, I admire your courage and it is our tradition to respect our ene-”



“Hey,” I interrupt, “if you’re a man, cut the bullshit and end my life right now. ‘Cause I’m starting to doubt that you are one.”



He shrugs and pushes harder on my chin. 



“Fine, there are two ways we deal with prisoners who do not crack. The first kind: dismemberment by five horses,” he pauses dramatically, his hot breath hitting my face. “The second is tying you onto a horse and letting it drag you through the vast desert… How long do you think you would last, Deputy General? With your delicate complexion, I fear it would be a worse sight than a dried corpse.”



Exhausted, I give a light scoff. “I didn’t know I had a choice, your highness. If I did though, I would choose neither. One doesn’t leave a whole corpse and the other doesn’t leave your skin intact, it completely ruins the visuals.”



Sensing a falter, I muster all my strength and grab onto his collar. I look up and snarl, “Murong Yu, I’m a man and a soldier. I’d appreciate it if you could just get it over with right here, right now.”



His body stiffens and his chest rises and drops rapidly. His expression is alarmingly dark now and the handle against my chin trembles a little.



I keep my grip on his collar, not willing to lose.



He studies me silently under the sun. His air of authority seems to push down on me as we meet in a deadlock. It’s not until quite a while has passed that he says, “I do not understand why you are holding back, Han Xin. What could you possibly gain? You have been captured for how many days now and you are the grand nephew of the empress dowager herself－you are royalty－but no one has come to rescue you or to pay a ransom. So why are you so bent on being loyal?”



My heart grows cold and his collar slips a bit from my fingers.



The empress dowager may be my great aunt but she’s never good or bad towards me. I could tell she was just acting though; she wouldn’t look at me a moment more than she had to. Now, uncle was much more obvious. I mean, even the lowest servants in the household wasn’t afraid to raise their voices to me.



I prefer fooling around outside compared to being in that inhospitable Minister of Personnel mansion because I could care less about the disdain strangers give me. So I go on lying, cheating, fighting and just causing trouble in general while comforting myself alone at the end of each day, and soon, everyone in the capital knew me as a no-good-doer.



How wasted my twenty years of life must seem.



Being ignored and overlooked by everyone has made me learn to not believe, to not care or ask for anything, and most important of all, to survive. Because as long as you’re alive, you will live on to see another day. But now....



He holds my gaze. Emotions fluctuate within those globes and I almost see pity.



“Murong Yu! Cut the bullshit and just end it!” I bellow, not willing to accept pity.



That pair of mysterious, black eyes glisten under the sunlight.



“For men, there are only a couple of things that are of worth. Just tell us everything that you know and I promise we, Great Yan, will provide you with treasures your country has yet to behold.”



“Money, beautiful women, authority, wealth and status?” I chuckle lightly.



He nods. I shake my head and drop my gaze.



“Well, I want none of that. I only wish to live a normal life, to venture through the mountains and waters of this land, to set my eyes upon the desert sunset of the far north, to experience the rainy season of the south, to embrace this world freely, to wed and raise a child. I don’t wish for wealth, merely for peace.”



He falls silent and murmurs, “That is not something someone of a royal upbringing should be saying.”



I heave a sigh. 



Murong Yu, when did I say I’m of any royal upbringing? They might have seen my glorious side, clad in the finest silk, but really I have nothing but tattered bits of cloth that can barely be considered clothing. People like you who really are of royal upbringing can be so damn ignorant.



I let go of his collar and look to him, “Your highness, seeing that we’re both army men, why don’t you just let me go right now? I’ll be sure to pass on a few good words to Lucifer on your behalf when I get down there.”



Then, in a flash of an eye, like a loose spring, I pull the sword out from his side. The sunlight glides across the sharp blade as I raise it to my neck.

__________________________________



Dairytea's comment:  Wh-what's going to happen next?!  The writer really likes to keep the readers on the edge~ >_<


 


Chapter 1


Chapter 3
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III Peril



What a sword!



The moment it leaves its scabbard, a chilling sensation comes rushing forth. I coolly position it in front of my neck and watch as a few strands of hair get snipped off near my ear.



Only such a sword would be fit to be the sword of a prince! And to be able to use such a sword to end my life, I wouldn’t ask for it any other way.



I hear the clattering of metal and shouts of men but nobody comes forth. They probably know of the wonders of this sword. I steady my nerves and look straight at Murong Yu’s surprised expression.



“What do you think you are doing!” he thunders and reaches over.



“Don’t move!” I warn.



I hear my own raspy dry voice; I watch him as if looking through to his heart.



I lift my head up at the sky and annunciate each syllable, “I, Han Xin, am naught but a mortal. I had not wished to face you in a battle nor have I wanted to achieve any marvelous deeds. If I were to choose, I would rather not be of royal blood or the grand nephew of any empress dowager, the nephew of any Minister of Personnel!”



He holds my gaze but does not response.



“But, hear my words, Murong Yu, I would never betray my country so don’t ever think you will get anything from me!”



The sun is so warm, so warm it’s intoxicating. But my heart is so cold, so cold like the blade that’s inches away from my neck.



He contemplates and calls out my name lowly, “Han Xin, just put the sword down first.”



I narrow my eyes. “Murong Yu, I’m not afraid but if I have to go through interrogation again, I don’t think I would make it out alive. Dismemberment by horse or being dragged to death out in the desert… I don’t want to tempt any of them…”



My voice trails off and I feel my arms quivering but I pull that blade closer, inch by inch, without hesitation.



He chews his lips as he watches my every move.



I feel the frigid metal against my neck but no fear.



Watching that pair of somber eyes within arm’s reach turn darker with each passing moment, I say my final words: “So, I only wish to die…with dignity!”



I hope I don’t bring shame to the Han name by dying for my country like this.



I feel skin being sliced open. I let out a wild laugh and put more force on the sword. Warm liquid gently flows down.



Almost at the same moment, a red-tasseled spear sweeps across, knocking the blade away. I dodge instinctively away from the spearhead and the sword goes flying. Instantly, numerous weapons pin me to the ground.



Murong Yu tosses the spear away and grabs my jaw. His smile has faded.



“No one ever defies my wishes and that includes you, Han Xin. My permission is needed before anyone dies around here!”



I press my lips tightly in an attempt to suppress my fury.



“It would be a pity coming this far if I cannot even subdue a low-ranking enemy officer, now would it not?” he continues as his gaze grows colder by the second.



What did he mean by that?



His midnight black eyes outright mock me.



My insides tighten.



I hate those looks.



Those looks that I’ve had to take for as long as I can recall.



Those looks that you wouldn’t even give to a rat.




♚♔



I’ve been thrown into the prison again but this time around I get better treatment. A doctor has come to check on my wounds the past few days and the food isn’t moldy anymore.



I take a deep breath in and immerse myself in water, not giving a care in the world, not to Murong Yu or what they have planned for me. I mean, having a bucket of bath water after long days of interrogation to wash off the dried blood and plastered dirt is just fantastic.



But would it kill them to heat up the water?



Stingy bastards.



I put on some clean garments and pull back my wet hair using the water as a mirror then stroll out the prison doors and past the guards with a smirk, feeling more refreshed than ever.



Candlelight flickers and feminine perfumes mixed with alcohol and sand waft out from Murong Yu’s tent. He lies on a ta, eyes closed, slightly distracted. A few strands of hair hang loose lazily on his shoulders. His clear fair skin can be observed from the open collar of a snow-white robe. A woman barely wearing anything is beating his back lightly with a seductive smile.



So, this is what comes from one raised by the royal family. The beauty behind him can’t even compare to his exquisite complexion. Tsk tsk, if he was a commoner, he’d probably be… Now let’s not get ahead of ourselves. From the looks of it, they’ve already had plenty of fun in here.



Snapping out of my reverie, I notice that he has opened his eyes and his lips curve slightly upwards.



“I have discovered that you enjoy daydreaming quite a bit, Deputy General Han,” he says before taking a sip from the green jade cup handed to him by the woman.



I wanted to say a smart retort but stayed silent because nothing good came to mind.



He gives a look to the woman and her smile disappears. She steps down from the ta and shuffles grumpily out of the tent.



“What appears to be the matter, Deputy General?” he inquires after putting down his cup. “Nothing for me today?”



“No common language, I’m afraid,” I reply casually.



He gives an amused chuckle in response before taking another sip and unintentionally glancing over me.



“What a loyal subject. Unfortunately the other prisoners have not exactly been.”



I glance up at him cautiously. He looks smug and puts down his cup but remains on the ta.



“See, we caught another soldier today. He was much more cooperative than you; just a few whippings and he gave us everything,” he brags.



Another soldier? Just wait until I get my hands on him.



“Glaring at me will not help anything,” he laughs amusingly. “I just wanted to inform you of the inevitable defeat of Rope Hill Creek.”



He fixes his robe a bit, steps down from the ta and stops in front of me. His gaze wanders over me; his smile ambiguous. “Well, well, well, you certainly look sharper with some fresh garments.”



I turn away and avoid his gaze.



“You were so skilled with your words. Why are they so few today? Honestly I am not quite accustomed to it.”



“The fuck you want with me?”



He stops, shocked, and then guffaws while I wait patiently.



“After all this torture, this is what you wanted right? Now that you’ve had your wish, grant me mine. I merely wish for a quick end.”



“I recommend you listen carefully to my words because I do not repeat myself,” he whispers as he leans in, “Rope Hill Creek will fall, at the latest tomorrow night. You just accompany me and behold, Han Xin, its destruction.”



His gaze burns into me and makes my teeth grind against each other. He gets up and tries to leave with a peculiar expression but I grab onto his sleeve.



“Tell me,” I speak, trying hard to not show my worry, “who spilled?”



“You will know,” he teases, “sooner or later.”



“Screw you.”



He turns around with an arrogant look.



“I believe there is someone more befitting of that than me, Han Xin,” he remarks.




♚♔



The candles in the prison burn depressingly, accentuating the eeriness and desolation.



I bury myself furiously into the grassy bundle. Dim light casts in from the windows. This sort of environment normally makes you drowsy but I am extremely alert.



Murong Yu said at the latest tomorrow night but if General Zhou is there I doubt the Pass will fall that soon. Even though the majority of forces are placed at Hill South Pass, Rope Hill Creek has been a heavily-guarded, elaborately planned point.



According to my knowledge, if…



My head drops. What does it matter what I know if I’m stuck in here?



I’d rather ride off to somewhere faraway and live a free life. I will live on and leave this place alive, I quietly tell myself, leave Great Rui alive and live on for a free life.



I hear some shuffling from the cell across from mine. I squint and catch a glimpse of a tenebrous figure through the dim firelight scuffle out from a grass pile.



No way! That looks like-



The figure wavers and jumps onto the cell door.



“Han Xin!” he calls.



“You!”



Something clicks in my head.



After waiting for that guy to finish crying and wipe his snot, I snap at him, “Are you fucking done?”



“Yeah, yeah,” he sniffs.



This guy is Xie Zhen, the only son of the Minister of Defense, Xie Yun. I only hold the title of a dandy but this guy is the real deal. Drinking, prostitution, gambling; name it, he does it. With his father there to protect him, he raped and killed a young woman and it was only after they discovered she was the daughter of an influential family that his father hurriedly sent him to the army to get away from the heat. Karma’s a bitch, isn’t it?



It’s obvious that Xie Zhen has been interrogated. You wouldn’t call it a bloody mess but it was definitely hard to look at. His hair is all tangled up, whip marks cover his face and purplish red marks peek out from the gashes in his clothes.



I turn helplessly to the ceiling, suddenly bummed out. 



My god, why did this guy have to be here?! What did I do to deserve this?



He sniffs and looks at me pathetically. “So they got you, too, huh.”



I give him a shrug for an answer.



“It’s just you?” I edge towards the cell door and ask.



He shakes his head. “There’s a coupla brothers locked up too but only I got beat.”



“O’course, ya idiot, just look at what your armour’s made of,” I groan. “Where’re they?”



“We just got here,” he points to the back, “o’er there, they’re all over there.”



Then he scans me up and down. “Did you not say anythin’, Han Xin? But then how come you’re not hurt? Just look at me, look at all this.”



You little boob. You were probably having fun with the army hostesses when I was getting beat-



Wait! Seeing that pathetic face of his, I put two and two together.



“Tell me, Xie Zhen, it was you who spilled the beans, wasn’t it?”



I just want to reach over and rustle that motherfucker up.



He starts trembling and the colour drains from his face. He drops his gaze and stays silent.



“Xie Zhen, ya little cunt. I swear I’mma kill ya if you-”



He looks up, face pale as a ghost, lips twitching nonstop. “They were gonna kill me, Han Xin. I couldn’t stand it. My dad only got me. I’m his only kid. If I died there won’t be anyone to take care-”



“Save your bullshit!”



It’s damn unfortunate that we’re this far apart because I really want to slap some sense into him. A couple of good kicks in his guts would be nice, too.



“If those Yan bastards make it into the capital, well, you can get some incense and just go straight to your old man’s grave!”



I whip my head away in anger. My heart seems to drop down an abyss.



“I didn’t say much though. I only told’em there’s a small path two hundred li upstream and that it’s not guarded very-”



“Why didn’t you tell’em everyone in the capital is gonna fuckin’ die!”



He pipes down and looks down again. For a while the only sound is the crackling of the torch.



After a long silence, he stutters, “S-so, Han Xin, wha-what do we do now?”



“Your mom!” I yell, nearing the end of my fuse.



“If you fucks don’t get to sleep soon I swear I’mma go down there and beat you ‘til you are!” a guard shouts from the entrance.



It becomes dead silent again as if no one has ever spoken a word. No thoughts form. A wave of exhaustion hits me and I lean over and fall asleep. But my sleep is light and I seem to hear muffled speech and footsteps from somewhere outside. After a while, the noises become clearer and louder.



I shoot up and push against the door, trying hard to see down the corridor. The torch is going to die soon and doesn’t illuminate much, not even the figures of the guards can be seen. Then I get down on the ground and hold my breath, listening for any sounds. There seems to be some sporadic beats of hooves, clinks and clanks of weapons and shouts. I peer out the little window and catch a glimpse of a fiery red sky.



I do a double take.



Murong Yu’s about to start the invasion! What do I do?! I panic like a cat on hot bricks



As I glance at the steel lock, I hit on an idea. But then again, it’s been a while since…



See, Uncle had a library full of books where I used to hide when my cousins picked on me. I used to spend entire afternoons there, reading. I didn’t have the keys to it but I learned how to pick locks from some kids on the street. And so, those books accompanied me through my pathetic childhood.



I glance up nervously towards the guards as I wipe off my cold sweat. Hearing nothing out of the ordinary, I hurry with my hands. The lock falls off with a soft click. I let out a deep breath and ease out the cell after not seeing any signs of the guards.



“Han Xin.”



My blood starts boiling but I turn around nonetheless, and Xie Zhen’s puppy dog eyes are watching me with hope from behind the bars.



Oh, for crying out loud.



After he wiggles out like a wet eel when I open the doors for him, I sneak around the back and bust the others out too.



The flame on the wall flickers and the prison gates remain in the shadows. Just as we arrive a guard appears out of nowhere but all of us tackle him to the ground before he gets a chance. I quickly grab the torch off of the wall and toss it with a jug of the guard’s liquor on a pile of dry hay. The dry hay, with the help of the alcohol, starts burning furiously.



If we’re lucky we can escape tonight while Murong Yu is planning an attack. I don’t have any more time to hope－it’s now or never!



There’s not a soul outside the prison. The prison is positioned near the back of the Yan camp so the dozen of us just starts racing out of that hell hole in the cover of the night.



Someone shouts ‘Fire!’ from behind us and hell breaks loose in an instant. People come rushing with buckets of water－let’s hope we still have a chance to escape!



The night is atramentous and the fog is impenetrable.



The chaos has been tossed far behind us and there are sounds of water ahead. I can’t help but feel relief; if there’s water we can trace it back to the Great Rui camp.



I get everyone to stop for a rest after quite a distance.



“Han...Xin, you sneaky…bastard. You know…how to pick locks,” Xie Zhen squeezes between pants after he plops down on the ground.



Too tired from running, I merely shake my hand and pant furiously while holding onto a tree. After an adequate rest I call out to them.



“C’mon, if we can just get to camp we can rest all we want.”



The party travels along the river. The forests and undergrowth are thick near the banks and blocks out quite a bit of the moonlight, adding complications to our trek.



“So, hey, Han Xin,” Xie Zhen squeezes next to me and says cautiously, watching my reaction, “After we get back, could’ja maybe pretend you didn’t hear anything I said back there?”



“Of course. I won’t snitch,” I sniff.



He looks as if he just won the lottery so I add bitterly, “Go back and tell General Zhou everything yourself. What do you gotta worry about with a father like yours?”



His entire face scrunches up. “Everyone knows General Zhou’s famous for being strict! Even if he doesn’t cut my head off, I’ll die from the stick.”



I don’t bother with replying and push on ahead. After a couple of hours the sky’s already beginning to lighten and wash out the moon. Here, the water splits into two and forces us to stop.



I’m genuinely stumped.



So, I’ve never actually been here before. I only know there’s a camp by Rope Hill Creek and you can find it if you follow the river. But this…



“Xie Zhen!” I scan around the group and pull him out. “Where did you come from? You know which way to go?”



He takes a few steps and surveys the surroundings. “It’d be the one that flows east but do you know which way’s east now?”



I consider and shake my head. The moon has disappeared and the sun hasn’t risen yet, so which direction would east be?



I turn around and see a dozen tired faces staring back at me. I remain silent and pace back to where Xie Zhen is. We watch the water wash past us to some faraway place.



Life or death lies upon this one choice. 



After a long time Xie Zhen says quietly, "I think you should make the choice, Han Xin." 



Barely a moment later, the sound of hurried hooves resonate from behind us. Amidst the chaos, a sharp twang rises above the rest. Glancing to the side all I see is a single wolf-tooth white-feathered arrow.

__________________________________



Dairytea's comment:  What's going to happen next?!  I hope everyone is enjoying the story so far.  Be sure to thank our translator, ayszhang, for his hard work! (He's also made a donation for our group to getting more Chinese BL novels to translate. Thank you, ayszhang~ )






ayszhang says: This is what a 'ta' in Imperial China actually looked like! It was used for sitting (on the knees) as well as sleeping.
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IV Life-or-Death



“Watch out!”



Xie Zhen pushes me away with surprising speed, and I feel the arrow tip graze my cheeks, my eyes tightly shut by instinct. The path below is covered with rocks, and immediately I get knocked off balance. 



White waves wash across the surface of the river, and the ripples sting my eyes. 



Wait! I can’t swim! Help- 



But there’s no time to panic. The next moment I’m tumbling down into the river. Splash. The freezing water instantaneously starts to tunnel into my mouth, nose and ears; I can hear the water’s sly chuckle. I can’t think anymore with my body numb in the cold. I can only hear shouts and the bubbling from my own mouth. Hopeless, I close my eyes and feel myself suffocating slowly. 



If I knew this would happen, I wouldn’t have slacked off during swimming lessons. 



My vision dims. My body feels light and all around me darkness and water envelop me. 




♚♔ 



I painstakingly open my eyes. Thank goodness it’s not too bright. 



A hand is gently wiping my forehead. I try to speak and the hand stops and then helps me sit up. 



It’s a young, fair girl of about fifteen. She hands me a bowl of water with a kind smile. Right in time for my parched throat. I take it and feel much better after downing the bowl in one go. 



I sit up straighter and observe my surroundings. I’m lying in a pelt tent, and it’s only after feeling the soft fur underneath me with my own hands that I’m convinced this is reality. I pinch my arms and face and scratch my legs and can’t help but let out a breath of relief. 



I didn’t die; I came back alive. 



Turning around, I see her beaming brighter than the sun. 



“You…saved me?” 



Once I speak, I notice my voice is so raspy I can barely hear it myself. 



She nods and smiles but does not speak. Then she pulls the covers up, motioning me to lie back down. I feel a little uneasy and refuse to. A bold voice call from outside the door while we are disputing. 



“Has the young man awoken?” 



The girl gets up and lifts the curtain up. A person enters, back bent, and only after do I see who it is. A tall, buff and bearded man of about fifty walks in and smiles kindly at me. Both he and the girl are dressed in Yan attire, but they look like people of Rui to me. 



“Good that you’re awake,” he says as he sits down. “That branch of the Rope Hill Creek may be narrow, but it’s a lot deeper than you think.” 



Memories of that night come rushing back. 



“Thank you for saving my life,” I say, my head lowered respectfully. 



The man pauses then laughs, “Hearing your accent; you’re not from ‘round here, are you?” 



I nod and watch for their response. 



“We’re not either. In fact, we only moved here recently,” he continues. “Excuse me for asking, you look like you’re from the city, what brings you all the way out here?” 



I take a big breath as I consider. They don’t look like they’ve got anything to do with the military so I answer. “I’m originally a soldier of the Rui army. I had no choice but to escape after being captured by the Yan troops, and I fell into the river when they caught up to me where the river splits.” 



The man listens in silence and ponders on it before responding. “We used to reside close to the borders. Who knew when the Yan invaded the whole place’d be abandoned by the troops? Me and my daughter escaped with the other refugees and started a nomadic life here.” 



He looks as though he’s in pain and falls silent. The girl quickly pats him on the back gently, eyes brimming with tears. 



“Blood washed the streets. Corpses everywhere. Her poor mother was killed right in front of her. Since then she can’t speak no more,” he says sorrowfully. “Ah, this cruel world.” 



Guiltily, I drop my gaze too. 



I know Great Rui’s military situation hasn’t exactly been, ahem, temporary but even so, being in the capital, I’ve never thought life in the frontiers would be like this. Even the battlefield it’s not as awful as this. 



“That’s enough stories for one day, I think,” he says, wiping his eyes. He then turns around and says to the girl, “Bring the porridge in and feed the young man.” 



I suddenly think of the other men. 



“Mister, would you happen to know where the Great Rui army is stationed currently?” 



He shakes his head. 



“Young man, don’t take this the wrong way but why do you even bother? There’s no way Rui’s going to win with the Yan troops this far in.” He sighs. “Listen to a word of advice. You’re still young and got a whole life ahead of you. Run while you still can, lad, because soon this place won’t be safe either.” 



I notice there’s more than meets the ear and question. “What do you mean it won’t be safe, mister?” 



“The Yan troops just went by. I’m afraid it’ll be another bloodbath tonight.” 



My breath stops and my heart beats wildly. 



'Rope Hill Creek will fall, at the latest tomorrow night.' 



I can almost hear Murong Yu’s words out of nowhere. I quickly glance outside only to view a red sun unhurriedly sinking to the west, nearly disappearing into the dusky horizon. My stomach tightens. I roll over to get off the bed; the wounds on my back start burning right away. I can’t help but cry out in pain and the man and the girl rush to prop me up. 



“You can’t keep up like this, young man,” he says as he forces me to lie back down. 



“Don’t you worry about that sort of stuff anymore,” he continues to comfort me. “Like they say, rather be a dog in a peaceful era than a man in a warring one. In these chaotic times, we can only hope to stay alive. You wanna go back but maybe they think you’re dead already.” 



Getting up just now took a lot of energy and left me huffing and puffing on the bed. 



All of a sudden, the stillness returns, only the sound of my breathing resonates. I quietly watch the red sun gradually disappear, leaving just a brilliant twilight against the darkening canvas. The clouds that are dyed with vivid purples and reds contrast the green trees and yellow sand, painting a beautiful portrait of the frontier. 



I start to reflect on all the things that happened the past few days. Not only did I go through imprisonment, torture, jailbreak and drowning—all of which I had only escaped by a hair’s breadth—I also got involved with an impossible person like Murong Yu. What lousy luck! 



Has Rope Hill Creek fallen already? 



From the confident and assured look he had, chances are, most likely… I don’t even want to consider. 



The words of my saviour ring in my ears. He’s right. Must I really go back? 



As for Great Rui, I’ve already done and given everything I could for it. Though I haven’t done much for it, I haven’t sold it out either. There’s no one in that place who cares for me. The water of the womb is not worth a penny to those so-called family members of mine. 



I shut my eyes tight and grip onto my blanket. 



Maybe it’ll turn out well if I just leave like this. 



To the Great Rui court, I’ve sacrificed my life for the country; to the empress dowager and Uncle, I’ve died in the war; to Murong Yu, I’ve gone back to Great Rui and will never be on his mind again. Three birds with one stone—good for me and for everyone else. 



I take a deep breath and make a solemn decision: to leave this instant. 



Or going AWOL, however you might call it. 



I can move around by myself by the time the sun sets thanks to my good foundation. I insist on leaving, not wanting to drag this night out longer than needed. The man, not able to dissuade me, accompanies me along with the girl to the ferry of the distributary. 



The dock is busy and well-lit by candlelight even at this hour. Ships and boats of all sizes shuttle to and fro; armed soldiers of Great Rui, from the looks of their armour, are also pacing the banks. For a country with highly developed waterways, it’s natural for security to be amped up during times like these. 



I’ve already planned it out on the way here: avoid the capital as much as possible and travel via waterway to the south. When I get there the world will be what I make of it. 



I’m already feeling psyched imagining my life in the near future. Hee hee. 



Once I board I lean against the side of the ship pretending to doze off. I lift up my bamboo hat a bit and observe the other passengers. They all appear to be ordinary commoners but at a second glance, I find a few military men in disguise. Whether or not you are a soldier can be told from merely your posture and the vibe you give off. 



I sigh softly and pull my hat further down. Looks like I need to be extra careful. 



Out of nowhere, someone barks from the banks. “Move aside! Let us on for inspection!” 



My stomach tightens, and I look up only to see a couple of Great Rui soldiers coming on board. 



Why such lousy luck? 



My palms become clammy with sweat. I bite down contemptuously; I might still have a chance to escape if I was on land but now on water it’d be impossible, even if I had wings. 



I stand quietly near the bow. After checking everyone else, the soldiers approach. 



“Let’s take a look at your face.” 



A soldier reaches out to lift off my hat which I block with a raise of my hand. 



“Officer, sorry about the inconvenience but I’ve unfortunately contracted an acute disease recently. Please excuse me.” 



The soldier lingers for a moment and then snaps. “We have orders to inspect every single person that boards a boat. I don’t care whether you contracted a disease or not. Even if your old man died, we’d need to inspect his coffin!” 



His harsh words left no room for compromise. I purse my lips. Some soldiers can’t do shit on the battlefield but sure can bully innocent commoners. 



I’ve been in the army for a couple of years now, and it’s not unlikely that I’ll be exposed through my speech and gestures. Realising this, fear strikes me and I lean in closer to talk, but he flips my hat off before I get my lips open. 



“I knew somethin’ was fishy ‘bout you. Noticed you when you got here.” The man hugs his arms with a sullen look. “Commoners don’t hold themselves like that. You’ve got to be a soldier.” 



The soldiers behind him rush forth, causing the boat to rock. The man grabs my collar and interrogates. “What are you doing here? Speak!” 



Countless possible solutions whiz through my mind in one moment. 



“Sir, I believe this man’s a spy,” one of his men says. 



The man stops then leers. “That’s right; he came from the other side of the border, right?” 



My hands curl up in a fist. My heartbeat starts quickening. 



What do I do? What do I do? 



Instantaneously, without giving me any time to react, he binds my hands behind my back. 



“Get going!” he hisses. 



I lift my head up and stare angrily at him all while struggling to get loose, but he just chops the side of my neck. There’s a dull pain and my world goes black. Pain digs into my back. For some reason, my strength ebbs and I crumple over. 




♚♔ 



I’m freezing cold. Amidst the haziness, water swims up my nose, and I cough violently. Only after several tries do I get my eyes open. 



“Still playing dead, I see.” Someone kicks me hard. “Get the fuck up!” 



I frown from a splitting headache and a drowsy consciousness but struggle to get up nonetheless. I can’t help but moan after taking in my surroundings. 



Another motherfucking prison cell! 



After prying myself out of the jaws of a tiger, I end up in the home of wolves; I think all the bad luck I’ve collected from my past eight lives is coming onto me now. I get captured for no rhyme or reason just when I decide to leave for good—what kind of sick joke is this? 



I instinctively rub my aching neck. “Where am I?” I ask. 



“You’re a spy, how could you not know where you are?” The guard stops in front of me. “You better start talking now.” 



I quickly glance up and the soldier is indeed clad in Great Rui armour. “Watch who you’re calling a spy! I’m a deputy general under General Zhou.” 



He wavers momentarily then quickly recovers. “General Zhou’s Deputy General should be with General Zhou, naturally. Don’t try to fool me!” 



“I was captured, for god’s sake, and just escaped!” 



He seems surprised. 



I glower and spit each word out. “Listen carefully. I was taken prisoner by the Yan and was escaping just now. Doesn’t matter if you believe me or not but I wanna see the general. He gets to decide what to do with me, got it?” 



His expression changes drastically and veins start bulging out on his forehead. He lowers his head, holding onto his whip and pondering for quite a while. He then locks me in a cell and goes away, emotionless. 



Tired and cold, I flop onto the ground, sighing. 



There is no way of knowing if a soldier would still be on your side once they’ve been captured. I only wanted to stall by asking to see the general. Mercy isn’t expected from him if he finds anything fishy about you. He wouldn’t for my uncle’s sake either. 



I tilt my head up and stare at the spotty wall in front of me. A heavy feeling emerges from the bottom of my heart. It’s kind of vague, kind of unreconciled. 



After an extensive time, when the torches on the wall burned nearly all their fuel, when the black shadows seem to merge with the wall, no one comes and not even the slightest footstep or word can be heard. 



I close my eyes, curl inward and bury my face in my knees. 



So cold. So cold. So tired. So tired. So tired I can’t even speak or breathe. So tired I just want to fall into deep sleep right this instant. 



This is Great Rui, yet I can’t feel a single shred of warmth. 



Silence and tranquility surround me. There’s nothing but endless black; it’s as if I’ve gone into another reincarnation cycle. 



“Han Xin.” 



My eyes shoot open and I see a figure standing outside my cell door through the hazy darkness. The voice didn’t sound like the General but familiar nonetheless. I take a closer look—it’s Xie Zhen. 



He unlocks the door, sneaks in quietly and crouches down beside me. 



I stare at him blankly. “You’re back?” 



I see his head nodding weakly but his face remains in the dark. His body is tense and his right hand hidden in his sleeve, even trembling a little. 



“Must be nice having a dad like that. You get back, nothin’ happens, but when I get back I get mistaken for a spy.” I turn the other way and watch the torch burn shakily and the flames dance lifelessly as our two silhouettes flicker in and out of existence. 



Xie Zhen’s face pales as he lifts his head out of the shadows. The muscles on his face are kind of twisted up and appear extremely eerie in the gloomy prison. 



“Just spit it out,” I groaned as I rubbed my forehead. “You might not get the chance once the general sees me.” 



He drops his head down again as if trying hard to suppress something. I get impatient—since when has he been such a fuss? 



A forbidding spark zooms across my eyes. He lays a chilly dagger on my neck with a flick of his wrist. “Don’t move.” 



A cold-blooded blade lies between me and him and blocks off our words. The metal sends chills down my spine, and a sheen of cold sweat gathers on my back. Minutes tick by. 



“It wouldn’t have had to come down to this, Han Xin, if you hadn’t come back,” he says through closed jaw. 



Something clicks in my head and chuckle amusingly. “Xie Zhen, are you afraid I won’t keep your secret?” 



He remains silent but I already know the answer from his eyes. 



“That night, after you fell into the river, the Yan caught up to us and we thought, hell, if we’re gonna die anyway why not give it a shot? Then we all jumped in.” He presses down on the dagger. “I guess it wasn’t our time yet. We were rescued by Great Rui patrols.” 



I look straight at him and scoff. “Right, so then you thought, since I already fell in the river the chances of me surviving are so slim no one would ever know about your betrayal. Who knew I would suddenly pop back outta nowhere and that just made you boil with worry. And you thought, why not just get rid of him altogether, right?” 



He scowls. “You’re too smart, Han Xin, too smart for your own good.” 



A gust of wind comes out of nowhere and blows life back to the torches, lighting up half of his face. Murderous intent is thick in the air. 



I glance up and chuckle. “And here I was wondering what’s taking General Zhou so long. I guess he wasn’t even notified.” 



He cracks a pained smile. “Rope Hill Creek’s gonna fall with or without me. General Zhou’s already decided to abandon this place, retreat and fortify South Hill Pass as the last stronghold.” 



He opens his mouth again but stops, the hand holding the dagger slightly quavering. “I don’t wanna kill you, Han Xin. We were good buddies, getting into shit together back in the capital, but now…I have no other choice but to…” 



I look at him steadily. “If I promise not to rat you out would you testify for me that I’m not a spy?” 



He hesitates then shakes his head. “No, I wouldn’t. I can’t have any loose ends.” 



I can’t help but laugh grimly. “You’re Xie Yun’s son, after all, cruel and cold-blooded just like him.” 



Despair seems to flash in his eyes and his hand pushes down harder on the blade. I can already feel a wet trickle down my neck. 



His eyes suddenly widen. “I’m sorry, Han Xin!” 



“The wall has fallen! The wall has fallen! The Yan have broken in! The Yan-” Panicked shouts come from outside the prison. 



Xie Zhen quickly laps into a panic and glances away. I seize the moment and push the dagger away. The next thing I know my neck is stinging with pain. He turns back around in a hurry and does the only thing he can at the moment—he raises the dagger once more and swings it at me. 



The blade flashes white. 



I’ve been crouching and my legs have gone so numb that I can’t dodge it. I clearly hear the sound of the dagger burying into me. It hurts as if a thousand blades have pierced through my chest. 



The taste of iron gushes into my mouth. He pulls the dagger out in a rush and blood goes flying, covering my vision in a coat of crimson. 



My strength seeps away as if being sucked out from me and I crumple onto the cold floor, limbs limp. Xie Zhen shakes nervously and drops the dagger. Sharp clangs ring throughout the cell. I watch as he trips over his own feet while scurrying out of the cell in such a hurry that he forgets to lock the door. 



A chill slowly creeps up on me. Only thing I can feel now is my consciousness turning blurry as if I’m floating on nothingness, rocking back and forth, drifting off to some unknown place. 



My luck’s probably run out. I’m afraid this is the end, my friend. 



I want to laugh but I’m so weak that I can’t muster the strength to do so. 



How…pathetic, dying at the hands of your own countryman. 



Faces flash across my eyes: Empress Dowager, Uncle, Aunt…Cousin…my gang of scoundrels…. I bet if I really died right now no one would be sad; no one would cry at my grave or burn incense for me. 



Pathetic, that’s how I feel. 



They wouldn’t weep for me even if I died. The past twenty years of my life has just been a big fat joke. As long as Great Rui stands, they can still go on being their gracious empress dowager or majestic emperor or honourable minister while I haven’t even gotten the chance to see my parents’ face or hear their voices. 



“Parents….” My mouth painstakingly forms the words. “Dad…Mom….” 



I don’t know anymore; all I see is red. Finally, along with the chill that seeps into me endlessly, a heavy black curtain finally drops in front of my eyes. 



After maybe a thousand years, or maybe just a cup of tea’s worth of time, I think I hear someone yell on the brink of unconsciousness. 



“There’s someone here….” 



I only spot a blurry figure amidst the haziness and the next moment I fall into a warm embrace.

__________________________________
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V Unpredicted



I awake from a shiver. My eyes shoot open only to find a face that I want to beat into a pulp. 



The owner of said face, Murong Yu, is sitting by the bed with his arms across his chest. His face is emotionless as though I’m simply a fruit and he’s carefully deliberating whether to peel me or juice me. 



His expression remains unchanged when he sees me slowly opening my eyes. “Morning.” 



I suddenly feel a burst of irritation. It’s his damn fault that I ended up like this in the first place! 



I feel a sharp pain in my chest just as I try to get up. Scarlet seeps through the white bandage. I can’t help but fall back into a pile of blankets and pant as if my life depends on it. 



“Save it. Just look at you. You are lucky to even wake up.” 



He leans in grinning and pulls the blankets back over me. There’s nothing wrong with grinning but his grin is so creepy it makes me shiver. 



So creepy it can’t get any creepier. 



“Alright, okay, okay.” I push his hand away despite the pain. He frowns and grudgingly oblige. I shrug helplessly. “I’ll just consider myself unlucky for ending up as your prisoner again.” 



He nods, seemingly satisfied. “Glad we have reached an agreement.” 



I catch my breath before speaking. “Being your prisoner’s not that bad actually. The place I sleep in might be a bit cold, the food might be kind of bad, I might have to get beaten up every now and then but besides that it’s actually not that bad.” 



His eyes widen as if he didn’t hear me clearly. “You certainly are optimistic, huh?” 



“Well, it’s not like being pessimistic will get me out of here. So why should I bother?” I pause before continuing. “But let me make it clear right now: I really have no information to give you this time ‘round. So don’t try to make me talk or whatever because if you were going to do so you should’ve left me to die back there.”



He coughs lightly and instantly restrains his grin, putting on a solemn face. “Saving a life is better than any offering to god. Plus it was naught but a hand’s turn.” 



“I bet many others died during the invasion this time. Are you going to save each and every one of them?” I can’t help but snicker. 



The candle flame flickers, casting a dim warm light over the room. Only now do I notice it’s already pitch black outside. I can’t decipher the glint in his eyes as they linger over me as if searching for something. 



He suddenly turns his head away. “Forget it. I know you enjoy battles of the tongue but I shall not waste time arguing with you. Here.” He places a bowl of murky black medicine beside the bed. “The external ointment has been applied already so drink this.” 



Unsure of what he’s got planned I hesitate and retreat back into the blankets. 



Irritation flashes in his eyes. “If I wanted to kill you I would’ve done so earlier. Why go through the trouble of rescuing you? Not going to drink it? Fine!” 



Despite his words, he holds out the steaming medicine steadily in front of me. I shrug, too exhausted to debate any further, and take the bowl, downing it in one go. After all I am under his roof and I’m in no state to confront him. He might decide to kill me if I really do tick him off. 



My body is tense from the pain of the wound on my chest ripping open again. It hurts as if  it’s being sliced open once more by a blade until you can’t tell flesh apart from bone. I cover my mouth, coughing violently, the taste of iron already seeping in my mouth. 



Xie Zhen, you fucking cold-blooded asshole. Oh, just you wait ‘til I get my hands on you. 



Suddenly a hand is on my back, patting lightly, and a handkerchief appears before me. I glance up and meet with Murong Yu’s slightly delighted eyes. 



I am starting to wonder while wiping my mouth; maybe I’ve been injured too critically. So critically that I’m hallucinating—Murong Yu is delighted to see a half-dead person? 



“Thanks.” 



He sits back down and I let out a breath of relief. Feeling a bit chilly I pull the blanket in closer. 



“How many casualties this time?” I ask. 



He takes a quick peep at me. “Not many actually. About half of the Rui troops retreated back to South Hill Pass and the rest surrendered soon after we arrived.” 



Then a gloomy shadow dances across his eyes. “But that good-for-nothing scum—Xie Zhen, was it?—wanted to get on everyone’s good side. He was so annoying so I simply put an end to him.” 



“What-!” 



The shout not only saps all of my energy but also tugs at the gash on my chest. I instantly feel warm liquid oozing out again. In too much pain to speak, I can only glare at him while wheezing. 



He raises his brows, eyes full of disdain. “Two-faced scumbags such as him are the most sickening. It does not make the slightest difference whether they live or die.” 



I watch him quietly not knowing what to say. 



I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t mad that Xie Zhen hurt me this badly but suddenly hearing that he’s dead leaves me feeling a bit sad. But I bet there’s someone sadder than me. That’s the end of His Excellency, Xie Yun’s bloodline. 



My skull seems to be cracking open from my headache. I pat my forehead and let out a deep breath. 



Realising that I must look miserable right now I turn to him and say, “Hey, it’s late and I need sleep. Do you mind leaving?” 



A frown forms on his face before I even stop speaking. “This is how you thank the person who saved you? By ushering them out?” 



I blink innocently and wrap myself tighter in the blankets. “What a huge coincidence that must’ve been! The prince himself going down into prison and saving an enemy soldier.” 



“That is none of your business. What you cannot deny is that I went to the prison and found a dying you, right?” 



I hesitantly nod. 



“But I guess you have finally got a taste of what it means to be a loyal subject, Deputy General Han.” He leers and I catch a sliver of satisfaction in his eyes. “You would rather die than betray your country but who knew, after all the obstructions and hardships you return to Rui only to be labeled a spy and almost get killed by your own countrymen! Tsk, tsk. I am not sure whether to admire or pity you.” 



“Murong Yu!” I sit up, so angry that I don’t even care about my wounds ripping open. “What sort of man speaks with such sarcasm? I never asked you to save me anyway!” 



“But you can’t deny that you owe me a favour.” He snickers as he looks at me. 



I glare at him but can’t seem to find any good retorts. 



“And what now?” He continues casually as if we’re only discussing tomorrow’s weather. “The country that you pledged loyalty to actually abandons a place they have guarded for decades, retreating with their tails between their legs, leaving behind their own soldiers. Ah…how pathetic.” 



His words grate my ears. 



He shakes his head but the corners of his lips slyly perk up. “Even you, a member of the royal family, the grand nephew of the empress dowager, are abandoned. How pitiful, oh how piti-” 



My fuse ignites as he pokes at my scars. I grab a pillow beside me and hurl it at him. 



“Don’t assume just because you saved me that you can ridicule-”



He catches the flying pillow in midair and flashes an enigmatic smile. “Han Xin, I had thought your looks were the only effeminate thing. I did not know you had a woman’s personality too, resorting to this sort of behaviour when you’re upset.”



“You!”



I throw the bowl and it shoots out like an arrow but he sidesteps it. It whizzes past his shoulder and cracks on the ground with a ‘clunk’. Immediately I hear shouts from the other side of the door. 



“Your Highness!” 



“Are you alright, Your Highness?” 



“Your Highness, shall we come in?” 



“I am fine. Stand down. No one enters without my permission!” He turns and replies then turns back with his usual smile and tosses the pillow back to me. “Just focus on getting yourself back into shape because from the looks of it you could not even escape if you wanted to, let alone anything else.” 



I mutter through clenched jaw. “O’course I’mma run away, you idiot.” 



He has just stood up but quickly snaps around and looks threateningly at me. “Say that again.” 



I refuse to back down from his stare or show any fear even though it hurts like hell. After a while he grins and leans in closer. 



“I think I should inform you that I was originally quite interested in your stubbornness. I even did some research on the kinds of punishment that would be harsher. I was somewhat disappointed with your sudden escape but now that you have fallen into my hands once more, I think you will find it to your liking…” 



Moonlight files through a window and falls onto the floor like frost. The candlelight, on the other hand, seems much dimmer. A chill runs down my spine as I watch that eerie expression of his. 



“You….” The cats got my tongue again and won’t give it back. 



He laughs quite elegantly with a majestic air enough to entrance tons of inexperienced, extremely shallow and superficial women. He could get hundreds, even thousands of young pretty girls lined up for him if he wanted to. 



I wonder if he’s married or not. 



Because I’m really worried for that woman. 



“Earth to Han Xin.” 



His voice rings beside my ears making me jump in my seat. Only when I gather my thoughts again do I realise his face is looming right in front of me. I quickly pull away but his body pushes closer. 



He grabs my chin forcefully. “You’re an interesting one, aren’t you?” 



Puffs of hot air hit my face making me kind of uncomfortable. But he has a firm hold on me so I turn my face away and wave my hands. “If you want to torture me, fine, go right ahead, but at least wait ‘til I recover. Please leave now.” 



He chuckles as if he heard something hilarious. 



The pressure on my throat leaves and I gulp for air while glaring loathingly at the culprit for my near-suffocation. 



He paces slowly to the door, sparks dancing in his eyes but no words coming out. Then he leaves with a grin. 


♚♔



Sloppy piles of books lay before me, already defiled by yours truly. I rub my eyes and lie back onto my pillow, sighing here and there with my eyes shut. Other than reading on my bed, I could do nothing but eat, sleep, drink and apply medicine for the past couple of days. Well, either read or go off to la-la-land. 



Murong Yu’s been a nice chap though, getting me a stack of books to relieve me of my boredom but when I think of the torture he’s going to put me through once I recover, I can’t feel any gratitude towards him. 



Sigh… 



Sigh… 



I survey the quiet room blankly then grab some blankets and wrap myself in comforting warmth. 



The sunlight is just right outside. It streams through the carved windows and forms spots on the floor, making the room feel even more desolate. 



My mind starts to wander and I think, if that guy was here, I’d at least have someone to bicker with. I mean it beats lying on my bed alone with nothing to do. 



At least it’d be sort of fun. 



My chest is starting to ache with pain again. The gash that Xie Zhen left was too deep, after all. The doctor said that if it was the tiniest bit deeper and a fraction more to the right even the reincarnation of the legendary Hua Tuo could not save me.



Of course, when I’m all snug inside this cozy cotton blanket, I admit, albeit bitterly, that Xie Zhen would’ve probably had better aim if Murong Yu hadn’t invaded with his men at that time and startled him. 



I let out another sigh, flipping through the pages of the book in front of me and then wrap myself tight with the blanket. 



That’s enough wandering. Why waste your energy thinking about that useless stuff. What is important right now is recovering and finding an opportunity to escape. As to where I shall escape to… 



Well, I haven’t exactly decided yet but surely not the capital and I can’t stay here either. Murong Yu- 



As soon as I think about him my lips start twitching uncontrollably. I’ve had the worst luck ever since I met him. I’ve literally gone to hell and back—several times! Could it be that our birth signs aren’t compatible? 



The slightly opened door is suddenly pushed open and I hear footsteps stop by the bed. I know who it is so I point to the table. “Put it on the table. I’ll eat it later, thanks.” 



I’ve barely finished when my blanket is ripped away. A chilly breeze hits me and I shiver. I reach out and take the blanket back. “I’m sick right now! You can torture me after I’ve recovered!” 



As expected, Murong Yu’s voice comes from above. “You sure are energetic for a sick person.” 



I roll my eyes at him and ignore him by turning away. This sort of thing happens every day and I’ve gotten tired of wasting my words on him. 



Unexpectedly, he sits down on the edge of the bed and flings my blanket to the other end of the bed. “It is time to apply your medication.” 



Then he starts taking my clothes off. Startled, I struggle a bit and almost fall off the bed but he pulls me back and forces me to stay still. 



I initiate my last line of defense when he’s twisting the cap off the bottle. “C’mon man… I mean every day! Don’t you find it troublesome?” 



I can’t hear any emotion in his voice. “Do you not find it troublesome to resist, every day, and end up like this anyway, every day? 



Not wanting to deal with him anymore, I relax and bury my head into the pillow and let him apply the ointment on me. The lashes from the whippings haven’t healed completely yet and every application is just as hard to bear as the original whipping. I’m having trouble breathing because of the pain and no matter how I move it’s agonizing. 



“Hey…can’t you be…a bit gentler…I mean…do you even know how to do this?” 



“Hey. It’s my first time, too. Just bear with it.” He says casually as he pushes aside wet hair on my forehead. 



What. The. Hell. Keep your hands, which are supposed to be applying ointment, to yourself! 



But I bear with it until the end despite my complaints. Swear to god, I can’t let him do this next time, or else, I might just die from this and not from that dead bastard Xie Zhen. 



He cleans up the medicine and I put on my clothes while getting up. He sits down quietly at the table, takes a cup and pours tea into it. He’s not wearing his armour today; instead it’s just a light-coloured robe. His hair is partly tied up and his expression relaxed. It’s as if he’s come for a hike and not for war. 



Except for that black sword by his waist, of course. 



He picks up the cup and shoots a look at me as if he’s contemplating and searching at the same time. 



“Han Xin, do you want to know how many prisoners we’ve captured?” He swallows some tea and smiles leisurely. 



I roll my eyes at him and reply grudgingly. “Oh, Your Highness, I think you should consider visiting the army hostesses instead of bickering with this sickly person. You should certainly take advantage of this break in the war and enjoy yourself to the fullest.” 



If I were him I would rather have delicate women in my embrace than applying ointment on someone. 



He just keeps smiling as if he hasn’t heard me. After a bit he says, “Of course I will visit them but now is not the time. They tell me Jiangnan in Great Rui is a place of gentle drizzles, red cherry blossoms and green weeping willows.” 



Looking up, he recites:




Fair lands lie in the southeast;


The center of the Wu provinces,


Hangzhou has always flourished.


Misty willow trees and exquisitely carved
bridges;


Emerald green beaded curtains sway in the
wind,


A hundred thousand residences scatter
unevenly across.


Spreads of forest snake along the sandy
shores;


The rugged waves crash and form snowy
froth,


The endless Qiantang River protects the
city.


Pearls and jewels line the markets;


The people dress in vibrant silks,


Rushing to display opulence.






The overlapping mountain peaks about West
Lake are gorgeous;


There are sweet olives in the third month
of autumn,


And ten li of lotus flowers.


Woodwinds play on sunny days;


Water-chestnut
collectors’ songs fill the night,


Delighting old fishermen and lotus picking
girls.


The ivory flag posts of a thousand men


Listen to the flutes and drums, wine in
hand;


Revel in the splendid scenery, rhymes in
mind.


I shall paint this landscape down one day


And display it in
the Imperial court.

 

My stomach tightens and my arms and legs go rigid but his eyes are sparkling. “From what I hear, the women from south of the Yangtze are all graceful, agile and as beautiful as flowers in bloom; every frown, every smile, every scold and every tantrum is filled with passion—by far, much better than any hostess we have here. And let me tell you, I am a very patient man.” 



Not waiting for him to finish, I blurt out. “You’re going for South Hill Pass?” 



He sips some tea before replying. “So what if I am? It is only a matter of time. No need to be so alarmed.” 



He looks up at me with a satisfied smile. “I hope you are not planning to stay a loyal subject after all this, are you?” 



He has a casual expression but his eyes speak confidence. My mouth opens but no words come out. 



“My troops are going through some calibrating these few days. When the time comes, bringing down South Hill Pass, no, even the capital of Rui, will be a piece of cake.” 



Hearing his words makes me dumbfounded and the hairs on my neck stand up. I rush off the bed after a moment’s hesitation and stumble a few steps. I speak once I find my balance. “No way. South Hill Pass was made and kept since the establishment of the country itself. It won’t fall just because you say so.” 



He stops but bellows out in laughter the next moment. He puts the cup down and walks towards me. 



The Yan have always been a tall people. I’m actually considered tall amongst Rui men but I’m still some fractions shorter than Murong Yu. With his back to the light, his expressions and features are all hidden in the shadows and yet his body emits an apparent and powerful aura that rests on your shoulders like dead weights. He comes in closer, not giving me any possibility to escape. 



He spells out. “The city might be dead but the people in it are alive.” 



I glance up a little bit and see him smirking delightfully. 



A thought flies through my mind: he’s saying…there is a spy! 



“And also,” he leans in even closer, lips almost touching my ear, “I suggest you do not even attempt to run away. You do not want to tempt me a second time. The punishment will be more than you can handle.” 



I look into his black eyes and remain quiet; his brows dance upward and a satisfied smile spreads on his face.  




__________________________________



Dairytea's
 comment: ...until next time!  We look forward to reading your comments about this chapter. *u*







Chapter 4


Chapter 6

[image: Creative Commons Licence]
Cold Sands - English Translation by ayszhang is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-ShareAlike 4.0 International License.






    

    
        6

        [bookmark: 6656060629894478241]

Cold Sands (Beyond the Frore Dunes) - ch6









Translator: ayszhang


Proofreaders: Red & Mion Sakamaki


 





 


Cold Sands ch6


If you haven't noticed yet, we've put up a new poll, so vote if you want your voice to be heard!


...and now onto the next chapter! *//u//*





[bookmark: more]





VI Times Past



The attack on South Hill Pass hasn’t been commenced yet for some reason. At least it hasn’t by the time I become well enough to walk freely. Well, I did recover pretty quickly which, Murong Yu says, is all due to the good medicine that was originally prepared for him. 



No matter what, he saved me and I owe him a big one. 



I shake my head in an effort to get all these haphazard thoughts out and then put down the pile of books I had in my arms onto his desk. I turn around to leave. 



“Han Xin,” he says without even looking up and points to the teapot. “There is no more tea. Make another pot, and remember—I want it hot, not warm!” 



I start to curse him in my mind. 



Who do you think I am, Murong Yu? Your personal retinue? It’s not like you didn’t have any before I came along! 



But despite my discontent I pick up the pot obediently. He looks up with a smile, eyes narrowed, as if content with my behaviour. I flash a foolish grin and take my leave. 



Sunlight comes pouring down in brilliant gold beams through the thin layers of clouds and hits the ground with spots of various sizes. There is no one on the training field other than some soldiers on watch duty. 



I crouch in front of the stove and zone out while the water boils. 



I’m being ordered around by him because of that big favour that I owe him. It hasn’t even been a day yet and I have become his favourite entourage to order around. I have to follow him around from the moment he leaves the training field; when he eats, I serve; when he reads reports, I grind ink; even when he sleeps, I have to make the bed. If I show the tiniest sign of unwillingness he would give me a discontent look and bark at me: ‘Do you want to go back to prison that badly?’ 



Staring at the flames burning carelessly in the stove, I unknowingly shake my head. 



Of course I don’t. I still think it’s better to have some freedom than none at all—even if it means getting bullied by him like this. When life gives you lemons, make lemonade. It’s not like it’s the first time shitty things are happening to me. Plus I must find a way to get the hell away from this place....



I let out a soft sigh, reminiscing the events of the past few days. 



See, I found such a way a couple days ago. I had discovered that one guard would secretly go meet with his gal. I had observed him closely for several days but right when I got ready to execute my escape plan on a windy, moonless night Murong Yu stopped me in an odd way. 



'I can’t sleep. Come sit with me.'



His face had been buried in the shadow of the moonlight. I couldn’t see his expression or decipher his tone so all I could do was plop down nervously next to him on the grass. He had on a white night robe. His face was lowered and the gaze that was usually icy and distant had lost its ice, leaving only cold loneliness in those globes. 



He didn’t speak and I didn’t want to tempt him so we just sat there in chilling silence. 



A breeze had blown across the field and swept dead grass up into the air, making the thin blades dance a desolate dance under the frosty silver moonlight. 



I have no idea what could have made a mighty crown prince like him that lonely. He’s the first-born son of the Yan Emperor. The Emperor especially adores him even though his mother passed away early, bestowing him peerage at a very young age. Furthermore, he has many victorious campaigns under his belt. Chances are that he will be the one to ascend the throne in the near future and hold incredible power and immense wealth. 



Therefore, I had thought: Shouldn’t he be in high spirits instead and get more fired up with each battle? Why would there be loneliness in his eyes like that? 



‘What are you…looking at me for?’



His utterance had startled me and I saw he was already looking up so I hurriedly turned away and focused on the grass in front of me. 



‘Why can’t you sleep again?’



I saw him shaking his head from the corner of my eyes. ‘I do not know. I just can’t. It’s weird. I fall asleep the moment my head hits the pillow on those nights when the sound of battle echoed all around the camp but I actually cannot fall asleep now that it’s nice and quiet.’



He chuckled; the shape of his brows was almost gentle as he pushed strands of loose hair out of the way. I gave a light smile and remained silent. We remained that way until the moon climbed to the top of the sky. 



Only then did he mumble. ‘It is late. Let us all go to bed.’



The sound of water boiling brings me out of my daze. I shoot up and reach out to pour the boiling water into the pot, but something goes ‘thump’ behind me. I dodge to the side instinctively. Something brushes past my face with a sharp whistle. 



A booby trap? How come it hasn’t gone off before? 



I stay in the corner for some time but there doesn’t seem to be any more activity so I stick my head out. After checking (several times), I come out of hiding. Only when I wander near the door do I find sunlight coming through a hole the size of a nail in the paper. 



I study it for quite some time…but I’ve got nothing. 



Slightly frustrated, I go to the other wall and indeed I find a corresponding hole but only after picking at it for a long time do I find a silver needle about an inch long. A small paper ball is pinned snuggly onto the wall by it. 



You’re kidding me. Again? 



My lips twitch. 



Can’t the old geezer use a more normal method? He just has to be all mysterious…. 



I can’t help but howl, albeit secretly in my mind, after reading the note. If he has ways to get that note to me how could he not know that I’m being dragged around on a very short leash by Murong Yu practically everywhere he goes? 



Depressed, I fling the note into the fire. The flames suddenly flash but dim again the next moment. I decide to accept my misfortunes and pick up the tea pot and walk out sighing. 



I pass a couple of low-ranking military officers who are chit chatting amongst themselves. 



“The prince is probably gonna get another big fat bonus from the Emperor right?” 



“I think so. His Highness has rendered outstanding contributions. I mean, we’re right outside South Hill Pass! How much more outstanding than that can ya get?” 



“I heard the emperor’s people’re almost here. He-he, I wonder what sorta reward His Highness’ll receive this time…perhaps a coupla fine beauties…” 



Their voices fade away as I turn a corner to get to Murong Yu’s room and mull over what I just heard. 



Hmm. It seems like the Yan Emperor dotes on him quite a bit, sending people over this urgently. He’s probably worried for this son of his who’s out at war. Perfectly normal to send a couple of women over- 



But come to think of it, I don’t think I’ve seen him with a woman lately. Hmm. What a diligent worker. 



My thoughts are ruthlessly interrupted by Murong Yu’s unfriendly voice. 



“Hey, you didn’t go get water, did you?” 



“Huh?” I stop in my tracks, run through some ideas and put on an honest face before replying. “Yeah, the fire was too slow so….” 



He looks up from his military reports and glares at me, to which I respond with an innocent look and a hot steaming cup of tea. He shrugs and he takes a small sip before sticking his head into those reports again. 



I sit down in the corner, bored out of my skull, so I pick up a random book. I get past a couple of lines before waves of exhaustion hit me but I don’t dare fall asleep on him. My eyes meander around the room and somehow end up back on him. 



Normally he would bicker with me but when he gets down to business he is 120% focused. His eyes don’t stray and his brush keeps moving; his head is lowered and his eyes unblinking, as if he’s drowning in that pile of reports. 



He’s sitting at his desk so I can only see one side of him. Sunlight falls softly through the windows and lines his figure with an extremely pale light, making the outlines of his face even more distinct. His tall nose bridge, tightly pursed lips and slightly furrowed brows—seems as though he’s in deep thought. There’s none of the usual overwhelming aura or any inhospitality. Even the playfulness he has when he bickers with me is gone. 



I nod slowly. I must admit, he’s an outstanding man. I’ve gotten to know him better after being with him these days: he’s probably the prince who leads battles most often, he definitely has a very unfriendly personality (he’s fine when he squabbles with me but he’s basically a frozen hunk of ice in front of other people), but a cold personality, even a slightly twisted one, is understandable seeing that his mother died early….



I fall asleep from boredom with the book in hand in this warm stuffy room. 



After who knows how long, I kind of feel light breaths on me and a warm hand on my cheek. I think it is part of my dream so I bat at it with my hand and it disappears. I shift into a more comfortable position and continue to chat with the Sandman. 



But soon after the strange sensation comes back again and doesn’t stop. 



“Shtawppit….” I grumble as I turn my face away. 



The funny feeling follows and I get irritated. I rip my eyes open and see Murong Yu about a step away. It looks as if he had just put his hands behind his back and looked away. His lips are pursed and he turns his head away calmly. 



I rub my eyes, touch my face, yawn and ask him, “Aren’t you supposed to be reading those reports of yours?” 



I see his lips moving but nothing comes out. His eyes dart around and something about it seems unnatural but it disappears the next moment. He rolls his eyes at me but refuse to give me a reply. 



Okay then…. I have never actually seen him looking uneasy like this before. 



My gaze seems to irritate him and he frowns. “Just what are you looking at?” 



“Nothin’.” I shrug. “Just not fully awake yet.” 



He rolls his eyes a little and sits back down. “I’m done with these. Put them back.” He points to the pile of reports. 



I nod in acknowledgement and just as I finish stacking them all up and get them in my arms he gets up and stops me. 



“Do you not want to know what the reports say, Han Xin?” He leans in and asks. 



I waver but it hits me right away. 



Murong Yu, this sort of second-rate trick won’t work on me. My cousins pulled the same thing the first time they bullied me all those years back. If I can’t fight I can still run, can’t I? 



I smile politely. “Sorry, I’m not interested.” 



He watches me suspiciously as if trying to dig two holes in me. 



I yawn again lazily. “I shall take my leave if there is nothing else, Your Highness.” 



Then I casually turn and leave with the reports not giving his reaction a care in the world. 



The old geezer said that he’d meet me at some windy, moonless, completely deserted place where birds don’t even fly over. This leaves me anticipating. 



Well, his name is obviously not ‘old geezer’ but that’s how I secretly call him in my mind. His name is Liao Tianyi. Uncle used to hire him as the household’s live-in teacher. Uncle had told me that he was a man of talent, knowledge and wisdom and a famous scholar but that he had a strange personality. He didn’t want to hold any titles or recognition and only wanted to be a teacher at the Minister’s Mansion.



If I have to think of something good I got from that place, it would have to be him. He had taught us to read and write and to debate and compose. He would also tell us many epic tales of heroes and adventurers and when he did every one of us, no matter how much of a troublemaker we were, listened attentively with wide, impressed eyes. 



A lot of the times he wouldn’t even get mad if he found me hiding in the library reading,. Instead he would smile kindly, pat my head and tell me, one by one, about things such as how to run a country, strategies, tactics and other stuff I don’t think I would ever need in my life. 



I had asked him, many times, why he told me those things, but he’d always give me an indecipherable reply. 



‘You’ll have a need for them one day, Han Xin.’ He would say. 



I enjoyed having a teacher like that very much though I still can’t understand a lot of what he has taught me. There was someone who applies medicine for me when my cousins bullied me, someone who read stories for me, someone who saw me as a proper human being, someone who cared….



Just when I start to worry about how I’m supposed to sneak out and meet with the old geezer with Murong Yu’s constant surveillance, Murong Yu actually tells me that he needs to see to some officials coming from the Yan court, sent by the Emperor, so I won’t be needed. 



Hallelujah! 



I don’t forget about his unnerving gaze and chilling expression, of course, while I’m secretly celebrating. 



“No wandering around without my permission. If you dare even try running away…you will wish you were never born!” He warns. 



I arrive at the rendezvous at the agreed time. After bearing close to one hour of the night wind’s cruel and unforgiving torture, I start to wonder: did the old geezer decide to blow me off? 



The night is tranquil and nothing stirs. 



I wrap my clothes tighter in hopes to regain some warmth. After who knows how long, the moon has already gone into hiding behind gloomy clouds and left the blazing orange camp fires off in the distance as the only light source. 



I curl myself into the corner as I hear faint footsteps of patrols and the metallic clanking. I huff into my hands and only then I realise they’re almost frozen. 



I curse under my breath. “You’d better not stand me up, old geezer-” 



“Who are you talking ‘bout, you lil’ rascal.” 



Something hits me hard on my head and I quickly glance up to see a person watching me leisurely with a whip in hand. I squint and stand up when I finally recognize him. 



“Old geezer-” 



He smirks as he whacks me again. “Is that what you call your teacher now, you lil’ punk?” 



“Sorry. Sorry.” I immediately correct myself. “Master Liao.” 



Everyone else knows him as a talented scholar but I know he also has a few more tricks up his sleeve that he just never shows publicly. So I don’t even need to wonder how he got in here; the silver needle the other day is also a regular of his. 



We look like two soldiers trying to keep warm as we huddle together. 



The old geezer is in his forties but his eyes are as sharp as ever. There’s some dark-coloured stubble on his jaw and his black robe makes him look ever lankier. 



“Master, if you can come and go from here so freely why don’t you bring me along? Saves me all this suffering.” 



He rolls his eyes at me. “I can’t believe you’d say something that shameful.” 



I heave an exasperated sigh. “But Master, it’s not like I wanted to get caught. Plus I can’t leave by myself. Why all the hassle coming here if you really want me to die in here?” 



He smiles again. “It doesn’t look so bad to me. I mean you’re doing a pretty good job pourin’ and serving tea and such.” 



My breath catches short. “I have to because if I don’t I’d suffer even more!” 



“Anyway, I didn’t come to chit-chat today.” He faces me with a serious look. “I need to talk with you.” 



I haven’t heard him speak in such a tone and an ominous feeling starts edging up on me. 



“Han Xin, when are you going to stop this act? I hope you aren’t planning to continue this for the rest of your life.” 



My heart jumps to my throat. I get up to leave, not wanting to listen any further, but he hooks onto my wrist. 



“I know. You have been ignored and bullied since you were young and you have never given a damn. But now that it has come to this, are you still going to continue this act?” His tone is full of warning. 



I turn my head away, not wanting to respond now the cat has been let out of the bag. 



“You might be all cozy up here but do you know what is happening out there?” 



“Of course I do.” I scoff lightly.” All the lords of Great Rui have sent their army to aid the emperor but all have faced absolute defeat in the face of the Yan army. No survivors. Not even the lords. Marshal Heng in the south has a large army under command but there’s no sign of him sending reinforcements and the capital is facing imminent danger now that Rope Hill Creek has fallen.” 



He nods as his emotionless eyes watch me. “Good. You do know a thing or two.” 



“But what does that all have to do with me?” I violently snatch my hand away. “All I want is to live a normal life. All this nobility status is nothing but a burden. Plus no one even sees me that way. I am already doing them a huge favour, not busting their asses after all those whippings! Whether they live or die has nothing to do with me.” 



“Watch your mouth!” He immediately scowls angrily. “You are not only nobility, you are….” 



“Huh?” 



I take a peek at him, feeling a piece of the puzzle missing. 



His body shakes as he quietly stares at me. After a while he turns around and ignores me. I lightly tug on his sleeve, thinking I probably overdid it this time. 



“C’mon. I apologize,” I mutter. “Master Liao….” 



“How could you possibly say that it has nothing to do with you?” 



His voice is extremely soft as if he’s asking me but asking himself at the same time. I stop and watch him, not knowing what to do. 



The silence is like death, holding everything around us in place. Countless thoughts run through my head and I can’t form any solid ones. 



He turns with a mysterious expression and declares. “You will never have a normal life, Han Xin.” 



I see red like I’ve just been hammered on the head. I shoot up and turn to him. 



“This is my life! No one can live it for me. And all this war and nation bullshit has nothing to do with me!” 



I start dashing away when I hear his voice from behind. “And you are fine living under them?” 



I whip around and glare at him, my tone as certain as metal. “I will leave! Whether it’s this place or Great Rui!” 



Icy wind whistles past. 



I trudge along a small path with no sense of direction. The moon peeks through the clouds and shines a desolate shadow on the ground. There’s no sign of people anywhere. After turning a corner I glance up unknowingly and suddenly stop in my tracks. A lonely figure is sitting in the gallery. 



Isn’t that…Murong Yu? Isn’t he meeting with some Yan officials or something? Why would he sitting here this late by himself? 



He’s clothed in a simple light-coloured robe. His head is slightly bowed; his eyes shut as if in deep thought but an awesome nimbus still hovers about him. A wine pot is held in front of him and the wind sends over a strong waft of alcohol. 



I guess he’s in a bad mood or something. 



Deciding not to bug him, I nudge backwards and am about to leave when… 



“Not another step.” 



I halt and he slowly looks up. “Han Xin, come…drink with me.” 



They say wine brings joy to the heart. After we down more than a few cups in our stomachs, our cheeks flush and our conversation becomes more spirited. 



“As I had expected…Father sending his people today…” He picks up his cup and speaks to the sky and the moon. “He doesn’t completely trust me after all.” 



“No way…” I rest my head upon my hand and watch the liquor in my cup as I ask. “Why’d a father…not trust his own son?” 



He downs the entire cup and smirks bitterly. “You wouldn’t…understand.” 



I take a sip and glance at him. “An’ that’s why you’re drinkin’ by yourself?” 



He nods and fills up his cup again. 



“Ya know, you’ll feel better if you talk about it.” 



He suddenly glowers with suspicion and I hurriedly add, “Isokay if you don’t though. I don’t wanna invade your privacy…or whatever.” 



An unfamiliar emotion flashes in his eyes. Sadness? I’m stumped. Sadness? Not really a word fit for him. 



He hesitantly utters. “I’m…Crown Prince of Yan but…no’ne knows that I’ve Rui blood in me too. Mother was the daughter of…an influential family in Rui and was taken by Father in a battle. Father admired her…talent and passion an’ made her his concubine.” 



He bows his head down and whispers so softly I can barely hear him. “But…Mother hated ‘im. Even when she gave birth t’ me…she still hated ‘im…and was ambivalent even to me.” 



Suddenly I think of the parents that I’ve never met and my heart clenches. I pat him on his back empathetically. But he doesn’t stop there—probably had too much to drink. 



“Mother missed her home dearly…an’ died six years after givin’ birth t’ me…Father might be fond o’ me…but I’ve four brothers who all come from prestigious backgrounds…so I’ve no one to rely on…but myself.” 



I’m sprawled on the stone table as I gaze at him through hazy eyes—probably had too much to drink, too. “So…so you lead your troops and fight battles everywhere?” 



“They all have the support of their maternal relatives…but I’ve got nothing…Only military accomplishments can help me secure my position.” 



Now that I have the bigger picture, I nod knowingly. “And now yer father doesn’t trust you…so that’s why yer…yer sad.” 



He dips his head down in a nod but comes up again to look at me. He points a long slender finger at me. “Bingo.” 



He pours another cup to the brim and stares at me for a minute before remembering his words. 



“So, Han Xin, what were…your parents like?” 



I close my eyes tight, my mind a mess. I mutter after contemplating, “I…dunno…I’ve ne’er met them.” 



“Surely you remember…a lil’?” 



I shake my head and drink up. “I…really dunno…I can’t recall anything before age nine.” 



His eyes widen. “What d’you mean?” 



“E’ery time I…tried t’ remember…my head wud hurt so much…so I just stopped tryin’.” 



His face flushes red and a mist gathers in those black eyes. 



“I guess that’s one thing we ‘ave in common.” 



My surroundings become fuzzy and I can’t see Murong Yu that well either. I titter as I drink one last cup and feel my body float like a feather while my vision blurs out of focus. 



After a long period of giddiness, I suddenly feel something soft underneath me. My body gets hotter and hotter and my head gets heavier and heavier. I toss and turn around in the dizziness and find a comfy spot and then get ready for a good night’s sleep. 



Then something heavy is squishing me. 



Stupid alcohol, look what you’ve done. I can’t even open my eyes, let alone get this thing off. 



After a few attempts, it actually becomes heavier. That stupid alcohol was actually quite strong—I’m practically burning. But suddenly I feel something cold. I peel open my eyelids only to see a pair of glowing black eyes. I look into them for a moment then start glancing around and catch a glimpse of my naked chest. 



No wonder. Shirt—Where’s my shirt? 



Hot breaths hit my face. I think there’s someone trying to talk to me but I can’t hear shit with this headache. 



What the heck is going on? 



I feel my face getting hotter and a scorching tongue pushes into my mouth, going into every corner with its fiery temperature as if it’s found an outlet. I only recognize the face after several attempts. 



Murong Yu’s shadow completely enshrouds me. His rushed pants sound especially rough from above. His face is getting more and more flushed and his usually clear eyes have become tainted with lust. He peers at my useless struggles and his breathing becomes more ragged. 



My drunken mind tries to process this information but before it gets to a conclusion he dips down again in a blink of an eye. I instinctively turn my head to one side and I feel my neck being sucked and gnawed on. 



Wha-what the hell is he doing? Could it be that he’s so drunk that he’s mistaken me for a woman? Or maybe he got aroused from the alcohol? 



I mean, I haven’t seen him with a woman recently. Or maybe…he’s also interested in men. I shift over a bit and giggle. 



“Whasso funny?” He breathes beside my ear while rubbing me all over the place. 



So, His Highness, the crown prince, has this special fetish, too. Why didn’t he just tell me earlier? It’s nothing to be embarrassed about; I won’t make fun of him. 



“Murong Yu!” 



“Wut?” 



I finally get Lothario’s claws under control and instruct, “Out the door, turn left an’ go to the end. There’s a three-storey building wit’ a string o’ red lanterns—the most famous brothel in town. If you keep goin’ in you’ll see the male brothel. Tall’uns, short’uns, fat’uns, skinny uns, whatever you want, they’ve got. Don't you worry. I’ll hook you up, brother. It’s on me—I can get you 20% off.” 



I give him a hearty clap on the shoulder too to show him what a good-hearted, generous friend I am and instantly I feel his weight leave a bit. 



What a smart guy. He gets it already. 



Considering this, I let go of his hands and roll over. I mumble as I drag the blankets along, “I won’t get in the way o’ the long night that lies ahead o’ you…just don’t forget t’ shut the door on yer way out…ah, tired…” 



I yawn but a palm unexpectedly scrapes loudly across my face. I snap back up but he’s already standing, pulling his robe on and watching me with a face like thunder. 



Any sign of sleep disappears instantly. I sit there with my hand on my face, not sure what to do. His highness’s face is stormy and his lips are twitching. His whole body is tense save for his wildly rising and falling chest. It’s as if he’s trying to suppress extreme anger. 



Wh-what? 



I only thought what you were thinking and worried about what you were worried about. I won’t laugh at you even if I know about your little secret. It’s not even rare for royalty to have male lovers. 



So why did you have to hit me? 



He scowls and then whips around, not forgetting to slam the door shut. 



Bang! Dust collected on the door ledge comes fluttering down, and even the candle flames shake. 



“Weirdo.” 



Only after a while I put my hand down and collapse on my pillow. 



__________________________________
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VII Unexpected





I roll over with the blankets wrapped around me. Gentle light shines in through the windows and I pull the covers over my head. After a nice long rest, I sit up and roll out of the bed. I shiver from the loss of warmth and it wakes me up quite a bit. 



My head still aches with a dull pain and I close my eyes. I guess I need to watch the alcohol from now on—it’s as though my head’s going to crack open. I roughly comb my messy hair and when I open my eyes, I’m shocked because I’m shirtless. 



I’m pretty sure I don’t have any weird habit of sleeping nude. 



Last night. What happened last night? 



I try really hard to conjure up the memory but it’s like looking through thick fog—nothing seems real. The last thing I remember is seeing the old geezer, and getting in an argument with him and then drinking with Murong Yu. I look down and spot some bluish and reddish marks but I’m pretty sure I didn’t get hurt. So where did these come from? 



I scour every corner of my brain but when I get no answers I simply give up. 



I leave my room after washing up. The morning sun paints large golden blots on the limestone path. The cool, moist morning breeze hits my face. I look up at the sky; the weather is gorgeous, not a cloud in sight. The sky’s a clear solid blue. I can hear faint sounds of splashing streams and of windy grasslands from outside the city walls. 



It was spring when I accompanied General Zhou here and now autumn’s coming. Time has gone by so fast. 



I feel kind of guilty when I remember the old geezer’s angered expression from last night. It was my first time seeing him since I entered the army and now I really regret driving him away like that. Maybe if I had just been a bit more patient he might’ve given in and brought me away from this place. Yet, what can I do but sigh in regret now that he’s left? 



I head towards Murong Yu’s room, wondering how he would punish me for waking up late when a few of the personal retinues of his appear from around the corner ahead with plates and glasses in their arms. They all have tense, anxious expressions on their faces and sneak whispers to each other from time to time but when one of them spots me his troubled expression immediately disappears. 



“My friend!” He claps my shoulder, beaming. “Why don’t you do us a favour and bring these to His Highness for us?” 



Puzzled, I inquire. “But didn’t you just come from over there?” 



Without waiting for me to finish, they stick the things into my arms. 



“His Highness has been in a really bad mood since He awakened, for some reason, and we’re all too scared to go in—what if His Highness puts us on the block even when we didn’t do anything wrong?” 



Unsatisfied with their explanation, I retort. “Oh, so I’m not scared? For your information, I don’t wanna be on the block either!” 



“Oh no, no, no. That wouldn’t happen. We all see how His Highness treats you. Don’t you worry about it, my friend!” 



In the end, I can’t out-talk them so I brace myself and march over to his room. Looking through the window, I see that his back’s to me. He doesn’t have his armour on, just a loosely-fitted robe and his hair has only been gathered simply into a single bunch. Several pieces of paper lie open on his desk as if he’s writing military reports but there are only a few messy lines. A small mountain of crumpled balls of ink-blotted paper rests on one side of the desk. 



He’s still in a bad mood? 



I glance down at the things in my arm: a cold bowl of congee and a few pastries. It’s obviously breakfast. He hasn’t eaten yet, although it’s completely past the time for breakfast? 



I finally speak after lots of deliberating. 



“I…I brought you your breakfast.” 



His figure moves the slightest bit. Dazzling sunlight pours through the window sill and onto his shoulders, dragging his tall figure onto the grey floor into a long, desolate shadow. 



“Han Xin…just put it on the table.” His head turns slightly during his moment of hesitation. 



I gently put the food on the table and turn to leave but turn back around when I get to the door. 



“Um…At least try to take a bite or two, even if you’re in a bad mood.” I whisper. 



He might’ve said something but I’m not sure. Quietly I tidy up the pile of paper and just when I’m about to get out the door he halts me. When he turns around, I see an exhausted face of someone who hasn’t slept the whole night. His brows tightly knit together and his gaze wanders. 



He mumbles after a long silence. “Did you…have a good night’s rest?” 



I nod though I’m not sure why he asked such a bizarre question. “I drank too much last night. I slept well but my head hurt when I got up.” 



He has a strange expression and his eyes start wandering again. Then he nods. “You’re a light drinker alright.” 



Why is he acting so weird today? Discussing drinking with me instead of writing his reports. 



He holds my gaze, a blade-like wrinkle in between his brows. His cheeks seem to turn faintly pink but I can’t be sure. 



Does he have a fever? 



“Hey.” I point at him. “Maybe you should go see the army doctor. Look at you, all flushed. You’re probably sick or something.” 



I can’t help but secretly snicker at this crown prince who can’t even take care of himself. I go over to the table and pour a cup of tea for him. He takes it and grins, playing with the cup instead of drinking it. 



“I’ll go call the doctor.” I walk towards the door without looking at him. “Better solve the problem early on. I need to see him too anyways.” 



He whips around and looks at me. “Wha-what’s wrong?” 



I shrug and point at my neck. “I don’t know. These weird bluish reddish marks just appeared out of nowhere.” 



He seems to hesitate for a moment before tossing his cup aside, his uneasiness nowhere to be found the next moment. 



“Where? Let me see.” 



He comes quickly towards me but I frown and wave my hand. “No, thank you, Your Highness; I think I’ll just get the doctor.” 



I slip out of there before he gets close. 



He’s clearly acting strange today since morning. Normally, when I’m serving him, he would bicker with me if he’s free. We would throw retorts back and forth and it would generally be a good time. 



But today, the atmosphere is very unusual, no, strange, to be precise. 



By lunchtime, he still has an anxious look, his gaze remains jittery and he doesn’t talk to me as much. And when I serve lunch, he eats one more helping than usual. Also, he would mutter to himself ‘Why? Why?’ or have a serious look as if he’s brooding over something very important. 



Finally he is able to settle down and sweep all the paper balls and inky paper off of his desk and then spread brand new pages out to write on. I turn to leave after I prepare ink and make tea. 



What a nice afternoon; it’d be a waste to not take a nice long na- 



“Where do you think you’re going?” 



I stop in my tracks and meet his focused gaze. 



“To take a nap of course. My head still kind of hurts for some reason.” I casually say. 



He looks as though he choked on his own spit when he heard what I said. He looks around and points to a chair behind him. “Don’t go anywhere. Sit here. So I can keep my eyes on you.” 



I bite down angrily and shuffle grudgingly over to the chair. He perks his lips and goes back to his work. 



For moments, the sound of ink brush gliding across quality rice paper fills the room. A faint fragrance of ink hovers in the air and the blazing sun coming from the back of the room warms the whole room up. 



I don’t know when the book I have been reading falls into my lap. I lean back into the chair, my eyes drooping down. Finally I give into the Sandman’s invitation to some high tea. My sleep is light as always; I can still hear some tiny rustling of paper through my dozing. 



Then it’s heavy footsteps, of a soldier, and also clanging of metal against the ground. 



“Your Highness-” 



The person’s words seem to be interrupted. Then there is ruffling of cloth. 



“Let us take this outside.” 



Tranquility returns to the room. Unintentionally I shift in the chair. The chair’s arm digs into me and I open my eyes. 



The sunlight is still pouring into the room leisurely, sprinkling golden spots everywhere. I yawn silently and sit up straight. 



“Are you certain?” 



“Yes, Your Highness, the prisoner has been identified as Duke Yu Qing of Rui.” 



I hear Murong Yu’s delightfully proud laughter. “Let us see what else they have got up their sleeves now that all the dukes of Rui have either been killed or captured.” 



My insides knot up. 



The proud and elegant Duke Yu Qing is the only person in the royal family who doesn’t have a care for status or wealth and has never got involved with the court and politics. He has spent all his gifts and talents on a grand project to collect literature of numerous famous poets and writers. Is Great Rui in such danger that even Duke Yu Qing must go to battle for it? 



My brain is a cluster. My knuckles are turning white from holding onto the chair. 



Even Duke Yu Qing has gotten captured? 



“Rui has been going downhill since Duke Zhao Rui’s uprising twelve years ago. The members of the royal family have declined and now even Lord Book-Worm here has been forced to go into battle.” His voice is filled with vain and contempt. 



“It is common knowledge that the current Emperor Wen is ill and stays within the confines of his palace all year long. With no royal heir present, I wonder what will become of the throne if he dies of stress from this war.” 



“Well put, Your Highness,” the person speaks in a low tone in an effort to suppress delight. “Presently our men’s spirits are high. If we take this opportunity to attack, surely we can take South Hill Pass with no problem and aim straight for the capital city!” 



“No. South Hill Pass is easy to defend but difficult to attack, not to mention Zhou Zhenluan himself is stationed there. We must not act hastily if we are to be victorious.” 



“According to our double agents, Zhou Zhenluan has much on his plate. The Minister of Defense, Xie Yun, has placed many of his own people into the army to restrict Zhou Zhenluan’s actions. Conflict between the two is becoming more heated by the minute.” 



“Tsk, tsk. To think that they would fight amongst themselves at a time like this. Well, better for us that they do; victory looks more promising by the minute. Only South Hill Pass still stands—but not for much longer!” 



“Your Highness, once South Hill Pass falls under your steeds, your military accomplishments will stack higher than ever. With enormous military power in hand, fighting for the throne will be like taking candy from a baby-” 



“Silence!” Murong Yu barks. 



The person immediately slaps his own mouth three times as punishment. 



“I shall not hear such words again. Not even I can protect you if they get out.” After a moment’s pause he calmly speaks again. “Taking the Pass down in the shortest amount of time is the only thing that should be on your minds presently.” 



The person tentatively continues. “Your Highness, You’re out here all by Yourself while, from what our people back in the capital tell us, Your brothers, they’ve began to take action. And His Majesty’s health has been unstable lately, Your Highness…” 



The entire yard is quiet save for the wind and the leaves that it disturbs, disturbing the peaceful afternoon at the same time. 



“I-I shall consider what you have said. You may leave.” 



“Thank you, Your Highness. I shall take my leave now.” 



Hearing all this, I feel kind of down. I’m not sure whether for the inevitable conflict between his brothers or for the seemingly dim future of Great Rui, or perhaps for my own unknown path. 



Murong Yu doesn’t speak another word for the rest of the afternoon. He just puts on his armour and goes to the training field without a word. 



I witness his army’s might from afar—a wave of black that knows no boundaries. Metallic sunlight flashes coldly off the iron plates and stings my eyes. A black gold-embroidered general’s flag flies up into the air, billowing in the wind, a single character ‘Yan’ written boldly in silver. Black helmets and iron plates stand in rigid formation below the platform. 



Murong Yu stands in glistening silver armour, not a hair out of place, the white eagle feathers on his helmet glow as if alive, emitting beams of icy light. A scorching but dazzling light radiates from his body that forces you to shy away. 



A blessed son of god. 



I can’t help but admit, such a person means fortune for Yan but doom for Great Rui. 



With prestige flowing in his blood, he cannot allow any disdain, therefore the battlefield is his best stage. On the battlefield, he is a soldier who slays his foes with a wave of his sword but in the near future he will reach the absolute pinnacle and become the sovereign ruler of the Yan Empire. 



I chuckle to myself. 



God has never been fair. 



And the difference between me and him would be understated if I said he is the clouds and I’m the dirt. 



But it’s all right because I’m okay with what I have and what I can and cannot have. 




♚♔






Murong Yu gathers many of his men in his room after supper. It looks as if they’ve got very important matters to discuss. 



I sneakily head to the prison. The guards know that I’m Murong Yu’s personal retinue so they don’t give me a hard time. 



It becomes colder as I pass through the dim walkways and deeper into the prison. A rotten, moldy smell hits me and I have to hold my breath. The torches squeak and wheeze on the walls and cast shadows and figures everywhere, making it all the more creepier. I don’t stop until I reach the innermost cell. 



Is that famous scholar of a lord locked in that tiny cramped place? 



Under the dim torch light, I catch a glimpse of a person sitting in silence in the corner. His light body frame seems weak and frail. He looks miserable under the flickering lights; his face is so pale it’s transparent. His eyes are tightly shut as if in deep sleep but his pale slender fingers are slightly quivering. 



I gently crouch down, not wanting to disturb him. 



It is him, after all, Duke Yu Qing. 



Suddenly he starts coughing violently and my heart clenches. “Are you alright, my Lordship?” 



His eyes slowly open and he stares at me, fazed, like he doesn’t know me. Only after a minute does he slowly but surely call out my name, “Han Xin.” 



“I knew you were still alive.” He sits up a little and moves towards me with a light smile. 



I nod guiltily and he smiles again. “It’s not easy at times like these.” 



“Did they hurt you, Your Lordship?” 



He shakes his head and his smile disappears. 



“No. I’m a duke, after all. They would not dare.” He looks up at me and asks. “But I bet they put you through a lot, huh?” 



I lower my gaze. “Just a few whippings, nothing really.” 



After a long silence, I continue. “Your Lordship, has it really gotten to the point that even you must…?” 



I fall quiet. 



“Yes,” he says with such ease it’s like he’s talking about someone else. “It has.” 



He heaves a deep sigh and the sparkle in his eyes fades. “I’m just a book lover; I’ve devoted my life to ink and paper. Now that I’ve failed, I do not wish for anything but a clean, noble death.” 



I bite my lips and gaze at him. His eyes are dark and his expression clear as usual as if he’s seen past life and death. I’m not sure what to say all of a sudden. 



He studies me from the corners of his eyes. “I haven’t seen you for quite some time; you look more and more like him.” 



“I beg your pardon?” My body shakes and I look up, shocked. 



He stares at the half-feet-wide hole in the wall as if he hasn’t heard me, as if he’s forgotten about my existence, as if he’s talking to himself. 



“Twelve years. If only he had succeeded twelve years ago, Great Rui wouldn’t be what it is today…” 



Him? 



Who? 



“Great Rui’s establishment was based on scholarship; many of the royals are scholars. But only him, only he was skilled in martial arts, if only he was the emperor now, if only…” 



I can’t help it any longer and I reach in through the bars to grab his shoulders. 



“Who is he? Your Lordship, who is he? And what does he have to do with me?” 



Duke Yu Qing looks steadily at me as if trying to find something from my face and then he shakes his head. He grabs onto my hands with strength as though he wants to break my wrists. 



“Promise me one thing, Han Xin!” 



I try hard to suppress my surprise and anxiety and nod. “Anything, Your Lordship. As long as it’s within my abilities, consider it done.” 



“Return! You must return!” 



I blink in confusion. 



He holds my gaze and smiles hopelessly. “I have one son, not yet one. I hope you can take care of him for me.” 



“Why does Your Lordship say such things? You shall return too!” 



I don’t understand. Why is he, Duke Yu Qing, suddenly asking me to take care of his son? 



I glance back at him but I feel his smile has turned cold. 



“You really take after him. Perhaps, perhaps you can fulfill his will.” 



He suddenly releases my hand and sighs again. He cups my face with soft hands and he looks lovingly at me in the way a father looks at his son. 



I cautiously ask him after much thought. “Can Your Lordship tell me, who this ‘he’ is? And what does he have to do with me?” 



“Do you really want to know?” He leans motionless against the cell door and cracks a tired smile. 



“There is no need to know!” 



A thunderous voice booms near my ears and I quickly turn around. A silhouette is standing a couple of steps away in between the torch and me. 



Murong Yu! 



His figure is stiff and tense like metal. I can’t decipher anything from those midnight orbs that are raven like the night sky. He rushes forth, grabs me by the wrist and drags me out before I get a word of complaint out of my mouth. I only feel a sharp pain from my wrist amidst the push and shove. 



“Let go of me, Murong Yu!” 



He keeps pushing on pretending to not have heard me. We’re outside in the blink of an eye. Everything is covered in a light veil of white by the cool moonlight. 



I stop after prying his grip off and yell at him. “Are you crazy? He’s just someone I’ve known for a long time! And why did you have to interrupt him?” 



He whips around with a ridiculous smile and steps towards me. I automatically back away. I can feel a cold aura coming from his eyes. 



“I am crazy.” He says as he comes closer. I back up step by step. He seems like a completely different person today. 



I feel my back press against the wall and I start panicking. With nowhere to go I can only look him straight in the eye. 



“Do you really not remember what happened last night?” 



I feel something heavy in the air pushing me down and I squeeze out a few weak words. “I told you, I got drunk and forgot everything.” 



“Lies. You do remember.” 



Are you kidding me? I don’t need you to tell me what is in my own brain or not! 



“You’re acting up. Go take a cold shower!” I don’t want to continue this conversation so I lift up an arm to push him away and leave. 



“Stop moving.” 



His voice sounds extremely close. I instinctively raise a hand to block him but the moment my hand touches him it’s tightly restricted by his. His hand’s cool just like glacial ice. I wiggle my hand around in an attempt to break free but he only tightens his grip. 



“I told you to not move, Han Xin.” His lips feel really close to my ears. 



“Alright, okay, tell me what you want then.”



We stare at each other and the silence seems to freeze time. He suddenly steps closer, imprisons me in between his arms without answering my question and brings his body closer. I struggle but to no avail. 



“Just what are you doing?” I hiss.



Little blasts of hot air brush my face. It’s a bit ticklish. He lifts my face up and studies it with a burning look. Before I know it his lips are on mine—a bit cool like his hand. My body freezes over, letting him do as he pleases. 



My head spins, my limbs are restricted, my breath is stolen and an irresistible power replaces the cool sensation from before with an overwhelming heat. 



He releases me only after a long, long kiss. I can’t help but pant for fresh air. 



“This is what I wanted.” His voice is husky and stiff. 



I calm myself down and glare at him with clenched jaw. 



Don’t think you can do as you please with me just because I’m a prisoner. 



“I said before, if you like men you can go to a brothel! I won’t let you belittle me like this just because I’m your prisoner!” 



He stops and the grip on my arm quickly tightens. “You think I’m belittling you, Han Xin?” He sounds a bit upset. 



“If not, what is it then that you’re doing right now?” I question. 



I glare at him and buckle around trying to break free. 



A playful smile dances on his lips. “You really think so, Han Xin?” 



I look daggers at him while he laughs softly by my ears. I think his jaw is clenched. 



He leans in, his breath brushing my neck. “I really want to crack that thick skull of yours open and see what exactly you have inside.” 



I frown. What shit is this guy spewing? I can’t make head or tails of this. 



His lips are on mine again before I get anything sorted out. He pries open my teeth and his tongue swipes over every single place in my mouth, not allowing me to hide, forcing me to respond. 



“Mmm.” My head spins from anger and I try to push him away with all my might. 



The next moment a frightened shriek disturbs the peaceful night. 



“Yu! Wh-What are you two doing?!”

__________________________________
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VIII Whereto





“Hey! You hold it right there!” A girl orders loudly, “Answer me this instant! I forbid you to ignore me!”



I saunter ahead of her with my arms full while she yells at me. 



Crack! 



A whip flies across. I quickly step behind a pillar and steer clear of it. 



“A real man faces his problems! Not hides from them!” she taunts with all her might. 



I can’t help but shake my head. I edge my way out from behind. 



“Women are simply impossible to please,” I comment casually. 



“How dare you! I will have you-” 



She strikes down with her whip backhand and slices the air. The lashes come down like rain but I dodge them all, remaining unharmed. 



I suppose she got tired after a while so she stands, leaning on a pillar. She wipes her forehead dry and looks daggers at me while huffing and puffing. I shrug and leisurely lean against another pillar. 



“Haven’t you had enough fun for one morning, Duchess Xiao? I still have matters to attend to before his highness returns or else punishment awaits me.” 



The girl in front of me is no more than seventeen. Her eyes and teeth have a healthy glow like rows of pearls and her cheeks are naturally rosy. She looks like a piece of viridescent jade bathed in water at first glance, forming a brilliant contrast with her fire-red cloak. 



Her name is Xiao Qinyun, grandniece of Empress Dowager of Yan. She was bestowed the Dukedom of Zhao Peng the moment she was born and has been doted on ever since. Not only does she have the vanity of the blue-blooded, there’s a certain passion and temper that you don’t see in most noblewomen. 



She sits on a railing, brows raised and eyes wide. “Don’t try to threaten me with my dear Yu. He doesn’t scare me. Also, you’re nothing but a prisoner. How dare you speak to me like that?” 



“Yes, my Duchess.” I nod and grin. “Your noble birth allows you to look down upon all else, even his highness the prince.” 



According to her words, she’s Murong Yu’s fiancée. She came here in two shakes to see him after catching wind of his victory, bringing over a hundred in her entourage. The residence became filled with so many people that it doesn’t seem like a military base anymore. 



Murong Yu keeps his army on a tight leash and would normally never allow such a thing but he can do nothing except let Xiao Qinyun run wild for the empress dowager’s sake. 



“You-” Her face goes red and she hops off, whip in hand. 



I quickly dodge back behind the pillar. “Wait just a second. If you keep up this mischief, there’s no guarantee that the prince won’t send you back. You know how he is—he won’t cut you any slack.” 



Her eyes droop and her lips pucker. Soon her eyes are brimming with tears. She looks down and wipes at her eyes with her sleeve. 



I can’t help but feel a bit guilty seeing this. 



It’s so painfully obvious that Murong Yu can’t care less about this ‘fiancée’ of his. He didn’t say much to her that night when she got here with a trail of smoke. He only gave some orders for the servants to send her to bed without a single word of romance or comfort that a gentleman would have offered. 



‘I don’t fancy her.’ He had turned to me after she had left. ‘Her father is the Left Prime Minister, an influential official in the Yan court. We do not even have an engagement. She just likes me of her own accord. Don’t think too much of it.’



I hear muffled sobbing coming from those trembling shoulders. Right now, she’s just a heartbroken little girl with no vanity whatsoever. 



Sigh. I just can’t stand to see a pretty lady cry. 



I approach her and fish out a handkerchief from my breast pocket. “Here.” 



She sniffles, turning away from my offer. I extend it out further. 



“Don’t worry.” I coax. “It’s just been washed. Squeaky clean,” 



“I refuse to accept such a foul thing from a man like you.” 



“Fine with me.” I eyeball her while pulling the handkerchief back. “I still have to return it to His Highness. This is his after-” 



In the blink of an eye, she plucks it out of my hand. She holds it tightly in her hand after dabbing at her tears with it, unwilling to part with it. 



I snicker in my head. This little gal is head over heels for Murong Yu but I don’t know if she’s going to live happily ever after. 



“There, there. Wipe those tears. We can’t let your fiancée see you like this, now can we?” 



She makes a faint noise that I barely catch. I turn my attention away and lean on the railing. The winds of the frontier in September bring chills cold enough to freeze my face. The leaves have all fallen from the trees in the distance. One last dried leaf gets blown off its branch and twirls slowly to the ground. 



She gnaws on her lips and opens her mouth as if to say something but abandons it several times. 



“Ask away,” I tell her. 



“I-I want to know what Yu likes.” 



“Hmm.” I pause. “Well, I haven’t seen him care about anything since I became his manservant. He keeps a poker face all day long like he’s got a stick up his ass.” 



“Yu’s been that way as far as I can recall. Cold. Withdrawn. The palace maids said that he was six years old when his mother passed away. He knelt before her catafalque and wept for an entire night.” 



I sigh lightly, for no reason beyond sympathy and pity. 



I’m not of the royal family but even I know that without a mother’s protection, a prince has no support in the imperial court. I can almost picture that lonely, heartbroken boy. I wonder how much torment he had to bear and how many obstacles he had to overcome to get to where he is today. 



She looks up, her face pink and her eyes pleading. “Tell me what exactly my darling likes. I want to make him happy. I want him to like me.” 



I frown but I don’t want to disappoint her. It wouldn’t necessarily be bad for Murong Yu to be loved without any ulterior motives by a person like this. 



“Well,” I consider some options. “I heard, the way to a man’s heart is through his stomach. It’s worth a try. You brought chefs along with you, right?” 



She props her chin on her hands. “That does make sense, I suppose. And I know his favourite dish is crispy almond roll. My chefs know how to make it, too!” 



I nod eagerly. “So you gotta learn how to make that. He’ll definitely be impressed when you bring him a hot steaming plate of that whatchamallit roll. He’ll realise that his fiancée is so refined and kind and he’ll take a liking to you.” 



What a lame excuse. Only a little girl like her would believe it. 



She gets up looking rather satisfied. 



“Alright, that settles it.” She claps and declares cheerfully, “I shall pay a visit to my chef now.” 



I sigh in relief. She’s been bugging me all morning to figure out what Murong Yu and I were doing that night when she arrived. It’s not like I’m going to inform her of her fiancée’s fondness for men. That’d be too hurtful. 



I scoop up my things but before I can even take a step she gets in my way. 



“Han Xin, don’t think you’re off the hook just yet.” She looks me right in the eyes. “Explain yourself. What were you doing with my Yu that night?” 



My smile stiffens and I spit curses in my mind. I can’t come up with anything in response when I see her delicate young face. She raises her eyebrows, clearly not going to give up until I come clean. But I have got to hand it to myself. I simply gaze right back at her while keeping my composure. 



“What are you two up to?” 



Yes! Finally, rescue has come! I celebrate in my mind. 



I spot Murong Yu standing in the yard with a slight turn of my head. He doesn’t look too good, a bit more somber than usual. 



“Han Xin.” His gaze lingers on us but his expression doesn’t lighten up. “You still have not completed what I asked you to in the morning, yet you are here conversing with the duchess?” 



Xiao Qinyun is already leaping towards him with her train lifted in her hands before he finishes. 



“Yuuu!” She grabs his arm and beams. “Where have you been, honey? It’s so late now. Qinyun’s been waiting for you.” 



You’d expect any man to be moved when a cute lady’s beside you but his face only lightens up the slightest. 



“Duchess of Zhao Peng, please realise you are standing on military grounds and not your manor. I advise you to be mindful of your actions.” 



“Aww, c’mon. Can’t you relax for one minute? Why do you have to be so serious all the time?” She sticks her tongue out playfully and looks Murong Yu up and down. 



He watches me with a stern expression. I sense discontent too. I remain silent and pick my things up. 



“Come with me, Han Xin.” He stops me before I get to leave. 



When I look, he has somehow escaped Xiao Qinyun’s embrace and is already walking away. She is stomping on the ground, face flushed and heatedly chewing on her amaranth lips. I think she’s doing her best to keep calm. I give her a slight nod when I brush past her to remind her of my advice. 



“What’s taking so long?” 



I quickly pick up my pace. 



“You sure were enjoying yourself with the duchess, not doing any work.” He comments nonchalantly while eyeing me. 



“Hmmph.” I reply casually. “Oh, I wouldn’t dare. It’s just that the duchess was inquiring about what happened that night. How dare a prisoner of war like me disobey her orders?” 



Murong Yu pauses and regards me. “I said, you’re my…my retinue. It would be best that you don’t get involved with her.” 



Hmmph. You just don’t want to see your fiancée talking with another man. What a jerk. 



“Yes, your highness. I shall not converse with the duchess. Happy?” I drone and then continue in a low but clear voice. “But I hope you sit her down sometime and explain what exactly happened that night to her so she doesn’t get the chance to converse with me anymore.” 



He wavers a bit and grins. “That night? I didn’t think you could recall.” 



I slow my pace discreetly. He drops his grin and his eyes turn sullen. 




♚♔



Xiao Qinyun stays in the kitchen with the chefs the whole afternoon, surprisingly, not taking even outside. That being said, being the doted-on duchess that she is, she has never once had to do any sort of housework before. It’s only natural that she’s awkward and clumsy even if she undergoes intensive training at the last minute. 



I can’t bear to look at the steaming pastry on the table in front of me but when I see her eager expression I can only grab a piece and stuff it in my mouth. 



You reap what you sow. ’Tis the eternal truth. 



I can’t help but exclaim: 



COUGH! COUGH! COUGH! 



I thought I saw the reapers before me. 




♚♔



Murong Yu gives me a weird look and passes a cup of tea over before looking back down at the board. I start feeling better only after taking a few gulps. 



“What’s the matter? You have been coughing nonstop the whole afternoon.” He picks up a white stone but lingers. 



Your fiancée is really on another level. Even the pastries that she makes are on another level. Not even the army rations can compare. 



Well, that’s what I almost said—but I made a promise of secrecy and I intend to keep it. 



I make some vague explanation and wait for his move, black stone in hand. He wanted to play Go with me after finishing his business in the afternoon. I agreed since I was bored anyway. 



He’s white; I’m black. When the match began the stones were placed down at a feverish pace, capturing and removing the other colour fervently. It only slowed down after twenty or so turns each. 



While I was taught by the old geezer to stick to turning defense into offense, Murong Yu’s strategy is the exact opposite. Swift and fierce, his stones swept across the field. 



Clunk. He looks up at me after placing his stone. I ruminate and place my stone down. His smile instantly disappears, a frown taking its place as he sits up straight.



Murong Yu has played aggressively, capturing many eyes, and showed signs of victory. I, on the other hand, have been seemingly retreating but really advancing, leaving plan B’s and C’s everywhere. After many turns, the white and black stones have started closing in on each other, interlocking and interweaving together. 



Murong Yu’s slanted brows furrow together, making him appear rather exquisite and smart. He knocks his knuckles gently against the edge of the table while I remain motionless, contemplating my next moves.



I was once a careless punk and the old geezer made me play Go to train my patience. When one plays Go, one must consider one’s moves seven moves in advance before placing a stone, he had said. Only after losing a katrillion times did I start becoming more patient and careful. 



I see Murong Yu placing his white stone on the board and immediately follow with my own. All of a sudden the playing field is full of weak points. A grin spreads on his face and he attacks relentlessly. I retreat every turn until he boldly plays a few stones. I see the chance before me and take it without hesitation, a black stone landing right on target. 



His eyes go wide, his lips purse tightly and his hand lingers in midair, not showing signs of lowering. 



After a moment, he tosses his stone back and heaves a light sigh. “I have lost.” 



“You went easy on me, Your Highness.” I grin. 



He nods in my direction and then leans back on his chair. “I can tell, though your moves may seem light and weak, they are, in reality, fast and ferocious. The slightest mistake and your opponent falls right into your hands.” 



“Your tactics were sharp and precise with the dominating prowess and style of a king, Your Highness.” I toy around with a stone. Its soft texture emits gentle warmth into my palm. 



“Give me a break.” He shakes his head, amused. “I have heard enough from you to know better.” 



I’m clearing the board when he asks, “Han Xin, do you know what is the most essential of all military tactics?” 



“Thoroughly assessing the situation, the enemies’ and your own capabilities; that is the key to being victorious.” It slips out of my mouth before I realise. 



He lightly nods in approval. “Go is comparable to war. For every step you take, you must plan for the next ten and also be conscious of your opponent’s intentions. Only then can you rest assured and proceed. The art of Go is also the art of war. And you are a Deputy General.” 



Then he halts me and asks curiously. “So why have I never witnessed a display of your strategic skills on the battlefield before?” 



I pause. “Well, what can I say? I’m just a care-free spirit who dilly-dally my days away doing nothing. It’d be a miracle if I kept out of trouble so I can’t afford the luxury to ‘display my skills’.” 



His eyes shine as if he’s caught on to something. 



“I beg to differ. Since you were captured, you have been behaving just like your Go pieces. Your life rests in the enemy’s hands, yet you show no fear. You’re hiding your talent, biding your time. Suicide, arson, prison break, drowning and you’re still alive and kicking. I believe that whoever could perform such feats is far from average.”



“Thank you.” I grin. “But really I’m scared of dying, so all I do is try my best to stay alive.” 



He leans in, eyes narrowed. “Not how I see it. You’d wanted to die when you took my sword. Now, you’re imprisoned in enemy territory, serving under me without a word of complaint. I would argue that you are biding your time. 



“Biding my time? Oh please, Your Highness. I don’t hold any military power, what would I be biding my time for?” 



“Not necessarily. A spectator sees more of the game. I don’t know who taught you to play Go but I can tell there is more than meets the eye.” He grins, rapping on the board with his knuckles. “There is much relation. Whether it’s warfare or the administration of a nation.” 



It’s just Go. How could it possibly be related to so many other things? 



“It may seem like you are not concerned for your country but in reality that is not the case.” 



I can’t quite decipher his look. I pause. 



“If you mean Duke Yu Qing, I can’t deny it. He’s an old acquaintance after all…” I sigh, leaving my words unfinished. 



The duke may be a scholar but he still has the arrogance and pride of one of royal lineage. He doesn’t surrender; he doesn’t sell out his country. He ended up choosing the most dignifying end: self-starvation. 



Murong Yu knows well of royal pride and has granted him the liberty. 



As for me, I simply couldn’t find the courage to face him again. I had stood before the door, hesitated and, in the end, left. 



Three days after our match, Duke Yu Qing passes away. He went quietly, not one bit unkempt or sallow until the very end. Dressed tidily, he closed his eyes for eternity with the faintest smile. This loyal duke has used his own life to uphold the last bit of dignity of Great Rui’s royal family. 



Murong Yu holds a fitting service for him and orders all captured Great Rui soldiers to keep vigil for him. 



As a man of the army, I understand well that a general who respects his enemies will, in turn, be respected by his people. 



The soldiers start to dissipate as night falls. I stand before Duke Yu Qing’s casket, coming to a realisation. 



We’re all the same in the face of the reaper, no matter the poorest poor or the richest rich. At times of peril, one can only hope to live to see another day. And the same goes for me. I don’t know why my parents left me so early but I can be sure that they wanted me to watch the brilliant sun rise every morning in their place. 



I sit on a winding fence, absentmindedly watching the sun sink down, painting the earth vermillion. 



“What are you thinking there all by yourself?” 



I glance to the side to see Murong Yu approaching. He pats me on the back. I look back down. 



“Thanks, for what you did for Duke Yu Qing.” 



He shakes his head. “Don’t mention it. I was just following my mother’s teachings.” 



“I don’t think I have seen you like this before.” He sighs. “Could it be that you’re homesick?” 



I stay silent—silent as the bloody sky before me. 



I’m not sure if I am or not. To be honest, I’m more comfortable living like this right now. The rich and wealthy capital, the imperial palace, my uncle’s magnificent mansion, none of them has ever spared me much warmth. 



The chilly evening wind of September brushes over my skin, sending chills, making every grass and every tree, every brick and every tile seem so cold and distant. 



“I respect him.” He sits beside me, eyes flashing. “But it shall not stop me from advancing.” 



I turn to him. He turns too and our eyes clash. There’s evident resolution and sharpness in his stare that is scorching like the sun. 



“Marshal Heng who was stationed in the southern Rui has finally embarked and will reach the Rui capital in no more than two months.” He sounds so casual like he’s talking about the weather. 



“I am sure you know a thing or two about him.” 



I look away and grunt in reply. 



It has been an open secret for a long time that Marshal Heng thirsts for control over the royal family. His objectives are clear from the fact that he’s only heading up to the capital now. 



“It’ll be both a fortune and misfortune that the marshal’s returning to the capital.” I sigh. 



He looks over, eyes burning into me, and chuckles. I bite my lips, feeling sad for some reason, and turn away, not wanting to look at those shadowy orbs. 



Suddenly he stands up, closes in and towers over me, immersing me in his shadow. 



“Don’t worry about it.” Hot breath hits my face. “I hope you won’t have anything to do with that stuff ever again.” 



I don’t know why he’s saying that but I shake my head and reply, “No can do. It’s where I was born. It’s where I was brought up. My life is destined to be intertwined with it.” 



His expression changes, his jaw clenching tightly, and I sense anger though I can’t understand why. In a blink of an eye, he grabs on to my wrist and pulls me up. I tumble into his embrace. I’m not in any mood to fight with him in my saddened state. I only want to get out of here and be left alone. 



“Let go.” 



“Han Xin,” he barks. Pain shoots through my arm. “Why must you cross me every time?” 



“I don’t.” I glance up and yell back just as loudly. “It was you who started it today.” 



“You do!”



“You’re outta your mind.” 



He glares at me and I glare back, not backing down. 



The seconds tick by and finally, I can’t stand this awkward position anymore. “Your fiancée is still present in the camp, Your Highness. I ask that you refrain from inappropriate behaviour.” 



“You!” he hisses angrily. He continues to glare and then suddenly leans in. 



“Not again, mhm…”



His lips are already against mine before I can object and they start intruding without a moment’s hesitation. A warm heat surrounds me. My body feels weaker by the second but my mind is still sharp. I’m trapped in his embrace, not even able to struggle. 



He finally releases my lips, satisfied only after a long, suffocating kiss. His thin lips move down my face, trail along my jawline and quickly wrap around my ear lobe. 



“Wha-what’re you doi-.” I tremble as I feel a heat rising in me, burning my skin. “Let go!” 



He chuckles. “I find you much more pleasant when words aren’t coming out of your mouth.” 



I’m so pissed off that I would sock him right in his pretty little face if only my hands weren’t constricted.



“Don’t you dare move.” I think he noticed my intentions. His grip tightens. “Don’t tempt me.” 



I stop right away. 



I sure as hell don’t want to tempt my head getting chopped off! 



He comes in closer, seeing that I have fallen quiet, and watches me with an enigmatic smile. “Oh, now you’re scared?” 



Embarrassed, I stubbornly bite my lips and turn my face away, not wanting to look at him. 



“I never expected a peaceful end from the moment I was captured. Still, I don’t wanna be deceived and humiliated. I don’t wanna let others toy with me as they please just to have my life spared.” 



His lingering lips and his warm breath sear my neck. I shiver, not sure whether from the heat or the cold. 



“Toy with you? Are you sure about that?” He pulls me in and whispers by my ear. “Perhaps you think I’m some lecherous, licentious prince who decided to toy with you on a whim?” 



I nod cautiously, observing his reaction out of the corner of my eye. 



He falls silent but still keeps eye contact with me. Light, warm breath hits my face. 



We stay like that for a long time. The sun has already set and the magnificent afterglow is washing out, the moon peeking out from behind it. 



The grip on my wrists disappears. He lets go of me out of nowhere and takes several steps back. The sky is cloudy, obscuring his face. It seems like his silhouette has been coated with a layer of frost. He seems a little down after the silence. 



The cold wind cools my burning skin. I cough and turn my head. Cold moonlight is reflecting from the bottom of his eyes, making them seem more withdrawn than ever. 



His lips curve up but he’s not smiling. “I am glad that you know how to protect yourself but it is not wise to think so little of yourself.” 



Then he just turns around and disappears into the shadows. I open my mouth but nothing comes out. I heave a sigh and sit back on the fence. 



Out of nowhere, a thick cape falls on my shoulders, warming my body. I don’t know when he came to stand behind me. 



“You’ll catch a cold.” 



A pause. 



“Thanks.” 




♚♔



The night grows silent as the moon rises to its highest point. 



I don’t know why but my legs take me to where Duke Yu Qing’s casket is placed before burial behind Murong Yu’s back. Maybe I just wanted to see him one last time. 



It’s icy cold tonight. Even with this cape wrapped tightly around me, the brisk wind still finds its way in, threatening to freeze off my fingertips. It’s pitch black all around. Dead silence. I have nothing to fear even if I prop myself against the casket. 



I actually don’t know what I should do now after the encounter with Murong Yu today. I might have thought it was nice living here before, but now I feel that I can’t stay here for long either. 



I bury my face in my hands, eyes tightly shut, mind a jumble. Great Rui, I can’t go back there. I can’t stay here long either. But neither is it going to be easy to leave. There’s got to be a place where I can stay in this big, wide world! 



I scoff. Han Xin, you pitiful thing, hanging on for so long, and what do you get? Abandoned by all those closest to you. That’s what you get. You’re just someone who gets left behind. 



I reach for my chest; the thing underneath the fabric seems to burn. 



Wind whooshes past my ears, over the trees and in between the branches and the foliage, stirring the moonlight. The leaves shake and shiver along with a miniscule turbulence. 



I shake my head and call out. 



“You came all the way here. Let’s not be shy now. Show your face regardless of whether you’re friend or foe.”



__________________________________
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IX Bloodcurdling



The instant I straighten up something metallic flashes from behind. I tilt my head away instinctively and the next moment I feel something cold and rigid against my neck. 



“Stay still,” orders a soft yet assertive voice. 



I breathe out gently in an attempt to calm my nerves. In the dark of night, I spot several phantom-like figures dressed in black. Their faces are concealed, leaving only the eyes and a shiny dagger in sight. 



The person before me looks like the leader. He has his grip on a dagger, emitting an aura of death, and keeps his gaze fixed on me. 



“Who are you?” he questions. 



I suppress my thumping heart and stay quiet trying to come up with a reply. That they were able to get through the high security and appear here makes them formidable opponents. Are they from Yan or from…? 



I don’t know whether this person is a friend or foe so there may be complications if I speak too hastily. I can’t see his face but I can make out some stiffness in his speech, with the tiniest hint of the capital’s accent. 



The capital! My heart skips a beat. 



My fate depends on this. 



“You wouldn’t happen to know who rests in this coffin, would you?” 



The next moment, the blade digs in a bit more, forcing me back, but I keep eye contact with him. 



“If you have come for His Lordship, please rest assured, I am your friend.” 



“How so?” He asks suspiciously. 



I feel cold sweat dripping down my back but I steady my voice. 



“Who doesn’t know of the duke’s honourable sacrifice? The royal family would not dare risk allowing his remains to go missing. So I’m guessing you have come to bring His Lordship back, right?” 



His head tilts the slightest angle but he doesn’t release his dagger. “You’re bright, but unfortunately, those who know less lives longer.” 



Hearing this, I can guess the identity of these people—most likely Wraiths, Wraiths managed by Uncle. 



I know that Uncle has a group of these people who pledge their lives for the Han clan under his control. They are a formless existence. No one knows who they are, no one knows where they are, but once their master makes an order they immediately materialise and execute it with unwavering loyalty. The Han clan owes it in part to the Wraiths for their rise to power in the imperial court. 



“Please, you are being emphatic. I only wanted to pay my respects to the duke for his immeasurable loyalty for his country. It would be most righteous if you can bring his honourable remains back to Great Rui.” 



He stays silent, observing me, making the butterflies in my stomach dance. 



“I’m merely a prisoner. My life means nothing.” I hold his gaze. “But this place is heavily guarded. It must not have been easy getting in. And considering you have to get out later with the duke, it wouldn’t be wise to cause a commotion, now would it?” 



“Are you threatening me?” His gaze is stone cold. 



“I dare not.” I shake my head. “I’m just calling it how I see it.” 



Uncle’s never been one for mistakes and second chances. I’m afraid the only thing awaiting them should they fail is death. 



I restrain myself from showing fear and look him straight in the eyes. His eyes shift; it appears I was right on target. It’s always been my principle to not overdo anything. I’ve said what I needed to, now it’s up to him to decide. 



Moments go by as he ruminates. 



“How do I know if I can trust you?” 



I explain quietly. “I’m a citizen of Great Rui, captured not long ago. I was genuinely here to hold a wake for the duke. Does that make me worthy for your trust?” 



He looks at me with a fixed stare which I return. 



A suffocating silence wraps itself around every one of us. 



Then the coldness disappears from my neck. He flicks his wrist and the dagger disappears too. He takes a few steps back, keeping me in sight. 



“Open the casket!” 



We’re quite a distance from the camp. The Wraiths are very adept and get the duke’s remains wrapped up and ready to go in no time. 



“I give my thanks, though I do not know who you are,” he says with his dagger in hand. 



I grin. “I’m sure it is the duke’s will to return to his roots. It was just a hand’s turn anyway.” 



He doesn’t respond and slowly steps away from me. The other Wraiths behind him are also backing away, ready to vanish. I feel relief watching them leave. 



Suddenly there’s shouting from all around. “Don’t let them escape!” 



I don’t even have time to see what is going on when a strong gust whizzes before my face accompanied by a sharp scream. 



I turn around only to see several more shadowy phantoms appearing in the darkness. 



The Wraith leader barks, “Shit! It’s a trap!” 



Before he even finishes, everything before me whirls around at the speed of lightning. The two parties have clashed together before I can comprehend what’s happening. 



In the blink of an eye, dust and debris are driven up and swirl in the air, blocking my view of the situation. What was once dead silent is now filled with boisterous shouts and clangs of weapons against each other, the tranquil night nowhere to be found. 



Blood splashes in all directions. War cries resonate endlessly. Flashes of metal. Criss-cross of arrowheads. Bits of crimson, scarlet and maroon seem to drift amidst the pale moonlight. 



Despite being specially trained in their trade, the Wraiths are still no match for the Yan soldiers who’ve bathed in the blood of a hundred battles. I back away, one step at a time, as cold sweat breaks out. 



Uhhhh. 



Ummm. 



I don’t know what’s going on but it’s probably the best to get the hell out of here. I hunch over and make a break for it with the chaos as cover. 



“Kill him! That one!” Someone yells from behind. 



Whoosh. Whoosh. Something zips past my face at the same time metallic glisters fly across my vision, freezing my blood over. 



It’s still all around me—the yelling, the clashing of blades and clanging of metal. I don’t even get two feet away before something flashes before me and a blade comes slashing down. I feel it hacking into my left shoulder as if to split me in half. Sweetness rushes into my mouth and a gush of blood sprays out. My vision goes dim. My legs are already wobbling like jelly. 



The Wraith leader, covered in blood, grabs my collar. His unmasked eyes send chills down my spine. 



“You almost had me there.” 



Then all I see is a cold icy gleam zooming down towards me. I clench my teeth and pant for air. Blood keeps welling in my mouth and spilling out, and I can’t get a single word out. 



I shut my eyes. 



I. Am. So. Dead. This. Time. 



A wisp of cool air brushes past my temple. I hear a cry of agony and smell a rusty scent. The skin on my neck feels cool for a moment. The expected bone-splitting pain doesn’t come for the longest time. I hesitate and finally crack my eyes open. 



The Wraith’s eyes are almost popping out of their sockets. His face is one of disbelief while a wolf-tooth white-feathered arrow sticks out from his forehead. Blood trickles down his face, making the picture all the more ghastly. 



“C’mere!” 



I whip around to see Murong Yu standing there with an austere expression, arrow nocked. 



The sound of battle is showing no signs of ceasing and the smell of iron only thickens. He strides over with one arm stretched out. My mind is blank as I reach out, arm shuddering. 



Quicker than lightning, the Wraith leader rises up, and a stretch of silver light, more brilliant than the moon, carves into the ink black night. Murong Yu draws his sword and blood showers down like rain. The man’s head goes flying. 



I try to keep it down but another mouthful of blood comes rushing out. The headless body tips backwards. His surprisingly strong grip tears my collar off and a white object slips out, tumbling on to the ground. 



Oh no! It fell! 



I immediately reach out for it but Murong Yu steps in front, sword raised, and pulls me towards him. 



“Let me go.” I only have that white object in mind. 



He looks at me sternly and pulls me in closer. The wound on my shoulder widens. The thick smell of blood rushes to my head and a dizzy spell hits me. 



I cannot lose it.



I cannot… 



“What’re you doing?” He warns lowly near my ears and pulls me in even closer. “You’re gonna get yourself killed!” 



I shake my head wildly. “No. I can’t lose it.” 



He frowns, impatience flashing in his eyes. “Now is not the time!” 



Before he could even finish, I spot a shadowy figure rushing straight at us with a sword in hand, looking like a shapeless shadow in the night and bringing along with it a gust of wind. 



“Watch out!” Caught off guard, I shove Murong Yu aside without thinking. 



A cold draft blows by my ears. Then darkness drops over me. 






♚♔



“Enough! Enough!” 



Xiao Qinyun purses her lips, looking all unwilling. “Quit complaining. I wouldn’t even be doing this if my darling Yu didn’t ask me to.” 



Spasms of pain run through my shoulders. I’m wrapped up like a mummy but I’m still racked with pain, like the marrow is being pulled out of my bones. I’m really not in the mood to deal with this little girl but I can only put on a smile and ask her politely to leave. 



She places her hands on her slender waist and twirls around, smiling mischievously. “Having a duchess deliver medicine is not something you’re worthy of, but on the account that you saved my dear Yu… I’ll be the bigger person this time!” 



I chuckle wryly. I don’t even know why I instinctively shoved him away and took the blow for no good reason. Who knows how long I’m going to be stuck in bed this time. 



I don’t know why but I have to admit—I guess I just don’t want to see him die or get hurt. 



Watching her smile while I lean slantwise on my pillow, I only have one thought going through my mind. 



Why such goddamn lousy luck? 



“My sweet Yu only got some small injuries. The doctor said he’ll recover in no time.” She beams and claps. “I just know nothing would ever happen to my dear Yu.”



‘My darling.’ ‘My sweetie.’ If I were him, I could probably make a living selling the cheese from all her lovey-doveyness. 



“If there’s nothing else, Duchess, please leave.” I point to the door, ignoring the pain. “This is not a place for a royal lady.” 



She sits on the edge of the bed as though I haven’t spoken a word. Looking earnestly, she says, “I shall reward you, purely on the account that you saved him. Say your wish, and it shall be granted.” 



I pause, an idea forming as I watch her cheerful face. 



Entering and exiting the camp should be no problem for a duchess. And I doubt Murong Yu could do anything if I talk her into taking me out and manage to ditch her somewhere. 



Once the plan became clear, I take a breath to talk but just as I do I grunt in pain. The wounds that appeared to have healed has split open again, and a piercing pain runs through my body. 



Seeing me bent over coughing seems to unsettle her deeply. 



“Han Xin! Han Xin! Are you alright? Does it still hurt? Should I get the doctor?” 



It feels like the wound has been fully opened again. The white bandages are dyed crimson in an instant. I gasp and clench my jaw. 



“I’m fine.” I shake my hand. 



She hands me the medicine with a concerned look. “Are you sure? You don’t look too well.” 



I take it and open it for a sniff. “Smells like quality stuff, though.” 



“Well, of course. I brought the best medicine for my brave Yu.” She looks down, her lashes faintly quivering. Her perky nose looks cute from this angle. 



“This is all from the Imperial Palace of Yan. You definitely got the long end of the stick this time.” 



“Really?” I grin as I play with the bottle. “Then I must give you my thanks, Duchess.” 



She looks satisfied one moment but then she puts on a serious face. “Hey, you haven’t told me what you want yet.” 



I chuckle amusingly before answering. “I’ll come right out and say it if you so insist, Duchess.” I sit straighter. “His Highness has kept me on a leash ever since I came here and I’m dying from boredom. I’d love it if you could take me out sometime to have some fun.” 



Her eyes go wide and she jumps towards me. “Fun, you say? There’s fun stuff around here?” 



I nod. “It might be a military base now but there are towns nearby. That being said, I doubt there’ll be fairs at times like these.” 



“Why didn’t you say so earlier?” Her delicate brows knit together. “My sweetie is always so serious that I’m bored out of my mind.” 



“I might consider being nicer if you would keep to yourself.” 



I jump out of my skin, and even Xiao Qinyun lets out a yelp of surprise. 



Murong Yu steps through the door, unfazed, and gives her a cold look as he approaches. She scurries back to the open door and flashes a quick smile before running out with her train in hand. 



I’m not sure whether to laugh or feel pity for this girl who’s so full of beans. I wonder when she’ll settle down a little. Judging by his temper, I’m afraid he would only find a patient, generous lady to his liking. 



“Why are you smiling? I doubt getting injured is something worthy of a smile.” 



Removing my gaze from the door, I see him already sitting on the bed with his brows furrowed discontentedly. 



Holding the bottle, I shake my head. “O’course it’s not. But it’s already a thing of the past, what more can I do now?” 



His gaze softens and he pauses before asking. “Are you feeling better?” 



I nod. “It wasn’t too deep. I’ll probably be back on my feet in a few days. Oh yeah,” I point to him. “The duchess said you’re injured too.” 



He shakes his head. “It’s nothing,” he replies nonchalantly. 



Then he turns to me. “Take your medicine. I got her to bring it all the way here anyway.” 



I shake the nephrite bottle. I can make out faint round shapes rolling inside through the thin, white walls. I twist open the lid and herbal scents waft out. I toss a few into my mouth. Bitter. Bleh. Whatever. I’m used to it by now after eating more medicine than proper food these days. 



I feel his grim gaze tracing my face. 



“Why did you go there? Instead of sleeping?” He asks sharply. 



Spotting his darkening mood, I quickly gulp down the medicine. 



“I was just there to keep vigil for the duke! Don’t take it the wrong way. I’m not one of them.” 



He continues observing me and I quickly change the subject. 



“What happened to them in the end? What about the duke?” 



“Only a few got away. They would have all died if I wasn’t so tied up.” 



I let out a light sigh, not sure how to feel about it. The Yan soldiers obviously had the upper hand from what I remember and Murong Yu isn’t the type to let them off the hook so easily. So… 



“What’s on your mind?” he gently asks as he tilts my chin up. 



I shudder and pull back, but he only grins, unperturbed. 



“I’ve said many times, Your Highness.” I swat his hand away, frustrated. “Please be mindful of your actions.” 



His brows arch up. “You don’t have any right to ask that of me. Don’t forget that you still owe me.” 



I shake my head and uncover my shirt. 



“Not anymore, I don’t think so.” I point to the blood-stained bandage on my left shoulder. 



His face turns gloomy and his brows knit together once more. “Are you going to tell me that that’s why you saved me?” 



I tentatively tilt my head. It happened so quickly that there was no time to think anything over, let alone consider the debt I owe him. I only pushed him away out of instinct. 



He’s staring so intently that I feel like he’ll swallow me up if I don’t give him a satisfying reply. 



I purse my lips. “Well, are you gonna deny it? If it wasn’t for me-.” 



He scoffs but his cool fingers are already caressing my face. They slowly move downwards, towards my lips, and gently wipe away the residue of herbs at the corners. 



“You’re so naïve.” He speaks slowly and lightly but I can hear every sound clearly. “For thinking you can wipe the slate clean just like that. I’ll make sure you never do.” 



He rushes forth and traps me on the bed. I snap my head to the side and I feel my shoulder ripping open again. 



Pain. Shooting through my limbs no matter how much I try to stay still. I painstakingly push my arm against his chest but he grabs it and pulls it aside. My arm is aching and beyond useless which aggravates me more. 



I see his eyes trailing down from my face to my chest—my shirt has come undone, baring my shoulders. 



His breathing seems to quicken. 



I take the opportunity and jab my elbow into his chest. Whump. He shoots back like a spring. He squints, as if in pain, and freezes. I’m panting for air when I notice his frown and tightly clipped lips. It seems like he’s trying very hard to hold something in. 



The two of us stay in that position, our breaths the only sounds that can be heard. He looks worse by the minute. Colour is draining out of his face and small beads of sweat pool on his forehead. 



“Wh-what’s wrong?” I ask quietly. 



He bites down on his lips and pulls air through them, his body shaking like crazy. 



Wh-what’s wrong with him? 



Could it be… 



I don’t know how I got the strength to but I snap up and rip his shirt open. What I see gives me a fright. His chest is bound by white bandages with red spots mixed in here and there. I can pick out some dark red scabs on his clear skin. His undershirt has been stained dark red too. 



“You-!” I whip my head up. 



He coughs and pulls his clothes back. 



“What the hell is this?” I demand. “I thought you said ‘nothing’?” 



I reach for his collar but he catches my hand. “I thought you said you don’t owe me anymore. Why the concern?” 



Tongue-tied, I’m not sure whether to pull my hand back or grab his collar. My hand stays frozen in midair and I don’t even notice that he had my hand in his. 



“Could it be that you don’t want to see me die?” He smirks amusingly. 



Then I realise he’s playing with me. And at a time like this. 



He leisurely straightens his clothes out before fixing mine. I shudder when his cold fingertips scrape across my skin. 



I clear my throat. “Did those people do that?” 



He flashes a fleeting smile. 



“And you said you’re clear of your debt. I guess not.” He points to his own chest. “You know how I got this?” 



I shake my head. He simply kicks off his boots before sitting cross-legged across from me. 



“Didn’t you drop something that night? I wanted to get it back for you ‘cause it seemed really important to you. Then before I knew it, all this happened.” 



I peer at him dubiously. How is it even possible that he’d do that for me? 



“But,” he sighs, “someone was faster than me. Took it and whisked away without a trace.” 



I can only feel disappointed hearing his words. 



“So, what was it?” 



“A jade pendant,” I casually answer. “It’s the only thing I have of my parents.” 



“Oh.” He pauses, his composure wilting. “No wonder. I had thought…it was a love-token.” 



His voice gets quieter and quieter but his face says delight. 



“Huh?” I ask, puzzled. “How did you get that? Idiot.” 



“No way. I refuse to believe that a man your age doesn’t have one.” 



“Hmmph. I ain’t like you. Got all the noble ladies of Yan jumping into your arms, and tons of love tokens lying around.” I wiggle my brows. “Even got Duchess Xiao chasing after you all the way from the capital.” 



“Xiao Qinyun?” His brow arches up. “That silly girl? I can’t even bear to look at her.” 



I lie back on my pillow and chide absentmindedly. “Now, that’s not nice of you. She went through all the trouble of making you pastries but you don’t even appreciate it. Not to mention you’re bad-mouthing her. She’ll be heartbroken.” 



“You think that she can ‘make’ food? You mean ‘eat’, right?” His mouth scrunches up in disgust. “I didn’t die from the rock-hard army rations back when we were trapped in the desert, but when I ate her pastries I actually thought I was a goner.” 



I burst out laughing after seeing his grumpy expression. I clap him on the back empathetically. He starts laughing too. He looks up with his head against the wall and straightens his legs. His eyes flutter shut. 



“Han Xin?” 



“Yeah?” 



“Do you have a girl back home?” He looks at me. 



I think about it for a moment. “Nope.” 



“It’s not that I haven’t been with one.” I add after seeing his wondrous expression. “If I said I haven’t gone to the red-light districts, now I wouldn’t even believe that myself. But there hasn’t been one I truly liked.” 



“Why not?” 



Hearing these words, I get a tight knot in my stomach. 



All the desperation and challenges I’ve had to face has somehow made it impossible for me to trust anyone. Not my closest family. Not my dearest friends. Or my most respected colleagues. It’s hard for me to express emotions and trust human relationships. 



“I dunno. Maybe it’s my experiences as a kid. I can’t trust a person with all my heart so naturally I can’t truly like a person.” 



His gaze draws away after a bit and he sighs. 



“I remember, when I was about fifteen, Father bestowed upon me a concubine.” He looks straight out the open door. “She was an excellent cook but I was always too afraid to eat what she made.” 



“Afterwards,” he recalls coolly with a grin. “Things happened and it turned out she was working for the imperial noble consort. Fortunately, Lady Luck was on my side. So I guess I’m kind of like you in a way.” 



My stomach tightens uneasily as I eye his striking silhouette. I look up after a short silence to meet with his gaze. No words as our four eyes stay connected. 



I purse my lips and then flash a smile. “I still have to thank you even though you didn’t get the pendant back for me.” 



His body tenses before he glances up and studies my face. I maintain my gentle smile. Something unusual glistens in his eyes and his lips curve upwards. They form a good-looking arc that radiates joyfulness. 



We chat about some random stuff for a while, and soon I start feeling sleepy. I nudge him several times. 



“Go away. I’mma sleep. It’s too squishy with you here.” 



“I’m sleepy too.” He mumbles lazily. “I don’t wanna go.” 



“C’mon, scram.” 



I gather my blankets and roll into a comfy position. Just as I’m about to meet the Sandman, however, an icy draft sneaks in and makes me shiver. I look up to see Murong Yu lifting the blanket. 



“What’re you doing?” 



“Sleeping.” His eyes flash with mischief. 



“Go back to your own room.” I glare at him. “This bed’s too small for two.” 



I reach out for my blanket but he takes hold of my hand. 



“What?” He rolls his eyes. “Are you kicking me out?” 



“I like sleeping alone!” 



He hangs on to the blanket, unwilling to let go. “Why does it seem like you’re playing hard to get?” 



I choke on my own spit. 



What the hell is this guy thinking? He has a humongous bed but he wants to squish in here with me. Even if he is too tired, it’s only a few steps away from here. If looks could kill, he’d be pushing up daisies. 



I let go and roll to the other side of the bed. “Fine! It’s just two men sleeping on the same bed. I ain’t scared of you.” 



He snickers and lies down. I can’t care less about him so I turn my back to him and wrap the blanket around myself. I feel drowsy almost right away. 



It’s too squishy. 



But then again, it’s not that bad being all warm and cozy either.  



_________________________________
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X Outing





Day ten of the ninth lunar month. Marquis Xin Ping, Marquis An Ding and Duke of Yun Ning gathered an army of thirty thousand strong at Long Liang Brook. Murong Yu divided fifty thousand men into three Wings, and cornered and trapped the Rui troops. 



Day fourteen of the ninth lunar month. Long Liang Brook fell. Marquis Xin Ping died in battle. Marquis An Ding was critically wounded. Duke of Yun Ning escaped. Murong Yu’s vanguards rode into and took the county of great import, Peng Ze, cutting off the Rui capital from the north. 



Day twenty of the ninth lunar month. Marshal Heng arrived at the capital. All court officials fell on their knees in his wake. Eighty thousand men set camp forty li away from the capital. The remaining forty thousand advanced north. 



Day twenty-seven of the ninth lunar month. The County of Qing Hua succumbed to the Right Wing of Murong Yu’s army and Duke of Yun Ning’s troops were ambushed at Fen Hill Gorge. The brutal battle lasted two days and nights. Zhou Zhenluan, faraway in South Hill Pass, was not able to come to the rescue. Duke of Yun Ning died in battle. Great Yan took control of the province of Ford’s Field, leaving the capital wide-open to the west. 



Day twenty-nine of the ninth lunar month. Marshal Heng’s troops arrived at South Hill Pass and set up camp within. General Zhou Zhenluan led his men to guard the western path only to run into the Yan’s Left Wing army and engage in a bloody battle in a canyon. Casualties piled high on both sides. Great Rui retreated back into the Pass. 



South Hill Pass, a strategic choke point that formed the last guard for Great Rui, lay exposed and vulnerable before the cavalry of Yan. With the capital within sight, Murong Yu needed only to be patient in order to penetrate through to it.






♚♔





I witness the glory that is Murong Yu’s army once again. 



The three Wings of his army, with their spears raised, stand row upon row before the platform and roar to the sky in formation. The thundering war drums. The blazing signal fires. The picture is one of burning magnificence. Murong Yu steps on to the general’s platform, his cape billowing wildly in the winds of the North. He slowly raises his dazzling white sword to the brilliant skies of the frontiers. Sunlight strikes down on his armour and ivory-white helmet like a sharp blade. His ink-black warhorse lets out a wild neigh as it rears up. Murong Yu quickly turns to the other direction, red-tassel spear in hand, and directs his horse around. The cavalry trails like thunder behind him, kicking up a sandstorm. The earth below seems to shake and bellow in ire. 



I watch them recede like waves to the distance from a tower and heave a deep sigh. I’m not sure what I feel right now. I turn to leave only to hear quick and sporadic footsteps behind me as I descend. 



“Careful,” I peer out the corner of my eye. “You might trip.” 



I hear giggles. “Nuh-uh. I always do this on the steps in the palace and I’ve never tripped.” 



Xiao Qinyun jumps out from behind me. Her sapphire blue dress makes her skin appear fair and goes well with her complexion. 



“And even if I do,” she tilts her head. “You’d catch me, so I’ve got nothing to worry about.” 



I smile awkwardly, not sure how to respond to that. 



Murong Yu was already in a stormy mood several days ago, and then she broke the last straw with all her mischief so he decided to punish her. She was terrified. Seeing that, I couldn’t just watch so I ended up being the mediator. Not long after, she has learned to come to me for help whenever she gets into trouble. 



“Please try to behave while His Highness isn’t present. If you get into trouble again, I’m afraid even I’ll get punished.” 



“I forbid any mentioning of him!” She interrupts me, stomping furiously. “It’s driving me nuts. He doesn’t let me go anywhere! I’m bored to tears.” 



I shrug as if to say ‘There’s nothing you can do.’ How could you let a little girl out at a time of war? Murong Yu would most likely be the one that the Left Prime Minister would blame if anything went wrong. 



She suddenly starts giggling. “Didn’t you say there are towns nearby? Since my darling Yu’s not here anyways, let’s go on an adventure!” 



I almost choke on my own spit hearing this. In my opinion, it would be best—the best—to just wrap her up and send her back to the Yan capital. 



“Come on, pleeease?” She grabs my arm and starts shaking it. 



“My Duchess,” I frown and pull my arm away. “It’s not terribly safe outside the camp. Please don’t make it harder for me than it already is. Not to mention, I’m merely a prisoner after all—rumours might spread if you act like this.” 



She pouts unhappily and sticks her nose up in the air. 



“I don’t care what you Rui people do, but interaction between the sexes has never been taboo for us. And a prisoner, you say?” Her brows arch up in a devious way. “Han Xin, I order you to go to the stable and prepare a horse to accompany me on an outing!” 



I didn’t expect her to say such a thing but in the end I can’t do anything even if I wanted to. Beggars can’t be choosers. I’m not so dumb that I can’t see that the odds are against me. So I choose to put up with it. 



She laughs when I don’t respond and hurries off towards the stable. I shake my head and race after her. Murong Yu has taken his men to the battlefront, leaving only a small fraction here. He had told me to keep my eye on her and make sure she stays put. 



“Hurry, Han Xin!” 



“Be quiet or the whole camp’s going to know that the duchess is going out!” 



She shoots me a hard look before turning back to the horses. I glance at them and put my fingers in between my lips and blow. Shrill! All the horses stamp their hooves and look towards me. Xiao Qinyun looks at me, shocked. 



“It’d be best if you got changed, my Duchess,” I suggest as I untie two horses. “You’re too noticeable.” 



First change. I shake my head. 



“This won’t do, my Duchess. You’re going on an outing-in-disguise, not a blind date.” 



She has on a cream-coloured ruqun that shows off her slender figure and luxuriant hair. Pearls and emeralds clink against rings and pendants. Hearing my comment, she glares at me before stomping back to her room. 



Second change. I don’t even bother saying anything this time. I just shake my head. 



Crimson dress. Less jewelry this time. But that just makes her natural beauty stand out all the more. 



Third change. I’m leaning against the wall and shaking my head with my eyes closed. 



“What do you want from me!” She yells, frustrated. 



“It’s not me. Even if you’re wearing servant’s clothing, it’s all top quality brocade. Anyone with working eyes could tell you’re not a commoner. Hurry and change.” 



“I don’t know how. You tell me what to do.” 



I sigh. Only after I pick out a plain green cotton dress and get her to put her hair down in two braids do I nod in satisfaction. 



“Now, much better. A normal looking girl.” 



“So…ugly…” She whines as she tugs on the dress. 



“There’s a war right now. There are people who’ll kidnap any pretty lady they see on the street. I’m not helping you if you get kidnapped.” 



“Wait, why would they do that?” 



“To sell them to the army as prostitutes, of course.” 



Her expression becomes one of disbelief and horror. I pass one of the reins to her. 



“Don’t worry. Dressed like that, no one will.” 



As for what I’m wearing, it’s so average it can’t be anymore average. Duh, this outing is my chance to escape. This way I won’t be standing out in any crowd. 



“By the way, you can’t keep calling me ‘hey’ anymore.” 



“Why not?” she asks. 



“Because we’re sneaking out, which means you’re not a duchess once you leave the camp.” 



“Then what should I call you?” 



I rub my chin, peering at her from the corner of my eye. “Call me ‘big brother’. Since you’re younger than me.” 



Expectedly, she’s reluctant. 



“Fine. Suit yourself. But don’t come running for help when someone tries to snatch you.” 



Her eyes go wide. “Fine…Big brother,” she finally murmurs. 



“That’s more like it.” I chuckle and mount one of the horses. 



The setting sun stains the limestone pavement a sparkling gold. The sky darkens bit by bit, making it appear bleak and gloomy. We’re strolling along on the streets with our horses. The pedestrians who pass us by all seem dispirited. 



I sigh deeply. I suppose it’s not unusual for the commoners to show distress from the war. 



I follow Xiao Qinyun to a street performer’s booth. The trainer looks disheartened while the small monkey keeps climbing up and down and jumping back and forth. Xiao Qinyun claps and cheers, appearing thoroughly amused by it. I study my surroundings and my spirits get dampened. 



These streets were still bustling with liveliness when I first came here with General Zhou. In the busiest parts of the city, the sidewalks were brightly lit and it was simply a sea of faces. But now, it’s more bare and emptier than ever. 



What used to be is no more. 



“Hey, come back down to earth.” 



She’s pulling on my sleeve when I snap out of it. “Brother, look, isn’t that monkey funny?” 



I throw a fake smile. She ducks down again and starts playing with the monkey. Her eyes become thin, curvy lines as she laughs freely. 



Bored, the trainer and I start chatting. 



“I still got a wife and kid to look after. We might’ve been poor, but that said, life was secure.” He sighs as he shakes his head. “Business hasn’t been good either since the war broke out.” 



“What’re your plans then, mister?” I ask after glancing at Xiao Qinyun. Looks like she’s having fun. 



“What can I do? Take my wife and kid with me and beg? I dunno.” 



The energy seeps away from his face. “It wouldn’t have had to come down to this if I had my land. Rich bastards took mine away long time ago, along with my bread.” 



What can I say? It’s not like the Rui bureaucrats had only recently started indulging in this corrupt, greedy behaviour. 



I pull Xiao Qinyun up and take out a silver penny from my breast pocket for the trainer. His eyes instantly light up and he bows while repeating his gratitude. I walk away without sparing him another glance. 



I’m studying the streets, trying to figure out the best escape route, when I feel weight on my arms. I turn to see Xiao Qinyun hanging on to me. 



“There’s no fair today,” she sighs. “I thought it’d be more fun around here.” 



She touches the small bundle hanging off of the saddle—naught but cosmetics and perfumes, potpourri and purses, things that girls like. 



The remaining sun is falling to the west, painting the blue sky red and displaying its last rays of brilliance. 



I look up at the sky and say to her, “It’s getting late, my duchess. Let’s go back.” 



She gazes all around before she points at a restaurant not far up ahead. She turns around and beams at me. 



“I’m hungry, brother. Let’s go after some food.” She whines while shaking my arm. “Brother. But I’m hungry! Brother…” 



What can I do? This girl proves to be too much for me. 



The owner tells us with an apologetic look that a lot of the menu is unavailable now, what with the war going on and all. After much thought he brings over some freshly-fried pancakes with some sauce, green onions and even a bottle of liquor. Spotting her unimpressed expression, I merely shrug. She frowns as she eyes the food in front of us while I’ve already started digging in. Some sauce, a pinch of onion, and I roll it up before stuffing it in. She follows my lead hesitantly. 



“Say, Han Xin, where did you learn how to whistle like that?” She’s taking big bites as well now. I guess she finds it passable. 



I snicker. “Why? You don’t think I should be able to?” 



“No,” she puts down her cup. “I mean, aren’t the Rui soldiers third-rate? I was just surprised, is all.” 



I almost choke on the alcohol I had in my mouth. I cough as I shoot her a glare. “No matter what, I am still a soldier!” 



The dryness of the alcohol hits me in my chest. I chuckle and wiggle my fingers. “Do you know what the palace guards are called in Yan?” 



She takes a sip out of her own cup. “Of course. Imperial Guards.” 



“We have palace guards in Great Rui, too, but they’re called Golden Guardians, not Imperial Guards.” I pour more into my cup and take a sip. “I used to be one before I came here. It’s not that strange for a palace guard, is it?” 



Her eyes are out on stalks. “H-how could a slacker like you be an I-Imperial Guard?!” 



“Couldn’t tell, huh?” I down my drink with a smile. “This is what you call ‘a wise head makes a closed mouth’.” 



“Psh. Don’t get in over your head.” She purses her lips. “You do nothing all day long. I see no skill at all. I don’t buy it.” 



I smile, not trying to argue with her. 



Most of the sons of concubines from elite and aristocratic families look to be promoted to the Golden Guardians, not just because the job is relatively easier but also because wages are much higher than any other armed forces. Not to mention, you could get closer to other elites and even the royal family. I’ve always lived under someone else’s roof and no one had worried about my future for me, so perhaps the empress dowager only got me in the Golden Guardians after I came across her mind out of the blue. With that said, being the kind of guy with zero background, zero support, whom no one gives a damn about, I’ve taken my fair share of bad treatment in that place. 



Thinking about that shit brings a sour taste in my mouth, so I wash it down with another cup. 



Her face is getting redder and redder. Soon she is sprawled on the table and her eyes have become unfocused. 



“Brother, ha-have you noticed? You’re ac-actually pretty good-looking.” 



I almost let a mouthful of wine spray out. 



How many people have I heard that from? I mean, I only think I look decent for a guy. As for whether I’m good-looking or not, I’ve never thought about it. I guess I’ve known that people had always liked my face ever since I was a kid. I remember when the empress dowager’s lady’s maid, Xiu, saw me, her eyes had brimmed with tears and she kept repeating: ‘Indeed, they’re alike.’ 



My mother, the empress dowager’s own niece, was apparently the most beautiful woman in all of Great Rui. Sadly, I don’t remember anything about her from the memories of my first nine years of life. After I grew up, I got accustomed to those various stares. I hate it when people talk about my appearance, but I’m not one bit bothered hearing it from this drunk girl.



“My dear Yu’s good-looking… Smart an’ elegant…I wonder who’d be…better looking, you or him?” 



She starts tearing up. “Yu, h-he always treats me like a child… He has endless important stuff t’ attend to an’ every time I go lookin’ for ‘im…h-he’s always impatient…an’ makes me leave.” 



I sip some more alcohol and then help her wipe her tears with the handkerchief by her hand. She suddenly sits up straight and looks straight at me. 



“I’ve the feeling th-that…he treats you better than me.” 



My hand trembles and the cup of liquor spills on to the ground. 



She must really be drunk! Just look at her and all this nonsense. 



“Last time…you got hurt by the assassins…He looked after you for so long…He’s always so distant…He’s never treated me like that.” 



Disappointed, I sigh. No luck today. I doubt my escape plan will turn out successful with her drunk like this. 



The sky is almost completely dark when I look outside. Lights have been lit here and there. 



Swigs of booze. Mouthfuls of pancake. Xiao Qinyun starts wobbling back and forth. She’s sitting properly, of course—I’m afraid I have drunk more than I can handle. 



I try to pull her up after paying, but I didn’t think she would be too drunk to even get up. 



“Brother, I don’t wanna go. Sleep…I wanna sleep,” she mutters before falling asleep. 



Wow. I was right. If only I knew, I wouldn’t have let her drink. 



Her childish face is a flushed red under the lanterns. I chuckle as I shake my head and hoist her up into my arms. Only after I get to our horses do I realise she can barely sit up on her own. After some thought, I decide the only way is to ride together and I tie the other horse to us. She seems to be very comfortable. She shifts around in my arms and goes back to sleep again after burying her face in my shirt. I slow our pace. 



The night’s getting dark as we get further from the town and closer to camp. I look up to catch a glimpse of the moon peeking behind the treetops. 



The sky darkens even more and I quicken our pace. She is sleeping well in my arms, her breaths even. Her long lashes seem to refract the moonlight. When I look up again I can already see the torches in camp. 



She will probably be fine if I let her go the rest of the way alone. There’s another horse I can disappear off into the distance without any-. 



Before that thought even finishes, a chill creeps through my body. My eyes go wide as I look around alarmingly. It’s quiet as usual. But my senses are heightened to a frightening point—I felt death just now, yes, like the aura that a sword unsheathed reveals. 



The horse under us seems to have detected something as well. Its ears flick up cautiously as it slows down. The one behind us also whinnies. My right hand goes to my sword hilt; my other holds on tighter to Xiao Qinyun. 



The camp lies before my eyes, but it’s no longer flat plains around us. Shrubs cover the small, uneven hillocks. Their branches and leaves shake along with the night winds, as if a wild beast is lurking in the dark, ready to leap out at any moment. 



My palms become clammy. I hold my breath and push forward. 



Wheesh. Something zips through the air and I feel it coming for my head. I swerve to the side only to see a white shape flit before my eyes. Cold sweat breaks out. 



People! 



I tug on the reins and the horse starts galloping forth like greased lightning. I turn around and spot several metallic reflections within the darkness aiming straight for us. My grip tightens around her waist. She suddenly wakes up and grumbles. 



“Wha-why’re you holdin’ on so tight?” 



“Duck!” 



No time for explanations. I press her down on the saddle and lash the horse. 



All of a sudden, I hear deafening pounding of horse hooves from behind. I glance sideways: several dozen cavalries have leapt out from the bushes and are racing towards us. Before I know it, one is already brandishing his sword mere feet away. I draw my own and deflect his, and then I stab it into his chest with a backhand strike. A fountain of red instantly gushes out. I yank my sword out and that man tumbles off his horse. I look back again. The rest are still a distance away but it doesn’t seem as though they’re going to give up chase anytime soon. 



If only we get to camp! The camp! 



The horse’s hooves hasten with every step, weaving around shrubs and weeds. Wind whistles by; I can still feel the warm blood on the tip of my nose. I grip the reins, my body tense like a board. Xiao Qinyun is right up against my chest, not attempting another look. 



I can see the camp gates now, but just as I am about to whip the horse, flames spring to life and thick black smoke rises up, concealing the sky and the moon and the entire camp! 



A trap! 



Just as I had thought, another few dozen cavalries burst out from the camp gates all wielding broadswords. I clench my jaw and wrench the reins around. The horse neighs and turns. We’re caught between countless flashing blades. I push aside a spear that was aimed at my horse with a backhand, dig my heels into the horse’s stomach and hurdle out of danger’s reach. 



The brisk wind and a wider field of vision drive quite a bit of my drunkenness away. 



Murong Yu had only left five hundred of his elites behind. Judging by the looks of it, these deadly warriors have long killed every one of the five hundred. Furthermore, their goal isn’t simply to kill. Coming to this conclusion, my eyes snap down to the girl in my arms. 



Xiao Qinyun! Daughter of a high-ranking official of Yan. Grandniece of the empress dowager. Fiancée of Murong Yu. 



This makes perfect sense now. It doesn’t matter whose plan this is, as long as they have her, Murong Yu cannot do a single thing no matter how courageous or able he is. 



How cunning! 



I gaze around. The erratic drumming of hooves disturbs the silent night. I don’t know how many are giving chase. The next thing I realise, one has already caught up. I can even see the moonlight reflecting off of his spear. I reach down the horse’s side and nock an arrow in a moment’s notice. I aim at that horse. I can even see its rider’s face. 



Closer and closer. Closer. Closer. 



I clench my jaw but my fingers won’t release the arrow. 



The men on those horses, they might be soldiers of Rui. My countrymen. 



Xiao Qinyun is still a child, a child that grew up on praise and doting. There is no reason for her to get involved in a man’s war. But! I cannot attack a fellow countryman. I… 



I close my eyes and open them after a moment. 



There’s no turning back now! 



I release my fingers. Twang. The arrow shoots away. The horse neighs with all its might before collapsing to the ground. Its rider gets up without a single injury and charges towards us. 



The warhorse under us rears up and neighs wildly before galloping away like the wind. 



“Stop! Stop right there!” 



I hear them yelling at the top of their lungs. The earth itself seems to quake under their horses’ hooves. I bend forward, lining my body parallel to the ground, just as several metal arrows fly over me. My back is soaked with sweat but I can only thrash the horse to go faster, faster, and faster. 



“What’s going on?” She chews her lips, her wide eyes shining in the dark while her face is deadly pale. 



“Quiet.” I hiss as I look back again. “I’m not sure if I can lose them but I do know this area better than they do.” 



She grabs onto my shirt and buries her face in my chest. Her shoulders are shaking. 



“No tears. Come, now.” 



A gust of wind comes from behind as I quietly comfort her, making her retreat further into my embrace. 



One man has nearly caught up to us, approaching with increasing speed. I push myself up to see a man with a broad frame eyeing us with a majestic sword in hand. I sense death once more. 



“Gimme the girl,” he orders. 



I shake my head, determined, and continue to lash the horse. 



“I only want the girl. Your life’s worth nothing to me. Save yourself the trouble.” 



I scoff. “Like you said, she’s merely a girl. What could’ve possibly made you come for her at this hour?” 



He edges closer. “You won’t give her to me because you know very well yourself what that is. I might consider letting you go if you cooperate though.” 



I glance back at the men pursuing us. “I honestly didn’t expect a soldier under Marshal Heng to say such things.” 



His expression becomes full of murderous intent as he studies me. I rush the horse forth, and he follows suit. Seconds become minutes. I sense the horse’s breathing falling out of rhythm and I start panicking. We speed through the bushes, shaking and rattling everything in our wake like the wind. 



I must go and find Murong Yu if I don’t want to die now,. 



But, we’re still some distances away… 



Goddammit! Why? 



The land flattens out before me. The hillocks extend into a spread of endless grassland that provides no cover at all. I charge head first against the brisk night wind, my body high-strung and my mind even more so. 



“You’re not gettin’ away!” The man barks as he swings his weapon. 



Our two blades collide in midair, and the harsh clank resonates sharply in the night. I look past the swords into his cold-blooded face. Our swords slice the air and cast eerie rays of light. The blade tips flick about, aiming for all the critical body parts. 



He takes a swing that I dodge, but unexpectedly he turns his wrist and quickly cuts back. Too fast to dodge, it slices into my right arm and blood trickles down. He immediately follows up with another strike. I hold on to Xiao Qinyun and the reins with one arm and fend off his attacks with my wounded right. I feel my wrists tiring out with every block. The next thing I know his blade is coming towards me. I feel beads of sweat dripping down my face as I watch it getting closer and closer. 



“Hold on!” I murmur. She nods. 



I squeeze the horse tight with my legs and it leaps high into the air. I clash swords with him and both of our swords fly up into the air. 



“You-!” 



At once, the bristling wind overwhelms all other sounds. 



I don’t know how long we’ll last either even if the horse sprints at full speed. I only know one step forward means more probability of survival. That man wouldn’t have let me go even if I had obediently handed Xiao Qinyun to them. 



The warhorse is starting to pant irregularly and its speed decreases. I see the men behind me catching up. 



Faster! 



Faster! 



More! 



A sharp noise sounds from behind. 



The next thing I know, pain racks my back, the ‘thump’ of an arrowhead digging into flesh clearly audible. My body tips forward from the momentum and I almost slip off the horseback. I cling on to Xiao Qinyun and the reins with my hands. I don’t dare to let go. I feel things brushing past my temples. My back is pierced once more. I can’t anymore. Blood surge past my lips. I’m knocked back and forth from the bumpy ride. Warm fluids flow down my back. I catch the sight of two feathered arrows sticking out of my back from the corner of my eye. 



I feel like jelly. My eyelids droop down. My vision dims. I feel my conscious slipping. 



“Remember, don’t bother with me should I fall. Keep heading east. Go find His Highness…” 



I don’t know what I said after that. 



I only see a few flickers of fire in the distance. 



I only faintly hear some sounds of combat. 



The pain from my back. It’s already numb—so numb there’s no more pain. 



__________________________________
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XI Concupiscence


  



My world flips upside down. I fall off the horse and smash into the ground. The cloud of sand and dust that I knock up makes it even harder for me to open my eyes. Hooves whip past me, creating a blast of wind. 



“Kill!” I hear someone roaring beside me. 



Bellowing shouts and wild neighs become jumbled together along with the clashes of swords and spears, sounding especially loud in the peaceful night. 



Something weighs down on me out of nowhere and pushes the arrowheads fractions deeper. Pain shoots through me. I groan and open my eyes. I buckle around, trying to dislodge it. 



I raise my head only to see the faint shapes of horse hooves brushing past me. 



So heavy. 



Who is it? 



Who? 



My vision goes black. Blood rushes into my mouth. I try to hold it in but it sprays out. 



The deadly blades give rise to a violent storm. Screams and whinnies echo in the whistling wind. 



My vision blurs in and out. I can’t quite think anymore. I’m just in so much pain from the weight on me. My backside is slick and slippery; I think my body and my arms are all dyed scarlet. 



It’s as if I fell into a sea of fire. Red everywhere, as far as the eye can see. Shock-like pain runs through me if I move the slightest. My left shoulder and back. Pain. Agony. 



Time seems to stop. Frozen in place. 




♚♔ 



Cool liquid drips into my mouth. I regain some consciousness but my eyes won’t budge. Only a bit of sensation has come back. What’s underneath me seems to be soft and comfortable blankets. I breathe out gently and relax. But suddenly my limbs are constricted. I jerk in alarm but I’m stuck no matter how much I struggle. 



Someone is quietly talking to me now. I don’t know what they’re saying. I only feel the torturous spasms going down my back and through my body as the arrowhead burrows into my flesh as if to pull my insides out. 



“Ow…” I manage to get a word out. 



That person is still mumbling something. I run out of energy so I let him hold tightly onto my wrist. My mind starts to wander. Then suddenly I sense a sweltering heat near me. The next moment I feel it pressing into my injury. The burning knife digs into me and the heat quickly spreads to the rest of my body. It tears apart the hardened scabs. Pain. Searing pain. I can’t make a single sound. The pain makes me want to thrash around but I’ve been restrained. 



I don’t know how much time has passed when the heat leaves my back. I pant for air. The arrowheads appear to have been taken out and someone is applying medicine followed by wounding layer after layer of bandage on me. I moan from the pain. I’m sticky all over with sweat. 



My mind starts up again but I have no energy left for my body. I can’t get my eyes to open for my life. I try to sleep but I’m burning and in so much pain that I can’t. 



So I lie here, half-asleep, half-awake. And the whole time I feel as if someone is here beside me. Concerned eyes. Warm hands. Bitter herbs. Soothing whispers. 




♚♔ 



When I finally wake up, I can get my eyes open. What’s before me are drapes and flickering candlelight. It’s nice and quiet. The smell of herbs lingers in the air. 



Whew! Another close call. I’m beyond hardy! Not even the devil wants me my company. 



I feel like laughing but the movement tugs on my wounds. I hiss out and bare my teeth in pain. 



I sigh. Han Xin, when will your luck change for the better? 



It takes a lot of effort to roll onto my side when I hear voices outside the door. 



“Why won’t you let me in?” 



“Enough! Do you not think you have done enough already?” 



Then silence. I can only smell the thick herbal scent in the air. I try to lift the drapes up to see what’s going on but I have no strength at all. 



I think I hear ‘stomp, stomp, stomp’, and someone saying, “I don’t care. I’m going in!” 



“Do you really think you can do as you please simply because I have tolerated you over and over again?” 



Then I catch a girl’s soft sobs. “But…but….” 



“I have already dispatched a letter for your father to send someone to accompany you back immediately!” 



The sobbing dies down. Soon it’s quiet again and stays that way. 



I sigh lightly. Is Murong Yu upset again? 



Quiet footsteps slowly approach and stop. I peer out of the corner of my eye only to see a tall, towering silhouette on the drapes. The figure remains motionless, as if observing me through the drapes. After some time, a hand is raised, as if he wants to touch the drapes. 



I frown. What’s wrong with this guy? Just spit it out. What’s the worst? One count of kidnapping the duchess and one count of attempted escape is all. 



He sighs and turns away. 



“Murong Yu,” I call him but I realise how light and raspy my voice is. 



I doubt he had heard me because the silhouette starts heading towards the door. Frustrated, I take a deep breath, ignoring my wounds. 



“Murong Yu!” 



He stops and looks at me. “You-you’re awake?” 



I had used up all my energy calling him and the pain from my back makes my breath stop short. I watch as he strides forth and throws the drapes to the side. I frown from the sudden brightness only to look into Murong Yu’s black eyes. The more I do the more they seem to darken as if they’re going to suck me in. 



Our eyes stay connected. 



He sits down on the ta’s edge and carefully helps me up while watching me intently. “Feeling better?” 



I nod. I can feel his body heat through my clothes. Very soon, my back starts aching from only sitting for a bit. I consider some options before going ahead and leaning on his shoulder. 



How nice. Human cushions are the best. 



His body tenses and he moves in closer. Watching me from the corner of his eye, his gaze meets mine. 



“You’re finally awake after all these days.” Then he puts an arm around me. “Does this feel all right?” 



I nod again and let my eyelids fall a bit. I don’t want to speak. Mind you, speaking takes a lot of effort. 



His eyes don’t leave me and he starts caressing my face. 



I turn my head and request unhurriedly, “Water.” 



The next moment, a bowl of water appears in front of me. He lifts it up to my mouth and watches as I drink. I feel his warm hand on my back as I do. 



I don’t know why but I think I like this. 



“Hey, do you know who those people were?” I ask. 



He doesn’t reply, instead he puts down the bowl. His hand tightens on my shoulder. “You really want to know?” 



I nod. He takes something out from his breast pocket and shows it to me. My eyes go wide and I gasp. 



It’s a silver steel arrowhead that flashes dangerously under the candlelight and seems to draw you towards it. I can faintly make out the character ‘Heng’ on it. 



I turn my head away to get it out of my sight. 



Marshal Heng is a fierce and ambitious man. He has waged many wars and killed even more, always relentless as long as his goal gets accomplished. His motto is to be proud and frank with oneself even in the face of death. Countless had submitted out of fear in the presence of the flags with his name. I had only blurted his name out without much thought. I didn’t think it would really be him. 



I breathe out deeply, nearly forgetting about the wounds. I grimace at the pain. I wiggle into his arms and stay there, too lazy to move anymore. 



The candlelight dances, making his silhouette appear brighter one moment and darker the next. His eyes are a little bloodshot and his face pale—a bit thinner too—as if he hasn’t gotten good rest for some time. 



“Don’t think about it. What’s important is getting better. You have been out for almost ten days.” Murong Yu is regarding me with a frown as though he’s distressed. 



Wow, another illusion from being wounded too critically. 



I carelessly grunt in reply and tuck the blankets tighter, ready to take a nice long nap, when he says. 



“Han Xin, I just don’t get it.” He touches my face and stops by my lips. “You had the chance to leave. Why did you not take it?” 



I look up at him, eyes wide. I can’t decipher the look in his eyes. 



“She said she got drunk and you were bringing her back. Could it be that you couldn’t bear to part with the silly girl?” 



Any drowsiness I felt is instantly washed away. My mind spins while I observe his inquisitive expression. My back starts hurting again. 



“Sorry,” I cough from discomfort. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 



I speak calmly but deep down I’m actually surprised. He has easily exposed my thoughts. He comes closer again. I rush to escape but he grabs my wrist. 



“You might have fooled her but you can’t fool me.” His unrelenting gaze travels over my face, anger seems to be brewing from within. “You don’t like her arrogance and overbearing ways yet you let her order you around and keep her company. Isn’t it all just so you can get her pass to leave camp?” 



I shudder. His smouldering eyes seem to burn into me. For a second there, I actually felt a bit discomposed from having my plans exposed but I quickly turn away. 



“I don’t want to argue. You won’t believe what I say anyway.” 



He pauses before he hisses through clenched teeth. “Do you not know how dangerous it is right now? Yet you walked right out of there. She might not be mature enough to think things through but you didn’t have to drop to her level too!” 



“What are you, a preacher? Go tell her this yourself! She’s the duchess—your fiancée. Not mine!” 



I cover my mouth as soon as I finish—am I out of my mind? Saying stuff like that! 



All that movement makes my wounds ache even more. I slouch and pant for air, holding onto his shoulders for support. 



He hurriedly gives me a hand. “I’m not here for this. I was just asking. You didn’t stop her even though you were well aware of the dangers as well as my orders so I can’t help but suspect that you had other intentions.” 



My mouth hangs wide from shock. I did have intentions to escape but I didn’t think it would be that obvious to him. 



But he smiles contently, holding my wrist tight. “I’m right, aren’t I? You left the camp with her so you can find a chance to escape. Am I right, Han Xin?” 



Frustrated, I try to jerk my hand away but he pulls it back. Pain shoots through my back so I can only stay still. 



“She said that she was the one who dragged you along, that it’s all her fault. It’s actually the first time I’ve seen that brat pleading on behalf of someone.” 



He keeps his eyes on me. I can’t tell whether he’s smiling or not and that unnerves me. I take a moment to regain my composure and try to distance myself from him as much as possible. 



I tilt my head away and say, “Doesn’t matter whether you believe it or not. What had happened happened. Punish me however you’d like.” 



Hearing my words, he nudges my head back to face him and studies me with those enigmatic eyes of his. I can feel his searing heat as he draws near. 



“Tell me, Han Xin. Should I be rewarding you or punishing you?” 



My breath stops short. I get lost in his eyes and actually forget to reply. He starts massaging my back with his other hand, making circles around my wounds, carefully and with the right pressure. It’s tingly and itchy. I clench my jaw and glare while he smiles and closes in until his lips are right against my earlobes. I shudder and try to edge away but he clutches onto me. 



“You wanna leave? That’s so naive of you. You shouldn’t forget about your circumstances right now.” 



I swat his hand away. I’m enraged but I put on a kind smile. “You shouldn’t forget to thank me, Murong Yu. You wouldn’t be sitting here all worry-free if anything happened to that girl.” 



He freezes, his hand stops rubbing. 



I curl my lips. “The debts I owe you have been more than repaid now. I’m of no more use to you, so…let me go. If you’re man enough.” 



His lingering gaze is no longer sharp but looks rather dejected. After some brooding, he looks at me and brushes some hair on my forehead. Annoyed, I turn away but he grabs my chin. 



“In your dreams.” 



His lips are on mine before I know it and his body soon follows suit. His icy-cold lips keep planting fire-hot kisses. I stare threateningly at him and struggle against his constraining arms. He remains unfazed and uses the momentum to push me back onto the pillow. Stinging pain shoots through my back, making me gasp. He lowers himself until he’s only inches away from me. I can feel his warm breaths on my face. 



“Talking with you always drives me up the wall. I say we do something else with you instead.” 



I’m so mad I can’t see straight. I rip my right hand out and swing it at his face. I wouldn’t resort to this unless necessary—it’s too effeminate. He dodges it and pushes my hand down. I hear a chuckle and then his lips are on me again. 



My bandages have already come undone during the scuffle and warm, sticky blood is flowing down along my spine. The intense pain prevents me from moving further. All my strength has gone. My body tenses up from the pain but I don’t have the power to stop him so I can only watch as he does what he pleases with his lips and tongue. 



I give up. I don’t want to die just yet. Plus, it’s not like I have anything to lose from him messing around. 



He lets go of my lips, perhaps because he noticed my tightly-knit brows and lack of resistance, and looks me up and down. I’m covered with sweat as I glower at him. He gasps and rips my blankets off. He reaches down my back. Pain runs up my back and I yelp out. His hand is dripping with blood—bright, red blood. 



Only when he has felt the warm fluid does he scramble up frantically. 



I press on the wound to lessen the bleeding and hiss weakly, “Is this…your punishment?” 



His face pales and he flies out the door without a moment’s hesitation. His voice actually shakes when he calls for the doctor. 



I bury my face in the pillow while waiting for the doctor. My teeth grind together in annoyance. 



You think you can just do what you please because I can’t move around? I must’ve walked under a ladder—no, a dozen ladders—without knowing. I mean, I get captured, fine, okay, I’ve got nothing to say. But what did I do to come across such a ridiculous guy? 



I drink my medicine and start feeling drowsy. He doesn’t leave, however, and stays by the ta. 



Xiao Qinyun comes to mind. I bet that night’s experiences left a mark on her. I wonder if she got hurt. So I ask Murong Yu. His brows furrow as he recounts all that happened that night. 



Marshal Heng’s men had arrived soon after we had left but they were cautious because they were not sure about our numbers. They stayed hidden until sunset before raiding the camp. All five hundred elites were caught off guard and killed in action. Marshal Heng’s subordinates couldn’t find Xiao Qinyun so they hid nearby in ambush until I discovered them. 



A scout rode on horseback and reported this to Murong Yu. He immediately sent soldiers back to aid me. His men found us halfway, me and Xiao Qinyun barely hanging on with several dozen cavalries hot on our tracks. A bloody battle ensued and both parties suffered high losses. After Marshal Heng’s men finally retreated, Xiao Qinyun and I who had already lost consciousness were brought here. 



The arrows were in too deep. After much contemplating, the doctor resolved to using a heated blade to cut open the flesh and taking out the arrowheads that way. 



His eyes never leave me while he’s telling me this. 



“She’s fine though.” He sighs. “Just some light abrasions.” 



I’m thoroughly wiped after I take everything in. I drop back down on the sheets and let him tuck me in. 



“She said you took her and broke through their ranks. Killed quite a few people as well.” He continues casually, “Such martial prowess. Why hide it?” 



Oh please! Anyone would try out every trick up their sleeves if they were being hunted down. Who’d actually want to meet the Grim Reaper? 



But I restrain my thought and mumble, “Just some party tricks I know.” 



“Party tricks?” He scoffs. “I say you’ve been hiding it on purpose.” 



I close my eyes, not wanting to argue. Han Xin the playboy, Han Xin the useless dandy—I almost take this as a fact myself. It doesn’t matter if one more person believes it. 



The doctor’s assistant comes in with the topical medicine. 



“Give it here,” Murong Yu orders. 



My eyes are out on stalks. He is frowning in concentration as he removes layer after layer of bandage. I eye him tentatively as anger brews in his eyes after seeing my injury. Wary of his state, I hold back my comments and let him apply the medicine and freshen the dressing. He’s well-versed but he is a man after all—too rough with his hands. 



“Say, can’t you be any gentler?” 



“Say, can’t you stop squirming around?!” He retorts. 



“How can I when you’re so rough…. Gentler!” 



“Oh, now you’re complaining? Why didn’t you think about this before you signed up to be a knight in shining armour?” 



“It’s not like I wanted to! I didn’t want anything to happen to her…’cause you’d be in shit too…gentler I said!” 



He stops, his gaze burning into me. “What d’you just say? Say it again.” His voice is low and husky. 



I do a double take and look back at him. He’s sitting still, watching me, as if waiting for something. 



He finally puts the medicine down after a long pause, his eyes seemingly going out of focus for a moment. “Is that really what you thought?” 



A chill goes down my back. 



Crap. Really shouldn’t have said that… 



I quickly go back to lying on the bed, acting as if I’m in too much pain to speak. He bends down and puts an arm around me, making sure not to disturb my injuries. I can feel his body heat—it seems to be burning hot. 



“Um….” I swallow nervously. “I’m sleepy….” 



His lips open as if to say something but in the end he only plants a soft kiss on my forehead. 



Along with a barely audible sigh, he says: 



“Sleep tight.” 




♚♔ 



Murong Yu is most certainly an unpredictable person. 



I brood angrily when I’m finally allowed to get out of bed and walk around. 



I’ve gotten better even though I’ve been injured and recovered numerous times recently. I don’t even know why it’s been one misfortune after another. 



Whatever, I comfort myself, it’s got to be uphill from here on out. It’s just that the hill is still some distances away. 



I’ve been lying here under the warm sun for quite some time. I start feeling drowsy and I let my eyelids droop down halfway. I’m about to enjoy some free time with me, myself and I when I catch the sound of shuffling fabric from behind. 



“Come on out. Must be tiring standing there.” 



Xiao Qinyun has jumped into my arms before I know it, eyes swollen and pink. 



Apparently, Murong Yu had been extremely mad at her about what had happened, not only reprimanding her but also sending a letter to her father in the capital to come collect her. She had only talked back to him a little before he snapped and outright denied her of even the liberty to visit me, stopping her at the door. 



Wow. Why can’t this guy be more courteous to her? Hasn’t her father always been of great help to him in the Yan imperial court? 



I wipe her tears and get her to sit down. “Now, don’t shed your tears so easily. You look like a kid when you do.” 



“Brother! Not you too!” She shoots me a dirty look. “I’m mad enough that my sweetie Yu says that.” 



“Well, they say good medicine is always bitter and truthful words are always grating. I tell you, I’m not one to lie.” 



She pouts and looks down sadly. “I know I’m kind of out-of-control and I might not follow the rules. I’m not well-mannered and sensible like the other girls. And I know Yu doesn’t like that, but…” 



“But you just can’t help it.” I peer at her before turning my eyes to what’s before me. 



The autumn gust sweeps through the September skies. All the leaves have fallen but you can still faintly feel a bit of the warmth of summer. The house I’m in has a simple layout consisting of a cloister with galleries like any other house but there seems to be a sense of grandeur. Only after some keen observation do you see some shadows of bureaucracy. The cloister is gently lit by the sunlight passing through the remaining branches. A soft breeze caresses my face, a bit cool to the touch. 



“They say the girls over there are all gentle, lovely and incomparably beautiful. Say, do all you men like that kind of woman?” 



I tilt my head and raise an eyebrow. She looks on intently, waiting for my reply. 



Do we? 



The capital city of Rui. I think I’ve forgotten most of it. 



I only remember the many entertainments enjoyed by the elites. Every August, there would be the Moon and Chrysanthemum Festival. The passionate maidens and the affectionate lads would use this festival as a chance to meet, share secret words and rendezvous. 



Gardens and yards would be full of chrysanthemums of various colours, going well with the thin, lightweight silk robes that the daughters of the upper class adorned. The ladies’ trains and sleeves flowed and danced in the wind as they walked. They were refined and poised like angels of the heavens. 



Hearing my recollections, Xiao Qinyun regards me with a longing look. 



Feeling a bit evil, I start teasing her. “Of course no man wants to have a bossy girl shouting and hollering at him all day long.” I let my eyes close. “Gentle and affectionate like water, sweet and adorable—now, no man would be able to resist that.” 



She peeks at me but stays quiet. 



“If I had a fiancée,” I continue, “who bossed me around and had a fiery temper, I’d be the first to avoid her.” 



“Then what do I do?” Hiccup. “My darling said my father’s people are on their way already.” Sniff. “I had to beg the Empress Dowager for so long just so I could come here.” 



I quickly comfort her, fearing her tears. “Come now, what did I just say about looking like a kid?” 



She starts crying and I run out of ideas. 



“What should I do then…?” She sobs. 



Well, what could an outsider like me do? Plus, I do not want anything at all to do with that bastard for now. My face gets red when I think of the things recently. 



Changing my dressing: he has to do it personally. 



Drinking medicine: it always ends up being a clash of lips and tongues. 



Not to mention, a couple of the times I had almost gotten… 



Brrrr. A huge chill runs down my spine. 



Wait a second…. All these strange behaviours of his…I can’t help but relate them to indecent thoughts. Could it be that he’s frustrated…sexually? And has no way of releasing it? 



I eye Xiao Qinyun’s pretty face, wet with tears, and an idea comes to mind. 



It’s just not a very decent one. 



I wipe her tears and put on an honest face and a harmless smile. “Lemme ask you something. Don’t be shy, you can just answer quietly.” 



She looks puzzled but nods anyway. 



I lean in close to her ears and whisper, “Have you…with him?” 



She jerks back, wide-eyed. Her cheeks soon flush red. I nod, looking dead serious. Her face is almost dripping with embarrassment. 



With her head lowered, she finally gets two words out. “I…haven’t.” 



See? I was right. Army men aren’t allowed to bring their women along while on duty. It’s only expected that he’s in need for some release after such a long time out at war. 



I think of the disgusting, vile, immoral things some of my colleagues in the Golden Guardians used to do… Erm. Sorry, off-topic. 



I sneer as I lower down to her ears again and instruct her on the specific details of such-and-such. She gnaws on her lips, looks up, face flushed, and slaps me. 



“Ouch!” I yelp and bend over in pain. “My dear Duchess, you’re the one who asked for my help! You had better treat me better—there won’t be anyone to help you if I die. 



Her face contorts into a multitude of shapes at my comment. 



I massage my back as I bear the pain and straighten up. “Fine, don’t take my advice. Not my problem anyway.” 



She stops and stares me down. 



I nod in reassurance. “Once it’s all done, I’m sure he’ll take responsibility.” 



She holds my gaze for a long time before whispering: “Is it doable?” 



I can’t express how delighted I am this instant. Only after I instruct her further on the specific details of such-and-such once again does she nod tentatively. 



Mwahaha. Now no one will be bothering my naps. 



Just you wait, Murong Yu, for your delicious meal. 




♚♔ 



I’m strolling around the yard after dinner. The evening wind blows in from outside, dispersing the warmth from the afternoon. It blows into my robes and gives me the chills. 



I turn on the spot. Murong Yu’s standing, hands behind his back, at the end of the gallery. Instead of armour, he has on a blue tight-sleeved robe that makes him seem all the more sharp and handsome. 



Seeing him approaching, I check the sky. 



Wait a minute. Why is he here at this time? Something’s not right. 



“What are you doing here this late?” He asks while frowning, unamused. “It gets chilly at night. You’ll catch a cold.” 



I really don’t want to be near him so I quietly take a step back. “I shall return to my quarters at once. Thank you for the concern, your highness.” 



The next thing I know he’s got me by my wrist. I don’t bother resisting for the sake of my injuries and let him pull me to his room. 



Candles are burning bright beside a heap of scrolls on his desk. There’s also a stone pot sitting on it. I glance at it without much thought and plop down on a chair. He takes a seat across from me and flips over the tea cups. 



“Well, you look like you’re fully recovered.” 



“Hmm,” I respond. “With your highness giving me an endless supply of medicine and my previous martial training, I’m bound to recover quickly.” 



He mumbles an inaudible reply and falls silent. 



What’s wrong? 



Curious, I glance up only to meet with his gaze filled with concern and worry as if he actually does care. Feeling uneasy, I gulp down the tea in front of me. 



This should be the time when he’s…with Xiao Qinyun right? 



It’s cozy in the room and with the hot tea in my stomach I feel warm all over. 



“Don’t just drink tea.” He grins. “It doesn’t have any nutrients. Here, have some soup.” 



He takes off the pot’s lid and a puff of steam hits my face. He hands a bowl and chopsticks to me. I hold the bowl of soup up and take a big whiff. 



Smells wonderful. 



He smiles. “It’s ginseng chicken soup.” 



I peer cautiously into the bowl of soup and then back at him. “Why do I get soup out of nowhere?” 



He shrugs and holds my gaze. “I can’t thank you enough for saving the duchess. Soup’s the least I can offer.” 



That makes sense. I suppose. I study his eyes and he looks back steadily. Although it is an acceptable reason, I still put the bowl down and demand, 



“I’ll drink it only if you do first.” 



He frowns; I look back, unfazed. After a staring contest, he backs down. I watch him get another bowl and drink it himself before gulping mine down. I close my eyes in a moment of bliss as I feel warmth slowly spreading from my lips to the rest of my body, completely driving away the cold of the night. I’ve had better soup in my days but it smells so good. We reach the bottom of the pot in no time. 



The sky is getting darker and darker. Murong Yu is showing no signs of fatigue and continues our conversation but somehow I sense that something is off. 



There’s something burning inside me, so hot that I can’t stand sitting any further. I try to get up but my body is kind of limp and I have to steady myself with the table. He quickly helps me up and one of his arms hooks around my waist. But I can’t afford to bother with him anymore. 



Hot. 



So hot. 



Too hot. 



I feel my face heating up and beads of sweat starting to form. I lose focus for a moment and my feet seem to miss a step. I fall straight into his arms. I look up—he’s not much better than me. Face flushed and ears red, his breathing is hard and rushed. His grip on my waist gets stronger. 



What’s going on? 



My mind’s not functioning at normal speed. My hands wander to his shoulders and I lean on his chest. 



What is this? He’s definitely just as warm as me, the antonym of cool. But why do I find myself wanting to get closer? 



“Why is it so hot?” He asks me, taking quick breaths. His eyes are lazy and half-closed, a faint hint of lust floating to their surface. “Why does your body feel so cold? I…” 



I shudder as a warm current runs up my body and seeps through my skin. His hands sear my skin as they massage my limp and weak body. Being touched like this isn’t all too bad. 



How is this… 



His breathing hastens and his eyes become clouded. 



“I…I…” He stutters as he reaches for my collar and undoes it. He puts his hands on my chest and the sudden chill knocks some sense into me. 



Something is definitely wrong. 



I thrash around, trying to break free but he suddenly closes in and bites onto my neck while his hands start going all over my body. Pieces of clothing fall onto the floor one by one. My body temperature rises even higher. I think I feel desire rising up from within. 



Well, duh. I’ve been abstinent for a while as well. There’s no way I could help it. 



He pulls me in closer. I can’t see through my misty eyes. I only feel the hot air on my ears. 



“I…I want you!”


__________________________________
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XII Autumn Chills


  



Faint candle flames flicker back and forth.



He comes right up against me, seals his lips on mine and starts nibbling and sucking on them, hot and passionate breaths circulating amidst the tangle. My face is burning and the rest of my body only gets hotter by the second. Head aching, I open my eyes a crack only to see his lust-filled black eyes.



My god, what the hell is going on? Something’s gone wrong!



I try to break free but I discover to my own dismay that my sweltering body can only find a bit more comfort in his cooler body. I raise a wobbling arm to push him away but he pulls it up over my head with one arm and pins it down. I grunt in pain.



Damn bastard. Taking advantage of me in my wounded state!



He turns his head over says in a soft, husky voice, “Don’t be afraid. Give it to me…”



He then kisses my ear and nibbles lightly on my earlobes. A violent shudder runs through my body and my breathing quickens involuntarily. With his unbearably warm lips on my neck, waves of numbness wash over me. I’m weak to my bones being held in his arms while feeling sinful desires welling up from deep within. His breathing is already ragged. He runs his hands all over me, luring those desires out from their dwellings. I can only clench my jaw hard to hold back the moans that almost escape.



“Lemme hear you.”



Kisses start coming down like rain. The last pieces of our garments get torn off and our naked bodies intertwine together. I’m cold and hot at the same time and my head is a mess. I painstakingly push against his chest.



Goddamn it.



Goddamn it.



This cannot happen…



My body has gone limp already so when I try getting up after struggling to draw the drapes open, he easily seizes my wrists with one hand and hooks around my waist with another and gets on top of me again.



“Get the hell-.”



But my words get stuffed back by his lips before I get to finish. His soft biting has turned into gnawing. Bits and pieces of red marks spread out. On my neck. On my collarbone. On my chest.



I still know what’s awaiting me despite my non-functioning mind. I want to struggle but my limbs are all pinned on the bed and I can barely catch my breath from his kisses. I can only pant for air whenever he releases me.



He’s pulling on my earlobes, nibbling on it every now and then.



“Still got some fight in you, huh,” he says as his hands move down along my spine, teasing me as much as he can.



Soon I feel a fuse being lit from my abdomen leading upwards to my head, muddying my conscience. My eyes get so watery that I can’t make out his complexion anymore. My hidden desires are being uncovered by him one by one. My conscience continues to blur out of focus. I reach around his shoulders and he dips down and leaves a purplish mark on my chest.



Noticing a lack of struggling, he pecks my lips. “Does it feel good?”



My body quivers uncontrollably along with his hands. I can’t feel anything but his gentle caresses, but I look away and hold my tongue. My body, however, starts shuddering, as if expecting something more.



I mustn’t say it. I mustn’t say it. Once I do there will be no take-backs.



“Not gonna say it, huh?” He spreads my legs apart. 



Lying underneath him, his every degree of warmth seems to sear me. I feel his heat against that ungraceful place of mine. My body trembles. He holds me tighter, rubbing and poking his heat against it several times, as though searching for release.



Gentle friction. Gradual penetration. Tender destruction.



Suddenly, he lowers himself and catches me in a rushed kiss before rolling his hips forward. I’m drenched in bone-splitting pain, as if being torn in half, and my mind clears partially.



“You bastard…can’t you be gentler?”



I tremble without a sound, my words failing me.



He kisses my cheeks again, and coaxes, “Relax…. Relax…. You’ll only hurt yourself.”



I take deep breaths, urging myself to relax.



“That’s right. Just like that.”



He rolls his hips again and I let out a loud groan, my body arching up voluntarily. I dig my nails into his shoulders and press myself against his fire-hot chest only for him to gasp and start moving quicker.



“Get out…Oww!”



But my body’s reactions tell no lies. It quivers with every one of his movements. Even the drops of his sweat that falls on me seem to burn with incredible temperature. The candlelight outlines his silhouette, leaving his eyes as the only things sparkling. He’s on top of me, breathing heavily, tearing at my lips—for a second I think I would pass out from the pleasure.



A tingly, numb feeling builds up from within as our bodies fuse together, increasing with intensity; each of his penetrations brings both torturous pain and incomparable joy at the same time.



Lust fills the air to a suffocating degree. Desire crashes down like tidal waves, drowning us and rolling us into its depths.



With the candles almost burnt out, the room goes dim and the white canopy turns into mist.



I lose all awareness.



No dreams come.




♚♔



I painstakingly open my eyes. 



I only move the slightest and a heart-wrenching pain shoots through me, but I can’t pin point what’s hurting. It just hurts everywhere. 



I prop myself up on my elbows to get up but my lower body seems to rip apart. I clench my jaw. Then it hits me like lightning in a storm. Memory fragments resurface. I bury my face into the soft pillow—I wish I can just suffocate to death now.



I actually...underneath a man. 



I close my eyes, exhausted, and smile wryly. 



I feel a body closely flanking me from behind. He seems to be holding onto my waist too. I slowly turn my head over to see those damn pretty eyes of his appearing extra energetic. He tightens his grip and pulls me closer to him after seeing me wake and puts a blanket over us. Surrounded by his warmth and breaths, I try to break free but I don’t seem to have any strength left to do so.



He nuzzles my forehead. “Whatcha thinking about?”



Enraged, I tilt my head away, escaping his hot breaths. 



“Killing you.”



“Oh?” He stops for a moment before chuckling. “You sure you wanna do that?”



I try my best to distance myself from him, although it’s not quite working. “Why wouldn’t I? Who do you think you are?”



“You wanna murder your own man?”



“You fucking...Go away!” I’m so mad I can’t see straight anymore. 



I can’t believe I got...by a man. And I was the one on the bottom!



He’s looking all the more joyful as he puts an arm around my shoulders. “You and your words again. Whatever. I’ll let it slide.” He wiggles closer, smirking, and takes a bite off to the side of my lips.



“So, how’re you feeling now?” He whispers.



I glare threateningly at him before closing my eyes. I feel like jelly, soft and weak, not to mention sticky all over. I’ve already moved around too much just now so I just want to sleep. 



I let my mind relax for one second and he’s reached over like he’s been doing it for his whole life. Electricity seems to run through me.



“Stop it!”



His lips linger between my brows as he teases, “What’s the big deal? I’ve seen it all last night.” His hands keep going, touching me everywhere, raising the temperature wherever it goes.



He is one thick-skinned asshole all right. After seeing him sitting pretty there as if I fell into his lap, I would pay to have his face beaten to a pulp.



His eyes bore into me; his breath mere inches away. We’re so close that our hair are entangled and I can even see my own reflection in his unclouded pupils, as well as the sinful marks on my bare chest. Instantly, the heated passions from last night rushes forth again and my cheeks start burning. Just as I’m about to turn away he plants his lips on me. A moist warmth smothers me and his agile tongue sneaks into my mouth, an action so tender I’m about to drown in it.



My breathing hastens. Concupiscent and carnal desires arise.



He reluctantly lets go before sitting up and putting on a shirt. “They say ‘they rose when the sun was high in the sky, the sensual night too short; and since then the Emperor missed the morning court.’ I can finally relate now.”



I pull the blanket over and glance at him out of the corner of my eye. “Please, don’t flatter yourself.”



I’m completely wiped out. I don’t even want to lift a finger.



I meet and greet everyone of the Yan royal clan in my head, damn every single one and cast the vilest curses upon them all, starting with the founding emperor of Yan all the way down to Murong Yu’s unborn grandson. That bastard was like a beast in heat, torturing me throughout the entire night. I’ve only recently recovered and couldn’t possibly handle such vigorous activity. I’m just exhausted.



I roll onto my other side and wrap myself tight with the blanket. I yawn and get ready to go back to sleep.



There’s nothing I can do about this now. I’m very angry, indeed, but I don’t even have the energy to speak right now. Plus, I’m not a woman who needs to protect her virtuous chastity. I don’t need to sob, break down and hang myself over this. Eh, screw this. I should take a nice, long nap, get back into shape and organize my thoughts about this later.



I hear footsteps approaching. “You can sleep in a bit. Wash up first.”



“Huh?” I glower at him.



He grins and lifts my blankets away. I blush and resist without thinking, trying to cover my body with the blanket, but he just ignores me and carries me into the back room.



“I was looking at it all night. There’s nothing to hide.”



Steam gently swirls in the misty air.



I start to feel better being bathed in hot water. My arms are lazily hanging out one side of the tub and my eyes start fluttering close out of drowsiness. He’s standing outside, carefully washing me with a cloth. I was already tender all over and now with the water I can barely stand, so I let him do as he pleases.



“Murong Yu, you sure got a lotta free time for a grand marshal. It’s almost noon now.” I still have enough energy to have words of course.



He chuckles as he scrubs. He blows on my shoulder and touches it. I jolt from the touch and my fingers grip onto the tub’s ledge. His fingers are tracing the scar on my left shoulder again and again.



“This here, does it still hurt?”



I haven’t quite comprehended what he had said so I’m watching him, dumbfounded. All I can see in his intense eyes is warmth and more warmth.



Oh, right. This injury was from that time I saved him.



He bends over and kisses it. I tremble, completely forgetting to resist.



“You’d slept for so long that night. As if you weren’t gonna wake again…” His lips leave, revealing red hickies on my shoulder. He grins. “Here, I’ll clean you up and then you can go get some proper rest.”



His fingers wiggle into me. Thank goodness he’s actually cleaning, so I close my eyes and try to ignore the intrusion.



After changing into clean undergarments, I get carried back to the bed again. He tucks me in and plants a light kiss on my forehead.



“Rest well. I’ll be back later.”




♚♔



So apparently noontime during autumn can be quite warm.



The cloudless azure skies stretch as far as the eye can see. The dazzling sunlight cascades down like warm liquid gold, hitting my face along with the autumn winds. So soothing and peaceful.



I’m lying on a soft grass field, eyes closed, lazing under the warm sunshine, chewing on a piece of weed.



I had woken up a bit past sunset that day and I was still sore as hell when I got up. I ate dinner that he brought for me all the while suffering from the pain, and then I fell straight back to sleep before he even came to bed.



Well, I’m not against having a plushy human cushion to lean on in my sore and tender state, but it’s a different story when said cushion starts snickering and gets all touchy.



If only I had a knife within reach I would’ve most definitely, without hesitation, skinned him alive. If only I had been able to move.



Geez, what am I doing? Even now I still can’t do anything but zone out at the azure blue sky.



I really don’t want to think about what happened that night. Okay, I admit I’ve been pretty unlucky recently, but this has got to be a joke!



I found out afterwards that it was indeed Xiao Qinyun who made that pot of soup, except she added an extra ingredient on top of chicken and ginseng. My god! I was only kidding with her. Who knew that she could get her hands on aphrodisiacs?!



And Murong Yu, too! He went to the kitchen for god knows what reason and decided to take it after finding the smell nice….



I close my right hand tightly into a fist and pound the ground with all my strength.



‘You can never escape your own doings.’ I truly get this saying now.



When I used to live a sensualist lifestyle back in the capital, I’d go through a million pretty flowers and not have a single keep me down. Who’d ever thought that that playboy would get bottomed by another man?



I exhale deeply, open my eyes a little and let them close again.



I think back to that night. My delirious moans as my body writhed to meet his. I even came in his hands. It was as if my body wasn’t my own.



What a fucking disgrace!



I let out a long sigh. I feel as if something’s stuck in my chest. It won’t come up or go back down. It’s just choking me.



What is this thing between Murong Yu and I? Sex-deprived for too long? So we were just looking for some release?



My dignity of being a man, the most important part of being a man, was stamped upon and smothered. I want to murder someone when I think about it!



But, the things he did that night...felt pretty good...I mean it wasn’t all too bad. He was pretty good at it. Obviously very experienced. It was in part because of the drugs but I have to admit I didn’t really resist either-



Ugh! No! What the fuck are you thinking, Han Xin?! You high? How the hell can you think it felt good? Both of you being men, you got the short (the shortest!) end of the stick! 



Aphrodisiacs, huh. 



It’s okay, I tell myself. I was only acting weird because of the drugs. I’m not so sex-deprived that I would get sexually aroused by some man. That I would start developing an attraction to men. 



I’m not turning into a homo.



My mind starts to settle down. I am still my own man. 



I hear footsteps coming closer and stopping beside me. I can feel that something is blocking the sun with my eyes closed. 



“Oi, get outta the way. Don’t block ma sun.”



It took a lot of work to find a place to sunbathe in a residence this huge. I don’t want anyone disturbing my nap for no good reason. 



But my face remains in the shadows. Annoyed, I open my eyes only to see Murong Yu’s dark eyes and his pursed lips. 



“Why have you been avoiding me lately?!” He interrogates after a short silence. 



I prop myself up to a sitting position and regard him with the weed in between my teeth. “I needa least a coupla days t’ take it all in, dun I?”



He turns his gaze away to something in the distance. 



“How d’you like it if yer topped by ‘nother man, huh?” I angrily break the weed in half and spit it out while staring straight to the front. 



He takes a step towards me with a half-smile. “You hate me?”



I suddenly feel too tired to look at him. “Wouldn’t call it hate. I’ve never hated anyone, really. It’s just been kind of a blur the last few days. I just need some alone time.”



He walks until he’s in front of me before squatting down to look at me. I purse my lips in defiance but let him pick out the grass in my hair.



“I don’t want you to hate me either,” He blurts. 



I force a smile but it’s a pathetic attempt.



“But I’m gonna say this even if you do. I’ve never been one for take-backs.” He pauses. “I’m serious.”



I shake my head.



Serious? How humorous.



I don’t buy it.



It could all be an act between a man and a woman, let alone between two men. Not to mention, we are of such different classes and belong to rival states. That night of passion was nothing but a mistake caused by aphrodisiacs.



I don’t want to dwell on it so I’ll just forget about it.



Yup, it was just a mistake.



I stand up and brush my clothes off and then he gets up too. I glance at him. “Let’s forget about it all. Like nothing ever happened.”



He grabs my arm. “You serious?”



I look up at him with no expression. I spot a pained emotion from his eyes. His grip on my arm tightens and I try breaking free but to no prevail. 



“Of course I’m serious.



“Everything’ll fade with enough time.” My voice is almost monotonous. “What happened that night just wasn’t normal. It’d be good for both you and me to forget it.”



“You!” He growls and takes a step as though to embrace me but I pull away. He stops. 



“Think over it some more. You can stay by my side forever, Han Xin. You can help me.”



I fling his hand away and back away some more. “What does your highness think I am? Your servant in title, your concubinus in reality?”



I sense anger in his expression and scoff. “Ah, I guess this is a prisoner’s fate. Not even in control of his own life.”



“Prisoner?” He repeats slowly. “I’ve never thought of you as a prisoner aside from the very beginning. Tell me, have you ever seen a prisoner like you?”



I grin. “You’ve your own reasons for treating me how you do. Whatever your goals are, they’re your problem. Got nothin’ to do with me.”



He pauses for a moment before taking quick steps back. His gaze is suddenly filled with all sorts of emotion that I can’t identify. I can’t tell if he’s fine or upset.



“Xin,” he calls me.



I turn away. “My name is Han Xin, your highness. It would be the best if you could call me by that.”



He scowls and his eyes seem to get darker as he watches me, like trying to see the bottom of an old well or a swamp. The moment I’m about to leave, he grabs onto my wrist and the next thing I know he has his arms around my waist and has me backed against a tree. His hot breath hits my face and upsets me. I brace myself and glare back at him. He holds my glare, not letting go of me.



“Murong Yu!”



He finally says, “Han Xin, I think you need to calm down. We can talk about this again once you are.”



“I am calm!” I ball up my fists behind my back. A punch would do the job if it has to come down to it.



He only holds me tighter as if I haven’t said a thing. So tight it’s uncomfortable. I’m flexing my arms, about to break free, when someone appears, running towards us from the distance. The two of us immediately spring apart.



“Your Highness, there is an urgent message!”



Murong Yu’s face has returned to its normal state. He shoots that person a look. “You are dismissed.”



Not staying a second longer, I step back, turn and leave.



You and I were meant to be like this, Murong Yu.




♚♔





Close to half a million men on either side of South Hill Pass have been caught in a standoff for several days, the seemingly calm surface hiding within it a tempest. However, this balance is quickly disturbed.



Five thousand of Yan dragoons ride into South Hill Pass at night. After the Rui soldiers on night duty spotted them from the towers, three thousand cavalry under Marshal Heng immediately rushes out of the fortress to face them. Perhaps because the Great Rui has lost nearly every battle, the Yan captain drops his guard and the world is given a taste of the military prowess of Marshal Heng.



Xu Zheng, Marshal Heng’s right-hand-man, uses blood and flesh as bait to lure the five thousand Yan cavalry into pursuing them. Engaging sometimes and running away other times, they succeed in luring the entire Yan cavalry into Sparrowhawk Ravine.



Sparrowhawk Ravine. As the name suggests, one must be as quick and agile as a sparrowhawk to escape from there.



The moment the Yan troops enter the ravine, one thousand bowmen start firing down from either side while another two thousand men block the valley entrance. Xu Zheng then turns his troops back around. His vanguards split their enemies in half, striking through them like lightning and creating a typhoon of blood. The Battle of Sparrowhawk Ravine lasts from night until noon, and then from noon until the next dawn.



The heavily wounded Yan captain leads a squad shy of one thousand men out of the deathtrap and reports straight back to the base. Xu Zheng’s side is also left with just little more than one thousand men. They retreat back into the Pass.



The corpses lie in countless heaps and piles, blood flowing freely across the ravine floor. One could even smell the sick, sweet smell of blood in the air from miles away. Even the birds and beasts shy away.



The morale of the Rui army skyrockets and everyone in the nation speaks of the eminence of Marshal Heng.



Heng Ziyu—Marshal Heng.



He was known as an unparalleled military prodigy in his youth, but moreover he is known for his cruel and merciless ways. Once, when Jin An County in the south had been suffering from menacing pirate attacks, he evacuated a large portion of the residents of Jin An and used the four thousand remaining elderly and young who wouldn’t leave as bait. He instructed his forces posted upstream to destroy the dams after luring all the pirates into the county. The entire county and three hundred miles of surrounding fertile land was flooded in an instant. What used be a wealthy county and sizable farmland was wiped out by the raging waves overnight.



His way was obviously over the line but there was no doubt that people die from battles and he had ended the conflict in the shortest amount of time with the least amount of casualties. If he had not done so, losses would not have only numbered in the ten thousands.



Afterwards, Heng received harsh criticism from the Emperor despite the pirates never attacking again in fear of him. At the same time, he was bestowed with the peerage of marquis and the title Protector of the Seas along with the decree for him and his descendents to remain posted in the southern borders for life, never to return to the north without royal edict. Now, letting him out of sight spelt trouble—he has looked down upon the royal family and has held no respect towards the court ever since.



He was exiled to the south because he was at fault, but when it came down to it the senior court officials were the ones who affected the making of that decree. Great Rui was established upon scholastics. The only emperor to date to have had a martial background was the founding emperor, Emperor Rui Shun. The civil officials were not pleased to see people from insignificant backgrounds gain power through martial means and displace their own control of the court.



Now, under the destructive hooves of the Yan cavalry, Rui is finally faced with the deadly consequences after centuries of this policy against martial achievement. 



I do not know if Marshal Heng can salvage this fragile country on the brink of collapsing but I do know Murong Yu is up against a vicious opponent.




♚♔





So I’ve been giving Murong Yu the silent treatment. Erm. Well that’s not quite it. It’s more like he’s been way too busy with the reports and orders coming in nonstop from the front lines and the Yan capital to worry about me.



But I’m not that much better off either. The people who were supposed to pick Xiao Qinyun up still hadn’t arrived yet and Murong Yu didn’t want any more trouble from her so he placed her under strict surveillance at all hours of the day. Of course, I end up being dragged along by her.



I didn’t deserve this!!! How could I possibly successfully escape when I’m up to my neck dealing with her?!



I exasperatingly cry in my mind but I still have to do my work diligently—watching the stove with her as the medicine broils. 



Oh right. Ever since that incident with her ginseng chicken soup, I’ve been more than cautious with what she makes. I mean being able to get her hands on aphrodisiacs all the way out here in the country—I can’t even fathom!



But I do have a bone to pick with her. See, originally she had been waiting patiently in the kitchen for the chicken soup to be done, but she ended up leaving for a second. When she got back the soup was gone so she rushed off to look for it. She heard Murong Yu and me talking from outside his room but she’s always been a bit wary of Murong Yu so she didn’t come in.



Why did she not come in? Ah... 



I shake my head sadly. Was there just no way I could’ve avoided it?



She’s quietly watching the dancing flames in the stove, lips slightly pursed, eyes half-shut, looking kind of down. I’m quiet too. Needless to say, I know why she’s down. 



It’s been raining nonstop since autumn arrived. Murong Yu, not very used to the cold and damp climate of Southern Yan, had caught a cold when his meetings went too late into the night a few days ago.



I’m staring at the darkening twilight outside the window, my heart somehow unsettled.



“Brother, you’re zoning out again,” she quips. 



It takes me a moment to focus and when I do I see her studying me with curious eyes, her face propped in her hands.



“You’ve been like this for a few days already, always out of it. What’s on your mind?”



I look away from the window and flash an apologetic smile at her. I don’t know what to say in reply so I use the medicine to divert her attention.



I actually do feel a bit guilty towards her. After all, she was supposed to be the one who spent the night with Murong Yu that night, not me. But thank goodness she doesn’t know that, or else we’d never hear the end of it.



It was just a big, fat mistake. An unlucky coincidence.



“Do you miss home?” She edges close and asks me softly. I shake my head but she continues, “It has to be. I mean I miss my home so much right now. I miss the swallow nest and snow fungus congee with rock sugar my mommy makes me.”



I glance at her from the corner of my eye. “I have no home so how could I miss it?” I sigh.



She freezes, shocked, before looking back down. I don’t say another word.



A Duchess of the royal clan born into the manor of a prime minister, having grown up in the imperial palace and court. She will also marry into a lord’s manor one day. Everything she’d seen and experienced are the best of the best. I bet all this that’s happened is news to her.



All this trouble just for the man she likes. Poor girl.



“My sweetie’s been the same lately too. Bad temper. Scary expression all day.” She leans on my shoulders as she watches the flames. “Won’t eat medicine or rest properly even though he's caught a cold…”



I look down and try to not listen to or think about what she’s saying.



The flames are going strong, painting the walls with a dark red shade.



Ever since that night, I’ve been feeling guilty and awkward around her. She really trusts me and even more so after I brought her to safety that time, but I’ve been using her some of the time, using her status, her naivety, for my own goals.



Such as escaping.



I know it’s a pretty vile thing to do but I also know that sometimes you must do whatever it takes to reach your goal. I’m not a saint. I can’t be honest and righteous my whole life.



Murong Yu should be her husband. I believe he’ll be a good husband, a good father, and not my…



I shake my head furiously to chase these thoughts away.



“Brother, can you go talk to him?”



I shake my head without replying her, not even looking at her hopeful eyes. There’s nothing for me to say. What I need to do now is stay the hell away from him.



I help her pour the medicine out and stir it around with a small spoon. Only after making sure the temperature is okay do I accompany her to Murong Yu’s room.



The candle lights burn dimly as he sits, head bowed, reading the high-priority reports in front of him. There’s several other opened reports laid out on his desk that he isn’t done with. Brush and ink has been put to the side. A breeze blows in, making the paper rustle in its wake. He coughs lightly, his shoulders moving as well. His figure just seems so lonely.



Something in my chest seems to jerk a little.



Xiao Qinyun pushes the door open and goes in only after I give her a small nudge. I quickly dodge to the side and conceal myself in the darkness.



Xiao Qinyun approaches him and puts the medicine down on his desk.



“Put it down and leave,” he orders coldly without even looking up.



“Yu, I’ll go after you drink it.”



“Leave. Do not make me repeat myself.”



“No!”



Perhaps Murong Yu is truly tired and doesn’t want her around anymore. He takes the bowl and finishes it in one go, and then tosses it onto the tray before drinking some tea.



“You may leave now.”



She bites on her lips before looking down without a word and walks out the door.



Just as I’m about to leave he says in his cold voice,



“Come in, Han Xin.”

__________________________________
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XIII Nightmare


  



I can only look to the sky helplessly once I hear him say that.



How the hell did he know I was hiding outside the door? Did he grow a third eye or something?



Murong Yu’s been tied up with dealing with the front line for the past few days so I haven’t been bothered. I’ve had enough alone time too but I really do not want to revisit our last talk. So the best way to go would be to avoid him, but turns out that tactic isn’t working out either.



So I hesitantly shuffle over.



Murong Yu doesn’t look up. The light is behind him, concealing his eyes and his emotions in shadows. He continues to flip through the mound of scrolls laid out before him without a word, his forehead propped up by his hand. 



What the hell is this? Does he not see me standing here? Or does he just want to make it hard on me?



The air in the room is almost still. I take a quick peep at him and just as I’m about to sneak out he speaks,



“Did I say you could leave?”



He didn’t speak very loudly but his voice still had the usual power and coolness to it. It makes me realize the awkward spot I’m in—a prisoner who has his life and future in the hands of someone else. So I stand still with my head bowed and ask in a polite voice, “What may I do for you, your highness?”



He picks up his brush and dips it in the inkwell while pointing to the tray on the table with his left hand. “Take that out.”



I can’t object to his command so I edge over to the table warily and run straight towards the door after taking the tray. A question pops into my mind just as I get to the door.



“How did you know I was outside?” I turn around to ask him.



He stops for a moment before returning to his previous unblinking, unmoving state and continues reading his reports. “I doubt that brat knows how to serve. Did you honestly expect me to believe she could make the temperature just right?”



Oh. Right….



Okay, whatever. I must be coming down with something to be asking such a random question.



Just as I’m about to leave, I hear him coughing behind me. I quickly turn to look only to see him grimacing and covering his mouth, one hand reaching out for the teapot. For some reason I hurry back and grab that hand.



“Don’t drink while coughing,” I instruct.



He looks up at me with a confused look.



“You’ll choke if you do,” I explain. “Just drink it in a bit.”



He watches me.



Feeling sort of self-conscious of my actions, I let go of his hand while chuckling nervously. “Um, so I’m going to leave you to your business then, your-.”



He snatches my wrist before I can finish.



The sky outside is getting all the more gloomy. A storm is about to break. 



Murong Yu keeps his unreadable gaze on me, his lips curving up slightly. “You...care for me?”



I stop in my track. He tightens his grip after studying my face for quite a while. His thin, long fingers are strangely cold. Only the palm contains a shred of warmth.



I pull my hand away and take a step back, keeping him in my sight.



“You overstate matters, your highness.” I let my nerves settle before turning to leave out the door.



He suddenly yanks me back by the arm. “Did I dismiss you?” He interrogates flatly while pushing aside the paper and brush.



“Your highness has made orders for me to refrain from roaming after the hour of the Pig. I’m merely following orders.”



He didn’t seem to expect that and starts chuckling. “I should’ve known better. You are the best when it comes to battles of the tongue.”



I can’t spot any trace of the usual fierceness or aloofness from his amiable smile under the dim, yellow candlelight.



I finally give up from the eye contact and start laughing as well. The two of us have been in a strop lately. All we’ve exchanged are sharp glares; not a word. Well, of course, there had been a bunch of soldiers behind him every time we bumped into each other, and I hadn’t wanted to speak with him.



This is the first time we’re alone by ourselves since that night.



I’m so tired of it. Always being stony-faced. It’s just not how I do.



“Whatcha thinking about?” He asks unusually softly.



I shrug and then pick up his cloak and put it around his shoulders. “You don’t wanna catch a cold. Aren’t you old enough to take care of yourself by now?”



He flashes a smile, his long brows dancing up, and wraps his cloak around himself.



I pick up the tray again and turn my head to say to him, “It’s getting late. You’d better head to bed.”



Before I manage to make the turn, he reaches over my shoulders, taking away the things I’m holding, and holds onto my hands. I almost jump out of my skin. I briskly whip my head around only to look into the mysterious depths of his eyes.



“Don’t go.” He breathes against my ear. “Stay with me for a bit.”



I shudder and quickly tilt my head away. “Why should I? You’ve got your fiancée for company.”



Kind of pissed off, I try to shove him away. Amidst the scuffle I elbow him in the chest very hard.



Ummphf. He frowns and purses his lips while clutching his chest, hissing for air.



I clench my jaw hard. My mind suddenly goes blank.



Shit. He’s sick to begin with and now I’ve just hit him. It’s got to hurt.



Murong Yu puts his entire body weight on me, brows tightly knit as he pants softly. I help him over to his bed after seeing him not saying a word with his brows all furrowed up. I pour some hot tea out in a cup and feed it into his mouth a little bit at a time.



He looks all better after letting out a deep breath. Only then do my nerves settle.



“You ok?” I inquire.



“Is that how you treat a sick person?” He peers at me out of the corner of his eyes. 



I feel a pang of guilt but I mustn’t lose this battle. “You could’ve dodged it, really. You expect me to believe that you couldn’t even do that?”



“I didn’t think you’d actually hit that hard though.”



I scoff and get up to unfasten his cloak. “Whatever. Just go to sleep if you’re not feeling well.”



He’s still leaning on the bed with a small grin. Suddenly he locks onto my hands. I frown as I try to break free but he doesn’t budge.



“Sleep with me,” he adds with a friendly expression.



The hell? This guy’s pushing his luck here.



Maybe detecting my mood, he grins. “Don’t get the wrong idea. I’m ill and I’ve just gotten wounded again by you. Don’t you think I need someone to look after me?”



Wounded by me? What a load of bullshit! Considering his physique, he should be fine by now. What a big, fat liar. 



“How could you be so ungrateful?” His smile fades as he looks at me seriously. “I stayed by your bedside every one of those times you got hurt.”



I’m a bit caught off guard and he continues before I get to say anything, “Don’t worry. I can’t do much in my state right now so I won’t be trying anything funny.”



I shoot him an angry look. “Then where am I supposed to sleep? ‘Cuz I am not sleepin’ on the ground!”



He beams as he shifts over a little. “How ‘bout here?”



Wh-what? I sincerely feel like beating him up right now.



“Here, or the ground,” he offers as he pats the bed, “Your choice. Don’t come running to me later saying I didn’t give you any.”



I take a look at the warm and soft bed. I take another look at the cold floor. I take one last look at that crafty asshole. 



Fine, then.



I take my shoes off and sit by the edge of the bed.



He raises a brow in discontent. “What’re you doing all the way over there? We can’t even talk properly. I’m a nice guy; I don’t bite.”



I roll my eyes at him. 



Hmmph! It’s not like you haven’t before.



His face looks sallow under the murky, shaky candlelight. The dark circles under his eyes make him look tired but it doesn’t take away from his usual air.



It’s gotten late and it’s dead silent outside. The two of us are still awake, also silent.



“Han Xin?”



I hum a reply.



“Do you do this kinda stuff a lot?” He asks, his voice coming from my side, “Serving others?”



I turn away. “I’ve always had to take care of myself so I don’t mind it in particular.”



“Always?” He turns too. I can kind of smell his scent from behind.



I feel a rush of bitter pain gnawing at my heart and I shut my eyes.



“Got used to it,” I answer nonchalantly, “Living under someone else’s roof and all.”



I feel someone tucking me in carefully, making sure to get all the crevices. Soon I’m surrounded by that familiar scent of his. I glumly turn my head away, not wanting to open my eyes. I feel an arm wrapping around my waist and fingers starting to stroke the hair by my temple. Extremely lightly but extremely clumsily. So gently. So gently it’s as if he’s a completely different person.



I don’t think anyone has ever made me feel this way in the past twenty years. Not even close.



I have no idea why Uncle always looks so coldly at me, no idea why I don’t have any parents and no idea why certain people give me such strange looks.



The empress dowager’s surname is Han. Uncle’s surname is Han. My surname is also Han. Then who was my father? Why couldn’t I receive my father’s name? For what reason did I have to take my mother’s? Why can’t I remember the things before I was nine?



Usually I would make sure I don’t think about these because I know that’s just asking for trouble. When I had asked Uncle these questions when I was young, he got so angry he was shaking and locked me in the log shed. I got used to it in the end. I wouldn’t think. I wouldn’t ask.



It seems there’s a whole lot I don’t know.



I smile but I’m filled with bitterness.



You don’t have a past, Han Xin, or a future.



I feel tears wetting my eyes.



Thanks to the darkness, I can cover my tracks as long as I don’t make a noise. Everything will be silent. I’ve got no need to hold back.



Tears keep streaming out, wetting my cheeks. I feel a cold finger reaching up to my face and wiping at my tears. His scent gets closer and finally envelops me.



“Let it out if you want. You don’t have to hide anything. I won’t judge.”



I spit a quiet curse while trying to push him away. He lets out a sigh before hugging me close and putting his chin against my neck.



“Go away! You hear me?”



With my eyes closed, I try to pry his hands off but he only holds me tighter and tighter, not letting me fight. Feeling my tears being gently kissed away, I finally give up struggling and wrap my arms around his shoulders.



It doesn’t matter now. All I want is a little warmth. Even if it’ll be gone the next instant, I’d be fine with that, too.



He’s gently patting my back while comforting me quietly by my ears, “You’ll feel better after you cry.”



“You’re not me.” More tears. “How would you know?”



“Why wouldn’t I? Silly. No one can be cheerful all the time.” He sighs. “You must have so much bottled up.”



“Nuh-uh.”



“Okay, okay. ‘Nuh-uh’ it is.”



His hand is still patting my back. Gently. Lightly. I quickly settle down and open my eyes. His smoldering eyes are watching me like the stars on a cloudy night. I try to communicate the thoughts I can’t speak through my eyes.



I bury my face in the nook of his shoulder and let my eyes close while taking in his faint scent.



“All good now?” He asks.



I give a small nod and hold him tighter. He chuckles and then takes off my cloak before pulling the blankets back. “No more tears, right? Then let’s go to sleep,” he coaxes.



His body heat sneaks in through the thin fabrics. I rest on his shoulders, listening to his muffled heartbeat. He suddenly dips down and plants a kiss on my forehead with his cold lips. Lightly. Slowly. Extremely gently.



I’ve cried. I’ve shed tears, too. But my heart is still weighed down to the point it’s a little painful.



“Sleep now. I’ll be with you.”



Everything falls silent once more. Soon I let my lids fall down like black curtains with his light snoring in the background.



After some time...



I turn my head, bewildered, only to see the sky painted brilliantly orange by the fiery sun. The blue sky seems to have been ignited with gold and blazing red clouds. There’s farmland off in the distance being burnt away by roaring flames. A wave of cavalrymen in black helmets rides past on white horses, whizzing by me like the wind. There’s a handsome man in a black helmet and red cape mounted on a warhorse, magnificent blade in hand. I can’t quite make out his face but the bloody stain by his lips stands out to me. In the blink of an eye, a sword is drawn and red rains down in every direction. The smell of blood drifts up my nose. My mind seems to implode with a boom and my chest pains as if it’s going to tear open.



The scene before me blurs.



A young woman clad in green cotton is kneeling before a splendidly dressed older woman, her pretty face wet with crystal-like tears. She’s pleading with all her might, her body huddled against her knees. The older woman remains emotionless behind a curtain of extravagant beads dangling in front of her forehead like a mien of bereavement. The cotton-clad young woman smiles through her tears and rises. She looks up and flicks her wrist up. The same moment, a blade flashes and she falls over limply, a stream of red flowing out from her neck.



I back away in horror. Unbearable pain attacks me like a wild beast. The scene before me vanishes. 



I struggle in the dark. I thrash as if it’s the end of the world. 



What is this?



What in the world is this? I don’t want to see it. I don’t want to. I don’t want to!



Let me die. I don’t want to live anymore. Just let me die!



I howl in pain. It’s as though my brain is being stung open. My body convulses. Why won’t you just let me die?!



“Wake up! Wake up!”



I snap my eyes open. A chill sets in, cooling my hands and feet. I try to move but I get held back. Murong Yu takes me into his embrace and wipes away the sweat on my forehead. 



I turn my head away and pant breathlessly. I’m so exhausted but I’m afraid to close my eyes. What if I see those two bloodied people again?



It was a nightmare—a perplexing nightmare.



He takes my fingers into his hand and start rubbing them while whispering sweet nothings into my ear. I lie quietly in his arms, desperately seeking his body heat.



“Murong Yu,” I finally manage to croak.



“I’m right here,” he answers softly.



Even his hot breath somehow eases my unsettled heart. 



“You weren’t sleeping well. Kept thrashing around and screaming.” He watches me as he rubs my back. “Did you have a nightmare?”



I’m not even sure whether I give him an answer or not, but I wrap my arms around him and whisper, “Hold me tight.”



I feel him shudder against me but he doesn’t speak. He just takes off my sweat-soaked clothes and throws them out the drapes before taking off his own and bringing me closer than ever. 



“Don’t be afraid. I’m right here.”



Our naked bodies come together and slowly I start to warm up, the terror from earlier receding away. I fall asleep in his embrace.




♚♔



Great Yan was established through martial means, in particular through the art of fire, and has esteemed the colour red through all generations.



The flags of the Yan army cover everywhere the eyes can see. The glaring red seems to swallow up the world as if the army has hailed from the skies. The picture is overwhelming.



A black and red war flag flaps wildly in the wind. The white wolf upon it seems to come alive under the golden sunlight and howl in the wind. The Three Wings are fully armed and standing parted in the middle. The jet black handle and tassels of the soldiers’ spears form a forest. Only the silver blades reflect cold, menacing light that seems to shoot through your soul. 



The flag of the wolf draws near and a man with deep contours comes forth, armoured in shining iron plates. He grins as he strolls through the forest of spears and stops before Murong Yu. Murong Yu is sitting at the end of a long table, adorned with a silver helmet and red cape as usual. The top half of his face remains hidden in the shadows of his helmet. His expression is hard to identify but his lips are tightly pursed as always.



The man kneels down on one knee and the men behind him follow suit, their metallic armour clanging against the ground, the sound sharp and hollow. The man raises his hands and lifts a gilt-edged scroll sealed with wax above his head.



“A decree written by His Majesty, Emperor of Great Yan,” he declares in a clear voice. “‘The Lupine Blood Mounts under my command shall be entrusted entirely to Prince Lie! The Prince shall expand our borders to the utmost without fail!’”



Murong Yu’s lips curve at an angle, a steady smile showing through the shade. 



The Lupine Blood Mounted Squadron is a cavalry that directly answers to the Yan Emperor. All of them armoured in red iron plates have proven their courage on the battlefield, striding over their opponents’ mangled remains and polishing their mail with the shed blood of their enemies. 



They are a pack of merciless wolves that will do whatever it takes to take down their prey, and that man is none other than Yuwen Yuan, the general of the Lupine Blood Mounted Squadron. 



He was born into a family of Yan nobility and is a warrior so fierce, he murders and raids, buries war prisoners alive and massacres commoners, all without a moment’s hesitation. I’m afraid his arrival along with the Lupine Blood Mounted Squadron means the Yan Emperor has put all his chips in.



I gaze at the scene. It’s sunny, the skies are clear, yet I’m shivering. 



The Lupine Blood Mounted Squadron—it had once swept across the Yan borders, cutting down everything in its way. It had trampled beneath its steeds flesh and bone; it had forked upon its blades heads. Numberless states and tribes have cried out beneath its mighty hooves and trembled beneath its gleaming blades. And now, this bloodthirsty beast has turned its glistening fangs towards Great Rui that is still catching its breath, and is biding its time.



Yuwen Yuan grins and quickly turns towards all the men behind him. “We shall follow Prince Lie until our deaths, crush all the enemies before us and expand our borders to the utmost!” He bellows. 



“Crush all enemies! Expand our borders!” The soldiers wave their weapons in the air and howl to the sky, shaking the earth itself.



The shouting gets louder each time around but Murong Yu stays unflinching with a light smile on his face and a sword hilt in his right hand. 




♚♔





Murong Yu had called for a feast to be made in the evening to welcome Yuwen Yuan and the Lupine Blood Mounts.



The evening winds are thick with the smell of alcohol. The smell of roast meat makes the mouth water. Murong Yu heads the table and toasts to Yuwen Yuan who isn’t far away. Once in a while there are drunken soldiers bumping into and hollering at each other, laughing and singing without restraint.



I keep walking, past the Central Wing Camp, past Murong Yu’s quarters, all the way to the back of the yard. The laughter and noise from the welcome party is far behind me, the luminous lanterns naught but small dots twinkling vaguely in the background.



The back of the yard doesn’t have a wall; I can spot the vast plains in the distance. There’s not a sound. It’s so quiet it’s suffocating. It’s so dark it’s suffocating.



The sun has long set. Even the dazzling twilight has dissipated into the sky, the remaining glow fading out slowly until all that’s left shining upon the deserted land is the cool, clear moonlight. 



I might have decided to escape right now if I were the Han Xin from the time of my capture. Now, however, I wouldn’t even consider it because I know that beyond this seemingly peaceful piece of grassland are murderous Yan soldiers.



I take out a small bottle. The light fragrances of wine not unlike that of pears fill my nostrils the moment I twist open the lid. I tilt the bottle upside down as I start quaffing it down. This is the most famous wine of Yan, Jade Green Soul, and is the hardest of hard liquor. A burning sensation arises as the cool liquid slides into my mouth. I take big gulps as though to drown the bitterness in my heart.



Am I…in denial?



The bottle gets lighter and lighter. I tilt my head back to get that last bit when my hand closes in on itself—the bottle’s gone!



Someone has taken it from behind. I bark at them without sparing a look, “Givit back!”



“But brother, alcohol’s bad for you!”



“Bad? Doesn’t matter.”



Yeah, it really doesn’t matter. I’d rather die of intoxication than live in vain. I can’t do anything but watch these people who are going to trample over my country and murder my people. Watch them feast and indulge themselves before mounting their horses, arming their swords and charging at my country like a pack of hungry wolves. Watch while I cannot do anything. 



I roll around shakily. I can’t see through my misty eyes so I squint and put on a smile. “C’mere hun, pass me that bottle.”



Xiao Qinyun jumps out from behind, shaking the bottle frustratingly. I lunge for it but she steps out of the way. 



“Brother! Do you know what this is? How could you drink that much?” She shoots me a disapproving look. 



“It’s just Green Soul from Yan. What’s the big deal!”



“This is so strong that people have died drinking it! You can’t do this even if you’re a man!”



I wobble a bit as I look at her and shake my head like a drunken man. I reach for the bottle again but she remains determined, swinging her arm up. The liquor splashes out and hits me all over the face.



“I’ve always hated drinkers!”



I instantly sober up quite a bit after the chilly wine hits me. I see Xiao Qinyun standing in front of me with a troubled look, wearing a light-coloured dress and holding a xiao in her left hand. My feet start feeling shaky after I cough a few times so I rest on a rock nearby. I finally catch my breath with my head propped up with my right hand.



I look up and question, “What’re ya doing here instead of joining them?”



She tosses the bottle and it tumbles away, spilling out the last few drops of wine and adding a sliver of its fragrance into the brisk evening wind. She sits down right next to me. I gaze into the distance as she watches me with those round, raven eyes of hers.



I chuckle. “I heard ghosts roam in dark places like this.”



“Brother!” She yelps and raps me lightly. “And here I was so worried for you! How could you scare me like that?”



I don’t want to laugh anymore. I just can’t anymore. 



“Go back inside,” I order glumly. “It’s too windy here for a girl.”



She stubbornly shakes her head and moves even closer to me. 



The clouds and stars in the skies above the frontiers are thin and sparse. The moonlight shines down and coats everything in a light silvery gleam.



Out of nowhere, Xiao Qinyun hooks onto my arms like a kid and puts her head on my shoulder. I put my head down on my hand and leave her be.



“I know, brother,” she starts speaking faintly. “It’s hard on you and you don’t wanna be near those people. I really don’t like them either. So rude and loud, every one of them. And then they start shouting when they get drunk like they’re crazy. I don’t know how my sweetie can stand them.”



“Silly you....” I murmur. To her or to myself? I’m not sure.



Those soldiers who are enjoying themselves and having the time of their lives are the enemies who are soon going to storm over the lands of Great Rui, while I’m here, helpless, not able to do anything except drink to ease my troubles.



I put my hand over my face so she doesn’t see the pained look on it. 



But what am I now? I’m just a prisoner whose fate is in someone else’s hands. I’m afraid my name has already been written on some casualty report. No one would remember me, and that includes my so-called relatives. 



Han Xin, oh, Han Xin, I utter to myself, what a dilemma you’re in right now. You can’t return to your country nor can you leave. It doesn’t look like your dream of abandoning all worldly matters and leaving everything behind to become a free soul is going to come true anymore. 



So…. So what do you reckon you should do?



Are you going to keep living like this and wait for destiny’s final call?



Are you going to take that? Are you?



I shut my eyes tightly and inhale sharply. I feel the alcohol buzzing within me along with all the frustrations and anger that I had kept bottled in and is lurching around wildly.



“Brother?” She sounds worried and starts shaking me. “Brother?”



I’m in a stupor. I don’t even want to answer.



The evening wind scoops up sand and rattles the branches as it sweeps across the earth.



“Why can’t you leave me alone?” I blurt out harshly.



She stares at me, only releasing my shirt after some time.



I pull a forced smile as I look at her. “Let me be alone for a bit, my Duchess.”



She lets her arm fall limply to her side and gets up. She says after a short silence, “You might think I’m just a kid, brother, but I…I know why you’re like this.”



I close my eyes and sigh silently.



Her words make me all the sadder. So sad I can’t breathe.



Her light footsteps get quieter and quieter. I open my eyes to see her petite figure almost disappearing into the dark from the corner of my eye.



“Long time no see, Duchess,” A man’s deep, rich voice breaks the peace.



I immediately leap up. Xiao Qinyun lets out a yelp before quickly covering her mouth.



The man, armoured in shining iron plates, steps out from the shadows.

__________________________________

Dairytea's comment: Oh my, who is this armored man? Σ(ﾟ口ﾟ;

See you all next week when we have piles of gifts for you to enjoy. (*￣▽￣*) 
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XIV A Xiao's Melody


  

Yuwen Yuan slowly bows down before Xiao Qinyun. “My Duchess.” 



She immediately regains her composure and replies with a smile appropriate for a duchess. “General Yuwen, you’re too courteous. I’m not worthy of your politesse. 



He quickly scans me with a smile that’s not quite a smile before handing her a letter sealed with gold wax. “This is a letter for You from His Excellency, the Left Minister.” 



She grins to shows her gratitude. “Your hard work is appreciated, General.” 



She fingers the envelope but doesn’t open it and moves a bit towards me. “I give you my thanks.” She pauses and looks in the direction behind him. “You should be drinking with His Highness, right? So what brings you...?” 



“It’s going to be a busy day tomorrow and I did not want to forget about His Excellency’s message. I brought it for You as soon as I remembered but I was surprised You weren’t in Your quarters.” He pauses. “I was also surprised to find You out here of all places....” 



She smiles and says, “I was bored and came out for a stroll.” 



He narrows his eyes and studies me, his eyes eerily bright. “Why, of course. The army life can be quite lacking. It’s normal that the duchess should feel bored. But, who might this be?” 



She falters but her smile comes back in the blink of an eye. She steps forth and turns to me, explaining, “Allow me to introduce. This is General Yuwen of Great Yan.” She turns to him. 



“And this is....” 



She stops short in the middle of her sentence and turns to face me. She looks to me, not knowing what to say. I pucker my lips, not knowing what to say either. It’s true, though. My status here is just too awkward.  



I look up at his brooding gaze. I think over it twice before choosing the most cautious explanation. “I am a deputy general serving under General Zhou Zhenluan of Great Rui. Han Xin is my name.” 



“Zhou Zhenluan, huh. I’ve crossed paths with him.” The corners of his mouth lift up slightly. “As for you,” He scoffs. “You’re naught but a prisoner.” 



I smile back at him. “Then you didn’t have to ask, General, since I am just a prisoner.” 



He clasps his hands behind his back and paces forward. “However, I do know a thing or two about the Han clan of Great Rui.” He scrutinizes me. “Those of political families, all they do is start conflicts and disputes. All they know is how to deceive and cheat. You’re the same, not knowing shame even after getting captured. Not only are you here completely unharmed, you still have the mood to horse around when your country’s about to perish.” 



I try to keep in the anger brewing within me and ignore his words. 



He sneers. “The men of Rui aren’t too good at fighting but sure are skilled at dogging women around.” 



Xiao Qinyun chews on her lips before stiffening her backbone. She tilts her head up defiantly. “General, you-.” 



But Yuwen Yuan shoots her a glance and brushes her aside. I watch quietly as he strides towards me. He’s so close that I can even feel the coldness of his iron armour. The moonlight illuminates his menacing face. 



“I strongly advise that you reconsider your position and do not complicate matters for His Highness.” 



I stay quiet. 



I know exactly what Yuwen Yuan is talking about. My being here is a variable in and of itself.  



The sky darkens and faint torch lights flicker from afar. 



I take a deep breath and speak as steadily as I can, “I thank you for your advice, General.” 



I’m not in the mood to compete with him. I only want to get rid of this plague of a man as soon as possible so things don’t get complicated. 



Xiao Qinyun’s face is red with indignation and her frame is shaking, her head lowered and lips pursed. Yuwen Yuan is looking me up and down when she exclaims, “General Yuwen, you’ve been mistaken. He’s the one who saved my life!” 



Yuwen Yuan glances sideways at her. “You probably aren’t aware of the treacheries people can harbour, my Duchess. Not to mention, it’s a critical period right now. I must ensure the safety of You and His Highness. 



Suddenly Xiao Qinyun cuts in front of me and faces him straight on. “I am grateful for your consideration, General, but this matter is between us. I would appreciate it if you did not get involved.” 



The atmosphere changes drastically. Yuwen Yuan shoots me a dangerous look. I’ve already sobered up quite a bit with all the talking. I catch his hand reaching towards his waist and caressing his sword hilt out of the corner of my eye. My heart starts to race. 



“Look at you. Even have the duchess on your side now.” 



I reach out and scoop Xiao Qinyun behind me protectively. I chuckle nervously after seeing Yuwen Yuan’s stony face. “There’s no such thing. I am a prisoner unworthy of the duchess’ care. It is just that the duchess has a kindred heart.” 



Yuwen Yuan scoffs after a moment. “Oh? Is that so?” 



“The noble Duchess is only sparing us commoners her generosity—you’re over-thinking it, General.” 



A warning bell goes off in my head as soon as I see his face tense up. With no time to think, I turn slightly to the side and lean back along with the momentum, avoiding his strike. The speed of his strike is extremely high and its power even more so. I feel a sharp stream of air hit my face.  



If I hadn’t dodged it, at least half of my face would swell up. 



“Surely you must know the rules as a prisoner, Han Xin. I did not give you permission to dodge.” 



It is as they say: Those who approach have no good intentions; those who mean well do not approach. 



“I don’t believe I have done you any disrespect, General. Why did you strike?” 



Yuwen Yuan glances sideways at me and snickers. “There aren’t many people who can evade my attacks. I hadn’t thought you were lying low this whole time. Please, allow me to observe your skills.” 



‘Observe?’ Don’t take me for a fool. 



His attack just now was swift like lightning and full of force. It’s apparent that he wasn’t holding back at all. I might be a prisoner but I don’t want to be beaten for no good reason either. That’s why I dodged it using the martial arts the old geezer taught me. I didn’t think it would lead to this. 



Haaah…. I would’ve let him hit me if I had known. It’s no use now even if I did. 



Nonetheless, I’m still trying. “My martial skills are crude, General. I would not be a worthy opponent. I impetrate your generous pardon, please.” 



“Really?” A slow smile spread on his face. 



A look full of menace! 



I see the snow white flash of a blade and it’s coming straight for me. I hear a scream from behind me. 



Shit! 



I turn sideways and push Xiao Qinyun away. I snatch the xiao away from her hand and rush to face him without hesitation, smartly guiding the impetus of his sword aside. His expression darkens and he drives his sword back around with a snap of the wrist. 



How troublesome. I hadn’t thought he would draw his sword so soon and I didn’t have a suitable weapon. I only used the xiao because of the urgency of the situation. There is no way it would last against his sword. 



“General! Stop! Stop now!” Xiao Qinyun shouts at us as she gets up. 



None of us answer, however, as we are fully concentrated on the battle between sword and xiao. Yuwen Yuan’s manoeuvres are strong and fierce, one attack tightly followed by another, while I whisk the xiao and make it dance nimbly along with its tassel, flicking in and out of sight. We’re evenly matched for now. 



Beads of sweat form on my forehead. 



This is obviously not a fair fight. Xiaos are originally musical instruments and cannot endure a drawn-out battle. Yuwen Yuan’s moves are relentless and harsh. I couldn’t directly engage with him with only a xiao in hand, neither can I truly fight back. I have the wolf by the ears. 



I meet with his blade sometimes and retreat other times while he continues to advance. The blade scrapes across the xiao with an ear-splitting scratching sound, glistening as it shimmers before my eyes. 



What the heck does he want from me? 



He inhales deeply and swings his sword back around, its blade flashing dangerously. I swerve to the side to elude it and I thrust the xiao forward along the blade, striking sparks as I aim straight for his neck. 



He frowns and immediately sidesteps, skimming out of the way. Raising his long weapon, he brings it down with incredible force. The ivory blade tip slashes open the night with the help of the moon and heads directly for me. I bite down in concentration and change my footing, swaying half a chi out of harm’s way. Missing its target, the sword tips his balance as he is not able to retract the motion in time. 



I’m breathing somewhat erratically now that I have been on the defensive the entire time. The alcohol that I had consumed is not helping either. No time to speak—I’ve spotted my chance. Using the gap that his sword has given me, I strike the xiao exactly on his right wrist. 



The xiao doesn’t do much damage by itself but I had put in all my strength in that one hit and it had struck a critical joint. His face darkens as he sweeps violently back towards me, lips tightly clipped. I manage to take two steps back before he switches the blade’s directions and it flies towards me. I pivot as a gust of wind blows past and I see a metallic flash before my eyes. It’s too late to dodge so I bring the xiao up to stop it. The two weapons clash in midair. With a turn of the wrist, I push on the sword. He no longer is able to bear the weight of his weapon after the hit on his wrist so I apply more force. The xiao shoots out of my hand and draws a long arc in the air before planting into the ground along with his sword. 



The two of us leap apart. Neither of us makes another move. We just stand there panting. 



I bring my hands together in front of my chest after I’ve composed myself. “You went easy on me, General.” 



His expression only gets stormier and stormier by the second. He glares menacingly at me. It’s a look full of threat and danger. 



I let out a breath. “I’d said that my martial arts are crude. Naturally, I wasn’t going to be a worthy opponent for you. I was lucky to receive your mercy. I owe you my gratitude, General.” 



Beggars can’t be choosers. I’m just saying a few nice words because I don’t want to anger him just yet. 



He doesn’t say anything. 



We’re in a bit of an awkward situation here when someone’s low voice interrupts it. 



“Spectacular.” 



I turn to see Murong Yu pacing out from the shadows. 



“Your Highness.” Yuwen Yuan bows and I follow suit. 



“Enough,” he says nonchalantly. He turns and catches my eye, seeming to look deep into my eyes. I quickly drop my gaze and keep it lowered. 



“General Yuwen, I had invited you to wine and yet you left without permission?” 



Yuwen Yuan’s expression is one of respect as he replies. “The Left Minister charged me with the responsibility of delivering a letter to the duchess. I came looking for the duchess only because I did not wish to delay the message.” 



Murong Yu smiles softly. “Then let us return to the wine since it has been delivered.” 



A smile creeps onto Yuwen Yuan’s face. “This is a military base, Your Highness, yet You still let the duchess wander around freely?” 



Murong Yu takes a glimpse of the dumbfounded Xiao Qinyun and says almost nonchalantly, “The duchess was already playful and mischievous when she was in the capital. Not even His Excellency, the Left Minister, could rein her in, so I think I will spare the efforts trying.” 



Then he turns to her. “What are you still standing there for? Leave this instant!” His volume isn’t high but his tone is awfully harsh. 



She gnaws on her lips, takes a look at me and then at Murong Yu before trudging off into the dark.  



Yuwen Yuan retrieves his sword from the ground and sheathes it after wiping it off. 



“Perhaps Your Highness is being too imprudent.” He moves his gaze from Murong Yu to me. “Allowing a prisoner to wander freely as he wishes in a military base.” 



“I have uses for him precisely because he is a prisoner.” Murong Yu’s expression stays unchanged. Yuwen Yuan tries to speak but Murong Yu cuts him off coldly. “General, it is I who is the Grand Marshal of this army.” 



Yuwen Yuan stops and turns to me instead. “I understand very well, Your Highness.” He snickers. “But surely You have not forgotten about His Majesty’s edict. All prisoners must be sent back to the capital in chains under General Tuo’s supervision in the near future.” 



Murong Yu’s face clouds over and he turns away with a flick of his sleeves. “Of course I have not. Your reminder is unnecessary!” 



The news hits me like a bombshell.  



Wh-what? All prisoners sent back to the capital in chains? N-n-no...no way! 



In Yan tradition, a large number of prisoners are always sent back to the capital in chains and those include royalty and nobility, the rich and wealthy. The emperor would then bestow the prisoners onto the upperclassmen and soldiers according to their accomplishments in the war and allow them to do as they please with the prisoners. 



It’s needless to say what would happen to me if I were sent there in chains but there’s nothing more I can do but sigh. 



Murong Yu shoots a cold look at Yuwen Yuan before leaving. Yuwen Yuan looks down on me amusingly. I can see the disdain and disregard from his eyes as if to say: ‘You’re just a prisoner. What does it matter if you’ve beaten me? I can end your life with a few words if I wished so.’ 



I bite down on the inside of my lip as I feel cold sweat sliding down my back. I hadn’t even felt this unsettled when I was fighting him.  



I stoop down to pick the xiao up from the dirt after watching them leave. I study it carefully under the moonlight. The body is dark brown and probably was flawless and glossy before getting cut all over by Yuwen Yuan. Even the tassel that was hanging from it is nowhere to be found. I let out a sigh and take a seat on the ground. 



Too bad. It was a good xiao, too.  



I’ll get her a new one if I get the chance. 



I let my eyes flutter close, hold my breath and focus. I then place the xiao lightly against my lips. I’ve picked up a few so-called useless skills straying through the red-light district.  



The notes of the xiao slowly begin to unfurl under the lucid moon, like birds whirling about in the warm, gentle spring air, playfully chasing the April sunshine. Then it plunges sharply into the drizzling seasons of autumn. The limpid notes drift idly along, twisting and turning through sunsets and moonsets, tempests and gales, playing the sorrows of farewell. 



My vision blurs and my mind drifts off for a moment.  



I’ve been constantly enduring since getting captured; enduring physical pain, enduring the pains of not being able to return to my country, and enduring the contemptuous looks of those around me, all just so I can live on. 



It’s easy to die proudly but it takes even more courage to live through the pains. 



And what about my country? 



The state is about to collapse with no one to uphold it. Is everything that is Great Rui really going to crumble into a handful of sand underneath the pounding of the Lupine Blood Mounts? Am I supposed to watch idly as my country and its beautiful land get stamped on by heartless, violent people like Yuwen Yuan?  



I see a scene of disaster before my eyes: fully armed Yan cavalry slashing away at the innocent lives of Great Rui citizens as they gallop through, leaving blood flowing like rivers and corpses covering the land…. 



I dig down hard with my fingers and a series of sharp trills rudely breaks the previous dejection like clashing metal, bringing the broadness of the boundless, yellow desert, the boldness of the mighty, bellowing oceans and the winded neighs of fully armoured horses. The notes climb higher and higher, soaring straight into the empyrean, valiant like heroes, whizzing past like a dancing sword and crying out like a warhorse. 



Eeeeeek! The melody splinters into pieces, leaving faint echoes behind. 



I let out a deep breath. I feel like my blood’s boiling. My clothes are soaked with sweat. I’m so tired I don’t even want to speak. 



And what about my heart? 



Can I still be carefree like before? 



But the fate of a country lies upon every single one of its citizens. 



Maybe I’m just hiding, hiding from my responsibilities. 



Responsibilities? I scoff. 



What are my responsibilities? Could someone please tell me? 



Rescuing Great Rui is something I’m not capable of. I cannot do anything. Anything. 



Kin from the maternal lineages have been amassing power ever since the demise of the Former Emperor, leaving the paternal lineage with little authority. The nobles and the wealthy fight each other for power and money. No one tends to the welfare of the people. The civil officials embezzle at all levels of government and the martial officials hold onto their forces and keep to themselves. Capable and talented men aren’t used to their full potential. The court has long been corrupt. Skirmishes have continuously plagued the southern and northern borders, yet no one has stepped forth to solve anything. 



Even the almighty old geezer gets worked up talking about it, but he still has nothing up his sleeves. So what could I do? 



“Han Xin?” I hear Murong Yu’s voice from behind. 



I smile, not surprised at all. “What may I do for you, your highness?” 



His complexion looks extra handsome under the smooth moonlight. 



He sits down beside me with a stony expression and only speaks after a while. “It’s rare to see you like this.” 



I hum carelessly as a reply before falling quiet again. 



He peers at the xiao in my hand. “Tell me, what other talents do you have that I don’t know about?” 



I turn my head and sigh. “Are you gonna punish me for rubbing Yuwen Yuan the wrong way?” 



He shakes his head. “Yuwen Yuan’s martial skill is nearly unmatched amongst my men but you tied with him with nothing but a xiao. I can’t help but be suspicious.” 



“What’s there to be suspicious about? Just a scuffle, is all. I’ve had my fair share of them back in the day as a Guardian,” I say nonchalantly. 



“Wait, aren’t you supposed to be drinking with him?” I ask. 



“We’ve been done for a long time.” He whisks around and snares my wrist. “Don’t change the subject. Answer me.” 



Sharp pain shoots up my arm. He pulls me closer to him. I tremble from the pain and clench my jaw. 



“Last time with the duchess. This time with Yuwen Yuan. How did you get captured when you’re this skilled?” He glares at me, not letting me escape. “Answer me!” 



The painful memories hit me like a roaring wave. 



I turn my head away with my eyes tightly closed, not wanting to recall the horrors. “Don’t ask me! It’s not like your men haven’t told you already!” 



His eyes flash with what might be fury. He grabs onto my shoulder so violently that it feels like my shoulder blade might shatter. 



“I want to hear it from you.” 



I’m breathing heavily and my lips are tightly sealed. 



It’s shameful enough to get captured by you and now you want to rub salt in my wounds? 



Blood-red seeps across my vision—a colour that makes me shake in terror. I hear the screams of men and horses and the clashing of knives against swords, unsettling my mind. I start to tremble all over as soon as I start to recall it. It’s as if I’ve been transported back to those petrifying days. I see myself bathed in blood but there’s nothing I can do. 



“You’re shaking. Are you afraid?” 



I hold onto his shoulder and open my eyes. “Don’t make me. I really don’t want to.” 



“Why?” 



“’Cause…it’s not something you’d call memorable.” 



He releases his grip a little but keeps gazing at me. I push him away while panting. “Let me have some peace.” 



He remains quiet for a long time and then suddenly asks, “What were you just playing?” 



I touch the xiao and answer softly, “Cries of Soaring Swan Geese.” 



“Hmm?” 



“It’s a piece by filles de joie that tells of their longing for their lover.” 



His gaze becomes dark. “But when you played it there was a bit of longing for home added in there. There was some fighting spirit in the notes towards the very end.” 



I chuckle. “Oh really?” I fall back onto the ground and poke him with the xiao. “Hey, got any booze?” 



He pushes the instrument down and glimpse at me. “You’re drunk.” 



I don’t correct him and just look up at the clear night skies. “So what if I’m drunk. So what if I’m sober. What does it matter to you whether I’m drunk or not?” 



He doesn’t reply but moves a bit closer. 



“I’m really impressed that you could tie with him when you’re this drunk.” 



I can’t help but giggle at his words and turn to look at him. To be honest, I really want to be left alone right now but it’s not all that bad with him here. He’s probably the one person that I’m most familiar with in this place. Even if I’d disliked him at first, I can’t help but feel close to him after being with him day in and day out for so long. Plus, he’s not a bad person. He might be difficult at times, a bit cagey and likes to give others a hard time for no reason, but he’s still easy to get along with. 



“What a waste it’d be not to get wasted on this beautiful night!” I rap on the grassy ground and feel the evening breeze gliding past with my eyes half-closed. 



He frowns and places his hands on mine. “Don’t drink. You should be more careful after messing with Yuwen Yuan.” 



I chuckle as I push his hand off, “Careful? Gimme a break. I was already on his bad side since the start.” 



“Why do you say that?” 



I take a glance at him. “You should’ve seen how he was looking at me like the duchess and I had an affair or something, like he was afraid we were gonna cuckold you by rendezvousing in the middle of the night.” He looks tongue-tied while watching me. I stretch my arms and legs and continue lazily, “Doesn’t matter though. He seems pretty respectful of you. Not as arrogant as they say he is.” 



“Of course. We’re both martial people. But the person he’s loyal to is still Father,” he explains flatly. 



He lowers his eyes, the moon sketching out a picture of melancholy. I spot loneliness meandering in those eyes of his. 



A child born into the house of the emperor undoubtedly has a halo of high-status but how many people would know of the lonesome soul that is shadowed by that ring of light? I can tell after being around him these days that he’s very lonely, yet he won’t trust anyone around him. That’s why he has always been lonely, and maybe this lonesomeness shall accompany him for the rest of his life. 



For some odd reason I suddenly sit up and lean slightly towards him. “Do you want the throne, Murong Yu?” 



His expression doesn’t change. He only turns to look at me. I feel my smile falling apart and I start to panic. 



Why did I say that? Whether he’s lonely or not, whether he’ll fight for the throne or not, those are all his problems. What’s it have to do with me? 



I’m about to change the subject when a tiny spark lights up in his eyes, only to be gone the next moment. 



“I do,” he says through clipped lips. 



My breathing hitches. I hadn’t expected him to just say it like that. 



“You’re the first person to ask me so directly.” He steadily watches me with a ghost of a smile on his lips. Then he laughs, loudly but coldly, so coldly that I don’t even think it counts as a laugh. “The throne to an empire—now which man wouldn’t want that?” 



I look on, dumbstruck. 



Just how many heroes have met their ends because of these five words? This person in front of me, he isn’t just a hero on the battlefield. He may very well hold the jus vitae necisque and preside at the top. 



We are two kinds of people. 



“That’s good…. At least you have the ambition, unlike me, always so lazy and idle.” I clap his shoulder. “Don’t forget about your buddy when you become emperor, ‘kay. No pretending to not know me.” 



“‘Lazy and idle?’” He puts an arm over my shoulders. “What’re you tryin’ to hide now?” 



I touch my face confusedly. What? What have I tried to hide? And why is he saying that? 



He sighs while staring at me, a faint hint of concern flashing across his eyes. He reaches up and touches the spot between my brows, his voice more gentle than ever before. “You think your disguise is very good, don’t you? Always acting carefree and calm? But I can see it, even during your most cheerful times, the misery that clouds over right here like it’s never going away.” 



“Really?” 



He nods seriously and pulls me into his embrace. I don’t resist, instead snuggling into a comfortable position. I let out a sigh after settling down. 



I had always thought I hid myself very well. Who knew that he’d still…. 



“Sometimes I see you from behind and I wonder what is it that you’ve been through that is so heavy and secretive that makes you frown even in your sleep.” 



I shoot him a disbelieving look and he gives me wholehearted nod. Then I realise that we’ve slept on the same bed many times so it’s no surprise he’s seen me while I was asleep. I wish the earth would just swallow me up when I think about my unsightly sleeping figure. 



“The more airily you smile during the day the tighter you furrow your brows at night, like you’re enduring great amounts of pain. I really don’t get it. Why do you have to pretend like you’re fine if it’s so painful? Oh you…. Aren’t you making it hard for yourself?” 



Okay, I have to admit that he’s pretty sharp. 



I close my eyes wordlessly, feeling his body heat from behind. He wraps both arms around me and surrounds me in his warmth. 



His embrace is too warm. I feel like I’m going to drown any minute. 



__________________________________
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XV Recollections





He brushes his fingers slowly over my face. “Could you tell me the things you’re hiding inside and let me help bear some of their weight?” He turns my head to face him and stares intently into my eyes.



Could that be…sincerity in his eyes?



I rub my eyes. I must be too drunk. Just as I try to get up, he pulls me from behind and I topple over into his arms. 



He sucks my earlobe. “No running. You won’t be getting away this time.”



His hot breaths that hit my neck make me feel tingly all over. I can’t help but shudder and start breathing more hastily.



“Murong-.”



He closes the gap between us and kisses me without giving me any chance to escape. The next moment I feel his burning lips, his strong arms, his solid, sturdy chest and his scorching breath on my face. Our lips and tongues dance and intertwine while I’m completely trapped in his embrace. My head seems to swirl with heat and my body is becoming hotter. Without much thought, I grab onto his collar as I let his hands, tongue and lips do as they please with my body, not able to resist one bit.



“Mhmnn.”



He mumbles with my lip in his mouth, “No talking.”



I think all the alcohol I have drunk is coming back to me in an instant. We’re tightly pressed against each other. I’m already breathless and my mind is barely hanging on. I close my eyes, my head a spinning mess.



This kiss is so tender, so gentle, so…sweet.



A strange emotion presents itself and muddles my mind to the point I forget where I am.



This kiss is a kiss, nothing more. A kiss full of fondness, adoration, and care. A kiss only between lovers.



Snap! I’m left bewildered as something seems to have shattered inside me. A wave of unfamiliar emotions comes roaring out and drowns me.



This kiss is so wonderful, I think to myself as I lie in his embrace.



He bites hard on my lips, immediately bringing me back to reality. He smiles triumphantly and lets go of my lips.



“No thinking of other things while I’m kissing you,” he whispers.



I pant and try to calm my racing mind with the cold air. The evening breeze blows past my face, reminding me how flushed my cheeks are.



I really wish I was completely drunk—even better if I was unconscious—then I wouldn’t be in this embarrassing position, cheeks burning hot, clothes undone, eyes unfocused, and panting uncontrollably.



He still hasn’t let go of me. I look up and say in the flattest tone I can manage, “You’re the one who’s drunk.”



“Oh, really?” he sneers. His eyes never leave me, dangerous embers flickering in them.



I face away and catch my breath. “Yes.”



His glaring look unsettles me, even making me nervous to the point I don’t know what to do. He puts his hand on the xiao and slides down to wrap around my hand.



“Why must you always be so distant?”



A silence.



“I’m not.”



“That’s just for show. The real you isn’t like that.” He comes in close and places his lips on my cheek. “Tell me, is there really no one you can fully trust?”



“Hmm.” I think while trying my best to ignore his scorching lips. Sure, there used to be—like Maid Xiu who used to hold me; like Uncle who would sometimes be nice to me. Like…well, I don’t think there are any more now. I don’t want any either because…because there is no need.



“But aren’t you the same?” I scoff. “Not much better than me, I’d reckon. With a status like yours, with a world like this, you’re destined to be lonely for your whole life, aren’t you? I mean, you don’t even trust your own father.”



I hear him sigh. “In Father’s eyes, I am only half-Yan, even though my surname is Murong.”



I turn back around. He has returned to his usual self so I smile and waggle my finger. “Nay, nay. Just take a look at the Blood Mounts! How could your father have given you the reigns like that if he didn’t trust you?”



He looks at me.



I continue, “You’re really takin’ it for granted. You think he’d let you go to war if he didn’t trust you? You think he’d make you marshal of his army if he didn’t trust you? You think he’d let you marry the Left Prime Minister’s daughter if he didn’t trust you? How could you not see, stupid?”



He stays quiet for a moment before retorting. “It’s not what you think. Why would an emperor let his future heir go to war thousands of miles away? Why would he risk the next emperor’s safety?”



“Alright. So they say the Yan emperor has been ill lately and you’ve been away for such a long time that there’s no way your half-brothers would’ve missed out on that opportunity. But look, has there been any bad news from the capital? There’s always been a constant supply of food for your army of a quarter million all the way in the south. You haven’t gone hungry without food or cold without heat, have you? The duchess couldn’t have come all the way here without the Emperor’s consent, could she? And you said it yourself—Yuwen Yuan is only loyal to your father. Yet here he is serving you. Why might that be?”



I punch him. “Look at you, soldier. Your brain has gone dead from all the fighting!”



He remains silent. Then he turns to glance at me. “How could you see that so clearly?”



“Well, like Yuwen Yuan said, political families are always fighting with each other in the dark, cheating and deceiving. I’ve picked up a bit here and there even if I don’t dabble in it.”



Honestly, the political strategies that the old geezer taught me are much more than this but I didn’t pay too much attention because I just didn’t really like it.



“So you don’t want to trust anyone because you know of their schemes and deceits?”



“Well, not really. It’s just complicated, okay?” I direct my gaze to the clear night skies so I don’t have to see those meaningful glances of his.



The moon is shining nice and bright tonight and bathes his sharp, distinctive features in glowing luminosity that makes them seem more amiable.



“Drinking only thickens sorrow. You don’t have to do this to yourself, Han Xin. You can tell me what’s on your mind. Surely you can trust me after all we’ve been through.”



Soaked in moonlight, he sounds earnest, his voice soothing, and makes me speechless.



I’ve really ran out of words.



What is this thing between him and me?



As a soldier, I know very well we’re rivals and there’s no changing that. Even so, I’ve been getting involved with him since I was taken prisoner. It’s been no use trying to keep my distance from him.



That night, I had been woken by him from the torture of that familiar, tenacious nightmare. His gentle, calming words drifted by my ears. I shouldn’t forget about his comforting embrace either. He kept holding me like that through the night and stayed with me. When I woke again, he had already left. A warm current runs through my chest as I recall this. Perhaps, when such…intimacy is reached between two men, the feelings start changing too.



That night, his every look, every action, every word….



I shake my head furiously as if to cast it all away but to no prevail. Every single detail of that night replays in my mind as clear as crystal, as vivid as if it were happening right this moment.



I feel my face heating up and an indefinable feeling rushing up out of my control. It’s complicated and difficult to tease out. There’s a bit of awkwardness, surprise, panic, uncertainty and a bit of an unknown emotion. My heart feels heavy as if it’s holding something strange.



No!



All of that was a mistake. It was wrong to begin with.



And I can’t let it go on.



I cannot-.



He slowly reaches out for my neck and caresses it as if he’s been doing it for his whole life. By the time I realise, I’m right up against him and I can hear even the shallowest of his breaths.



I turn and meet his gaze. He’s smiling a little but his eyes are scorching like flames and strangely dark, as if containing within them limitless thoughts.



The next moment, something clicks in my mind.



Holy mother of god.



It’s obvious that we’re both men. The time is wrong, the place is wrong and the person is even more wrong! Nothing has been going right. None of this was supposed to-.



“What’s wrong? Your face is all red.”



He studies me for a while with a somewhat delightful smirk before taking his hand back. I tilt my head away from his smile. My mind is a mess as I search for a way to end this awkward situation.



I don’t speak. He stays quiet, too, and holds my hand.



“Murong, you asked me why I got captured and well, I’ll tell you if you wanna hear it.”



He murmurs a quiet reply and tightens his grip on my hand.



“Great Rui was established upon scholastics so martial officials often get constrained. Even when they go out to war there’s always a civil official keeping tabs by the soldier’s side.” I lower my gaze and my voice. “General Zhou and Minister Xie have been at each other’s throats for a long time so naturally-”



He nods. “That goes without saying.”



“Well, the County of Lan An in the northwest had gotten trapped by Yan troops and the man in charge was a nephew of Minister Xie’s. He was ignorant, incompetent and had absolutely no hands-on experience. General Zhou disliked him, plus he’d decided to give Lan An up anyways, so he wasn’t planning on sending any reinforcements, but the civil supervisor kept pressuring and Minister Xie kept rushing, so…he sent me in the end.”



Murong Yu turns to look at me, his eyes scream surprise. “Isn’t that asking you to dig your own grave?”



I shrug. “Pretty much. I was ignorant and incompetent, too, in his eyes. Fooled around all day and what not. He was in a tight spot at the time but he had to show Minister Xie something. So, taking three thousand footmen with me, I departed.”



My vision blurs but the image in my mind is the clearest it has ever been, as if it only happened yesterday.



“And then, we ran into some Yan cavalry before we even made it into Lan An territory. I’m sure you know what it means for footmen to go up against cavalry on flat plains. It’s like bringing a knife to a gunfight.”



I start shaking nonstop. “That battle fills me with fear even until this day. Scores of soldiers met their ends without even the chance to draw their swords. So much bone and flesh piled on the ground that I couldn’t even see the green grass anymore.”



The memories of what happened after that have always been a bit hazy as though my mind doesn’t want me to remember the terrifying experiences. Endless arrows rained down on us like a storm. The speed at which the Yan cavalry attacked was surprisingly dexterous. Countless blades penetrated our ranks and kept pushing forth while cavalry herded us in on the two sides. Soon, my men were scattered about, their bloodcurdling cries echoing around me.



By the time I had recovered from shock, my troops were in chaotic disarray.



Three thousand lives lay in my hands. One wrong move on my behalf meant life or death for them.



“Luckily, there was a canyon there.”



The Yan cavalry had the upper hand in quality and quantity and had us completely surrounded. I did everything in my power to bring my men together and assembled them in between the two mountains. I placed our provision carts around us and the men in battle formation beyond them. Soldiers in the front held shields and spears while archers hid in ambush behind them. The cavalry initiated another attack before first light the next day, charging straight for us. My soldiers in the forefront suffered gravely and were forced to retreat back into formation. At once, our archers fired in unison. The Yan soldiers fell like dominoes and they retreated up into the mountains after their losses.



I knew that there was no way we could’ve made it out if we kept fighting head-on.



After an evening’s standoff, I secretly led my remaining men out at the darkest hour.



Immediately, the Yan generals gathered their reinforcements so we could only fight as we escaped towards the southeast because of their incredible speed. But we were footmen with no horses, and even my steed was used to carry casualties, so we were much slower than them. Every step we took we had to fight with everything we had; we left behind us a river of blood. Soon, the Yan cavalry split into two once more and trapped us in between again.



“How many days did it go on for?”



I shake my head. “I don’t remember…I really don’t. I only remember the blood everywhere and the deafening cries.”



As galloping horses criss-crossed in my vision, dozens of heads flew up in the sky.



We suffered heavy casualties after holding out for several days. There wasn’t one person without injuries. Finally, the slaughter temporarily ceased near nightfall and I stood, speechless, with my captain facing the vast, never-ending plains to the southeast.



I feel Murong Yu tightening his grip on my hand. 



“I thought you were skilled in the arts.” There is no trace of ridicule in his voice.



“I did study the tactics of warfare but that place was just inconceivable. There had been nothing and there would never be anything. Plus, I couldn’t just leave them.” I clench my jaw while shivering. “I was the one who had brought them to the godforsaken place, to the dead end we were in. Even if I could ensure my own escape, they trusted me so much—they believed I could lead them out of danger’s harm and return home….”



I breathe out a long sigh filled with sorrow.



Leading my battered, worn-out troops, I launched a counterattack with every scrap I had left, killing one thousand or so Yan soldiers and breaking through their formation. We were on our last breaths, suffering hunger and thirst, but nonetheless, we pushed our leaden bodies on towards the borders.



I really don’t understand why those fearsome cavalry were so stubborn in pursuing an enervated auxiliary force.



Steadily, we left the desert behind us after roughly four, five days of marching and came upon a swampy area with an abundance of reeds. Just as I had sent out orders to rest and reorganize ourselves, the Yan soldiers started a fire with the help of the wind before I even got a sip of water down my throat. The scorching flames unfurled towards us as it crackled and snapped across the terrain.



Red. All I could see was blood red.



After recovering from the initial shock, I instructed my soldiers to fight fire with fire to open up a path for us and speed down south amidst the chaos to get to the hilly areas to the north of Rope Hill Creek first—it was just outside of Rui territory. The Yan cavalry watched us from afar on the hills to the south and sent out their vanguards on a trial attack. We retreated into a forest and fought an arduous close-combat battle, killing several hundred enemies.



The lacklustre moonlight pushed through the trees at the darkest hour of the night, leaving everything in a desolate, silvery haze. The only things in the ink black sky were the weakly winking stellar rays. Lifelessly, the camp fires burned while the wounded soldiers moaned in agony.



I sat on the side of a hill, straightening out my battle robe of which I could no longer tell the colour. Dried blood coated my once-silvery armour and even my sword was dyed dark red.



Quietly, I sighed and started playing with a piece of withered grass I had broken off.



There were soldiers on patrol around me but they looked beyond fatigued and I could even see ghosts of hopelessness in their eyes. I mean, who could’ve been sure that they wouldn’t get killed in their sleep with the Yan forces not far behind us?



I couldn’t.



I let my head droop down. I could even taste the bitterness on my tongue.



Every step we had taken—every step closer to Rui territory—filled me with more despair.



On account of their advantage in numbers, the Yan cavalry kept attacking. Not even one thousand of the three thousand auxiliary soldiers were left. There were no reinforcements coming for us and no ambushes ahead of us. Our supply of arrows was nearly depleted and our horses were almost all dead. The messenger we had sent for help died halfway on his mission. What else could I have done to get them out of there when it was apparent that even the heavens did not spare us pity?



‘Deputy General Han, are we gonna make it outta here alive?’ asked a raspy voice from behind.



‘I don’t know.’ I shook my head.



‘We’ve already made it here. Great Rui borders’re only eight hundred li away. You’d said it yourself!’



‘I did say that, but now things have changed.’



I have forgotten what he had said after that, too, but strictly speaking, I had nothing to say back to him in the first place.



At that time, what had I said while facing the gloomy grass field?



I think I murmured to myself as I faced southeast.



‘One thousand men. If we had twenty more arrows for each then we could make it back.’



And then I chuckled at my own words after I had said them.



‘Who’m I kiddin’? In our current state, even ten arrows is outta the question. I’m the highest-ranking soldier in this auxiliary force and all I have is one beat-up sword.’



It was a good day the next day with bright, sunny skies. The two wings of the Yan cavalry had gone ahead of us and cut off our road back to safety. They pelted us with arrows, yelling at us to surrender. We had run out of arrows so we had to abandon all the carts and heavy equipment and proceed on foot. The Yan forces blocked off the mountain pass and came for us from the sides, rolling boulders down the mountain, too. The stones shook the land. Our men were severely injured and were not able to fight anymore.



We lost that battle and we lost it utterly. Maybe the fate of the three thousand men had already been set in stone when we left the frontiers—we were destined to be sacrifice for a battle of politics.



The captain that had been with me the whole way died in front of my eyes. He was cut in half by a cavalryman riding past and his head flew straight into the sky. I watched as the men beside me fell one by one, getting mashed in by horse hooves and howling out of desperation. I could still hear the deafening roars of the Yan soldiers and I felt as if everything was coming apart.



I give up, I had thought. When it came down to it, I did not want to be a prisoner so there was only one choice for me.



I pulled out my sword and put it against my neck. Hopelessly, I smiled one last time. What was the point of fighting if destiny had it all planned out for you?



Unfortunately, someone was faster than me. A Yan deputy general spotted my attempt and quickly hit the blade away from my neck. Yan soldiers rushed forth from all around and trapped me.



What followed was straightforward. The leader of that cavalry force hated my guts since I had killed nearly two thousand special cavalry forces with only three thousand auxiliary forces. He had to interrogate me anyway for information so he made sure to beat me senseless every day. At first, I could still withstand the pain until I became numb to it but I think the bone-splitting pain started to terrorize me when my consciousness started slipping.



After telling my story, I feel as if I’ve been drained. I close my mouth, not wanting to open it ever again. All I have left in me is exhaustion and fatigue. Murong Yu’s hand loosens, tightens, and then loosens again but never lets go.



I feel a palm wiping off the sweat on my forehead. I force a smile. “Thanks.”



“I honestly couldn’t understand why they had to interrogate you when I first got here. Now I see why.” He lowers his voice. “Footmen against cavalry—to be able to last until then and bring down two thousand men, you…are formidable.”



I chuckle after heaving a long sigh. “I don’t think so. It’s just that the strong desire to live is activated in humans in the most dire of situations. I’m not formidable. I just don’t wanna die.”



“No one would want to die. We all have reasons to live on,” says Murong Yu quietly. “It’s the same for a prince like me.” He turns to look at me with smoldering eyes. “You know, I killed for the first time the year I turned eight.”



I do a double take. I don’t quite comprehend it.



He purses his lips before spreading his right hand out in front of me.



His fingers are slender and long. I can make out faint bluish veins underneath the pale skin. There are rough markings on the skin in between his thumb and forefinger and countless thick calluses on his knuckles. Those are marks left by the bow and arrow and sword handles. 



He opens his mouth and tells me a story about his childhood.



“The Fifth Year of Jian Xiu, Father rode south, falling numberless enemies, and captured the ancient city of Luo Hua with ease.” His gaze moves to somewhere faraway. “It was autumn. The setting sun was like blood and the west wind was strong.”



“I was only eight that year. Clueless, I was standing on a lookout wrapped in a heavy silk and marten fur robe watching Father assemble his soldiers. The fully armoured soldiers were lined up in one long row and their swords, knives and spears were shimmering under the sunlight. Dust and the scent of iron loomed over the entire city.”



“Father had taken me everywhere He went since Mother passed away. I even accompanied Him to war. He would often say, ‘We sons of Murong can only grow with a baptism of blood.’ I saw Father beckoning to me so I ran over to Him. He passed me a sword and solemnly told me, ‘Yu, it is time for you to christen your sword.’”



“The sword was entirely black and the sheath was a gleaming red. I didn’t make a sound. I let Father disrobe me and watched as they brought up a child about the same age I was.”



He pauses and seems to have lost his train of thought for a moment. 



“He was dressed in layers of silk so he was probably a son of nobility. He clenched his jaw stubbornly while he kept his eyes wide open so the brimming tears wouldn’t fall out. My palms were wet with sweat, not unlike the ground beneath me that was still wet with blood. Father’s roar echoed from behind me, ‘Kill!’”



“It was like something dormant within me was awoken in that instant and the bloodlust overtook me. I threw down the sheath and stepped towards the child. The sword tip scratched the ground as it dragged behind me.” He shakes violently. “Behind me stood Father and nearly one hundred warriors in shiny mail. Before me were faceless prisoners trembling under blades.”



I hold onto his hand tightly, feeling the unusual icy touch.



“That child was no different from the animals that I’d practiced archery with. Raise the sword, level the blade, swing and pull—a stream of hot blood burst forth, and he died. His head rolled on the ground. All I felt then was a few spots of warm blood on my face. All I saw before me was grey and red. I didn’t come out of my stupor until Father put my robe back on for me.”



“Father asked me, ‘Yu, are you afraid?’ I shook my head. Father laughed heartily, carried me up into his arms and shouted to me and to everyone, ‘As expected of a son of Murong! He kills and drinks his enemies’ blood without falter!’”



“That day ended in crimson. And when I had my first victory as a general, I stood on a lookout once again and I couldn’t help remembering that child. We were about the same age—we were both kids well before the age of knowing—but our destinies went in two different directions on that evening.”



Murong Yu bows his head. His eyes are tightly shut and his face is contorted in a painful expression. I hold firmly onto his hand and put my arm around him, patting his back. 



So it turns out we have equally gruesome pasts.



“I want to be emperor,” he continues, “And unite the lands so no one else has to die because of war.”



I see fleeting images of soldiers moaning beneath hooves, the old and the weak weeping, and that deaf girl who saved me with fat teardrops still streaming down her face. 



“You can do it. I believe you.”



“You were right. With a status like mine and a world like this, I’m destined to be lonely for my whole life. I want to stand at the highest place but those who stand at the highest place are always the loneliest. Yet, I still cling onto the hope that one day I’ll meet someone and be with that person and we’ll understand and support each other.”



Slowly, he opens his eyes wherein shines a peculiar hint of something dark. He gazes straight at me as though he has so much he wants to say.



I look up only to clash with his eyes that are deep like wells. I think I know what they want to say.



His eyes are saying: ‘You and I, we’re the same.’



I feel my body and face tensing up, my expression freezing on my face.



Crap! Crap! This is not good!



I want to turn and get up but before I get the chance to act he pulls me over. He turns my face towards him and looks heatedly into my eyes. He carefully spells out three words of fire and passion.



“Han Xin, I like you.”

_________________________________
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XVI Pains of Farewell







The five tiny words strike me like lightning.



My first reaction is to shrink back as though I’ve been burned. He furrows his brows and holds me back by the waist, not letting me go. 



“Xin,” he breathes near my face.



“Wait!” I tilt my head away to let the cool wind hit my face. My mind is a murky mess right now as if it’s been cluttered up. I can’t make sense of anything. 



It’s not the first time I’ve seen this kind of thing.



I’ve been well acquainted with the queer preferences of the wealthy and the powerful, whether I was working in the Golden Guardian, or wandering through the red-light districts or after I became a deputy general in the army. Nowadays, no matter where you go, keeping young boys and playing with male whores no longer is something done under the table. I’ve gotten used to this fact growing up in a high-ranking official’s home. 



But I’d never thought this kind of thing would happen to me. 



Okay, I admit I haven’t amounted to much. I always keep a carefree attitude and never get serious but that’s all a facade. I’ve always looked down on those sons of the rich who put on an act and fool around with others’ love. 



I look back at Murong Yu. 



He’s still in the same position as previously. The fire in his eyes seems to have dimmed but it jumps back to life shortly after a spark. 



I don’t know why he has made such a sudden utterance but now a lot of the questions I had has been answered.



I don’t know how much of it is true and how much of it is false either, but I can’t afford to get caught up in it either way. If it’s false and he just wants to put on a play with me to relieve himself of boredom, then naturally, I would have no interests in costarring. If it’s true—all that stuff about understanding and supporting each other—then I must try even harder to avoid it. 



He moves his hand up, over my waist, across my chest and finally stops at my forehead, drawing back the stray strands of hair. 



“You’re reluctant.”



I crack a bitter smile. “We’re both men.”



“I know,” he replies simply and holds me a bit tighter. “But I just can’t help myself.”



His light breath hits my neck as he whispers by my ear. It’s so warm I almost can’t believe it.



What a familiar scent.



This comforting feeling is so wonderful. When I was wounded, when I had a nightmare and when I was in danger, it was this feeling that kept me company the whole time. I’ve hesitated but now I raise my arms and wrap them around him.  



“I like you and I’ll protect you,” he says. “I won’t let another nightmare haunt you when you’re in my arms.”



A smile tugs at my lips. Is that a confession?



If I could, I really wish I could be a normal person and live without being tied down to anything in the world. Just go to some faraway place and spend the rest of my life as a free spirit.



But then I met this guy.



“Murong Yu.”



“Yea?”



“Listen….”



“To what?”



I press a finger to his lips. “Shh. Just listen.”



It’s an autumn evening with clear skies. A cool breeze glides by. The branches and vines in the forest sway in the wind, swishing in the tranquil night. The weeds and grasses out in the plains dance along the wind. Once in a while you can hear quiet neighs of horses.



He flashes a puzzled look at me and I chuckle.



“Do you hear it?”



“The wind.” He perks his ears to listen and then laughs. “But I’ve heard so much I’ve gotten used to it. What’s so special?”



I clear my throat and look off into the distance. “There’s nothing in the world that’s freer than the wind, in my opinion. I got bullied a lot as a kid, and I’d dreamt that I’d leave these mansions and their gates when I grow up and live life like the wind, free to do whatever I wish with nothing to hold me down. I can stop and enjoy the world when I want and when I wanna leave I won’t have anything to miss.”



“Murong,” I pause and look at him. “Don’t you understand? That’s the kinda life I want. You and I, we’re destined to have different paths. You’re the son of heaven. You should be reigning above all and hold the authority over life and death, enjoying glory beyond description. I just wanna be like the clouds or the wild cranes and indulge in the beauties of nature. I wanna be a free spirit with no worries.”



He shakes his head and draws closer, pulling me in tighter. 



“In your dreams,” he says in my ear.



Without another word, he keeps hugging me, his heated breath brushing my ear. 



I feel my face heating up again—stupid face.



“Han Xin, your wish sounds nice and all, and you’re right. We do have different things in mind. But, men born into this world should follow their destinies and make a name for themselves. Being born into the house of the emperor, it’s inevitable for me. If I don’t fight, there’s no guarantee that they’ll let me be. There isn’t a moment that the power game stops, that is, until you either succeed or die trying. If that’s the case, then I’d rather put in my all. With brains and talents like yours, why don’t you come help me? I can promise you that I will treat the people of Rui as equals when I ascend the throne. Once the lands are united, there won’t be any more suffering from wars and the people can settle down and live a secure life. When that happens, Han Xin, I will grant you whatever you wish, whether it be peerage or the position of minister, or retirement to the countryside. What say you?”



I drop my gaze and say in a hollow voice, “I don’t have any interest in wealth. I only want to live freely away from civilization.”



“I know what you’re worried about. We’re two men from two different countries, not to mention all the other stuff-.”



“Murong Yu, I wanna leave.”



He freezes and stares wide-eyed at me. His words get stuck and stay stuck. 



“I’m really tired of it all. I wasn’t made for the political world and neither was I made for the battlefield. I might have a fairly significant background but I still don’t like that kinda life. I’ve been here under an awkward title for long enough and I’ve just rubbed Yuwen Yuan the wrong way. I really don’t know how long I’d last.”



Then for some reason, I chuckle. “I wonder how cold it gets in winter in the Yan capital.”



He pauses before speaking. “I’m not gonna let you go. All this that happened between us...you think you can just put an end to it by saying you wanna leave? Plus, he doesn’t even know that you’re mine.”



“So I can’t let you go.”



I look into his eyes and put my hand on the back of his hand. “So you mean from now on, I’m gonna have to live under your protection for my whole life?”



He drops his head and stays quiet, his gaze wandering restlessly but never leaving my face. “We’re both lonely people. You should know how unbearable it is.”



Yes, we are the same kind of people—completely filled with loneliness on the inside. 



We have many other similarities: our personalities may be completely different but inside, we’re the same. We might be careless with trivial matters but we are always calm and rational at critical times.



I drop my gaze so I don’t have to look at him.



I’m not that quick when it comes to relationships but I’m not stupid. I might have never noticed before but who knew that all those little things would seem so evident after he made the last move.



I have never forgotten about Murong Yu’s status and position just as I cannot see through my cloudy past. 



“I just hate your mind wandering.”



I hear his unhappy voice. Surprised, I turn and his lips are already aiming for mine, bringing an intense scent. He is relentless and doesn’t give me a chance to run. It’s not a passionate kiss but a tender one. His breath is like fire and the heat of his lips makes me swoon. 



I must admit this guy is really good at kissing. 



His arms are still taut, trapping me within his embrace. My mind’s starting to blank out again as I feel his lips burn mine. Involuntarily, I even start to reciprocate. He shudders and stops for a moment before pulling me deeper into his embrace and caressing me even more tenderly. 



This kiss and this tender caress hold an affection so rich…how could I possibly refuse?



I battle with myself for a second and decide to give up. I tilt my head back to welcome his lips. 



Why?



I don’t know. All I know is that I’m not taking it passively, nor am I enduring anything. 



Am I devoting myself?



I don’t know either. All I know is that this kiss is too wonderful. I’m not devoting my everything but I cannot turn away from it.



It seems to last an eternity.



When we let go of each other, we’re breathing raggedly. A mystifying feeling seems to unfurl, enshrouding us like fog or smoke. 



“Xin.” He looks deep into my eyes.



I regard him and form a ghost of a smile. “Promise me you’ll let me leave after tonight.”



He frowns and his lips tighten into a line. I spot fury in his eyes.



“You know I can’t stay here long. Neither of us wants to see me getting taken back to the Yan capital as a prisoner. So I’m imploring you: let me go, let me leave this place.”



He cracks a tiny smile yet his eyes are ice cold. “You’re leaving me no choice.”



“You know I’m only going to be a burden if I stay here. The duchess, Yuwen Yuan, and all those eyes around you, you might be able to shut them up but you can’t stop their heart. Murong Yu, there are more important things for you than me. Your father might love you but he wouldn’t allow you to like a man, would he?”



“And the duchess’ father. You don’t have any support from your mother’s side so you’re gonna have to rely on your in-laws for support. Are you sure you wanna anger the powerful Left Prime Minister?”



“You’re just turning me down.”



“No, I’m merely pointing out the truth.”



And it certainly is the truth.



Murong Yu’s power is still too weak. It’s still dubitable whether he’ll be able ascend the throne with only the Yan emperor’s love and his innumerable war merits. He needs his soldier’s support and even more so the protection of the powerful and wealthy.



He keeps his strangely shiny gaze on me. “I can’t let you go,” he repeats in a raspy but determined voice. “I don’t know if I’ll be able to see you again if I do.”



Silly…. I chuckle out loud and reach for his shoulders, pressing my lips on his.



In my own impression, I always use a smile to hide everything. I always keep my distance from others. I never believe. I never get intimate. I never depend. I never shed tears. There’s  always only me facing the world on my own. I would doubt the meaning of my life whenever loneliness slowly ate away at me. All that’s left after the extravagance is fatigue and exhaustion.



Murong Yu….



He’s so gentle. He’s so caring. His words always tug on even the toughest of my heartstrings. Perhaps after I leave him, I’ll only be able to reminisce in my dreams on the darkest of nights about this warmth that I once had.



That’s right. We have no future.



None.



Smiling, I open my eyes to see the stars twinkling against the midnight skies extra brightly tonight. Their sparkles seem to lament the immeasurable, yet unalterable fate of men.



In this world, there’s only him and there’s only me.



So please, let me be greedy for just now. Let me hang onto this transient warmth. Let me give free reins to my feelings just this once. Let me remember his warmth and his kiss, let this moment be the most longing one of my life, and let him be engraved in my heart, for this life and all the ones to come and never fade away.




♚♔



Hot steam meanders in the air, floating idly.



Bathed in warm spring water, I feel all relaxed and even a bit sleepy. I’m resting on Murong Yu’s chest while he on the side of the spring, both of us with our lower halves still in the water. I don’t know when he had found this spring and had just followed him in without a thought. The spring has washed away the alcohol buzz and has brought forth lust.



On his tall nose bridge is a dab of moonlight. His nostrils are moving rapidly as he breathes hard. He pushes me down. Our clothes have long disappeared and our naked bodies are skin against skin, ear against ear. We gently caress and grind against each other. I pant as I look into his dark eyes that now seem to hold two balls of flame, and read the desires that lie within.



Any man would understand them.



I can’t help quivering from the lightest of his touches. He’s kissing my lips while his hands wander all over my body, expertly teasing me. His palms are scorching like the spring water, pushing me high into the clouds. Shakily, I try to keep my moans in.



I let my eyes close halfway as I pant quietly in between his passionate kisses. His tongue squeezes into my mouth, sweeping over every little place. He nibbles and sucks on the tip of my tongue and a violent shudder runs through me. I’m so hot and limp that I can’t do anything but let him hold me tighter.



He wraps me close in his arms and caresses me carefully, gently and longingly, as though I were a treasure.



Slowly, I return his kisses and intertwine our tongues, sweltering heat hitting my face. When he finally lets go of my lips, he skims past my neck and latches onto my earlobe, sucking and gnawing on it.



“Ahhh. Mhnn,” I moan quietly and hook my arms around his neck to get closer to him.



The hot, hazy fog hangs in the air. Lust flows through me along with the spring water.



Murong Yu’s eyes have gone misty with desire. Slowly, he releases my earlobe and plants light kisses down my neck. The hot puffs of air that hit me numb me and make me pant for air.



His hands trail down along my spine and massage my waist. The current is strong, making the water ripple along with his hands as they move down to my private part.



“Ah, don’t touch that.”



“Then what should I be touching?” He smirks and kisses me again. “Xin, I’ve missed that place of yours for so long.”



I feel my cheeks burning up right away and a strange feeling surrounding me like the water around me. With no choice, I hang onto his shoulders and move with him.



Just how shameless is this guy?



But then again, I can’t help but feel this sweetness in my heart even though I know what I’m doing now is shameful.



Do I like him?



Perhaps.



All I do know is that I don’t have to hide myself as much when I’m with him. I can just be myself.



I look up at him and brush over his chest, neck and jaw, pressing and caressing. Murong Yu’s eyes close into a slit and he starts breathing even harder.



“Didn’t think my dear Xin could be such a tease.”



I smile without answering and plant a ghost of a kiss on his collarbone as a piece of white jade swings back and forth before my eyes.



I feel like my bones have already dissolved into the steamy, silky water. Limply, I hook my legs around his waist. Waves of lust and fire brew within me. I can’t stand it anymore so I moan and bite his earlobe. “Stop teasing me.”



“So impatient.” He gazes into my eyes. “Your body knows me, Xin. Mmm, look at this guy. He’s already this hard.” He says as he takes hold of my erect member, rubbing, pressing, teasing, and stroking in just the right way. 



We’re so close to each other that I can easily feel his manhood rubbing in that tight crevice of mine, driving me crazy.



“Murong Yu,” I can’t stop myself from cursing. “Are you gonna fucking do it or not? Geez.”



I can’t clearly see his face through the swirling steam but I feel the proximity of his sweltering breath.



“Xin,” he chortles by my ear. “I was only holding back ‘cause I didn’t think you were ready. I’m gonna go in if you want, just don’t come crying for mercy later.”



I glare at him and counter. “Ain’t scared of you. C’mon, man up and gimme your best shot.”



“Don’t say I didn’t tell you so!” His breathing hitches and his expression becomes tense with desire. He thrusts forward and I feel his heat push into me along with the warm current. I shakily try to retreat but he has a firm grip on me. He pulls me down and starts ramming into me.



The water splashes echo accentuating our intense friction.



“You’re so tight, Xin.”



“Shut the fuck up, you bastard! Ah! Not so hard! Uhn…uhn…too deep.”



“Stop talking and lemme love you…uhn.”



“A-aaah! Ahh….”



“It’s here, isn’t it?”



I cling onto his neck. He pants as he speeds up. I can’t stop my moans and I shakily call out his name, fingers tangling with him.



His manhood is ravaging my insides and lights a spark somewhere along the way. Pleasure rushes through my body while I bounce up and down with his movements as though I’m riding a wave. My body seems to have melted in the water and drowned in ecstasy.



I don’t know what time it is when I wake up again from the intoxication. I’m sore and tender as if I’ve been washed out to sea. I unwrap his arm from around me and step into the spring. I cup some water and splash it on my face.



Last time, it had felt as though I was dreaming because of the drugs and I hadn’t felt much pain. This time, I clearly felt the striking pain. The pain was as evident as the all-consuming pleasure that proceeded. I don’t think I’ve ever felt so close to him. It was as if we became one. He drove into my body and filled me. I guess I had been waiting for that moment, too, the moment when we finally close all distance between us. Hesitantly, I look back at the shore.



He’s in deep slumber right over there. The moon is shining on one side of his sharp, handsome face, his arched eyebrows, his tall and straight nose and his tightly clipped lips. His cheeks are a bit pink from last night’s affairs.



A warm feeling start to exude in my heart but I force it back.



I smile bitterly and feel something get stuck in my throat, to the point that I can’t speak.



I turn my back towards him and clutch my chest. Something gently slices at my heart. It’s not sharp enough so all I feel is a dull, throbbing pain.



Let everything end when the morning sun rises.



And tomorrow, we shall be in separate corners of this world.



When I cup more water to wash myself, I notice the blue and purple marks on my chest and collarbone. They seem to speak of the passions that occurred last night. 



I hear splashes and the next moment I see arms reaching around me from behind. Surprised, I whip around, only to see that it’s Murong Yu. 



He breathes in my ear, “Showing me such a luring scene right when I wake up, Xin, you’re seducing me.



I watch him. I gaze at him, at his brows and eyes, at his lips—I must etch everything about him into my heart.



He tilts his head to nuzzle my ears. He makes a humming sound as though he’s suppressing a laugh. “Let’s do it again, Xin, right here in the water.”



He seals my lips with his without waiting for my reply and reaches down with his hands in one fluid motion. Instantly, I feel a fire being lit in my abdomen and leaping up to my chest. He sucks on my earlobe while his hands keep working hard. I can feel his member getting hard, too, and sticking right up against me.



I’m too relaxed after being in the hot water for so long I couldn’t possibly withstand this teasing.



“Murong-.”



“Shhh, no talking.”



I get whirled into a pool of desire by him once again before I could even get my words out.




♚♔



Daybreak.



Darkness is still looming by the west side of the sky while light has begun to shine through the east side.



I get dressed and tie back my hair before standing up. I walk towards a horse tied down to a tree. It’s a very beautiful horse: sleek, powerful build and long, slender legs with a flowing mane like snow. He gives a joyous neigh as I untie him with a sigh.



I look back to see Murong Yu’s dark, gloomy expression. He remains silent, simply staring me down, a sharp glint flying across his eyes. We are wordless for now.



“You’ve made up your mind?”



“Yes, I have.”



He speaks in a suppressed voice, but I can hear the lurking anger. “Then what was last night supposed to be?”



I push away my wavering emotions and say with the flattest voice I can manage. “I’m not gonna deny anything that happened last night, but let’s just pretend it was a dream. Even the best of dreams comes to an end, and now…is the time we wake up.”



He shakes and takes a few steps back, his eyes screaming bewilderment, but he speaks again with his teeth clenched. “You…you’re still gonna stick with your decision—you’re still gonna leave?!”



Then his face contorts in pain and he continues lowly, “Why must you turn me down? Do you not feel anything for…. None at all?”



I take a deep breath and turn away. The sky to the east is turning clear.



“Don’t run away. We need to clear this up today!” He strides over and grabs my wrist. I meet his burning gaze without hiding and spot the pain within.



“I’ve tried to repress my feelings but it’s no use. Before I knew it, looking at you would make my heart burn. I couldn’t get it to go out no matter what I did. I just want to be with you. Believe me. This isn’t just a one-time thing. I’m serious. Together, we could be the happiest people in the world.”



Speechless, I smile at him while all my thoughts in my mind approach and get frozen behind my lips. This person and his embrace—that warm embrace—are the things I’m going to treasure for a lifetime.



Murong Yu, you don’t understand. I can’t give you anything and likewise, I can’t promise you anything.



Slowly, I place my hand on his shoulder, my heart seeming to tremble.



“Murong Yu, you know how I am. I can’t make any of the promises you want.”



He’s only a few inches away. After a silence, he reaches out towards me and snatches away the reins. “Don’t you even think about leaving!”



I regard his eyes and the rage rolling within and a few painful tremors run through me. I drop my gaze and smile, suppressing the discomfort and my downcast heart. “What am I supposed to do if you won’t let me go?”



“I said I’ll protect you!”



I snap back up and glare at him. “And I’ll live my life under your protection? Don’t forget, I’m a man too!”



He holds my gaze, the rage in his having died down slightly. “Then what am I supposed to do?



I stay quiet, not wanting to argue with him anymore. I pull my hand away and start stepping forward, but he tugs on me hard and pushes me down to the ground, pressing his body on mine shortly after.



“Get off! Let me up!”



“Take back what you said!”



I clench my teeth and start fighting with everything I’ve got—fists, knees, elbows—just so he can let go of me. The two of us tumble around on the grass like two beasts in battle. One of my attempts to knee him succeeds and hits him in the lower abdomen. He arches his back in pain but quickly chops at my waist with his right hand. I bear with the stinging pain, swallowing my moans, and slap him across the face.



He dodges and catches my wrist, ripping it aside before putting all his weight on me. I gulp for air and he moves a bit of weight away as he glares at me with icy eyes. His face is a myriad of expressions while the blood vessels on his forehead are bursting out. I just keep panting without speaking or making another move, and glare right back at him.



Our eyes lock and our lips are mere inches away. Our breaths entangle in the air, dangerously and suggestively.



“Take! Back! What! You! Said!” He roars.



“Let! Me! Go!” I yell back at him.



After keeping eye contact, I rip my gaze away so as to not see those pleading eyes anymore.



“If I don’t leave today, Murong Yu, I’ll still do it tomorrow. You can’t stop me!”



I feel his tense form loosening and his breathing becoming sporadic. I turn my head slightly and peer at him. He’s watching me without a word, chest moving up and down as he breathes. His lips are pursed and flames of anger seem to dance in his eyes.



Silent like the night. Silent like death.



He leans in and mutters in my ear. “Believe in me, Xin. Just believe in me.”



I look down and when I’ve finally gathered enough courage, I let these words slip out. “Just forget about me, Murong Yu.”



He stares at me, thoroughly taken back.



“Our beginning itself was because of an accident. Let’s just let go now that we’re at the end. I’ve said so many times, we’re not the same kinda people. There’s no future for us. What’s happened is the past so let’s forget about it now. From now on, you go on being a prince and I a freeman. Our paths will diverge, never to cross again.”



“Shut up!” He yells.



He pinches my chin and forces me to look. His eyes are too bright. In them lie the morning rays and my reflection. I’m afraid he’s also the only thing reflecting in my eyes right now.



“Do you really not care? Do you really think my feelings for you are all some crazy mistake?” His eyes are no longer full of determination as they usually are, instead they are filled with melancholy.



Everything in the world goes quiet. Quietly, quietly, no one makes a sound.



I’m looking at him while he’s looking at me. Our eyes seem to connect but the words and feelings aren’t able to make it across.



He suddenly lets go of my chin and gets up, taking a few steps back. I can’t decipher his expression right now. “I’ve known. You’ve wanted to leave for a long, long time.”



The morning light hits his face, making it ghastly pale. The light that reaches his dark eyes reveals sorrow and pain.



I crawl back up and brush off the dirt on my clothes.



“Go.” He passes me the reins and closes my palm. I look up at his bitter expression. “You wanna live like the wind and I know you’re not that obedient. You’d never just stay by my side like that. And I’m your enemy no matter how you look at it. We might’ve reached intimacy…and I could make you stay but your heart would be gone.”



I whip around. I can’t bear to look at him anymore.



The next moment I feel his embrace and warmth. He gently touches my forehead, my nose, my cheeks and my neck, lightly and slowly. Time seems to have stopped and stay still in this moment.



“This is the jade my mother left me. It’s been consecrated and it’ll keep you safe. I’m giving it to you now…so you don’t forget. It might’ve been a fleeting affinity but it still counts for something.”



He takes the jade off and puts it on for me, tucking it under my collar. He then places his lips on mine very lightly. I feel something wet linger by my lips, not entering very far, and it brings an overwhelming coldness mixed with slivers and shreds of despair. The intense passion seems to be able to disintegrate all rational thought. I’m not sure who bit whose lip. I only taste sweet iron across the tip of my tongue and in my mouth.



“Tell me…where are you going?”



“I…don’t know.”



I’m definitely uncertain about my future as well, but I do know one thing and that is to get away from society and escape. I’ll leave this place, leave him, never going back to Great Rui to let those people look down on me, and I won’t have to stay here under an awkward title. I’m going to roam this world and live life how I want to live it and truly be myself.



He grabs my hand tightly. “This is my pass. Head southwest from here. You’ll have an easier time.”



“Thank you.”



“You know what? I’ll have my ways of finding you no matter where you go.”



He places his hand on my face and lingers at my lips before slowly kissing me. “People say that people with thin lips are thin on love too. I guess they were right after all.”



“I’m not. I just can’t promise you anything.”



On his face is a gentle smile, but in his eyes are tiny, little tears. I smile as I give a big nod. I can’t speak. I’m enduring and restraining myself all so that I don’t falter even for a bit during this farewell.



He lets go of me. I step back, leap on the horse and spur it forward without a second of hesitation, leaving a cloud of sand swirling behind me.



Each beat of the horse’s hooves seems to hit me on my heart. The scenery to the two sides slips backwards. I catch a glimpse of his figure getting smaller and smaller from the corner of my eye until it disappears into the background.



Only then do I turn around and take a brief look.



That day, I couldn’t help meeting him; today, I couldn’t help leaving him.



I was teetering on the fate of death when we first met; I’m still trying to find my way now after our farewell.



The wheels of destiny keep turning. Things appear for the shortest of moments only to go down another path in the end.



He has stopped in place while I have chosen to proceed. Affinity—a fleeting affinity. Who knows? Maybe we’ll meet again, or maybe we’ll be forever estranged in this life.

______________________________

Dairytea's comment: I hope you guys enjoyed the double surprise. See you next week~
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This is an extra that takes place after chapter 16.
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Extra I Murong Yu 







Sunshine scatters in through the carved windows, dabbing the room full of
spots, but the atmosphere is oddly heavy.




I remove my gaze from the men before
me and slowly turn to view the military map hanging upon the wall. Dozens of
bold, red lines strike across it. The places where they mark are the general
strategy plan of the Yan army: depart from our current
location, push straight into the heart of the Central Plains, block off the critical areas to the south
and north, divide into three wings when we reach South Hill Pass and cut off
all possibilities of attack from enemies. The Rui capital will be stranded like
a rock in the ocean and perish in no time!






I stare at that map, feeling
the urge to kill from my fingertips to my heart.
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And onto to the exciting continuation of Cold Sands!
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XVII The Capital







Black. Pitch black.



I open my eyes wide in the darkness only to find that I can’t see a thing. I can only hear what seems to be the sound of horse hooves hitting the ground. There’s constant rocking, too. I try to shout out in a panic only to find a piece of cloth stuffed in my mouth, preventing any sound from escaping.



I squeeze my eyes shut then open them again. It’s still just as dark.



What the hell is this?



I move my neck a little and it immediately starts stinging painfully. I yelp and feel a dull pain on my chest.



Right. That’s right. My neck…. I close my eyes and recall in the rocking darkness what had happened after leaving Murong Yu.



With his pass in hand, I ran into several patrols but no real harm came. Later, around noon, I arrived at the edge of the Yan camp. I had wanted to leave right then but my horse needed water—just as much as I did—so I located a water source. I hopped off the horse and cupped some water in my hands but before it reached my lips, from the corner of my eye, I caught several shadows amidst the trees.



I panicked and turned to escape on my horse but one of the shadows had already entered my vision. His steel eyes were glaring behind his mask. He dug into my shoulders and just as I tried to reach over, he chopped at my neck with his other hand. As the horse whinnied in alarm, my raised arm dropped down to my side without hitting its target and darkness fell upon me. The last thing I remember is my shoulders being tightly constrained, not able to budge an inch.



A shudder runs through me and the acute pain from my neck pulls me back to the present. My heart is pounding furiously. Bah-boom. Bah-boom. It echoes in the lightless, narrow space. It feels like my heart is going to burst out of my ribcage. 



I try to see my surroundings but to my dismay, I’m limp and only manage to wiggle my fingers a little. 



Inhale. Exhale. Inhale. Exhale. I get myself to calm down with a few repetitions. 



I lift myself up a bit and cautiously reach out with my hands. My palms slide across something cold and hard. I start to get an idea after some more exploration. 



Clop-clop-clop. It’s the sound of a galloping horse. There are also the thuds of wood boards against each other. I give a weak nod. This is probably a moving carriage and I seem to be in a long, narrow box on the carriage.



A long box, huh. There’s only one thing that fits that wouldn’t raise any suspicion. 



I quickly bite down on my lips to stop my discomfort. 



Who would attack me? And where are they taking me?



I don’t recall having any enemies and can’t think of anyone who might have such a large grudge against me. I feel chills and cold sweat down my back.



A million notions race through my mind. I urge myself to keep calm again and stay silent in the dark, while overwhelming fear and loneliness attack me. 



I don’t know where I am. I don’t know who’s around me. I don’t even know where I’m heading to. 



Easy, Han Xin. You need to calm down. 



It’s not the first time you’ve encountered this. You know how to face everything yourself. 



I hear a sharp whistle and the carriage stops unexpectedly. Thud. Caught off guard, I bump my shoulder against the wooden board. I rub my shoulder while gritting my teeth. I think I hear talking and some faint footsteps. 



“I heard something hit the board. Is it gonna be alright?” a stranger asks. Someone else answers momentarily, “Don’t worry. We’re almost there. It’ll be fine.”



With a crisp crack of a whip, the carriage starts moving once again. 



Whether I’m heading for the den of ferocious beasts or a monstrous cliff or even—knock on wood—the end of the road, I can only stay as I am and bide my time.



With my mind in a daze and the fatigue, thirst and hunger setting in, I lose consciousness again and again only to be woken up by the bumpy ride every time.



The creaking of the wheels seems to loop on forever and ever. I strain my ears to identify my surroundings. There seems to be the sound of water, and conversation, and a market and even kids playing…. My vision fades out and my body gets colder and colder.



Am I going to make it out of this one?



I’m not sure how much time has passed when I suddenly hear a loud crack by my ears and light starts stinging my eyes. I spot a blurry figure swaying in front of me and it appears I’m being carried out. My bones are so sore they could split. I lean on the person and let myself fall over. 



I sleep deeply. I don’t know what’s going on but it feels like I’ve returned to a familiar place, even the smell bringing back memories.



There are faces in my dream. There are someone dressed in Yan armour and the echoes of a girl’s tinkling laughter.




♚♔



I sleep for a long, long time, perhaps an eternity.



“It’s time to wake up.” Someone touches my forehead in my sleep. I snap open my eyes in alarm.



What I see before me are fancy drapes. I slowly sit up after a deep breath. There’s a middle-aged woman smiling kindly beside me. I look around warily and find everything to be familiar, but my head is throbbing and I can’t remember.



She presses her lips together. “Don’t tell me you’ve forgotten about this lil’ ol’ lady after your little fieldtrip to the frontiers.”



I rub my eyes and only then does my vision clear up. I see a proper-looking woman dressed in blue, hair done up in a plain style. It’s none other than….



“Maid Xiu.” I squint at her in slight disbelief. She nods, still smiling, and sits down on the edge of the bed. Quickly, I look around at the layout of the room. “And this couldn’t possibly….”



“This is the Minister’s Mansion. Young Master, surely you haven’t forgotten?” She brings over a bowl of steamy hot congee while talking. “Get yourself warmed up first. Master Han may be coming by later.”



Uncle?



Hesitantly, I take the bowl. I still can’t make heads or tails of this. Maid Xiu is a servant of my great-aunt, the empress dowager—why is she here? Also, what the hell is going on here? From her words, it seems like Uncle’s people brought me back, which I don’t believe. I don’t believe that inhospitable uncle of mine would risk rescuing me from the Yan military base. Or maybe it’s because he thinks I’ve sold the country out and made such a huge effort to bring me back to punish me?



I can almost feel the cold sweat breaking. There’s always a reason behind everything Uncle does. He definitely would not be nice to me purely on the basis of our relation as uncle and nephew. 



“Maid Xiu, I…have something to ask you.” After several attempts, I finally pull a broad smile on my rigid face. She sits down again, looking at me with a puzzled expression. I cough and ask quietly, “Do you know what’s been goin’ on the past few days?”



She stays quiet for a while, her face so obviously downcast. She replies flatly, “We are in the middle of a war. What could possibly happen?”



“Then…why’m I…?”



I want to ask why I am back in the capital but she interrupts, “Save it for later. Plus, what’s so bad about making it back in one piece?” She pauses. “I’m sure Miss Han’s soul would not be able to rest peacefully if anything happened to you.”



My eyes go wide and the bowl shakes uncontrollably in my hands. The ‘Miss Han’ whom Maid Xiu is talking about is my mother, Uncle’s only blood sister and the niece whom the empress dowager had greatly adored.



When it comes to my mother, all I can manage to do is sigh depressingly. I zone out looking at the bowl of congee. Out from it wafts the scent of grains, stimulating my empty stomach. Maid Xiu dabs at her tears and urges me to eat.



Ah, screw it. Filling up my stomach is of utmost importance right now.




♚♔



The next day, I get called by Uncle to the back hall. He has just come back from the morning court meeting, with fatigue written all over his face and black circles under his eyes. His bright red court attire forms a glaring contrast with the few white hairs on his head.



Uncle’s name is Han Jun. He is the empress dowager’s nephew but he’s only seven or eight years younger than her. As a high-ranking official who has served two emperors, he is currently the Minister of Personnel and also holds the title of Archduke Jing, continuously working with the empress dowager to exert control over the court. The Han clan has been the dominant clan of the affluent since my great-grandfather’s time and now, Uncle’s generation has been in constant conflict with Heng Ziyu, the Protector of the Seas, who holds the military power.



A twinkle flashes across his eyes when he sees me but vanishes in an instant.



“Morning.” He doesn’t spare me many words.



Uncle has always been strict with me so I wouldn’t say we’re close. I give a nervous nod as reply. A maid takes off his outer robe and he sits down, stroking his beard. He doesn’t look at me either and orders flatly. “Stay in the mansion and behave. Don’t go horsing around with those swine you call friends.”



It sounds no different from any other day when he is reprimanding me to not hang out on the streets as if I hadn’t just come back from the war and were still that same playful good-for-nothing.



Oh, come on, Uncle. You can keep quiet about kidnapping me, but you shouldn’t treat me like how you usually do. No matter what, I just got back from a war in one piece. Shouldn’t you at least give me a pat on the back?



Sadly, I get blatantly ignored by Uncle. With a wave of his hand, the houseboy drags me out in the blink of an eye.



The whistling autumn wind blows and yellow leaves fall—the Minister’s Mansion is a sight to behold. Despite the recent bloody massacre, the prosperity and wealth of the capital stay constant. I sigh as I stroll through the garden with nothing better to do.



This is so boring. Why doesn’t he just kill me and get it over with instead of not letting me out?



I think about my ‘swine’ friends with my chin propped up by my hand. I wonder how they’re doing after I’ve been gone for so long.



You won’t let me go out but these legs only listen to me, I snicker.




♚♔



Arabian Nights is the most famous restaurant in the capital. Rich music plays, and dies and wine cups are scattered everywhere during the meal. Loud and boisterous, the place is always packed with patrons. Even from the private rooms on the second floor, I can still hear the waiters greeting and serving downstairs.



With a table full of delicious cuisine and exquisite wine before me, I must say I’m satisfied.



“So how has war been for you, Han Xin?” A fresh-faced, polite looking man pours for me. 



I furrow my brows and shoot him a dirty look. “What do you mean ‘how has war been’? What would you people know about war when you’re living it up in the capital?”



The speaker, Song Ruoming, pulls an amused smile. “Hah. Look at Mr. Warrior here, all serious business now.”



“I know, right?” A more unreserved man on my right nods while drinking. “Ruoming, now that ya mention it, Han Xin kinda has a stick up his ass like his uncle now.”



“Ouch, Pei Yuan. You out of all people.”



The Rui Dynasty largely focuses on scholarship and the Song family has had a strong footing in the court through the imperial examination process. Many of them are lettered scholars with a poised air. Song Ruoming, the youngest son of the Song family, holds the position of Assistant Imperial Auditor and Judicial Reviewer, and is a person who can’t seem to keep his nose out of things. The Pei family, on the other hand, has a martial background, and has protected the royal family for generations. Pei Yuan holds the title of Lieutenant General in the Golden Guardian. The three of us are about the same age and share similar interests and aspirations.



“Whatever. Not gonna waste my breath arguing. Just go try it for yourself,” I dare him before getting up. There are only the three of us in the room so it’s not too crowded. I turn to the windowsill, leaning against it with my wine in hand, and push open the windows.



The crimson sun is already hanging low in the west along with the many bulbous clouds. Arabian Nights is situated on one of the busiest streets in the city and the people are packed like sardines. The road side lights have already been lit so it’s as bright as day. The festive lanterns have only recently been put up and the crowd is swept up by the mood. The capital of a country never sleeps. Countless people surge in from the dark towards the bright, splendid and enticing illuminations like moths to a fire, rushing to indulge in this momentary extravagance.



As I sip my wine, bloody images of the battlefield flash across my vision instead: broken spears, severed body parts, horses stomping over broken bones and painting the ground red with blood, and corpses everywhere. Song Ruoming paces towards me and looks down at the street, too.



“We won’t be able to see this prosperity anymore if the capital falls.” He sighs. 



“Well, we won’t just sit and watch.”



Pei Yuan laughs half-heartedly. “‘Sit and watch.’ Well said.” There’s a long pause before he continues. “Han Xin, you wouldn’t know ‘cause you just got back but shit’s been going down in the court these days. No one knows how it’s gonna turn out.”



I whip my head back and Song Ruoming explains casually. “Minister Xie suggested a southward relocation and many of the high-ranking officials agreed. There are less and less supporting the war with Yan.”



“Relocation?” Unknowingly, I grip my cup tighter. “If we do, we’d lose the people’s faith and consequently, the control over the country! Are the royal family and officials gonna run away and leave the defenseless commoners here to be tyrannized by the Yan army?”



Pei Yuan takes a deep breath. “It’s common sense but that’s not how those selfish, but powerful, officials think. It’s enough to save their own asses.”



Dismay flickers in Song Ruoming’s eyes as he recites Lao-Tzu. “‘The heavens lack compassion, treating all beings as dirt; the saints lack compassion, treating all commoners as dirt.’”



“And what does the empress dowager have to say about this?” I ask through clenched teeth. 



Song Ruoming turns back to the window and gazes at the scarlet evening glow. “The empress dowager is a woman and naturally doesn’t want to fight. She hasn’t yet made any statements but it does seem like she agrees in part with Minister Xie’s proposal.”



I turn away to the scene outside. There’s only dead silence.



“The Wang family are all scholars but are also very proud and have always advocated a fight to the death with Yan. Then ten days ago, however, the whole family suddenly gets exiled by the empress dowager for some ridiculous crime. My father felt it was unfair and said just one word of support for them and he got put on temporary suspension at home.” Song Ruoming heaves a sigh. “I’m just an assistant auditor. I can talk all I want but I can’t actually get anything done.”



I lower my head and pat his back in comfort.



Pei Yuan suddenly asks, “Ruoming, what about His Majesty? Is He just gonna let the empress dowager interfere with state affairs?”



Song Ruoming walks back to the table and pours another cup for himself. “His Majesty stays in the confines of the palace. And you know about how domineering the empress dowager is. Plus there’s Minister Han.” He glances sideways at me. “One way to put it is that His Majesty is just her puppet. He couldn’t do anything even if he wanted.”



I don’t know how the Han clan raised such a relentless woman. Once upon a time, she and my grandfather aided the Former Emperor Rui Mu in claiming the throne, she from the palace and he from the court, and proceeded to plant their people in the court and replace the other parties’ control. The Han clan enjoyed such prestige, power and wealth at that time that even the throne couldn’t compare. Twelve years ago, she killed the rebellion by Duke Zhao Rui and used the opportunity to lessen the power of the lords and strengthen that of the Han’s. After Grandfather passed away, Uncle took over his position, the authority of the Han clan becoming higher than ever before.



I shake my head and lean on the windowsill again. There’s a whole mess of feelings but it also seems like there are none.



“Relocation, huh.” Pei Yuan scoffs. “We don’t needa get ahead of ourselves here. It’s not like our families would leave us behind if the Yan broke through the walls. We might even be the first ones outta here.”



Song Ruoming squeezes through his teeth, his face slightly pale. “Even the lowest commoner has responsibilities towards his country, let alone the elites!”



Pei Yuan tosses his cup and scoffs, “What good are they? Heng Ziyu, who everyone calls a saviour, is the exact same. We all know what he’s really after!”



I stay by the windows, quietly watching the pedestrians.



I’m not an elite so I wouldn’t know what they’re arguing for, but ‘treating commoners as dirt’ is definitely not something that an elite does.



“And what’s my uncle’s standpoint?”



Pei Yuan takes a moment before answering. “Minister Han isn’t exactly thrilled ‘bout relocating—he’s more for fighting—but everything’s uncertain right now. The civil and martial officials are both suspicious of one another, not to mention Marshal Heng hasn’t been particularly enthusiastic about fighting back for some reason, so….”



“And the ones for relocation are so cooperative if they write a few more memorials and the empress dowager makes up her mind then there will be no helping it.”



“Who knows,” I let out a deep sigh and sit back in my seat. “We’re powerless to do anything but talk. It’s not like we could say no if they decided to relocate to the south. If it happens, the only thing we can do is run with our tails between our legs.”



Pei Yuan grinds his teeth together. “It’s this submissive nature that has Great Rui looked down upon and stamped over. It’s just war. I say we go all out. Even if we lose it’d be better than being laughed at.”



The martial class have been oppressed for a long time and Pei Yuan has just spoken the thoughts of many of them.



Song Ruoming heaves another sigh and the conversation dies.



Seeing the time, we finish the remaining wine and leave down the stairs. Pei Yuan puts an arm on my shoulders and says, “Han Xin, since you’ve made it back from the war and all, you should go see Wang Shu sometime soon.”



I look at him with surprise. “What?”



Song Ruoming looks back at me with a smirk. “You had left in such a hurry you didn’t even say goodbye to her. She asks us about you every single time we go drinking on the yacht.”



Pei Yuan claps me on the back and says good-naturedly. “I feel so sorry for her when I see her like that. She’s the class act that has all sorts of guys after her but she only got eyes for you out of all people. Don’t ya think you should go just ‘cause of that?”



I quickly shake my head. “I ain’t her man. I’ve never touched her.”



Pei Yuan shakes his head in disapproval and interrupts me. “Aren’t you always the gentleman? What have you got to lose?” He slaps me hard on the back. “Don’t make her feel bad. Just go when you get time to.”



I rub my back as we go our separate ways. Immediately, two houseboys start tailing me. Uncle certainly is one sly bastard. He knew I would sneak out so he made sure there would always be someone keeping track of me.



I jump on my horse and tug on the reins. The evening wind blows away the alcohol buzz and my mind clears from the chill that hits me.



No, it’s not that simple. There must be some other reason for him to keep an eye on me.



By the time I get back to the mansion, I feel a bit tipsy again so I rush through the garden to get to my room. I’m striding through the corridor when I see a figure standing in the middle of it, gazing at the courtyard bathed in moonlight, his clothes swaying in the breeze.



“Who’s there?”



The man turns around. I shake my head to clear my mind only to discover that it’s Uncle.



Shit. He hates drunk people. This realization thoroughly wakes me up.



Uncle comes pacing towards me dressed in casual wear. I chuckle uncomfortably. “I got invited for a drink and I didn’t want to say no so….”



He walks past me and orders flatly. “Follow me.”



I do so blankly and sneakily peer at his expression. Once in a while, when he glances over at me, I would immediately look away and act oblivious.



Communicating with Uncle is just impossible.



Not many people are allowed to go into Uncle’s study. With big, curious eyes, I step into the two-part room separated by a pale green satiny curtain hanging from the ceiling by jade hooks. The first thing I see is a subdued ink painting of pines and bamboos, and below the painting are a pair of brown chairs and a long table. Beside them is a pair of high stands decorated by ornamental flowers. Uncle raises the curtains, signaling for me to enter, and I obey.



The moment I step in, I’m faced with a huge military map.



“This—is it the Imperial Map of the Realm?” Unknowingly, I step forward and reach out for the vast, alluring territories painted on the surface.



Uncle nods and takes a seat behind the desk, stroking his beard. “You know how to read a military map?”



I nod and reply quietly. “I picked it up when I was in the army.”



He smiles a little, saying. “It proves wise to have made you go get some life experience, or else you would know nothing but fun and games.”



I’m screaming injustice in my mind. I could have died a hundred times over out on the frontiers if I weren’t hardy or lucky.



With the hazy candlelight, I can see Uncle’s spotty white sideburns and the weariness written on his face, making him appear older than ever. He picks up the tea and starts in a raspy voice. “Master Liao has taught you the arts of war. I shall test you today. Study the map and I will ask you a few things.”



My heart almost skips a beat but I mumble my obedience and turn to the map.



“The Yan army has arrived at South Hill Pass with numbers said to be in the two hundred thousands. If you were to lay siege, what would you do?”



I take a moment to contemplate before approaching the map and pointing at South Hill Pass. “Split into three bands, one to the north, one to the south and the stronger forces in the middle.” I explain as I draw arcs to the north and south. “These two would block the critical passageways and cut off all possible reinforcements in addition to surrounding the capital.”



Uncle keeps his gaze on me while his expression alters the slightest. “Continue.”



“We’ve run South Hill Pass for many years but the overall manpower is not sufficient so it’s highly likely we’ll abandon it and do a full retreat back into the capital.”



“How do we secure the capital?” He asks after a pause.



I press my lips as I look at him. “In front of the capital lies six hundred li of flat plains with nothing to aid in defense. In the arts of war, this piece of land is equivalent to an exclave. It would be pointless even if we have three hundred thousand, let alone one hundred thousand. On the other hand, the Yan army is unified and has high morale….” I peer sideways at him. He’s fingering his cup, his face hidden in the candlelight’s shadow, so I continue. “While we…. The civil and martial officials are untrusting of each other and uncooperative, not to mention there are people eyeing the throne. With all this in play, there’s no way of knowing who will take home the chips.”



Uncle suddenly opens his eyes and casts his cup aside, staring holes into me. His gaze is cold and his expression peculiar.



“Excellent.” He stands up and paces towards the map, sliding his hand across it slowly without sparing me a glimpse. “Tell me. Do you think we could win if we put in everything to defend the capital?”



I jerkily back away and come into contact with the icy wall. I shake my head as cold sweat breaks out.



I have no idea.



An eerie smile spreads on his face. “You don’t know? That’s right. You don’t know. I don’t know. Even the empress dowager in Yong An Palace does not know.”



“Some people say it would be better to relocate to the south than fighting to the death, and use the natural barricades of the Qihe River to combat the Yan.” His face contorts into a weird half-smile. “Relocation this, relocation that. They almost persuaded this old man here into jumping on board.”



I grab his sleeve out of pure shock. “Uncle, you wouldn’t!”



He slowly turns to me with a smile I can’t comprehend. “You would not stay here when everyone else has gone, would you?”



I watch as he seems to age right before my eyes. His figure is stiff and tense, shoulders slightly bent inwards and white hair swaying in the air. He turns and sits back in his seat after heaving a long, miserable sigh.



“Come.” He beckons to me. I obediently follow after a moment’s hesitation.



He keeps his eyes on me for a long time without talking, as if to find something on my face. I don’t make a sound and let him scrutinize me. A deathly silence looms in the study.



Finally, he looks away and opens his balled up fist, pushing a dark green thing towards me. “This is yours. Don’t lose it again.”



I study it steadily before reaching out for it and clasping it. It’s shaped like a ring, its colour a jade green like water. The relief carving depicts two intertwining panlong with their jade bodies twisted, looking back at each other.



It’s my old pendant. I raise an eyebrow. Why did Uncle have it?



It seems he is very tired. He has his head propped on his right hand while he waves at me with his left. Too scared to ask any more questions, I turn and leave through the curtains.



I observe the jade carefully under the moon. The jade is emerald green and reflects a faint ring of light, the two twisted panlong seeming to have come to life and are bellowing wildly.



Slipping the pendant under my collar, I suddenly feel a pang of sorrow. I stare fixedly at the distant, hazy lunar rays and let out a soft sigh.



I’ve recovered my pendant, but his is still with me.



Before going to sleep, I realize a very serious problem. Everyone who should be around is around and I’ve seen the people I used to see, but there is just one person missing who should be in the mansion.



And that person is Master Liao.

_____________________________

Dairytea's comment: Valentine's drawing near~<3 xoxo



ayszhang asks: What are you all doing for Valentine's? <3~





This is the type of yacht mentioned above.







This is a panlong pendant similiar to the one Han Xin has but this one only has one panlong. Han Xin's is fancier ;)
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The Yu River is separated into the Inner River and Outer River. The Inner River travels eastward through the capital from the west and abruptly curves around, forming the rippling, pellucid waters that is Lake Yu, the most bustling region on the Yu River. Since the ancient times, royalty and nobles have resided and literati and intellectuals have gathered near its shores. Then, wealthy businessmen began amassing and countless brothels were erected, and scores of pleasure boats float across the waters, making the area for beautiful courtesan to congregate. 



Faint wisps of smoke rise from a jade censer in curls like a hairspring, hovering so lazily in the room that fanning it does not make it dissipate. The thick aroma makes me dizzy and I push the red windows open. The evening breeze brings along the lake’s moisture as it blows in from outside, scattering the fragrance and also rattling the bead curtain. 



Looking down from where I am, the entire river is enshrouded by a thin veil of fog. The lights from the shoreline adorning the night are reflected in the water, illuminating and adding colour to it. Glazed glass lanterns hang from the yachts of various sizes as they traverse the lake, rocking along the ripples, making the lake as bright as day. The limpid melodies of instruments and voices of maidens echo from the boats, scattering upon the lake’s surface, appearing all the busier. 



The shadows of the lively maidens get dragged into different lengths by the lanterns, some even swimming in the water. Red buildings with green doors and windows, fan dancing and song performances—the capital’s Lake Yu is always this extravagant, luxurious and captivating. 



I lean on the embroidered ta and chuckle softly at the fabulous view of the lake. I can’t help but recite, 



“‘The sound of oars and shadows of lights stretch for miles; the singing courtesans and pleasure boats frolic along the waves.’” 



“It’s late. Close the windows,” says the gentle voice of a woman from behind the chiffon curtains. 



I sit up straight and push them out wider. “The fragrance in your room is too thick. I can’t really stand it.” 



The curtains are drawn before I finish speaking and out walks a young woman. She sits down beside me, smiling coyly. “What’re you talking about? You’ve never once said that you couldn’t stand it all those times you’ve been here before.” 



The woman before me has a clear, exquisite complexion and eyes like the autumn rain, twinkling and tempting. Ornate hair pins dangle from her luxuriant, coiffed hair. Her body is shaped like an hourglass and small dimples show when she smiles, which makes her even more attractive. 



I smile back at her. “I just came back from the war, Wang Shu. I’m used to the smell of blood.” 



Her pretty face darkens and she reaches over to my chest. “How was it? Did you get hurt?” I shake my head and lift her hand away, moving my gaze out the window. She sits closer, putting her hand on my shoulder. “You were away for so long and you never told me. I was worried for you every day.” 



There is a folk song sung throughout the city: ‘Only at the Jade House in the capital, can you behold Madam Wang.’ 



I chuckle and hold her hand. “Really?” She puckers her lips and leans in, a ghost of her scent drifting over. I tilt my head away. “Wang Shu, I’ve been missing your honey malt all this time. Could you bring me some?” 



She suddenly blushes and bites her lip, not saying a word as she takes a cup. I sit up, put on my jacket and take a sip of the tea that has long gone cold. Wang Shu rushes over and grabs my cup. 



“Don’t drink cold tea. It’s autumn, you might catch a cold,” she chides. 



I laugh it off and take the steamy brew from her. She circles around and gets on the ta, hooking her bare forearms that are peeking out of her purple silk georgette sleeves around my shoulders, and gently start leaning on my back. 



I glance sideways after swallowing. “Wang Shu, you’ve gotten a lot heavier.” 



She raises her brows, purses her lips and lifts a hand to hit me. “How rude! You’re still so full of beans.” 



I dodge her cute fist and retort. “I’d know since you’re lying on my back. Hurry up and get off before I get crushed to death.” 



She closes her eyes halfway and smiles lazily. “No way in a million years. You gotta make up for all the time you’ve been gone.” 



I laugh heartily while shaking my head. “You little rascal. Everyone sees you as the top courtesan, the most wanted of them all, but you’re really this cheeky little girl.” 



She giggles and starts play-fighting with me. She keeps rubbing herself into me and her painted fingernails slowly sneak into my shirt, touching my skin along with the night chill. 



Curious, she pulls out the red string that the jade pendant is hanging on and asks with her head lowered. “Han Xin, I don’t remember you having this one.” 



I take a glimpse and nod while I sigh in my mind. “It was a gift.” 



She takes it into her hand and studies it in strange silence. 



“From who?” 



I put my cup down and mull over what to say. 



“A… Friend.” 



She lies back down on my back. 



“No,” she says after a pause. “Tell me the truth. Whose daughter is she?” 



I drop my gaze and take the pendant back. “Don’t think too much of it. It’s nothing.” I try getting up but she hugs me, not letting me move. 



She bites on her bottom lip. “Don’t go.” 



I distinctly feel that she is getting cold and shivering. I take her dangling hand and turn to look at her misty eyes that seem a bit grey like the sky before it rains. 



I stroke her soft hand saying, “It’s not what you think. Really, it’s nothing.” I can see the tears forming but she doesn’t speak, so I pull her on my lap and comb my fingers through her flowing hair. She rests quietly on my shoulder, wordless, and sobs. 



The aroma is still dispersing idly and the lucid musical notes are spreading through the night. Red candles shine from high above, casting a charming and seductive glow. 



“There, there. You promised before that you’d never cry again.” 



She clutches my collar and looks up with crestfallen eyes and quivering lips. I take a deep breath and look somewhere else. 



Her feelings… It’s not that I’m not aware of them, but I just…. 



She buries her face in my chest with her arms wrapped around my neck. She breathes, “Just stay the night, just tonight…is all I ask.” Her hands slide down and her fingers pull open my collar, my jacket, my belt, finally slipping in and gently rubbing. 



I clutch her hand and she regards me with melancholy eyes. “You despise me?” 



I shake my head in silence. She looks steadily at me. “Do you know why so many people are seeking thrills nowadays?” 



“The Yan army’s just outside our walls. Who knows what would happen tomorrow, so I guess they’re just lying to themselves.” 



Wang Shu nods with teary eyes. “I don’t know what would happen to me either. Am I going to get married off as a concubine? Or maybe I’ll end up in some unknown place in this chaotic world?” She sighs depressingly. “I can’t control the future but I want to at least take the present into my own hands.” 



She sniffs, her fingers clinging on to my collar. “I’ve known you for more than a year now. You’re kind to me and you protect me and I like you, too. Instead of regretting it later, why not enjoy the present?” 



I wipe her tears away and whisper. “I’ve known about your feelings. But I can’t. These things should be done between lovers.” 



She places my hand on her face and repeat. “Between lovers? I know you have a prestigious background, while I’m just a lady of pleasure. I could never be good enough for you. But I’m not asking for much. Just one night, just one’s enough.” 



I chuckle quietly. “I’m not as good as you think.” 



She hooks her arms around my neck and mutters in my ears. “I’m the most beautiful courtesan in the city, but I’ve never let any man touch me, and tonight, I’m yours.” 



I feel my last shred of resistance snapping. Even if I don’t want her now, I still have the natural desires of a man. In my arms lies a woman’s tender body, and her body scent is sneaking into my nose. I start breathing more heavily and my body temperature is on the rise. 



I whisk around and push her down on the bed, trinkets falling from her hair onto the embroidered surface. She has started to pant as well and pulls open her blouse, flashing her snowy white skin. I feel my mouth going dry and lean in to caress her face. She bites her lip and grabs my arm tightly, leaving nail marks on my skin. 



My undershirt has slid down with her movements. She holds me by the neck, kissing my cheek. I plant a kiss near her ear and plant more down her fair neck. Amidst the lust, I spot out of the corner of my eye the jade pendant dangling on my neck, having slipped out from my undershirt, and refracting a pale glow. Abruptly, I push myself up, panting for air. Wang Shu is partly unrobed, her breasts peeking out, her hair spread out messily on the ta. Puzzled, she looks at me with flushed cheeks and misty eyes. 



I shut my eyes and put my forehead down in my hand. My mind is a mess. 



Wh-what the heck am I doing? 



I spring off the bed, grab my clothes and push the bead curtains out of the way as I step out to the front room. Once I’m out of the back room, I feel my temperature going down with the fresh night wind pouring in through the window. Hurriedly, I get dressed and just as I’m about to leave, I hear her weeping from behind the curtains. 



“So you do have someone you like after all.” 



I reach out for the curtains but I don’t lift it up. 



“I knew it the moment I saw the jade around your neck. Jade is a token of love. I guess…we just weren’t meant to be.” 



Her short, simple words seem to stir up a storm in my heart, making it as congested as the stuffy air before a tempest. 



What was that just now? Was it that I didn’t want her or…because of that pendant? I turn my head away violently, not wanting to delve any deeper. 



The room is filled with silence, swaying lights and shadows, and dejected agarwood. 



“They say, ‘the song and dance of Madam Wang is famous throughout the capital.’ Han Xin, I’m originally a courtesan for the court, and will soon be called to perform in the palace. I’m not sure I’ll able to come back if I go, and I thought that tonight I could…but you….” Her sobs are getting louder. 



I think of our nostalgic memories, all the feelings transforming into a deep sigh. “Wang Shu, I was in the wrong tonight but I have my reasons, too. I just hope you don’t hate me. I am going to buy you your freedom.” 



It’s already late in the night when I walk out of her pink room adorned with luxurious silks and rare fabrics. Leisurely, I descend the stairs and skip over the crowds of indulgence and pleasure, flinging aside a few delicate, luring hands, and cut through the bare shoulders and half-covered breasts. 



The livelihood on the lake is showing no signs of dying down. The lights are still flashing, the wine keeps pouring and the music keeps playing. 



As I stroll out of Jade House, the constellations are twinkling above me and it’s as if I’ve gone back to that unforgettable night when the melodious notes of Cries of Soaring Swan Geese twisted and turned about the unclouded night sky, only to vanish the next moment into thin air. 




♚♔ 



Life in the capital is as dull as dishwater, and as usual, no one gives a shit about me aside from my buddies.  



Maid Xiu returned to the palace without telling anyone on my second day back. Uncle hasn’t spoken to me much since that night and continues to be absent for most of the day. As for Master Liao, I still haven’t seen a trace of him. 



Ignoring the possible consequences, I asked Uncle where Master Liao was and he replied without even looking up from his book: “He asked for a two month leave. Said he was going back home to visit family.” 



He was obviously brushing me off. I was debating whether to ask him where exactly Master Liao had gone or not when the butler came in and bowed down to Uncle. Seeing that it wasn’t something I should be meddling with, I hurried up and left the study.  



Sitting in the gallery, bored to tears, I sigh for the hundredth time today.  



See, I’ve been grounded ever since Uncle saw me coming back from Jade House that night, and there has been someone keeping an eye on me every minute of the day. If I so much as step near the mansion’s front doors, the butler would pop out from nowhere and very politely ask me to go back. 



Motherfucker.  



I’m gonna leave this shithole once I get the chance. Go as far as I can, and go anywhere I want.  



I’m going off on a rant when my shoulder gets tapped out of nowhere and I almost fall over. I take a look only to see the butler smiling very politely. He points in a direction behind himself. “The master wishes for you to accompany him to the royal palace. Please prepare accordingly.” 



Immediately, I break out in a cold sweat. 



T-t-to the palace. To the palace?! 



T-t-to see that horrible old hag?! 



My god! Just lock me back in the log shed, please! 




♚♔ 



The sky is covered with clouds and a glow of crimson like flames burning bright. The sunset radiates off the dark green glazed roof tiles on Tai Qing Palace, casting ever-changing rays. Agarwood is burning in the two bronze tortoise-and-crane-shaped censors standing on each side of the grand hall. Thin strings of aromatic smoke float out from their mouths, making the palace seem like one in the heavens. 



Casting my gaze afar, I don’t see many people on the abandoned Imperial Path, only Golden Guardians standing on duty. I shiver as the chilly autumn breeze brushes past. Pulling my Guardian uniform tighter around me, I walk briskly behind Uncle and the palace attendant.  



We cross numerous palatial buildings, finally stopping at Yong An Palace. He bows to Uncle before proceeding through the palace doors. Soon, a purple-ranked attendant steps out from inside. 



“The empress dowager summons a meeting with Han Jun, the Archduke Jing.” 



Despairingly, I watch as Uncle’s figure slowly disappears behind the palace doors, leaving me alone to endure the brisk wind’s assault.  



Seriously, I can’t fathom why he has to bring me along to the palace and since he did, he should tell me what’s going on. I mean, don’t stay hushed as if it’s something super duper mysterious. 



I take a scan around. Where the hell are those palace maids who dress all fancy that are usually here? I can’t see any of them now. Sigh. I can’t even find anyone to chat with to kill some time. 



To ease my boredom, I pull out the pendant around my neck and study it. It’s a hard and compacted piece of white nephrite carved in relief with a very smooth surface. Two interlocking phoenixes join in a loop and short bamboo-ridges line the insides. The lightest percolated parts have a pale, buttery hue, almost like lard. 



‘With what doth one bind a relationship? A beauteous cincture adorned with a jade pendant.’ 



These two lines of poetry pop into my head. I grip the jade tightly, my heart languishing for some reason. 



Choosing to leave, was I right or was I wrong? 



Why did I accept his jade if I didn’t want anything to do with him? 



My mind is momentarily muddied and a whole lot of inquiries circle around restlessly, making it hard to process my thoughts. 



“Sir Han?” The purple-ranked attendant approaches with a smile. Alarmed, I stuff the pendant back in and follow him up the steps of Yong An Palace.  



‘Sir,’ ‘Golden Guardian’—I scoff. It sure sounds fancy but it’s a trifling rank within the strict martial ranking system of Great Rui. This is all illusory: positions like the Golden Guardian are just pretty titles the emperor bestows on sons of the high-ranking officials. 



I fix my posture, pausing shortly at the doors before stepping in quietly. Yong An Palace is the empress dowager’s living quarters; the decor is antique and splendid. I go past a k’o-ssu screen embroidered with clouds and enter a large room. 



The floor is completely covered by a carpet and there is a familiar aroma in the air. A dark red drop curtain hides the back wall. An extravagantly dressed woman is reclining on her seat with her eyes closed and her right hand holding up her head, beads dangling on her forehead. Many exquisitely made tall lamp stands line the wall, tiny flames burning silently in the simple but regal hall. The entire place has a queenly atmosphere to it. 



Uncle is sitting slantwise on a chair beside the woman and nods at me. I get down on my knees, lower my gaze and brows and utter the proper greetings. Only after a pause do I hear her speak in that aged, dry voice of hers. 



“Enough. You have never once been sincere with your greetings.” 



I get up, lips puckered, but I keep my head down—I don’t like seeing those eyes of hers. They’re indecipherable, filled with things I can’t comprehend. I’ve guessed before. It’s hatred, or maybe regret, or maybe it’s just pity? 



“You have recently come back from the front lines. Do you have anything interesting for me?” 



Uhh. There’s absolutely nothing interesting about war. It’s just blood and guts flying everywhere. And even if there was something interesting, I wouldn’t have had time to remember it. I rant on in my mind but I smile politely. “What does Your Graciousness wish to hear?” 



Lazily, she finally opens her eyes, her expression colder than ever. “You’re going to talk in circles even with me, huh?” 



“I dare not.” I keep my head lowered. “There were many trivial matters at the front lines and General Zhou had led a busy schedule, therefore I did not pay much attention to other things. Please be more specific, Your Graciousness.” 



She laughs dryly with her eyes half closed. 



The empress dowager is along in years. The thick cosmetics that the palace maids put on her can no longer hide the crow’s feet by her eyes. The elaborate palace apparel wraps around her aging body. No matter how energetic she is, her expression still gives off a lethargic air. Pungent perfumes enter my nose again and it starts feeling stuffy as an illusion of suffocation constricts my chest.  



“You are the one who came back from the Yan base alive. Tell me, what is it actually like there?” 



Alarmed, I lower myself even more and, after some thought, briefly talk about what I’ve experienced since my imprisonment. Of course, I omit certain details. 



The empress dowager and Uncle exchange an ambiguous look while I’m standing here with my heart pounding like a drum. 



The Wraiths under Uncle’s command could enter the Yan military camp in secrecy and transport Duke Yu Qing’s remains. They were also able to recover me under tight supervision. If that is so, Uncle must be well-informed of what’s going on in there, so there is no need to ask me.  



“You, come here.” 



Obediently, I approach and stop one step away from her. She pulls a smile and the corners of her eyes crinkle. “A memorial spoke of the presence of the Lupine Blood Mounted Squadron. Have you ever caught sight of them?” 



I nod after much contemplating. 



Uncle and the empress dowager are both sly and devious and I don’t want to die yet, so I answer. “I have seen them once during my imprisonment.” 



“Hmm. And how was that?” 



I squint, pretending as though I’m trying hard to remember. “The Lupine Blood Mounts are fierce and cruel—‘tis common knowledge. Unfortunately, I only saw their numerous war flags that seemed to cover the entire land with blood, but I was merely a prisoner and only saw that much.” 



She sits up straight, gazing at me. “Han Xin, since when did you learn to be so artful with your words?” 



I bow down respectfully again. “This unworthy servant dares not.” 



“How come you do not know any more after being in the base for so long?” 



“I beseech Your pardon, Your Graciousness, I was only a prisoner. Everything had to be done under the watch of enemy soldiers so I could not serve my country properly. For that I feel the utmost shame.” 



Uncle remains silent while scrutinizing me. 



I feel so aggrieved now. Man, I was imprisoned and no one gave a shit about me. Now that I’ve made it out alive I get interrogated like I know everything. 



Despite what I think, I remain silent and press my body even lower to the floor. 



This place is too stuffy. I need to get out of here. 



I spy the empress dowager sitting up properly, concealing her aged posture. She stays emotionless. “Then what are their numbers, your rough estimate?” 



Is that supposed to be a trick question? 



“I heard from Minister Han that they number two hundred thousand strong,” I respond. 



They share another look before turning to me again. I have nothing to fear, so I meet them. 



If I had snooped around for those military details, I would’ve died ten times over! 



She leans on the arm of the chair as a tiny smile spreads on her face. Then she says to Uncle, “Minister Han, this is the nephew you have brought up.” 



Her smile makes my hairs stand up but Uncle is Uncle after all, able to keep his composure even if the sky were falling down, and doesn’t even blink. 



She gets down from her throne and stops in front of me, peering at me out of the corner of her eye. “Your name is definitely Han, but are you really one of us?” 



Her icy smile seems to freeze me over, starting from the soles of my feet and into my bones. 



When I was young, Uncle would often bring me into the palace when he went to discuss national issues with the empress dowager, and I would play with the emperor who was close to my age. However, sometimes, she would give me this look while letting out a barely audible sigh. 



I admit I’m a bit witty with my words at times but I never understand what she means; neither do I read what’s in those sharp, gleaming eyes of hers. 



Abruptly, she lifts her hand, the varnish on it about to crack off any minute. Her eyes flash with menacing hostility. I back away in alarm. 



“Aunt!” Uncle shoots up and cuts between us. She stops, hand in midair, light reflecting eerily off the varnish on her sharp nails. She points her chin up and takes another step forward. 



“What’re you standing there for!” Uncle barks. I brace myself and scurry out without even performing the right rituals. When I swerve around the screen, I glimpse a figure but it’s too late and we collide together. 



Maid Xiu hasn’t fallen over only because she held on to the screen. She looks wide-eyed at me, to which I reply by pointing behind me and shrugging. 



“I hope you haven’t forgotten about what you promised, Auntie!” 



I catch the empress dowager’s bitter voice. “For twelve years! I’ve been regretting every day of it!” 



Her voice cuts off into sobs. Maid Xiu glances towards that direction and says in a hushed tone. “Her Graciousness has been under stress from various matters recently and would sometimes lose Her composure when extremely angered, so….” She signals to the door while saying this. Seeing her teary eyes, I nod and hurry out of the building.  



The empress dowager’s furious words are still echoing in my ears: “That devil! I’d rather he was never born! He’s the same as him! Always defying me!” 



I stop and look back. What in the world is she saying? 



When I exit the palace, the glowing clouds are chasing the setting sun and the square in front of the palace is soaked in a bloody crimson. A few eunuchs and maidservants speed past with their heads lowered like stiff puppet dolls. 



After a long wait, Uncle still hasn’t come out yet. I look back to see Yong An Palace towering, mute and unspoken, with the bloody sinking sun as the backdrop. I lean on the white balustrade and stare at the solid grey tiles, motionless as I zone out. 



My head starts aching after getting blown by the freezing wind for too long. I rub my temples as I glance over at the palace steps. They start to sway and become blurry in my vision. Furiously, I blink my eyes but a sudden, unbearable pain stings my skull and wrecks havoc, piercing me like a million needles and thorns. I can’t help but lower my head, my body shuddering as I lean on the balustrade for support. 



For some reason, I would suffer an intolerable headache every time I try to remember my past or look at the balustrade and steps in front of Yong An Palace. The worst times it felt like I’d only get release if I cracked my skull open in half. 



I hear quiet footsteps and I turn to look, only to see the purple-ranked attendant walking briskly up the steps with someone close behind him. I can’t see the person’s face but what I can see is his upright but casual posture and swift steps, dressed in a wide-collared loose-sleeved black robe, with hair coiffed high on the head, heading straight for Yong An Palace.

______________________________


Glazed lanterns as mentioned above.









Fan dancing, group and individual











Traditional courtesan song performances where both song and dance are involved.









Bamboo-ridged surface









K'o-ssu





K'o-ssu is a high-end fabric made of silk that is completely done by hand and utilizes a technique that enables detailed designs to be displayed on both sides of the fabric. Small pieces (right bottom) may take weeks while large pieces (left bottom) may take several years.







 On a side note, the garment pictured in the left is a remake of the regalia of Wanli Emperor of Ming (1563 - 1620)  that was unearthed from his tomb, where he was buried with his wife and concubine. The project was undertaken by the Wang family from Suzhou who had made k'o-ssu for Chinese royalty for centuries, including Empress Dowager Cixi. The current head of the family, Wang Jialing, has made several award-winning pieces, including one treasured by the Japanese emperor. This particular piece took six artisans three years to finish, using up 3 kg of silk, 100,000 m of gold thread, and more than 6,000 peacock feathers.


____________________________


Now for a quick lesson on the layout of a Chinese palace.


Below is the bird's eye view and layout of the Forbidden City in Beijing, palace of the last two Chinese dynasty.










As you can see, it is extremely symmetrical and generally has a square or rectangular orientation. The Outer Court (also called Southern Section) is shown in the second picture. This is where the emperor does most of his official business and where the morning courts are held. Living quarters, gardens and other facilities are to the side and back of the Outer Court (as seen in the first picture).






Most of modern Chinese people's knowledge and idea of a palace would be modelled after the Forbidden City, as most historical films use shots of the 500 year-old palace. Therefore, it is sufficient to assume that the palace in this story is similar to it.






One last picture, I promise.


The white balustrade and steps that makes Han Xin's head hurt









﻿


________________________________
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Despite the bias for the letters over martial arts since the founding of the country, there is not one person, not in the imperial court nor in the dirtiest alleyways, who doesn’t know of one particular man—a soldier. 



Heng Ziyu, the Protector of the Seas—the number one in the Great Rui military world. 



Born a commoner in Huizhou, he joined the army at the age of seventeen and was drafted into the Colonel of Xuan Wei’s army as the Captain of Yi Hui at nineteen. In the Fourth Year of Yong Guang, the County Governor of North Dian abused his military power and colluded with the local natives of Lin. Under the royal edict, the Colonel of Xuan Wei led his troops west and as the Captain of Yi Hui, Heng Ziyu launched into battle. The troops fought head-on at first and later when they were cutting through a patch of thick forest, they ran into obstinate Hill Barbarians who would not surrender. In a fury, Heng Ziyu killed the entire tribe, and utterly defeated the Lin natives along the way, fully recovering North Dian. Thus he was raised up to the rank of Lieutenant Colonel of You Ji. 



In the Sixth Year of Yong Guang, the County of Jin An suffered from pirate attacks. Under the royal edict, Heng Ziyu defended the land. After overcoming the plague and flooding, he determinedly ordered for the destruction of the dam and the relentless pursuit of the pirates. Since then, the pirates have completely lost the ability to violate our borders due to their severe losses. 



That year, Heng Ziyu was given the peerage of marquis and the title, Protector of the Seas, on the account of his notable achievements. This is the highest honour a soldier can receive in Great Rui. 



Right now, this person whom the storytellers describe as some sort of mythical creature is standing right in front of me. Despite being a martial official, he is not wearing his armour but instead a solid black robe. His gait is confident and majestic while a stern look manifests in his eyes, making it look like a military march. 



The attendant goes inside to notify his arrival. Heng Ziyu stands by the white balustrade with his arms crossed and regards the palaces and halls in the distance. Once in a while, when he glances over to me, his lips would curve and I feel as if I’m being looked down upon. 



“A Golden Guardian?” he wonders out loud. 



As a son of the rich who has received this high-paying position on the account of my family background, it’s only natural to get condescending looks from those who fought their way up from the bottom of the chain and attained their fortunes themselves. I let out an airy laugh and look away. I don’t want to speak with him. 



He scoffs. “I’ve always heard that Minister Han is very strict when it comes to governing the country and his own house. Good for him, sending his own blood out to war when our country is in need.” 



I grunt in reply, peering over. “What’s the point in pointing out things we both know, Marshal Heng?” 



He leans on the balustrade, watching the hovering clouds up above. “Because you count for at least half a warrior.” 



“I’m naught but a Guardian. You’re overstating matters.” I stare at the palace doors, hoping Uncle would come out sooner. 



He scans my face then his gaze moves downwards, stopping at my hands. “You’ve swung a sword and used the bow, so you count for at least half a warrior.” 



I look down at the thick calluses in between my two thumbs and forefingers that won’t seem to go away. They were from the training I did with the old geezer in my youth, which was only so I could protect myself and leave this place. With that though in mind, I ball my hands tightly and look up at him. “And I guess now you’re going to ask me if I know how to ride a horse or if I’ve killed before.” 



He lets out a humourless guffaw but then says calmly. “All you young, ostentatious nobles are in pursuit of recognition but never do you consider the pains and suffering of the people.” 



With nothing to counter that, I look away again. 



There is a bias for scholastics, yet the wars never seem to end. The people have lost their homes, the crops and fields have all been abandoned, and after the unexpected drought, the death toll caused by hunger and war has amounted to the tens of thousands. The people’s multiplying grievance is no longer a secret so Heng Ziyu’s words are not that surprising. 



I glance at him out of the corner of my eye. “The Yan army is right outside our walls and you as the marshal still have the time to lounge around?” 



He lets out a short chuckle. “As you said, I am the marshal, so on what basis do you dare surmise the thoughts of a marshal?” He points his chin up. “You would have gotten the stick if you were my soldier.” 



I let my smile fade and hold my tongue. 



Everyone has been saying that he has had plans of treason since a long time ago. The senior court officials have considered getting rid of him now that he has served his purpose, but they were wary of his military power and the unstable borders in the south so they never acted. Likewise, Heng Ziyu only pays superficial respect to the court, and the situation remains in a delicate balance. 



But now, with the arrival of the Yan army, it appears that this equilibrium is about to be tipped over. 



“Unfortunately, I’m not your soldier, and I have never pursued recognition. You’ve overlooked that fact, Marshal.” 



He glances at me, his smile still evident. “You, too, have overlooked the fact you haven’t come across an opportunity for you to do so.” 



Disgusted, I remove my gaze. I can’t quite put my finger on it but there’s something about him that I really don’t like. Is it the craving for power? Or maybe it’s the thirst for accomplishment? 



“I’m standing in this spot again but the view looks different this time.” He laughs abruptly, his booming laughter chilling to the bone unlike any other I’ve heard. 



“In that case, wouldn’t it be even better if you viewed the imperial city from the top of Tai Qing Palace?” I hiss lowly and walk to the top of the steps. 



His expression falters for a moment before it starts to boil with anger. He shoots me a hard look to which I smirk and walk down the steps against the wind with a flick of my sleeves. 



Who gives a damn about who’s the emperor? There is nothing in this overindulgent world for me and even if there was, it would have to be him. 




♚♔





It is very late at night when Uncle comes back from the palace and he doesn’t mention anything that happened, as if it has never happened. I don’t want to bother with it either so the peculiar incident of the day just fades out in time with our purposefully blind eyes. 



However, he starts going to the palace more and more frequently and the mansion has been filling up with people; busy and unfamiliar people. A few are armed soldiers and a couple other ones look fairly familiar. I think they’re senior attendants from the palace. 



I’m still grounded and the looks I get from him are getting heavier by the day, to the point my stomach twists up. From time to time, I would still try very hard to think of the good things he’s done for me, like the times he stopped my cousins from going overboard with the bullying, or his unspoken permission to let me study a bit of martial arts under Master Liao, and even the position I got as Golden Guardian was because of him…. 



Only after I swore for the millionth time that I wouldn’t go to Jade House or come back drunk does Uncle give me permission to go out, albeit extremely unwillingly. But—and there is a but—I can’t stay out for more than four hours. 



Four hours—what do I do with that? I grumble as I leave the mansion with two tails behind me. 



Glancing at the two houseboys trailing behind me, I feel annoyed. Uncle has no need to worry about me running away because security at the city gates has been amped up to check for possible spies. 



The people on the street seem slightly spiritless and glum. Even the market place that is usually bustling is now almost deserted. The venders holler out desperately a few times before sitting back down quietly with a dispirited face. 



I run into Song Ruoming and Pei Yuan. Song Ruoming is wearing his green imperial auditor uniform, indicting that he just got out from the morning court. The worry on his face lightens a little when he sees me and he drags me into a tea house after some small talk. 



We’ve just sat down when a conversation at the table next to us catches our attention, stopping our own. 



“Have you heard? The emperor isn’t in the best of health.” 



“When is He ever?” 



“Then what’s gonna happen? His Majesty has no male heir, so if He leaves, who’s gonna…?” 



I look to Song Ruoming and he nods solemnly while Pei Yuan remains quiet. Word of the emperor’s poor health has been going around the streets of the capital, saying his condition is worsening and he might just pass away. 



Pei Yuan breaks our silence, saying under his breath. “The call for the relocation’s escalating. Many of the larger clans and families have left already.” As if to prove his words true, several expensive-looking carriages race through the street, leaving in a whirlwind. 



“The empress dowager’s been listening behind the curtains during the morning courts as usual. Just whose empire is this? Hers or the Lin clan’s?!” Song Ruoming angrily slaps his pagoda wood hu on the table. 



“Uncle asked me the other night whether there was a chance of victory if we chose to defend.” I mutter, and the two of them stop and watch me. 



Pei Yuan then presses, “That’s right, you just came back from there. You’ve seen it with your own two eyes.” 



I shake my head. “So what if I did? After all this, even those who haven’t would know that the Yan kill without a second thought.” 



Song Ruoming wonders lowly while playing with his tea cup. “If His Majesty really were to leave, who would be there to inherit the throne?” 



I take a moment before answering. “The closest bloodline would have to be Mu De, eldest son of Duke Yu Qing, but he’s just turned one. The next closest would be Duke of Yan Ning, son of Duke Qi Huai, but he’s only seven. Even if they were to-.” 



“What good is a one or a seven year old?!” Pei Yuan thunders. “They’d just end up as her puppets anyways!” 



The loud chatter in the tea house dies down instantly and I feel numerous eyes lock on us. I turn to see almost everyone staring at us with all sorts of expressions. My lips twitch. That sure went well. 



As he hurriedly drags Pei Yuan out, Song Ruoming scolds, “Why can’t you just keep calm?” Pei Yuan digs his heels in and doesn’t say a word. Seeing that I mediate, “C’mon, you know how he is. Just let it go.” 



“The successor is gonna be whoever the empress dowager names. She has the final say anyway.” 



As we’re chatting, all I see are the bobbing heads of the pedestrians on the busy street. Suddenly I hear the pounding of hooves on the road and it is approaching fast. The pedestrians all scatter out of the way, forming a clear path, and the next moment, a cavalry of five hundred zip past amidst the thunderous drumming, causing a gust of wind.  



“Outta the way! Outta the way!” 



The crowd disperses in alarm at the whip cracks and the three of us get washed along in different directions. I’m knocked all over the place and when I look up I spot a familiar figure. 



Heng Ziyu looks as he always does: poised high on horseback dressed in green, his comportment refined, charming and majestic. He scans across the crowd and lingers on me. He pulls a thin smile, one of ridicule, before cracking his whip and driving his steed towards the royal palace. 



I forget my steps. I sense that there is more than meets the eye in that smile of his. 



Song Ruoming and Pei Yuan make their way over to me after the crowd disperses, looking scruffy and tattered. Song Ruoming brushes off the dirt on him and says, “Even if she were to name a new heir, Heng Ziyu wouldn’t let it go so easily. His army has set up camp around the capital so it’s thin ice she’s stepping on. A new heir, tsk tsk.” 



I clean the dirt off of myself too. “New heir? Let them fight it over. We’re just normal citizens.” 



When we’re saying our goodbyes, Pei Yuan suddenly asks. “Hey, how many days have you been back?” 



“’Bout five or six. Why?” I answer after some calculation. 



“You might’ve gone to the front lines but you’re still a Golden Guardian; your records are still under the Guardians. Normally, shouldn’t you’ve gone back to work already?” 



“Really?” I falter. “I’unno. Uncle never brought it up and he doesn’t really let me go out. Says I should behave and stay in the mansion.” 



Pei Yuan scrunches his brows. “That’s weird. Sure, Minister Xie’s son doesn’t needa serve ‘cause he’s kicked the bucket, but you should go now that you’re back. Plus,” he sighs. “Our numbers have been declining so much, from the original five thousand to four, it’s getting hard to even secure and patrol the royal palace.” 



“Whoa, why has it declined so much?” 



Song Ruoming answers instead, “Right now, the court’s been split up by Marshal Heng and the senior officials. The marshal just transferred one thousand Guardians away a while ago, saying it’s advanced training or something. Sounds all good and proper, all right.” 



It is said that Great Rui’s Golden Guardian numbers five thousand strong, each one tall and well-built, and makes a fierce battle formation. However, I’ve also heard Guardian General Xie complaining in private that these five thousand men were all looks, that he didn’t expect them to amount to much and that he’d be very grateful as long as they didn’t participate in any prostitution, gambling, extortion or the sorts. 



“If I remember correctly, the Guardian General sides with Minister Xie, right?” 



“Mhm. Minister Xie’s been in a bad mood lately. They say the lil’ bastard, Xie Zhen, died out there.” 



I laugh drily and change the topic. 



That guy, Xie Zhen, had it coming. But for some reason I think of Murong Yu. I wonder how he’s doing now that I’ve been gone for almost a week. 



Oh whatever. There’s nothing I could do. Xiao Qinyun is there anyways. I don’t need to get my panties up in a bunch. 














♚♔





The conflict around South Hill Pass is getting nowhere. The two sides have been in battle for a long time and even though the Yan cavalry have extremely high battle power, they still haven’t been able to make it past the walls. Naturally, the Rui army has been completely surrounded, not even able to budge. According to word, all you can see from the top of the walls is a frightening sea of scarlet flags. 



General Zhou is posted at the west path and is fighting with the Yan army to the west. The location is easily defendable due to the geological contours but the food supply is insufficient. It seems they cannot hold on for much longer, but once the west path is abandoned, the entire backside of the Pass is going to be exposed for the enemy’s viewing pleasure. 



Uncle has been going to the palace even more frequently and he’s so stressed out that he has cold sores growing on his lips. The only things on the city streets are luxurious carriages speeding through, leaving the capital through Xuan Ping Gates on the southern end, and cavalrymen. They don’t even come close to the Yan cavalry though. Great Rui doesn’t have a great martial background to begin with so our cavalry is not even worth mentioning. 



Life is very dull in the mansion and it makes me think about what Pei Yuan said, so I cautiously bring the idea up with Uncle about me reporting back to my position, but he turns me down right away. 



“Why not? I can’t just stay here and sponge off of you.” 



“You have already sponged off of me for more than ten years, what makes the idea so appalling all of a sudden?” 



“I just want to do my job as a Guardian.” Actually, what I want to say is that at least then I would have something to do and someone to talk and joke with at work. 



“I don’t think so. I say you just want to go out and fool around.” Uncle vetoes me nonchalantly, not one bit moved. 



I grumble. “Okay, let’s say I really did wanna do that. It’s still better than staying cooped up here all day. You know I’m just gonna die of boredom.” 



“Your days of being cooped up has only just started with a whole lot more to come.” He glances at me emotionlessly. I wail in my mind: ‘You’re used to peace and quiet, Uncle, but don’t drag me into it! I haven’t even hit forty yet.’ 



Suddenly he closes his eyes, closing the book in his hands, and points to the seat beside him. “We haven’t sat down for a talk for a while now, nephew. Sit.” 



My first reaction is: This is weird. This is really weird—really, really weird. Thus I sit down tentatively while glancing nervously at the door. I sit on the edge of the chair, ready to shoot out the door any minute. 



Uncle clears his throat and my stomach twists up in a knot: he started like this, too, when he told me that he enlisted me in the army. I stare at his mouth and beard. His mouth opens and I recite in my head: ‘calm down, calm down, calm down.’ 



“Han Xin, how old are you?” 



“Um, twenty.” 



“Do you have any thoughts about your life? Say,” he taps the table lightly. “A position in the court, or your future?” 



I let my uneasiness recede before answering with a smile. “Whatever you think is good for me, Uncle.” 



Psh, as if I’d let him choose for me. I’ll make him happy first and then get the hell out of here. I won’t need a pass to leave the city now anyway. Hmm, what should I bring? Clothes, and some cash, and the xiao, and the pendant and…. 



“Are you daydreaming again?” Uncle interrupts my plan. 



I focus and put on an oblivious face. “No, no. It just kind of took me by surprise. What you asked.” 



He sighs. “I’m constantly busy with work and never paid much attention to you. I just realised today that you are already twenty. I have to make some plans for your future.” 



“If I may ask, what do you want me to do?” 



“Tell me yourself. What do you want to do?” 



What do I want to do? Establish my own empire? Hold ultimate power? Or fame and wealth? I contemplate what it is that Uncle wants from me. He keeps staring at me with a strange expression, kind of like a smile but not quite. 



I say after remaining silent. “Would you believe me if I said I have no interest in fame and money?” 



“I wouldn’t.” His face darkens. 



I smile for some reason. “But you’re not me, Uncle, so how could you know what I think?” 



He smiles too. “I’ve seen my fair share of people in the court and I watched you grow up. Of course I know.” 



I meet his eyes bravely without a hint of apprehension, all to identify what he’s really trying to say. I don’t aspire to be much but I don’t want to get involved with their cat-and-dog political battles. 



“Your eyes, they’re like your mother’s.” He looks away as he murmurs. I snap to attention. This is the first time Uncle has ever mentioned my mother. “She left you in my care. You haven’t amounted to much, but we are still related by blood-.” 



“Uncle, stop please!” I interrupt and stand up, unable to keep listening. 



“I appreciate your concern, Uncle, but,” I glare at him. “I’d rather hold my own life in my own hands, and not let someone else control it!” 



He looks somewhere else and the smile on his face disappears. I stride out the door and he suddenly gets up, yelling, “Give up that thought, Han Xin! You will never escape your fate!” 



I stop, turn and look into Uncle’s stone-cold eyes. It’s dead silent in the room. My head starts throbbing and it feels like the world is caving in on me, suffocating me. 



“Master.” The butler rushes into the study, faltering when he sees me, and reports that Minister Xie and the Protector of the Seas are here to visit and are waiting in the front lobby. I don’t make another sound and leave. 



Taking a turn in the gallery, I spot Xie Yun and Heng Ziyu coming towards the study under the houseboy’s guidance. As I pivot out of the way, Xie Yun gives me a small nod. When I brush past Heng Ziyu, I hear him whispering, “So we meet again, Guardian.” 



I leave as though I haven’t heard him. 






♚♔





Master Liao has come back. He has come back when so many are leaving, but I’m still glad to see him. 



In the late evening, he drags me out from my room and tells me he brought back some wine from his hometown for me. I was just restlessly tossing and turning around on my bed anyway so we pick a quiet spot and start drinking. 



After listening to my edited version of my experiences, he laughs at me. “But you’re here now, aren’t you?” 



I take a sip. “You’re here, too. Everyone’s trying to get out but no, you just had to come back. You know the capital’s not safe, right?” 



He keeps a nonchalant face. “How could I leave when there’s someone I need to protect?” 



I freeze, my mouth forming an ‘O,’ the wine cup mere inches away from it. I stutter nonsense while pointing at him before finally getting a well-formed sentence out. “N-no way!” 



Master Liao keeps drinking his wine as if I only said something like ‘Nice weather we got today.’ He peers at me out of the corner of his eye. “Why, I can’t say that?” 



His eyes dim when he says this and he looks a bit blue, as though something’s weighing on his mind. It takes a few moments of pondering for me to guesstimate and I scoot over and nudge him. “Which noble daughter did you fall in love with, Master? Who is she married to now?” 



He glares at me as if I poured burning water on him. “You lil’ punk, what in the world goes on in that head of yours?” 



I flash an innocent look. “But all the storytellers in the city say so.” I let my imagination take over, ignoring his reaction. “Once upon a time, you were a handsome and well-mannered student but you were a commoner while she was a beautiful noble’s daughter. You fell in love at the temple and met in private. Your love multiplied by the day. But one day, her father discovered your love. Enraged, he separated Juliet from Romeo and married her off to this other son of a high-ranking official. Reluctantly, you said your goodbyes and then you became a teacher in the capital all so you can see her again one day. And now the capital’s in danger so you’re staying to protect her.” 



Master Liao takes a swing just as I finish my tale. I dodge it cleverly and giggle. “See, I was right, wasn’t I? You were trying to silence me.” 



“You lil’ punk, you should go tell stories on the streets.” His face has gone back to normal and he has turned to regard the darkness of the night. 



“But,” I add. “I remember you being here in the mansion when I was really young. Do you not have a wife?” 



He shakes his head and we fall quiet again. I take tiny sips of my wine, not knowing what to say. 



I kind of feel like Master Liao is shouldering something very heavy. His eyes are always dark and obscure. A chilly air exudes from him even when he’s under the sun. He’s a learned scholar, but at the same time he’s also a talented martial artist. Sometimes I wonder what his story must be like. 



Noticing my distracted state, he raises his left arm, catching the fan that slides out, and raps me hard on the head. I hiss out in pain and glare at him. He smiles a little but his eyes are cold and emotionless. “How is it? Any good? I brought it all the way from Feng Hai—Jian Chang red wine.” 



I take a big whiff. It smells aromatic and sweet and it tastes fresh and bitter-sweet. The strange thing is that it’s my first time drinking it but I feel like I’ve drunk or smelled it before. “I like it. It has a…a….” 



“A familiar flavor, right?” 



I gape at him. “How did you know that?” 



He closes his fan and pulls a small smile. “Your face told me everything.” 



“Hmmph.” I dismiss. 



“As your teacher, I advise you to not let your thoughts show through your face. You must do your best to make your happiness and anger look the same. Always keep the same facade. That way no one would be able to guess what you’re thinking.” 



I’m a bit distracted by his fan so I blurt out. “I’m not gonna work in the court. What do I need a poker face for?” 



He sighs after studying me and changes the subject. “Do you have someone you like?” 



Master Liao’s fan is called Notos, for the autumn wind, and is an excellent—no—superb—no—exceptional fan. It seems like a normal fan but it’s the deadliest weapon that he keeps on himself. Poisonous needles and thin razor-sharp blades amongst other things are all hidden in it, combining a stylish prop and a defensive weapon into one. 



“Uhh, yeah I guess.” I realise almost as soon as I say the words that I shouldn’t have and I cover my mouth. When I look at him, he looks sort of stunned but he recovers. “‘Once a teacher, always a father,’ and you can say anything to your father.” 



I shake my head. He urges. “So my boy has someone he likes. What’s the big deal?” 



I lower my head, feeling the pendant around my neck burning for some reason, scorching through my skin and imprinting into my heart. 



Like—do I like him? Maybe I do, or else I wouldn’t have let it slip just now. But there’s nothing I can do no matter how much I like him. The difference in our class, our warring countries, our gender—what future could we have? 



An image of him surfaces before my eyes, of his eyes, of his air, of his words. How could I forget anything? From the conflicts and battles in the beginning, to the mutual understanding later on, to the unification as one in the end, everything and anything.  



Is that…is that love? 



I don’t know. All I know is I want to see him. I really, really want to. Better yet, I want to see him right this instant. I want him to kiss me. I want him to hold me. 



Then why the hell did I insist on leaving him and living my own life? 



I feel moisture welling out of the corners of my eyes. Hurriedly, I pretend to look away and wipe it away.  



The bonding of one night might just be my most precious memory from now on.  



Master Liao pats me on the shoulders. “If it’s hard to deal with by yourself, I won’t think little of you.” 



I sniff. “It’s nothing.” 



“To be troubled by love makes one an adult. As a person, it’s something everyone has to face in their lifetime.” He mentions, “I remember you play the xiao. Would you mind playing for me?” 



I go and retrieve the battered xiao from my room. I sit back down and place the xiao by my lips. The limpid notes of Cries of Soaring Swan Geese slowly rise and float off into the clear sky, echoing throughout the night. 



“Cries of Soaring Swan Geese—a song of longing.” Master Liao suddenly gets up and recites. “‘Yesterday has abandoned me, I should not linger; today troubles me, stirring my mind a mess.’” 



Suddenly, footsteps approach from the gallery side and I can see flickering flames. The butler runs by, shouting in a wavering voice, “Master, messengers have come from the palace saying the empress dowager has summoned you!” 



Master Liao’s face darkens even more as if it were enshrouded by frost. He whispers, “I fear this late a summon means trouble in the royal city tonight.”

_____________________________ ﻿
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Wearing a full set of Golden Guardian armour, I follow behind Uncle briskly to the palace. As we draw near the royal city, Uncle looks back and instructs, “Remember, better safe than sorry.” 



I catch Uncle quickly scanning the Guardians standing guard at the royal gates with wary eyes. “You must pay close attention to the Guardian General, especially to what he does.” Only after I nod to show my understanding does he nod with furrowed brows and enter the gates, hurrying towards Yong An Palace under an attendant’s guidance. 



I stride past soldiers standing guard and enter the royal palace. I look up at the ink black sky, then at the hazy palatial buildings. The grand halls are enshrouded by a thick, black fog, making the shapes ambiguous. It’s only the fourth watch now so what could be going on? 



Uncle’s Wraiths had given a general report along the way. Just a while ago, the empress dowager assembled the Golden Guardians and other royal guards and placed the palace under maximum security. The Minister of Defense, Xie Yun, has already put his defense troops around the capital into action, and Heng Ziyu also has strategic points inside the capital under heavy guard with his own men. All of the capital’s gates have heightened security. The atmosphere in the capital is suddenly tense.



Time trickles by. The torches high on the palace walls accompanied by the dawn peeking through the horizon refract off of the Golden Guardians’ plates. I ponder silently about the current situation. Surely, it’s an emergency of sorts, otherwise the various parties would not be so anxious. But if it really came down to it, I doubt these pretty looking soldiers could do much. 



I bite my lips. Could it be that the emperor is departing this life? 



Quickly, I push forward, trying to find an acquaintance or two to catch up on what’s going on. Along the way, I see the palace under tight security with Guardians on patrol every hundred yards or so. None of the palace doors are opened and I can’t seem to find anyone I know. I grab a random soldier over and ask. He replies after some thought, “I just saw the Guardian General heading towards Tai Qing Palace.” 



There are rows upon rows of soldiers in front of Tai Qing Palace and court doctors are coming and going with their heads lowered. When the Guardian General finally comes out, I hurriedly grab and ask him. Strictly speaking, he is Xie Yun’s younger cousin. He looks solemn as he whispers in my ears after making sure no one is around us. “His Majesty’s condition worsened last night. I don’t think He’ll last much longer.” 



“What?!” I almost hear a buzz in my ears. I stare blankly at him, trying to wrap my head around this. Everyone knows His Majesty is ill year-long but this has come too soon to take in.



With the war in a critical period, everyone is anxious, and not to mention the hungry wolves eyeing the throne, so if His Majesty goes—worst case scenario—Great Rui goes. His Majesty may be ill but he still holds the Mandate of Heaven. As long as he’s here, the delicate balance can still be maintained, and the relocation may not happen as easily either. I gaze at Tai Qing Palace concealed in the dark with butterflies in my stomach. 



Seeing this, he pats me on the shoulders, sighing. “’Tis troubling times.” 



I stay outside the Palace after he leaves, watching the sky lighten bit by bit and the dawn light breaking through in the east. A new day. A new start. But will it mean fortune or misfortune for Great Rui? 



A purple-ranked attendant comes running from behind, saying quietly. “The empress dowager has summoned you, Sir Han.” 



Without a word, I let him lead me to Yong An Palace. Spotting the white steps and balustrade in fornt of it, my head starts throbbing slightly again. The attendant turns to me, saying, “Sir Han, the empress dowager wishes to see the pendant around your neck. Would you mind handing it to me?” 



I falter for a moment before taking it off for him. Thank goodness I switched the pendants last night while changing. I just found it a bit difficult to look at. I thought I shouldn’t keep wearing it if I had chosen to leave in the first place. 



Standing at the top of the steps, my head starts to pound and throb again as if something was struggling to burst out but it can’t for some reason. I hold onto the balustrade as a wave of pain strikes through me, tearing at my heart and lungs. My vision whirs around. I pant for air and hold tightly onto the railing as the things before me go blurry. 



I hate this place. This happens every single time. 



After resting against the balustrade for quite a while, the pain slowly fades away. Beads of sweat cover my forehead. I take off my helmet and gently wipe it off. My mind seems to clear up more as I breathe in air. 



The attendant still hasn’t come back out, so I just keep waiting outside quietly. Soon, I hear someone approaching and curiously, it’s Pei Yuan. He grabs and pulls me along without saying anything the moment he sees me. I fling his arm away and point to the Palace. He looks in the direction but hisses quietly, “His Majesty wants to see you!” 



I’m taken by surprise and an ominous feeling clings onto me. His Majesty? 



It’s dead silent in the enormous palace hall. Attendants and maids stand wordlessly behind the curtains and the court officials have all gathered in the centre. The front row mostly consists of high-ranking ones, including Uncle looking detached and pale. Heng Ziyu is standing with hands clasped behind his back and a cool, stiff expression. The other officials are also looking reserved. I lower my head and eyes as I step into the grand hall, those butterflies in my stomach even more restless now: I have no idea why His Majesty would summon me. 



Uncle sees me and coughs before telling me solemnly, “Han Xin, His Majesty wishes to see you.” 



A bit caught off guard, I blurt out, “Why would His Majesty want to see me?” 



He shoots me a cold look. “Shut up and just go.” I clench my jaw and follow the attendant towards the inner hall. When I walk past Heng Ziyu, I spot a heavy shadow over his eyes and a sly smile on his lips. 



It’s also silent in the inner hall and only the pungent scent of herbs lingers in the air. This is where the emperor, the emperor who is only two years my elder, lives. I’m not sure how I feel about that. Wordlessly, I pass the hanging veils and swerve around a nine dragon jade screen. I quickly kneel down when I catch sight of the Emperor’s bed. 



I hear a feeble sigh and some small movements coming from the emperor. “Is that…Han Xin?” 



I nod. “It is I, your humble servant.” 



I spy his arm reaching out from the bed, dangling weakly. “I don’t remember…seeing you for some time.” He waves to me with effort. “Come.” 



I do as he says, getting up but keeping my body bent nonetheless. 



He is deadly pale, heavy circles surround his eyes and he is breathing so roughly he almost cannot talk. He only watches me steadily with a strange expression. I start feeling a bit weirded out by it so I quietly call him a few times. Only then does he regain his focus. “You…you have changed quite a bit.” 



I quickly reply. “Your servant hasn’t, Your Majesty.” 



He chuckles softly. “Really? You haven’t, while I feel like I am getting weaker and weaker.” 



I feel a bitter pang in my chest. His Majesty is two years older than me but has always been weak. He even needs someone serving medicine for him during morning court. It came to a point that he couldn’t deal with national matters by himself and has to do so through an assistant. I still remember he called me into the royal palace right after my coming-of-age ceremony and ranted on and on about how boring and constrained life as emperor was. 



“You…are still the same…fooling around with your gang of scoundrels…right?” He laughs out loud and life seems to reappear in his eyes. “How nice…to be able…to be free.” 



I try to keep my feelings down. “I beg that You don’t say that, Your Majesty. You are god-sent. This servant cannot compare to You.” 



He shakes his head weakly, eyes staring at the door. “I’m not…joking. I’m actually…the most pathetic…I’ve nothing.” 



“Your Majesty!” 



Intermittently, he keeps going in his breathy voice. “Do you…remember we…climbed on the roof of Tai Qing Palace…when we were kids…and looked over the capital…that feeling…the wind in your ears, it was like…you were flying.” 



He was in better shape in his earlier years and we would horse around all over the place. Tai Qing Palace is the most magnificent and solemn palace in the royal city of Great Rui and is the place where emperors ascend the throne. Even though we got punished severely by the empress dowager, he was still very enthusiastic and told me in private that he would do it again when he got the chance. With that in mind, I can’t help but feel miserable, but a ghost of a smile appears on his face. 



“I’m…afraid…I won’t have another chance.” 



Immediately, I kneel down and bow forward, shaking. “Your Majesty, I beg of you. You’re the owner of this realm. You will definitely have another chance.” 



He raises his quivering hand, pointing towards the door. “You have no idea…how much I want to see it once more…just once.” 



I lift up my head in alarm and stare dumbly at him. The pink in his lips has completely drained and his eyes start to lose focus. “Even if…I am the emperor…I cannot do…anything…I am going to…get scolded…by Emperor Shun…when I get to the royal hills, aren’t I?” Then he starts coughing really loudly. “I…couldn’t…do…a thing.” 



I can’t take it anymore. I grab his hand and croak. “It’s not your fault, Your Majesty. You are a good emperor.” 



He holds my hand with a deathly grasp, twinkles increasing in his eyes. “Say…do you think…there’s a next life?” 



I move my head up and down with force. “Yes, I’m sure there is.” 



He looks steadily at me and then turns away and laughs. “Good…even if I…were to be a human next time…I don’t want…to be born a royalty.” 



I gape at him as if struck by lightning. I just watch him fixedly, not a word coming out of my opened mouth. He blinks and then suddenly cracks an eerie smile at me. “You’re…not much better off…actually…you and I…we have the same fate…and there’s no escape.” 



Out of shock, I pull my hand away, drawing back. I watch as he props himself up slowly. He keeps that miserable smile on his face while looking at me. “You…at least you’ve had…a taste of freedom.” 



My ears start to ring. I back away, bumping into the jade screen. I save myself from falling only by holding on to it. 



The emperor’s gone mad. Mad, I tell you. 



I scamper out the door, not even stopping to help up the maid I knock down, out the inner hall and through all of the curious and the alarmed stares in the outer hall, leaving them all behind me. 




♚♔



News of the emperor’s demise break out at night—the Son of God has returned to the heavens. 



Pure white and black drapes are hung from the towering Tai Qing Palace, signifying the passing of an emperor of Great Rui. The Former Emperor’s casket rests in Tai Qing Palace. The court historians style his posthumous name as ‘Wen.’ 



I’m standing outside the hall, quietly gazing at the giant buildings. The impenetrable darkness unfurls its vast wings, enveloping the entire royal city within its embrace, obscuring all sight, like a vicious beast waiting to devour its next victim with its mouth wide-open. 



The empress dowager is one strong woman. Normally, other mothers would be bawling their eyes out if they had to witness their child’s death, but no, not her. She just has to be strong and not show one bit of vulnerability. She paces up the hall with the help of her maids. She’s dressed in complete white mourning apparel. Half of the hair on her head has gone white. Tearless, wordless, she only gently slides her palm on the casket. 



I regard the ghostly figures from afar and feel an abrupt chill running through my core. Quickly, I scan around myself. The maids and guards are in white mourning apparel too, all kneeling or standing rigidly like statues. The entire royal palace is covered in pale white, appearing utterly lifeless. 



Just what horrors lie in the darkness around me? 



What exactly is this fate they keep talking about? 



Even if I have some particular history, they should make up their mind—say it or don’t say it at all. I hate people leaving me hanging halfway. I smash my fist on the wall. Fate—my fate—what the hell is it? Why is everyone being so goddamn secretive about it? 



I rest my forehead on the wall and close my eyes. I’m shuddering. Fuck this place. It’s going to drive me insane. I need to get out of here. I need to leave! 



“Guardian, are you mourning for His Majesty there or are you about to fall asleep?” 



I glance sideways to see Heng Ziyu standing not far from me with that same old smirk and casual composure, only wearing white this time. I take a deep breath and say in the calmest voice I can manage, “His Majesty has just passed away, so I advise you to keep that smile in check.” 



He steps closer, tilting his head back, and his eyes flash. “So what if I smile?” 



I force a smile. “The brave Marshal has nothing to fear of course, but,” I remark as I hold onto the wall. “But surely you’ve heard of the saying: ‘A lack of forbearance now may upset the grand scheme of things.’” 



He takes a scan around us, his eyes sharp like a hawk’s, and smirks before taking another step towards me. “Are you going to tell on me, Guardian Han?” 



I straighten up and shoot him a look. “Good men don’t work in the dark. I still have duties, unfortunately. Please excuse me, Marshal.” 



“Duties defending the palace?” He scoffs. “Do you really think this place is still worth defending? 



I feel anger welling up. Even if he does have plans to rebel, he should at least show some respect even if he doesn’t have any in his heart when the Former Emperor has only just passed away. In contrary to my fury, I shoot him a scornful look. “His Majesty hasn’t yet been buried. It would be wise to refrain from any misconduct.” 



The emperor has just departed, his remains just beginning to cool. Whoever causes a scene and disrespects the Mandate of Heaven at this time will be charged with the crime of insulting the crown, no matter how strong of an army he might have. 



The moon lingers on one side of his face, appearing as a silver chip. I see one brow of his raise in slight anger. “I suppose I should thank you for the advice, huh.” 



“Hmmph. Any time, Marshal.” 



I turn to leave but he stops me with a raised arm. He pulls a thin smile. “You’re a smart man and quite skilled, I would think. Being a Guardian is a waste, don’t you think?” 



I turn my head and lock onto his meaningful eyes, flashing a sardonic smile. “Do not forget. I’ve said that I have no wish to achieve anything.” 



“The Golden Guardian is but a superficial title,” he pushes after a momentary pause. “I doubt you will get anywhere with it. Why not leave that behind and cross over to the righteous side?” 



“Out of the people in this world, some want an empire, others want power, and there are yet others who want freedom,” I enunciate every syllable. “You want wealth and authority. I only want to be free. I’m going to have to say pass on that offer, Marshal.” 



He scrutinizes me with squinted eyes. “What strong will. But allow me to say a few words.” He lets his arm drop and moves directly in front of me. “From all my years on the battlefield, and all the bows and swords I have seen, let me tell you, it’s the inflexible bows that lose their bowstrings first, and the stiffest blades that first get chips and cracks.” He focuses his piercing eyes onto me. “I am sure you are aware of this.” 



I crack a thin smile. “Thanks, Marshal, but don’t you think you have more important matters than chatting here with me?” 



He falters and then laughs. “You are straightforward all right, Guardian. No one has dared to speak in such a manner to me since I came to the capital, not even Minister Han Jun.” 



I turn around. “My uncle is my uncle. I am myself.” 



He bows his head in contemplation before looking back up. “You’re right. We should live a fulfilling life. But perhaps you should also consider just what the likelihood is that an egg can stay intact in a nest that is being flipped over.” 



He smirks and opens his arms wide. “You cannot deny this is a world of chaos we are in.” 



I nod after much debate and stay quiet. His eyes twinkle. “Only the strong get to decide their fate in a chaotic world. Not to mention, the secret haven that you speak of does not exist. There could not possibly be one when the country itself is in danger. You cannot leave it all behind as an army man of Great Rui.” 



Words fail me. I feel utterly powerless all of a sudden. Everything he has said makes perfect sense. He gazes at me with a meaningful smile. Not wanting to continue the conversation, I turn to leave. 



I’ve taken a few steps when he calls out to me. “You’re very interesting, Guardian Han.” 



I stop and look back with a smile. “Marshal Heng, the one who says so is interesting himself.” 












♚♔



According to Great Rui customs, the deceased emperor’s casket stays in the palace for nearly one month. Funeral services and ceremonies are performed during this period. The heir, the royal family, officials, soldiers and commoners must wear mourning attire for twenty seven days, ceasing all entertainment and marriages. For nearly one month, the emperor’s casket has been staying in Tai Qing Palace but things have gotten busy in the palace even before the emperor has been properly buried.  



The empress dowager has summoned Duchess Yu Qing and Duchess Qi Huai to bring their sons, Mu De the Eldest and Duke of Yan Ning, respectively, into the palace. It looks as if she’s going to pick one out of the two to be the new emperor but then again, it might be the case that whoever gets chosen would just become a puppet, just like Pei Yuan predicted. 



Some people support Mu De the Eldest while others support Duke of Yan Ning. Surprisingly, Uncle remains silent; Heng Ziyu chooses to stand and watch on the side on account of being a martial official; Xie Yun refrains from commenting. Without any of the powerful officials’ remarks, the issue of naming a new heir has been postponed again and again.  



One day, it suddenly occurs to me that the empress dowager still has my pendant. I had left in such a hurry that day that I forgot to ask for it back and I think she forgot about it too. She blinked her eyes a little the next time she saw me and never brought it up.  



Argh. Seriously, Empress Dowager? You could get anything in the world you wanted and you want my pendant? Grrr. It’s the only thing I can remember my parents by and I’ve had it ever since I could remember. I really don’t want to be a thief in my own house, stealing my own property. 



I rant in my head as I help a soldier clean swords. He looks only about eighteen or nineteen and he’s excited and beaming like the sun. I rap him hard on the head. “Hey dumbass. What the hell are ya smiling for? Are you tryin’ to get yourself killed for disrespecting the crown?” 



He scratches his head and frowns. “But I get to marry Xuanlan when the new emperor ascends the throne. I just can’t help it.” 



“Well,” I continue after a pause, “can’t you keep it to a minimum? I reckon your jaw’s gonna fall off at this rate.” 



He pouts and puts his back into scrubbing. Out of nowhere, he looks back up and scoots over to me. “Sir, how come you aren’t married yet?” 



I drop my gaze for a while before hitting him again. “Mind your own shit.” 



But he doesn’t give up. “But sir, you’re one good-lookin’ fellow. Don’t you have anyone you’re seeing?” 



I really, really do not want to think about this. One is because there is a ton of other stuff to fret about lately, and two, only one thing comes to mind when it comes to this topic. I can only think of that one person. 



The memories break through the gates and gradually well out. The more I think the more depressed I get. The more I think the worse I feel. So I won’t think about it. Simple. 



I might say so but I can’t help myself. How is he? Is he still barking at people for no reason other than his temper? Is he still stubborn about drinking medicine when he’s sick and getting mad at Xiao Qinyun? He always calls her a baby but he’s pretty childish himself. 



Brushing off the concern of others, always carrying all the weight on his own—doesn’t he know that even the strongest person will get fatigued sooner or later? 



I don’t like this me, the me that would feel a sting in the nose when I think of him. 



I’ve already made my choice, so why can’t I seem to forget about him? 



Fragmented thoughts flutter past. His warmth. His gaze. His strong embrace. And…and his pledge, his promise: 



‘I like you and I’ll protect you. I won’t let another nightmare haunt you when you’re in my arms.’ 



Every single word seems to have been uttered just yesterday. 



I scoff at myself, ridiculing: 



You were never this wishy-washy before. But nowadays, whenever you stop his phantom would appear in your mind and stay there. 

Could it be that you’ve fallen for him? For someone who was never meant to be. 

For an enemy of Great Rui, someone who very well could annihilate Great Rui. 

But this someone has been stored in the most discreet crevice in your heart and you can’t seem to let go of it. Han Xin, oh, Han Xin, you have left now but your heart—it appears you have left your heart behind. 

The oblivious soldier is still bugging me. I roar abruptly. “I swear, if you don’t get all this shit cleaned today, I’m gonna take away your holiday. Let’s see you get married then!” 



He freezes, not understanding why I suddenly became furious. I don’t bother explaining either. Dumping whatever I have in my hands, I leave out the door. 



I run into Uncle immediately when I walk out. He’s wearing his Rank One uniform and a tired expression. He nods to me. “Follow me.” 



The crimson red doors, walls, windows and pillars in the hall have all been covered with white cloth. Even the sixty-four glazed lamps are white. The usual magnificent red platform has been reduced to a pathetic state. Emperor Wen’s temporary memorial plaque has been placed on the head altar and his casket rests in the middle on it. Who knows where the crying concubines and maids have gone. There is only that young emperor, lying all by himself in a cold coffin, waiting to be sent down to the lightless royal hills. 



After a person dies and becomes a handful of dirt, do all the love, hate, favours and debts of a lifetime just disappear as well? 



Uncle nods a little. “Go pay your respects to the Former Emperor.” 



I do as he says, kneeling down properly after I plant the incense down. 



Emperor Wen was always lonely. Even though he owned all the land of the realm, even though he was the supreme ruler, even though he had a harem of concubines, he was always by himself. Maybe it’s really not that easy to find another person whom you can share your heart and life with in this world. 



I think of him. I think of the times.  



“Han Xin, I have something to ask you and I want you to answer me honestly.” 



I get up and nod in agreement. He sweeps over my face and then the entire funeral hall with darkening eyes before finally asking. “All these years, have you ever hated your uncle?” 



I’m taken back by his unusually serious behaviour. Icy frost coats his face as he stares steadily at me. 



“So, you really do hate me, huh?” He croaks. 



Slowly I take a step back while keeping my eyes on him. I can’t begin to describe my thoughts. What’s going on this time? Why would Uncle say such a strange thing? Involuntarily, I glance over to Emperor Wen’s plaque. Could it be that Uncle has gone mad along with Emperor Wen? 



A freezing gust blows past, the white sheets billowing along like levitating ghosts. I bite on my lips and gradually turn my head back to face Uncle’s eerie expression.  



Do I? Or do I not? 



The memories of my youth come rushing: a child under someone else’s roof, lonely with no one to depend on, alone to face the ridicule and bullying of his older cousins and the neglect of the servants, only knowing the comforts of food and substance but never of love or care.  



Recalling the bygone only makes me feel miserable and unwilling to speak any further. I finally regain my composure after a moment’s efforts. “I choose to not answer that question, Uncle.” 



He stays standing, motionless, watching me quietly, and finally breaks into a sorrowful smile. “You really are like your mother. She had a fair appearance but an intense personality, always clear on her feelings. You’re the same. You hate me and you won’t say the opposite.” 



A spasm runs through my chest as I hear him talking about Mother—mother, the closest person one could have, whom I’ve never even seen, not even through a portrait. All I know about her is that she was the niece that the empress dowager adored, and the blood sister of Minister Han. That is all.  



I hold his gaze, suppressing the anguish. “Yes. I never force lies out of my mouth.” 



He suddenly tilts his head back to study the white sheets billowing from the ceiling of the building while his shoulders are shaking.  



“You’re a descendant of Han but not a son of.” He chuckles drily. “After all, his blood is running through your veins.” 



It doesn’t take a genius to know who he is. Uncle is talking about my father. Just what kind of person was my father? He has always been omitted on purpose, tucked into the darkness, never to see light. 



“How many years has it been since I took you into my home? I have always hoped. Hoped that you would never find out.” He cracks a melancholic smile. “I guess my sister also did, but…she was wrong. Oh, so utterly wrong!” 



I have to bite down hard to stop myself from running away. 



He watches me with depressed eyes. “I’ve regretted it for twelve years, no, twenty years more like it!” 



An odd emotion arises out of nowhere as I watch his aging complexion. 



“She had always thought keeping you alive would be the best but it seems it might just be cruel for you now.” 



A fire starts burning in my chest, smoking my heart. My head starts aching immensely as if something is circling around trying to break out or a knife is stirring up my insides. The keen blade slices over every inch as though to cut me apart. I scurry backwards, hitting the ice cold wall, and hold my head close as tremors run through me. 



Ahh! It hurts so much! 



He remains silent for a long time before turning away to face the door with a dazed expression as he looks to the distance as though he is reminiscing about someone or something of the long gone past. 



The wind howls and the sheets swell up from all directions. 



“There’s no use hiding it. What’s going to come will come.” He turns back around to me with a dejected smile full of pain. 



I keep hugging my head while staring at him like a stranger. 



He strides forth, grabs me by the wrist with frightening strength, dragging me out of the hall.  



“Where’re we going?!” 



“Yong An Palace!”  

________________________________ 


Confucian coming-of-age ceremomy﻿





Read more about it here: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Guan_Li

________________________________
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Han Xiiin~~~
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There was a marriage that shook the entire country two decades ago.



Lin Shaoyan, Duke Zhao Rui, who had just come home victorious from the north, took Han Jinrong, daughter of an affluent family in the capital, as his wife. He was a legendary hero and she was a stunning beauty. Everyone from the elite to the commoners applauded the marriage. ‘It was a perfect match made in heaven,’ they said.



One year following the marriage, Duchess Zhao Rui bore a son.



The boy was born at first light. The duke was delighted and named his son after this. When the boy came into this world crying, a majestic rainbow shot across the sky, the room filled with an unusual aroma and purple clouds floated around the manor. There were even witnesses outside the manor who saw a faint golden dragon circling high above the clouds. On the boy’s one month celebration, the duke’s good friend, the esteemed monk Rujing, attended and when he saw the boy who was still being swaddled, he gasped in surprise: ‘’Tis the face of a king!’



Great Rui customs do not give too much importance to a child’s maternal bloodline. The duke was the younger brother of Emperor Wen’s father, Emperor Mu. No one had objections that he took the empress’ niece as his wife.



Seven years later, Emperor Mu departed from this life. Emperor Wen ascended the throne and the empress was given the title of Empress Dowager in respect. The emperor was still young and the empress dowager sat in during morning courts, shifting the power away from the Lin clan to the maternal relatives. Duke Zhao Rui had led many battles, and as a noble royalty he was not pleased with another family holding power. Also, considering the auspicious signs regarding his son’s birth, he did not want to obey a woman and a child. Thus, with ‘ridding the emperor of evil’ as his slogan, he started a revolt from his enfeoffment, the County of Feng Hai.



Under the leadership of the Han family, the officials were furious when they caught wind of this and branded the duke a traitor. The empress dowager immediately put troops into combat to suppress the rebellion and the conflict quickly escalated. The duke was betrayed by his own clan and his campaign fell apart. In the end, he committed suicide out of indignation and the duchess and the boy were lost amidst the battle, nowhere to be found.



The battle lasted for a year. Countless lost their homes. Crops were left unharvested. The court suffered greatly and the country was in a much weaker state than before. The empress dowager began to strip the lords of their power in the name of preventing another rebellion. The royal family of Lin fell into despair, no longer glorious as before. The golden ages had left, never to return.



The court historians are always able to erase the gruesome details with their skilled brushes, the blood and the tempest all becoming a line or two of neat ink.



This is the story the world knows, but what they do not know is that a storm just as violent blew through the magnificent royal city that so few could ever lay eyes on.



Wraiths working for the Han family brought back the Duchess and the boy from the battlefield. The Duchess knelt before the empress dowager with tears running down her face, begging for the boy’s life to be spared. Great Rui’s laws stated that the family of rebels was treated equally as the rebel, thus the empress dowager refused. With nothing else left, the Duchess ended her own life, exchanging it for the boy’s. The boy was eight years old at the time. Terrified by the blood flowing across the floor, he turned around and ran.



The entrance of Yong An Palace was not guarded. The boy raced towards the white steps in front of the palace. He missed a step, wobbled, and fell head first down the steps. When an attendant picked him up, the boy’s face was as pale as a ghost, lips a sickly green while scarlet trickled from his nose. The court doctors did all they could and the boy miraculously woke up after two days, but he had lost all his memory and did not recognize anybody.



The son of Duke Zhao Rui has not been seen ever since.




♚♔





I’m sitting in a chair carved with floral patterns. The smell of agarwood fills my nostrils, making me feel really sick. The faces of the empress dowager and Uncle shift back and forth as though covered by a thick fog. Amidst the blackness, I can’t see or hear anything; amidst the spinning world, I only feel the stinging pain coming from my head.



All of my strength seems to have been drained out and all my blood rushes down towards the ground, the chilly wind wiggling into my body from all around.



Sweat is rolling down my back and damping my undershirt. I try to wipe away the beads on my forehead but I find that I can’t even move my fingers.



I can kind of see Uncle’s mouth open and close through the daze. His voice is muffled. I can make out some words but not many. The empress dowager towers on her throne in the background, watching with arcane eyes.



I can almost picture the horse hooves whipping past me like raindrops while a woman is holding me tight, trying her best to evade harm. The crimson world is filled with neighs of warhorses, wails of those on the brink of death and the clanging of weapons. The woman scampers across the rugged ground with me buried in her arms. Jewelry falls from her hair, branches claw through her clothes and dirt coats her shoes but she is still running for her life to an unknown destination. 



A dagger drops to the ground and the woman falls limp. She turns her head to look at me from the ground. Her face is pale and blood keeps gushing out from her warm smile. She beckons at me with shaking hands. Her lips are moving slowly, seeming to form words. Frightened, I stare at them carefully with wide-eyes. She’s crying but is still beautiful beyond description.



‘My dear, you must live on for Mom and your father. Mom is going to die soon. You’re going to be by yourself in this world now.’



Then the world does a flip, my head planting on the hard ground. The rusty smell of blood rushes forth and people start screaming around me.



I rip my head away, chest rising and falling violently, and try to suppress my raging emotions.



Finally, Uncle’s voice has stopped. I look up. He’s been standing in front of me, watching, as though to inquire ‘Do you understand?’



I wipe my moist eyes, cracking a smile. I end up squeezing out of my mouth, “What a fucking lame story. I’ve heard its likes at least a million times.”



I feel a sting on my cheek before I even finish speaking. Uncle has steam coming out of his ears as he barks, “You wretched beast! Your mother died for nothing!”



My cheek is burning but no tears are coming out. I close my eyes, quivering. 



Wretched beast?



For twelve years, I went from highborn nobility to an orphan living under someone’s roof while being lied to and neglected, and never got to see my parents.



I suppose all parents want their children to be better off than them, but I had never thought that my parents had put such efforts into keeping me alive through the perilous situation.



I look around me. The exquisitely carved beams, picturesque pillars and the golden glory only make me feel an overwhelming loneliness and misery that seems to bury me alive. 



I just want to find a place where I can be alone right now and cry my eyes out. 



Dejectedly, I turn my head over to Uncle who is looking rueful and the empress dowager with her red, swollen eyes, silently fixing her makeup with a silk handkerchief.



I’m in so much agony, yet I crack a smile. “If I may ask the empress dowager, why did You not just keep me in the dark? You had been for twelve years, why tell me this here and now?”



Slowly, she turns to look at me with a wry smile. “You think I wanted to spare you? If your mother hadn’t given up her own life for yours, you would be with your traitor of a father now!”



I shoot up and glare at her defiantly. “Please don’t disgrace my father like that!”



Uncle gets in between us, yelling at me, “Sit down! This isn’t your place to speak!” Then he turns to her. “We should not delay things any further, Aunt. Let’s not get caught up in this argument.”



She leans over and takes something out from a box beside her. My heart skips a beat when I see it. It’s my jade pendant.



“Han Xin, oh no, I should call you Lin Xin.” She smiles coldly, making chills run down my back. “The spot of Lin Xin has never been crossed out from the royal family tree, you know.”



Steadily, I take a step back, all my blood rushing back into my head.



“Now that Emperor Wen has left, everyone only knows about Mu De the Eldest and Duke Yan Ning but who could ever fathom that there is someone in the royal family who is even more closely related by blood alive right now!”



She raises her brows, enunciating. “And you, Lin Xin, are that person!”



She looks at me as if to bore a hole in me while a satisfied smile lingers on her lips.



I don’t know what the hell she’s smiling for. Did I miss the joke? I’m the son of a traitor. Even if I have royal blood in me, I’m still a condemned sinner.



Uncle remains silent as if all this has nothing to do with him. The empress dowager suddenly stands up and steps down from her throne, the white train of her dress dragging on the floor, making her steps a bit clumsy. She draws near and reaches out her fingers, the pointy nails drawing an arc in the air to end up about an inch away from my face.



“Your face looks just like your dad’s. No one would ever deny the fact that this is Duke Zhao Rui’s son if they saw this face. Plus,” her tone suddenly changes. She raises her left hand and an emerald green pendant swings from it.



“Twin jade panlong carved in relief. There were only two of these in this world. Emperor Mu had one and Duke Zhao Rui had the other one. Who could possibly object?”



I start shaking. No, impossible. No way.



She laughs in a soothing voice while pulling a creepy smile. “All those signs when you were born….”



I take a deep breath, holding my fists tight. “May I implore Your Graciousness to return my jade pendant to me?”



She edges closer, staring me down. “And what are you going to do if I don’t?”



I clench my jaw to restrain myself. “I do not ask for much; I do not have any ambitions. I only implore Your Graciousness to return the jade pendant, and then I will leave and never come back.”



“If it were not for you,” she spits, “Jinrong wouldn’t have wound up dead! And I still had to raise you, worrying about your future for you! Your Uncle not only had to worry about raising you, but he had to make sure no one found out about your past!”



“Stop it!” At last, I can’t hold in my urge to scream. “If everything you’ve done for the past twelve years was for me, then I’d rather you didn’t!”



The gleam starts to fade from Uncle’s eyes.



The empress dowager suddenly throws back her head in insane laughter. “The rainbow in the sky; the aroma in the room; the purple clouds in midair; the golden dragon in flight—it has been twelve years but fate is fate.”



It hits me what she’s referring to. Cold sweat breaks out once more, chilling me to the core. I try to bear with it as my body cools down. 



No. It absolutely cannot be!



“If I had known things would be like this, I would have sent you down to meet your dad!” She hisses viciously through her clenched jaw. “Auspicious signs? I don’t buy it. You are just the same as your dad, never knowing to take the easier route!”



Slowly, I approach her, smiling. “It’s not too late now, Great Auntie. You can still kill me now if you want.”



Uncle looks up in surprise. “You!”



“It wouldn’t matter. I’m still Han right now. If you wanted to kill me, it would be easier than killing an ant.” I look straight at her and remark emotionlessly. “A child is much easier to control than me.”



She watches me steadily as the ire dissipates in her eyes. 



“Too bad.” I take a glimpse out the door. “If you really were a wicked person then you would’ve killed me twelve years ago and none of this would have happened.”



She turns away from me with her back to me, her frame shaking slightly, no longer venomous. “I had held you myself when you were born. If only that adorable baby never grew up.”



“But you have grown your wings and can fly alone now. You don’t listen to us anymore.” Uncle starts talking. “I asked you if you hated me and you didn’t even want to answer me.”



I keep holding it in and do not make a sound. 



Do I hate him? Do I not?



They should be my closest family after my parents, but they are the ones I should hate the most.



The empress dowager turns back around, her comportment regained. It’s a frightening expression. It’s very woeful but forbidding at the same time.



I can’t even begin to count the number of times she’s scolded me throughout the years but not once have I ever been this afraid.



If she asks that question, I am absolutely not going to say yes.



Over my dead body!



“You could not begin to fathom the difficulties the Han clan have had to go through for the glory that you see. Both your uncle and I come from a prestigious background, but we must shoulder our responsibilities for the clan. We must accept our fate.” She gazes at me, a bit forlorn and distracted but also very determined and relentless. “And the same goes for you! There is no escape!”




♚♔





My mind starts to wander as I walk stiffly behind Uncle, my hands and feet cold, body stiff, out of Yong An Palace, out of the royal city and towards the Minister’s Mansion.



My mind is blank and drowsy. A puzzling fog spreads endlessly before my eyes. I can’t see a thing; I can’t hold on to anything.



We have made some distance already but her words are still resonating in my ears. Just five words have flipped my world upside down, leaving me at a loss.



The royal palace and the holy throne would be the biggest irony for me.



Who would have guessed that the good-for-nothing who used to hang around on the streets was a royal descendant?



My heart is a desolate moor. I can no longer hold back the tears; they’re going to overflow any second now.



I don’t know how I got back to the mansion. The familiar yard seems foreign. I have the feeling that this isn’t my home and that my home is somewhere else.



“Go in.” Uncle enters without looking back.



We bump into Master Liao in front of the study. He looks calm as he moves to the side. “Master Han.”



Uncle nods before looking back at me. “Look on the bright side, Xin.” Then he goes into his study, sighing, not sparing me another glance.



I don’t know what happened after, but by the time I realise, Master Liao had been sitting quietly beside me without a word for quite some time.



“Let it out if you want.” He looks steadily at me. “‘Men do not shed tears unless they are truly hurt.’”



I turn to look at him, letting out a soft utterance. “Aren’t you gonna ask me what the problem is?”



He replies, “You’d feel better if you told someone, but some things are better left unsaid.”



I look up at him curiously.



“Once upon a time, I was in despair, too. I felt like the sky was collapsing in on me. It took me a very long time to get back on my feet again.”



“Because there were more important things for me to do.” He claps my shoulder. “There isn’t anything in the world you can’t get over.”



The evening wind brushes past. I close my eyes and tilt my head back, muttering. “I don’t want this. I want my own life.”



He gets up. “I can only accompany you so far. You must solve your own problems.”



I finally ask after much contemplation, “Master? If suddenly one day you were forced to shoulder responsibilities that aren’t yours, what would you do?”



He falters but smiles at me. “If there are responsibilities for you to carry, then there must be a just reason for you to do so.”



He walks farther and farther away but suddenly turns around. His eyes are hidden in the shadows, his face stern. “Han Xin,” he reminds me lowly. “Don’t run anymore. Sometimes, running away doesn’t solve anything.”



Hurriedly, I turn around but he has already disappeared into the far side of the gallery.



The evening breeze brings along the cold and humidity, slowly corroding my body. I curl into a ball, pressing my head against my knees. The wind seeps through my clothes, almost freezing me all over, but what’s colder is my heart.



I close my eyes. I just want to go to sleep and never wake up.



For some reason I think of him, the person I’ve left for some time.



His embrace wouldn’t be this cold, would it?



I chuckle drily. I’m so stupid. I almost had warmth in my grasp but I pushed it away myself. I had happiness within my reach but I ran from it like a disease. Why is it that I only know to appreciate it after I’ve lost it?



One by one, teardrops hit the ground.



How are you, Murong Yu? What are you up to? I really miss you. If only I were still by your side.

Is all this your punishment for me?

I don’t want that position at the top. I don’t want to be the emperor that rules over the world. I just want to live my own life without any restraints.

What would you do if you were here? Laugh at me? Or would you comfort me?



I reach up to my neck only to find that nothing’s there. The empress dowager has taken mine but his is still in my room. A thought flashes across my mind. I bite on my lips for a moment before I shoot up.



Why stay here if I don’t want to? I’ve already decided to say no so I should go the whole way!



I rush back to my room and pack my clothes and money in a bundle. I put the pendant and xiao in it too. Taking a look around the room before turning away, I leave out the door without a second thought.



I’m extremely familiar with the mansion. The security is not that good. I steer clear of the servants and sneak to the back door. I push on it to find that it’s locked but I get it to open after playing with it a little.



Almost there. I’m almost there. I take another glimpse at the place I’ve lived in for twelve years and leave in brisk steps.



There are still lots of people on the streets. I slip into the crowd, contemplating where it is I should go. The city gates are probably going to close soon. They won’t be able to catch me even if they tried as long as I get out of here before the gates close.



With that in mind, I take a turn at a small alley heading south towards Chang Qing Road. Past Chang Qing Road is the Xuan Ping Gates. It’s fair sailing once I get past those gates. 



Chang Qing Road, huh. It sounds familiar. It seems to be…. The Manor of Duke Zhao Rui used to be here!



Despite the little time that is left, I make up my mind and do a sharp turn towards the manor.



I’m afraid I won’t ever come back if I leave this time. I’ll just go see it once, just once.



The further I walk the darker the path gets. At the end of it I see a large, gloomy shadow slumbering in the night. The boisterous crowd and flickering flames from behind make it seem all the more desolate and lonesome.



The placard above the manor doors has long disappeared. The red doors are spotty with rust. I walk up the steps and push ever so gently on the doors. They open with a loud creak. 



I don’t think I can ever forget about what I see when they open: layers upon layers of leaves are piled on the ground releasing a foul, rotting odour; the paper on the windows is torn and ripped, leaving the bare frames clattering in the wind; weeds are growing wildly on the top of the walls and in between the shingles; green foxtail has grown about half a chi tall in the yard and is swaying in the evening breeze. The house is like a tired, old man taking his last, painstaking breaths.



Dust floats into my eyes and in that moment of blurriness, the dam in my head lifts open and an endless wave of memories come rushing forth.



I meander around, from the lobby to the inner hall. The short distance takes much effort and seems as long as a lifetime. 



There…Mom and Dad used to read poetry and paint there. 



There…I used to play and have fun there. 



There….



And over there….



This is my home. I still remember even though I’ve been gone for twelve years. Every bit of it was already engraved in my head long ago.



My eyes wander around without aim, trying to see everything there is to see in the manor but a mist obscures my vision.



The Minister’s Mansion and the duke’s Manor are only separated by a few street blocks, yet it has taken me twelve long years to find my way back home.



My knees buckle and they hit the cold, hard ground in the Manor’s yard. I place my forehead on the ice cold ground, tears finally streaming down.



Dad, Mom, I haven’t been a good son. How could I have lived blindly for twelve years not being able to remember you?



I’m shuddering as my sobs finally become audible. 



‘Men do not shed tears unless they are truly hurt.’



I’m sorry it took me so long to come home.



I didn’t know my own name, didn’t know my parents. I didn’t try hard enough and only fooled around. I’m sorry for not letting you rest in peace down there.



The stark world sends down bitter wind to dig under my clothes, making me feel cold to the bone.



Dad, I understand how you must have felt but I don’t desire glory and power. I just want to be normal. 

Don’t be disappointed in me, please. I don’t want to accept the fate they speak of. Everyone has their own aspirations; it shouldn’t be forced. 



I kowtow, hitting the ground hard. I stay in that position for a long time while choking on my sobs. Finally, I get up and take a look around.



Dad, Mom, farewell. 



I head towards the front door. I’ve taken no more than a few steps when a strange gust of air hits me. My heart skips a beat and I leap off the steps, eyes darting around warily.



“Young Master, please return with us. Master Han is still waiting,” says a low voice through the wind.



I clench my jaw to suppress my jitters. It’s them—they’ve finally come.



“And what’re you gonna do if I don’t go back?”



“We have orders from Master Han to retrieve Young Master through physical means if necessary.” A few shadows rapidly draw near with the wind.



Panicking, I quickly back away only to see the rooftops lined with shadowy figures. I catch a glimpse of one from the corner of my eye. The person bursts into action, striking towards my neck with his palm.



I tilt my head, evading his attack, and hit him hard on his chest with the back of my hand. He slides back half a step and looks at me cautiously.



“I don’t wanna have to fight you,” I warn. “Don’t make me.”



“Young Master, ‘a wise man submits to circumstances’. Don’t push it.”



I brace myself as I shift into a fighting stance. “Then I’ll be a foolish man today.”



Flames start flickering and sporadic footsteps echo from beyond the door. Both he and I are startled. He picks his feet up and springs into the darkness. In that moment, all the figures disappear without a trace.



The footsteps stop outside the door. One person runs up the steps facing me, the blazing flames behind him cloaking his face, the voice very familiar.



“The empress dowager summons Han Xin to the royal palace!”

_____________________________





Front of the manors of lords. Note the placard above the gates.﻿









_____________________________

Dairytea's comment:What'll happen next?! Ah~ the suspense! Until next time. > 3 <



Chapter 20


Chapter 22

[image: Creative Commons Licence]
Cold Sands - English Translation by ayszhang is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-ShareAlike 4.0 International License.






    



    22


    
        22

        [bookmark: 5056992204405285310]

Cold Sands (Beyond the Frore Dunes) - ch22









Translator: ayszhang


Proofreaders: Art_emis, Gwen, krabbykabbi, Luzo, Mion, Pau, LSL, and Red













Cold Sands ch22


More of the epic saga in Ancient China!


There might even be a fashion lesson at the end ;)

[bookmark: more]

[bookmark: more]XXII Ascension





Before me lie the portraits of every emperor of Great Rui. They are seated on the throne, lips pursed, wearing the Twelve Ornament Regalia of the Black Flying Dragon and crowned with the Pearl Crown while looking down with stony, emotionless eyes. Thin, long candles and incense burn quietly on the altar. Faint wisps of dark smoke draw spirals in the air. Grave candles flicker eerily on my two sides like wandering ghosts. 



Chong Wen Palace is the place where the portraits of the Great Rui emperors are stored and is an extremely sacred place of the entire palace. No one can enter without permission therefore it’s as quiet as hell itself. 



The sombre expressions of the emperors make me uneasy. The past seems to be embedded within those thin pieces of paper, telling the heavy and bloody history of the Lin clan’s path to power. 



I stare dumbly at the dancing flames as if I have been disconnected from reality. My face is still stinging painfully from the slaps. 



The empress dowager’s pressing voice is still resonating by my ears: “You good-for-nothing! I just knew you would try to escape!” 



I was stopped by her personal guards at the manor and then brought back to Yong An Palace in shackles. 



“You knave!” was what greeted me when I stepped in.  



Then she slapped me right across the face. My ears rang and my face started burning, her nails having made bloody streaks on my cheeks. 



Immediately, I looked up only to see her stormy expression and before I knew it she slapped me again. “You useless coward!” 



I didn’t speak or move and just let her hit me and yell at me.  



Finally, she got tired and backed away to her throne, panting while scrutinizing me. 



“I will ask you one more time. Yes or no?” 



“I refuse.” 



“You whoreson! Good-for-nothing!” 



She picked up a teacup from the table and hurled it at me. I tilted my head and it brushed past my cheek, crashing into the ground, shattering into a million pieces.  



“Do you not have any ambition whatsoever?!” 



I spoke flatly. “We all have our aspirations, and not even You, Your Graciousness, can alter them.” 



“So you are telling me you don’t want to be the ruler, and you don’t want to be a son of the rich?” She glared at me. “You only want to be a peasant?” 



I dropped on my knees. “Precisely, Your Graciousness. I do not desire wealth or power. I beg that You grant me a way out.” 



Her eyes were icy and full of emotional turmoil like a blizzard. The hall was dead silent.  



After a while, she got up, regaining her previous posture of a high-class noble lady. She walked up to me, her long sleeves dangling, swinging before my eyes. 



Suddenly, she smiled, her cold forty year-old complexion still brilliant. “I suppose you won’t be needing this if you were a peasant!” Saying this, she raised her arm. I caught on to what she was trying to do and lunged forward, grabbing her legs. “No, Empress Dowager, don’t!” 



In her hand was none other than the emerald green twin panlong. 



“Didn’t you say you wanted to be a peasant?” She looked down at me with a cruel smirk. “A peasant would not have a panlong pendant, now would they? I am only thinking on your behalf.” 



I held onto her legs, barely keeping myself up while my body started cooling down. 



“But then again,” she raised the pendant up, studying it. “I don’t have to break it. The son of Duke Zhao Rui has been missing for so many years that no one would know who he is.”



I stared straight at her with nothing else to say. She looked like a stranger to me. 



“If you don’t want to be the son of Duke Zhao Rui, there will be plenty of others who do. Han Xin, did you really think you could best me?” 



She tipped her head back gracefully, smiling. “Duke Zhao Rui was a legendary hero yet his son is a lowlife who only wants to be a peasant!” Then she kicked me away with a look of disdain. “My niece died for nothing, too. I bet she never thought her son would be such a wimp.” 



“Your Graciousness,” I crawled up from the ground, flashing a wry smile. “You’re leaving me no choice here.”



Turning away, she ignored me and I watched her thin, white figure walk towards the hall doors. “Guards! Escort Han Xin to Chong Wen Palace!” 



As the doors of Chong Wen Palace were closing, I saw her standing outside. Her face was pale and the vermillion bindi only made her look all the more grave. 



“Han Xin, I am going to give you one day’s time!” 



I have no idea what time it is now. Neither do I know how long I’ve been in here. I peer to the side to see little sparks sprouting from the candle before Emperor Shun’s portrait at the far end. Only then do I have a sense of time. 



I’m only able to sort everything out after I’ve calmed down. 



The act of choosing me, the son of a traitor, to be heir over the other two proper sons reeks of her and Uncle’s long-term calculations. 



The Han clan has held control of the court for so long. If one of those two kids were to become emperor, then it would still be the maternal relatives who are in control and under the current weakening state, there will surely be an uproar across the nation. 



I’m just an incompetent rich kid who knows nothing—everyone knows this. If I became emperor, it would shut everyone up and I’d be easy to control. 



Those eyeing the throne could easily take it from a juvenile emperor after amassing the right amount of power. If it were a mature successor, the conspirator wouldn’t act so hastily in fear of being shamed by the people. 



And as long as the emperor is of adult age, even if he were a puppet, the crime of leading the country into annihilation would not go to them. 



I hug my knees, chuckling drily, a complicated feeling filling my chest. 



Suddenly, this all seems so ridiculous and pathetic that tears start streaming down my face.  



I just wanted to be left out. All I wanted was to be normal, to live my own life. But things just happened. My past gets uncovered and I get pushed down a path I loathe. 



I didn’t want to get involved in their foul and corrupt political fight but now I’ve become a pawn in the empress dowager’s power game; I didn’t want any so-called glory or authority but now I’m being forced to become the supreme ruler. 



The freedom that I have been yearning for has become the most ironic ridicule. 



I lower my head, too afraid to look anymore. 



The empress dowager had asked me if I had the blood and pride of a royalty and I had shaken my head. I don’t know. I really don’t know. Royalty is a term that seems so far, so high above me. I’ve long forgotten what pride is and what nobility is after twelve years of lies and deceits. The cowardice of the royal family has been accumulating for so long and now they want the son of a traitor to sustain the royal pride and valour? It would be less offensive if they slapped every member of the royal family across the face. 



I glance over every single portrait of the emperors—Emperor Shun, arrogant and lordly; Emperor Cheng, reserved and resolute; Emperor Ming, majestic and spirited; Emperor Mu, sophisticated and charming; finally, Emperor Wen’s miserable smile right before departing this life. 



What if…. What would my destiny be if I really became emperor? 



Would I expand our territories like Emperor Shun did? Would I lead our country to an era of prosperity like Emperor Cheng did? Would I be talented in the arts as Emperor Mu was? Or would I only end up as a puppet and die with regrets like Emperor Wen did? 



Or maybe I would become the sinner of Great Rui when the country falls and get shamed on for generations to come? 



I stare at the jumping flames without a word. 



Father, what was it that made you so determined to start a rebellion? Was it for your own desires? Or was it really to maintain the pride and valour of the royal blood, to protect the name of the royal family? 



Your son isn’t as courageous as you. He’s only thinking about himself when the country is suffering and the royal family is weak. 



Could you please tell him what to do? 



The candlelight before me starts to fade out and the blood-strewn battlefield materialises. 



Soldiers are moaning beneath horse hooves, crying out in pain. Keen metal pierces through flesh with a muffled sound. Thick blood snakes out, slowly soaking through the soil. Hellfire has engulfed the villages and fields and is reaching for the sky. Widows and orphans let out heartrending weeps while the old and young starve or freeze to death. Corpses line the streets and wild beasts are gnawing away at them. What was originally a home where people worked and lived just a moment ago has become a living hell. 



I shut my eyes, too scared to think any further of the scenes that appeared before me. 



If the day really comes when the Yan army storms through the walls, then the capital will become a living hell, the men slaughtered, the women assaulted, the entire country groaning in pain beneath the Yan cavalry. 



‘Twelve years. If only he had succeeded twelve years ago, Great Rui wouldn’t be what it is today….’ 



‘Great Rui’s establishment was based on scholarship; many of the royals are scholars. But only him, only he was skilled in martial arts, if only he was the emperor now, if only….’ 



I finally understand what Duke Yu Qing was wishing for before passing away. 



Father has passed away. I’m his son so I have to shoulder everything. Is this really my so-called fate? 



The sorry state of Great Rui has made me understand Father’s choice.  



Even though he knew there probably would be no turning back from the bottomless pit, he pushed onward without hesitation. And Mother wasn’t afraid: she was right behind him no matter where he was headed, even if it were Armageddon. 



Father, even though he did not succeed, had defended the dignity of the royal family. 



Before I know it, my face has become wet with tears. 



Father, if you were here, Father, you would want me to brace the tidal waves and take control over the empire without a second thought even if there was a way out. 



I smile in self-pity as teardrops slip out of my eyes. 



Is this my fate? 



Inside the still inner hall, I curl up into a ball with my back against Emperor Shun’s portrait and stay there quietly. I’ve gone through so many challenges and near-death experiences but this time I won’t be able to make it. 



Time slips past in the stillness and I drift to sleep.  



In my dream, there are no parents, no friends, no relatives, only me and myself.  



Suddenly, I’m being shaken by someone. Dazedly, I blink my eyes. I look at the person but my mind is hazy and I can’t recognize who it is. 



Maid Xiu is kneeling in front of me with a disconcerted look. Her eyes redden before she gets a word out. I bite on my lip as I gaze at her worried complexion and my eyes start to burn and my vision blurs. 



She reaches out with shaking hands to touch the side of my head. “I have been waiting for this day to come.” 



“Maid Xiu.” I pull my legs in, laying my head on my knees. I force a smile as I look at her at an angle. “You’ve always known, haven’t you?” 



She bites on her lips and tears well up in her eyes. “The duke and duchess can finally rest in peace now.” 



Tears flow down my cheeks. She reaches out tenderly and wipes them away for me. “You liked to cry when you were young. Are you still going to cry now that you’re going to be the emperor?” 



I chuckle. “Why must you all make me do this?” 



She stays quiet for a while as her tears hit the polished tiles. “It is your destiny.” 



My destiny. My destiny, huh. I suddenly feel drained, my heart having plunged down a cliff. 



Her tears keep flowing. “If you don’t become emperor then how will the duke and duchess ever get their justice? Do you want the duke to be shamed as a sinner forever? When would he ever get his name cleared otherwise?” 



My eyes feel so sore and my chest seems to be weighed down and suffocated by a boulder. The tears linger in my eyes, not making it out. 



“When you were little,” she recounts hollowly. “The duke and duchess often joked, saying our boy would be a legendary champion and conquer the world. The duke’s biggest wish was for you to achieve the greatest and make your name known to the world!” 



I can’t form words as if I’ve been struck by lightning. 



I have lived in ignorance for twelve years, not only ignorant of my parents but also going against their wishes. 



She wraps her arms around me, bringing my head to her lap. She bends down as she smiles affectionately with teary eyes. A faint smell of wild ginger flowers wafts from her clothes. It smells just like Mother. 



“When you were little, you loved to play. And when you got tired from playing you would lie on the duchess’ lap like this so she couldn’t do anything else. She often complained but she looked so happy.” 



“The duke taught you to read and martial arts but you always slacked off. The duke would try to punish you but you would go hide behind the duchess. He would get so frustrated but he couldn’t do anything….” 



“Springtime in April, they would take you out to the countryside….” 



“You just loved boating in the summer and the duke and duchess would accompany you until late into the night….” 



Out from her mouth come strings of stories, revealing the past and uncovering my deepest scars, and the bloody fragments come flying straight at me. 



My eyes flicker restlessly as I gaze at the ceiling. “Is being emperor really that big of a deal?” I mumble. 



Maid Xiu pats my back lovingly. “I’ve said it already. Only if you become emperor can you clear their names; only if you become emperor can you overlook this realm; only if you become emperor can you turn things around and rescue the nation.” 



Tears obscure my vision once more. 



And this time, I finally understand. 



My destiny never belonged to me. Never has, never will. 



My parents died, leaving me as their only hope; the country is on the brink of destruction and disaster is about to strike, and I must shoulder everything. If I had to blame something, it would have to be the royal blood that flows through me. But how could I have chosen my own birth? 



I let out a laugh of despair. It echoes in the empty hall. I laugh until tears come out. The founding emperor, Emperor Shun, scrutinizes me silently without a word. 



That eight year old had no idea that life would be this unpredictable, that his life had been decided for him, and that no matter the challenges and trials he would face, he would one day ascend the throne. 



‘The rainbow in the sky; the aroma in the room; the purple clouds in midair; the golden dragon in flight.’ 



My entire life had already been set in stone by those twenty words. 



I’ve never once felt before that the palace was this freezing cold and that it was this menacing and sinister. 



In between the ornate beams and pillars, the splendid roofs and swaying curtains of Chong Wen Palace, I can almost glimpse the spirits of the emperors. They are rushing to step out of their portraits to stand before me. They are looking down at me, at this descendant of theirs, to see what I will choose. Will I accept my destiny and save the country or will I choose to be stubborn and let myself go? 



Master Liao has always said in his teachings that the victor becomes king while the defeated becomes the sinner. Even the most glorious royal families could go extinct in an instant. 



If I remain stubborn and unwilling to accept, then the empress dowager will be wary of my existence and make sure that I don’t make it out of the royal city alive. I think a devious woman like her would be capable of doing that. 



Slowly, I sit up straight and silently face Emperor Shun’s portrait. 



Ancestors of the Lin clan, is this your punishment for me? 



The candle in front of him flickers, embers bursting forth, and suddenly goes out.  



The sky has begun to whiten, casting the faint morning glow through the windows. Wordlessly, Maid Xiu gets up and drops on her knees behind me.  



I speak through clipped lips. “Maid Xiu, it was the empress dowager’s idea for you to come, too, right?” 



She quickly kowtows, pressing her forehead to the floor. “But the words were from the bottom of my heart!” 



Footsteps disturb the stillness. There is more than one pair. Messy and sporadic, it holds within it the heavy scraping of boots and the clinking of armour and weapons. Maid Xiu looks up at me with fixed eyes. 



Alas, they’ve come. 



The doors are pushed open with a bang. An emotionless senior attendant who serves the empress dowager strides in and stops while many fully armed soldiers rush in from behind. Another attendant steps out from behind holding a cup of wine with his head bowed. I get up without a word and turn to face them. 



The older attendant asks in a sharp voice. “Have you reached a decision?” 



Tiny flakes of gold float in the amber wine. Gold flaked wine—the generous demise bestowed upon royalty. I glance at the cup and sneer. I’m so flattered. 



Maid Xiu lets out a sorrowful weep as she lies on the floor quivering. 



The attendant squints as he scrutinizes me. I scoff and knock the cup down. The amber wine splashes on the ground and the gold cup tumbles away. The soldiers immediately step forward and unsheathe their swords halfway. 



“Eunuch,” I call out. “You are no longer needed.” 



He lowers his head with a knowing smile and steps aside. A soldier who had been behind him strides forth with a bowed head, holding a scarlet tray, and bows down on one knee. They are all young, able-bodied men wearing bright red armour, a dark red cape and a helmet with red feathers. On the tray is a black Nine Ornament Regalia and a dragon soars within with its claws drawn. There is also a Nine Pearl Crown, the nine strings of pearls clinking against each other. 



“May I implore that Your Majesty change into the ceremonial raiment? The empress dowager is waiting.” The attendant requests respectfully. 



Alas, my fate has finally come. 



I reach out and touch the robe without speaking.  



Then I guffaw, pick up the robe, unfurling it, and put it on myself. Cautiously, the attendants assist me with the robe. They place the crown on with such care as though they were serving the emperor. I hold myself upright and let them dress me.  



The soldiers open the palace doors and bow down at the waist. I stride out. The sun has risen, the dawn light hitting me on the face. 



Everything that follows is a bit of a blur. The empress dowager summons the officials and announces: ‘The eldest son of Duke Zhao Rui.’ 



‘The son is also a descendant of Emperor Ming,’ she says. ‘The young child was not to be blamed for the duke’s treachery. Given the current state of affairs, he is the closest descendant and he is clever, quick and skilled, thus I name him the successor in hopes of continuing the empire.’ 



I laugh when she says this. The history is always written by the victor. Oh, how unjust my father’s death was! 



All the officials express agreement. Heng Ziyu submits as well. But I catch him raising his head as he kneels down and shooting me a cold and playful look. 










♚♔



The Sixth Year of Nan Jing, Emperor Wen returned to heaven. 



In less than a month, the successor ascended the throne. 



On the tenth day of the tenth month, an auspicious day, the ceremony of ascension for the new emperor took place at Tai Qing Palace. 



The Sun shone brightly and the sky was solid azure. 










♚♔



Music is reverberating throughout the royal city. The princes, dukes and officials have gathered at the bottom of the steps of Tai Qing Palace to welcome me with the kowtow ceremony. After three whip cracks, the Minister of Rites steps forth and reads the empress dowager’s decree on his knees. The Archduke, Han Jun, and the Protector of the Seas, Heng Ziyu, lead the three kneeling and nine knockings ceremony. 



The ascension ceremony is being held at Tai Qing Palace. The flag of the Lin clan billows in the air. Ceremonial incense burns from a massive censer. 



Wearing the Twelve Ornament Regalia and Twelve Pearl Crown, I stand amidst swirls of aromatic smoke at the bottom of the steps. I tilt my head back a little. 



With the azure Welkin as background, the main building of the royal city, Tai Qing Palace, is well-defined and seems all the more gigantic and majestic. The towering steps are carpeted with bright red silk all the way to the very top, seeming almost endless. The square behind me is lined with officials flattened to the ground on their hands and knees, not making a sound. 



I’m standing here yet I feel lonely for some reason. 



Han Xin—or should I say Lin Xin—are you really ready for this? 



Finally, I step onto the red silk and ascend the steps. 



The people at my two sides bow and kneel down as I pass, lowering their heads and holding their breaths. 



The pearls of the crown swing before my eyes, clinking furiously. The October sunlight is dazzling and blinds me as it dances off of the beads. My eyes water and everything I see through the glaring halo seems so transient and surreal. 



With the blaring drums and acoustics and the melodious voices of court singers, why is it that I feel this overwhelming loneliness? 



The steps seem to be boundless. The people beside me are still kneeling down in turn like a wave. 



I look up only to see a figure in dark green. It’s the empress dowager. She’s dressed in a pheasant plume regalia and a Nine Dragon Nine Phoenix Pearl and Emerald Crown. The intricate and splendid layers, the wide sleeves, the broad belt, the exquisite embroidery on the dark green gown and the brilliant cosmetics make her look extraordinary. She maintains a calm face, showing not one bit of fatigue or sorrow but only the strength that no ordinary woman could come close to matching. 



I inhale deeply before lifting up my regalia and continue my slow climb. 



Now that it has come to this, I cannot be vulnerable or hesitant. An emperor is always august and self-possessed. 



I hold myself straight and my head high and remain this way as I approach the top, unflustered and dignified. It’s as if I were born a king: I display all the etiquette and comportment that a king should have precisely and absolutely. 



When I finally reach the top of the elevated steps of Tai Qing Palace, I quietly look down at everything below me. The entire royal city lies before my eyes, the beauty of the capital, too, and the blurred ebony mountains in the distance as well. I can actually see beyond the land straight to the frontiers out in the desert. 



The howling wind whips by my ears. White birds flutter trippingly across the horizon like white shooting stars. They cry out crisp notes before disappearing into the clouds. 



I wonder if Emperor Wen has reincarnated into the commoner’s world and will lead the free life of a peasant as he had wished. 



By now, freedom is something I can only reach for in my dreams. 



“Your Majesty.” 



The empress dowager gently calls from behind. I glance back to see her nodding at me, signalling with her eyes. I pull a smile and move my gaze back to the square. Raising my arms, I regard them all—all of the cowering officials at the bottom of the steps and all of my subjects in this land—with a smile. 



“Long live the emperor!” 



“May he live ten thousand years!” 



“And ten thousand more!” 



The subjects exclaim at the top of their lungs. The lasting echoes resonate in every corner of the royal city, reaching up to the heavens and startling flocks of birds. Their ceremonial gowns and fancy belts flitter in the wind, appearing like one massive ocean wave. 



The wind is slightly chilly and lifts the edges of my garments into the air. The exquisite beads hanging from the crown have also been disturbed and are tinkling nonstop. 



A bronze bell is rung. High-spirited notes blast forth from horns, low and dissonant. 



The red sun has risen high above the horizon, radiating continual rays that dab golden brilliance upon the realm. 



This unreachable place has been one of curiosity for me for twenty years. I’ve seen countless times on the roofs of Tai Qing Palace life’s complexity, zest, sadness, joy, farewells, reunions, happiness, anger and everything in between, but who would have known that one day I would be standing here with the entire nation beneath my feet, beholding the land as the almighty emperor.  

_____________________________


Emperor Wu of Han (left) and Wanli Emperor of Ming (right), dressed in ceremonial regalia.







 (//o\\) I just had to include these. They're just so cute~









Portrait of Empress Wang Xijie (left). This is the empress dowager's regalia in this chapter.







While we're at it, let's take a look at some other clothing of characters in the story.


First up, palace guards' uniform (left) and Rank One officials' court uniform (right).







 Next up, palace maids' uniform and attendants' uniform.








_______________________________

Dairytea's comment: Oh gosh, I could feel the tension that's building up! Poor Han Xin~

=> Look forward to oodles of releases next week in celebration of St. Patrick's Day! *is excited*

Also, disqus will be applied to the rest of our site on tabbed pages such as the request and link pages. Once applied, the old comments will be cleared on those pages. This will be done on Saturday and we'll reply to the comments on those pages before then.
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And the plot thickens...

[bookmark: more]

XXIII Undercurrent






The tension in the court is at an
all-time high. 
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 Han Xin, I choose you! *throws Pokeball*( ﹁ ﹁ ) ~→ Use wit attack!
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XXIV Foretoken








The two people in front of me both have their heads down, looking
tense as though they were facing their deaths.




Impatiently, I tap my
tea cup. “I didn’t call you here to see your constipated faces.”




Song Ruoming looks up
cautiously as he fidgets with his cup. “Your–”




In the blink of an eye, I
slap my hand over his mouth, shoving back the ‘Majesty’ that would have
followed.




I shoot him a dirty look.
“Do you want everyone to know my identity?”




“Then…” Pei Yuan starts talking
after much hesitation, “Then what should we call You?”




I pucker my lips as I
consider the options only to wave my hand carelessly in the end. “Just call me
whatever you used to call me.”




The two of them share a
look and then turn to me, exclaiming at the same time, “Absolutely not!”




The next moment Song
Ruoming regains the solemn, unwavering look he has in court. “You are…so we
must follow the formalities.”




I spew out the tea I had
in my mouth and cough, back bent over.




What can I say about this
bastard? He’s been hell bent on using the formal ways of reference between
ruler and subject between us since I ascended the throne, as if we have never been
the best of friends. He wouldn’t budge no matter how much I disagree with it.
But then again, could emperors even have friends?




I’m silent while I mull it
over.




“Suit yourselves. I won’t
waste my breath on this issue. I wanted to discuss some things with you today.”




The two nod and I begin as
I run my finger on my cup, “It’s a critical time right now. To fight or to
leave—no conclusions have been made yet after all this back-and-forth in the
court. I want to know just how many people support the relocation.”




Pei Yuan answers
seriously, “The Golden Guardians may be sons of the rich but they are all
hot-blooded men who wish to stay and defend their country to the death as much
as I do.”




I feel a spark of hope but I keep a
straight face. “Even if that’s the case, you’re only a lieutenant general. You still have to follow the guardian general’s orders.”




Pei Yuan falters and then
sighs, “You are certainly right. The guardian general is Minister Xie’s nephew.
Well, what can I do—he is of higher rank than me.”




I scoff, “The empress dowager
sure plans ahead.”
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 What does Han Xin have in mind for the Rui court? D8 *ominous music*
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XXV Subterfuge








The veil dividing the inner hall and the front hall has been raised.
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 And the bloodshed continues...w(ﾟДﾟ)w
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XXVI Resolute












Xie Yun was immediately put to death before the palace gates and his head
has been hung up for all to see.
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 Han Xin has everything under control...or does he? (fashion lesson #2)
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XXVII Assassination














“Could you raise it a bit higher
please, Your Majesty?”
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Emperor Xin won't just get stabbed and not do anything! Ｏ(≧口≦)Ｏ
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XXVIII Heartless










Fully
armed Golden Guardians burst into Yong An Palace and subdue the defenseless
maids and eunuchs, kicking them out and forcing them to kneel down in
submission. The blazing torches illuminate the desolate night at the palace.
The Guardians declare loudly that those who get in the way will be killed
before breaking into the side hall, turning over anything they can.
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 As promised, here is the second release! I dedicate this to Michaela~


NSFW warning!!!
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Extra II I Love You






New Year’s Present – Fluffy Extra
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 More loving moments between Heng and Han here!
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XXIX Choices








The atmosphere of war suddenly intensified over night.

 