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  Chapter 1


  Summer solstice in the eighth year of Emperor Yonghe’s reign. Somewhere on the outskirts of the capital of Great Xia, where trees rustled like the waves of a green ocean as the breeze swept through the forest, a shrill cry pierced the night. A plain-looking, black bird shot out of the greenery towards the clouds. It swooped past the gates of Chang’an, past its bustling streets, and landed in the grand commandant’s residence—right on the shoulder of a man in black who stood, handsomely poised, in a courtyard.


  Qin Zhao pulled off the bamboo tube tied to the bird’s foot and scanned through the contents of the letter within before stepping up to the study. The air was thick with sandalwood incense. Reclining behind a low table was a young man clad in inky blue brocade, whose gaze was cast downwards at the lychees he was peeling. The vibrant skin of the fruit was a startling crimson against his pale fingers.


  “You’re just in time,” said Chu Mingyun without looking up. “Want some?”


  Qin Zhao handed the letter to him. “Chen Xuanwen’s been found dead.”


  Chu Mingyun’s fingers faltered as he shot a look at his right-hand man. He wiped his hands clean on a handkerchief and accepted the letter. He scanned its contents lazily, his facial expression unmoved by the news. When he placed the letter on the table, he let out an ambiguous chuckle. “I owed Minister Chen for his aid in my political career, so I sent the shadow guards to ensure his safe return home. To think he still met his end…”


  “My apologies, milord. We’ve failed you.”


  “No need. It’s not like you could’ve stopped a suicide.”


  At the time of his death, Chen Xuanwen was in his seventies. He had served three emperors and garnered much respect from fellow courtiers over a long, illustrious career. He had finally requested to retire after serving as Minister of War and returned home not long ago. The emperor bestowed upon him generous gifts, and countless courtiers bade him farewell—a smooth end for a smooth career. The shadow guards that escorted him, after a successful mission, were beginning their return to the capital when the news reached them.


  The former minister’s suicide was unexpected, to say the least. The shadow guards hurried back to his residence only to find a bloody mess in an otherwise empty room. The local officials had taken his body away for an examination and subsequent burial. The shadow guards gathered that, on the night of his death, the old man was heard belting out songs drunkenly. When he suddenly fell silent, concerned neighbours came knocking. They were greeted with the sight of his corpse, sword in hand, lying on a floor awash with blood. The old man had apparently slit his own throat. Someone claimed to have seen a message written on the wall in blood.


  May my death prove my innocence, for I could suffer their torment no more


  “Did he truly write those last words?” asked Chu Mingyun.


  “Our men didn’t see anything when they returned to the house, and they were unable to verify the claim. The local officials are keeping quiet about this. Besides announcing Chen’s death, they haven’t shared any other information.”


  Chu Mingyun scoffed. “They were likely worried the sudden death of a man of Chen’s status would draw unwanted attention from Chang’an. Since it’d take time before someone was sent to investigate, they’ve decided to cover it up as quickly as possible. Isn’t that what they’re best at doing? Pretending that everything is fine?” He leant back on his chair, fingers tapping the letter. “There’s no smoke without fire. Those words do sound like something Chen would say. I believe he could have written the message, but someone took the pains to remove it because it was too obvious a clue.”


  Qin Zhao blinked. “You also suspect something’s amiss, then?”


  “Did our men see any of Chen’s kin over there?”


  Qin Zhao thought for a moment, then shook his head. “Based on the report, no.”


  “That makes sense.”


  “What does?”


  “If we read Chen’s message closely, it’s clear the suicide wasn’t the result of a personal grudge. He served in the courts for decades. He had countless students and many more who were indebted to him in ways large and small. Let’s not forget the many secrets he was privy to. Anyone whom he served would have gained a terrible edge at court.” Chu Mingyun’s lips twisted into a sneer. “Alas, they failed to win him over with words or bribery and thus resorted to threats against his family. It’s nothing new.”


  “If that’s true, we must act,” said Qin Zhao.


  “Well, we cannot be sure if he’d made arrangements for his family or if they’ve been abducted. Let’s have the men still stationed there see what they can weasel out of the local officials.”


  “As you wish.” Qin Zhao added after a moment of thought, “There’s another thing that I realise in hindsight might be relevant. If you remember, we found Chen was being followed by another group during his journey home. Our men have spotted them in Chang’an again, and we can be sure that the group answers to the Su family.”


  “Su?” Chu Mingyun frowned. “As in, Su Shiyu?”


  Qin Zhao nodded.


  Great Xia had been founded over a century ago. After a revolt led by its first and only grand chancellor, the office was removed and never reinstated. Of the three ducal ministerial offices, only two remained. The grand commandant administered military affairs, whilst the grand censor assisted the emperor in governance. The current emperor was young and ineffectual; the reins of the empire were in the hands of Chu Mingyun, the Grand Commandant, and Su Shiyu, the Grand Censor. Thus, the court was divided into two camps—the Chu faction and the Su faction.


  “You think Su Shiyu was behind this ‘suicide’?” Chu Mingyun silently eyed the other man. “Seems unlikely.”


  Qin Zhao said after some thought, “You’re right. Su Shiyu’s known by all as a virtuous man. This vile act seems beneath him.”


  Chu Mingyun chuckled. “He acts virtuously for show. How would you know if he was truly virtuous?”


  “What do you actually think, then?”


  “I don’t know,” said Chu Mingyun. “I hardly know the man.”


  Qin Zhao nearly rolled his eyes.


  “In any case, there’s something else I’m more curious about.” The corners of Chu Mingyun’s lips quirked into a faint smile. “The Censorate is staffed with members of the court. Su Shiyu couldn’t have sent them to run his personal errands. So, who was following Chen Xuanwen?”


  “We don’t know. Thrice, we nearly caught them, but they slipped through our grasp.”


  “And of the three times, we revealed ourselves to them just once.” Chu Mingyun silenced Qin Zhao with a slight wave of his hand before the latter could apologise. “I trained the shadow guards myself. I know what they are capable of. Do you genuinely think some people Su Shiyu hired off the street could make a fool of our men?”


  Qin Zhao was quiet as realisation dawned on him.


  Chu Mingyun smiled, but it did not reach his eyes. “Is this colleague of mine backed by powers from beyond the court? Or perhaps, like me, he’s secretly built a small army of his own. How has this knowledge eluded me for so long? I suppose I know far too little about him. For all I know, the little I do know is but an act.”


  “What are you trying to say?”


  Chu Mingyun stopped smiling. The lychee pit between his fingers exploded into fine powder with the faintest of pressure. “Dig up everything on him. Leave no stone unturned. After all, he’s currently my biggest rival.”


  “However, if Su Shiyu’s got the backing of powerful forces, we cannot afford to arouse his suspicion and create more trouble.”


  “You’re right. We–”


  A loud knock interrupted him. The doors slid open with a creak. It was Ruji, one of the courtesans under Chu Mingyun’s care. The young woman glided in. She bore a red tray towards Chu Mingyun and bowed to him.


  “Milord, you must be tired after a day’s work. Try as I might, I cannot ease your burdens, but I’ve made you some soup in an attempt to soothe your wearied body. I hope it’s to your liking.”


  Chu Mingyun hummed and motioned with his hand. “Set it there. You may leave.”


  Ruji laid the tray down but did not leave. She threw a glance at Qin Zhao, whose eyes were downcast, before walking around the table in a sweet waft of air. Biting her lips gently, she placed a tender hand on Chu Mingyun’s shoulder. She leant in and spoke into his ear, “I spent hours brewing this just for you, milord. I’m not leaving till I see you finish it.”


  Chu Mingyun turned to her. He cradled her chin and traced her lip with his finger. She coyly looked down, but before those lips could form a smile, she paled. She gasped soundlessly as a scream caught in her throat. Chu Mingyun tightened his grip around her neck, his eyes dispassionate.


  “Did I not make myself clear?”


  Trapped in a stranglehold, Ruji was unable to form a single word. Her body trembled as she nodded her head furiously. Chu Mingyun finally released her.


  After she had fled the room in tears, he briefly studied the contents of the bowl before emptying it onto a potted plant. He shot a look at Qin Zhao. “Spit it out.”


  “You seem popular with the ladies,” the man said with his emotionless face.


  “You seem to have forgotten my temper despite all our years living and training together. Stop teasing me or I’ll beat you into a pulp,” Chu Mingyun grumbled, leaning back against his chair. “As my influence in court grows, so does the number of eyes watching me as well as their level of desperation. The women they’ve planted in my household over the years are all agents hungry for information, not to mention a drain on my coffers with how much they spend. If I had the choice, I’d rather spend the night staring at myself in the mirror than have them in my bedchamber.”


  “What will you do about them?”


  “A spy’s life comes cheap. I’ll rid myself of all of them one of these days.” Chu Mingyun rubbed his brow. “Where were we?”


  “We were talking about Su Shiyu,” said Qin Zhao. “I don’t think it’s possible to monitor his comings and goings and the men he’s got working under him without his knowing.”


  “I’ve got no doubt about that.” Chu Mingyun pondered the situation. “But maybe we can make sure he can’t do anything about it.”


  “Can we?”


  Chu Mingyun eyed the empty bowl on his table, then burst out laughing. “I suppose there’s no time better than now.” He sat up and looked at Qin Zhao. “Have rumours of my preference for men spread throughout the capital before the court session tomorrow morning. I don’t care how you get it done. Just make sure Su Shiyu hears of it.”


  


  If the unwed ladies of Chang’an were asked who the most eligible bachelor in the capital was, they would unanimously point to the current grand censor—Su Shiyu. He hailed from a respectable family that had produced three generations of decorated military men. His father, Su Jue, had been entrusted by the previous emperor to care for his son and heir. As one of the ducal ministers, Su Shiyu himself had the love and trust of the young Emperor Yonghe. He was an unassuming gentleman who conducted himself in a soft-spoken and courteous manner. Understandably, eager parents continued to approach him with offers of their daughter’s hand despite countless polite rejections.


  As far as Chu Mingyun was concerned, Su Shiyu’s mild demeanour was a way to place an appropriate distance between himself and the world; his politeness was but a cover for his aloofness. Chu Mingyun was not interested in dealing with such men. Despite being colleagues for many years, despite the unceasing conflict between their factions, the two men had never shared more than a passing word.


  This would change one morning. After a court session, Chu Mingyun immediately spotted the striking form of the capital’s most eligible bachelor amidst the stream of officials leaving the main assembly hall.


  “Pray, a moment of your time, Lord Su.”


  Su Shiyu stopped in his tracks and turned around. “Yes, Lord Chu. How may I help?”


  “Well…” Chu Mingyun walked up to him. “I’ve had these thoughts for a long time, and I’ve decided that you should know.”


  “Do tell.”


  Chu Mingyun took a deep breath, then took Su Shiyu’s hand. “Will you honestly hear what I have to say?”


  “Why, of course. Pray, speak frankly.” Su Shiyu tried to pull his hand away, but Chu Mingyun’s grip only tightened. He glanced at the passing officials and smiled politely. “Rumours of Lord Chu’s penchant for men have been spreading in the capital. I believe we should not encourage them further.”


  “Is that how you truly feel?” A look of sorrow flickered across Chu Mingyun’s face before it was replaced by a grin. Before Su Shiyu could react, Chu Mingyun held him in both hands. “Shiyu, I’ve been in love with you for a long time.”


  The officials streaming around them stumbled.


  Su Shiyu stiffened before gracing the grand commandant with yet another polite smile. “Lord Chu, do not jest–”


  “You don’t believe me?” Chu Mingyun tightened his grip. His eyes shone with earnestness. “May heaven and earth be my witness. You’re the only one whose hand I want—ahem—the only one with whom I wish to spend the rest of my life. Will you say yes?”


  “I will not,” Su Shiyu replied with equal earnestness.


  “I thought as much. That’s why I didn’t have the courage to confess my feelings for you.” Chu Mingyun was undeterred. “But I’ve changed my mind. I’ve realised that I have to try even if I end up suffering your rejection.”


  “Have you mistaken me for someone else?” the grand censor said smilingly. “We’ve always been fellow courtiers, not a pair of star-crossed lovers.”


  Chu Mingyun stared into his eyes. “Are you cross that I haven’t treated you well enough?”


  “I’ve made no such insinuation. You read too much into my words.” Su Shiyu yanked his hand free.


  “I don’t blame you for doubting my affection. I shall prove myself to you. Shiyu, you’ll come to know that my love for you is true.” Under his sleeve, he pinched himself so that his eyes brimmed with emotion.


  Su Shiyu’s smile widened. His eyes narrowed slightly as he spoke, again, in a gentle tone. “Are you perchance sick?”


  “I am,” said Chu Mingyun without skipping a beat. “I’m lovesick.”


  “By your leave.” Su Shiyu gave a curt nod and walked off.


  “I’ll be here waiting when you have a change of heart.”


  Chu Mingyun’s gaze lingered on the grand secretary until he disappeared from view. The lovesick expression was replaced by a smirk. He was unconcerned with the strange looks that the passing officials gave him. As he reflected on the confrontation, he concluded that his acting had been slightly over the top but nonetheless effective. As he left the palace, his footsteps seemed a bit lighter.


  


  The man guarding the manor of the grand censor shut his eyes as he basked in the summer sun. No sooner had his daydream begun than it was interrupted by hurried footsteps. He raised his spear to stop the person dashing towards the gates.


  “Who goes there?!”


  The person managed to stop right before he crashed into the guard. He doubled over, his palms on his knees as he panted heavily. After catching his breath, he looked up to reveal the lovely face of a young man. The guard recognised him as Su Bai, the personal attendant of his master.


  “It’s me.” Su Bai wiped the sweat from his forehead.


  The guard jerked his spear back. He apologised but could not help laughing. “Look at yourself! Have you lost our guest?”


  “Of course not!” Su Bai harrumphed. “I’ve got terrible news. Where’s the master?”


  “I just saw him heading for the study. He should still be there.”


  Su Bai sprinted straight for the study and crashed into the room with a shout. “Master! I’ve got terrible news!”


  The two men inside paused their conversation and turned towards him. His mouth clamped shut when he saw the middle-aged man next to Su Shiyu. He stared down at his feet. He was in so much trouble.


  Su Yi, the chamberlain of the household, turned back towards his master and bowed. “By your leave, sir.”


  Su Shiyu nodded.


  A disapproving frown creased the chamberlain’s brow as he rebuked Su Bai next. “Stop looking so flustered. That’s hardly the way you should carry yourself!”


  The boy’s head drooped in shame. “Yes, Father.”


  Luckily, as the master was there, Su Bai was spared an extended scolding. He was given only a warning look before his father left.


  Su Shiyu chuckled from behind his desk. “That’ll teach you to enter without knocking. Your father mustn’t be too happy.”


  Su Bai rubbed his nose sheepishly. “At least you won’t get cross, master.” He saw the letter in Su Shiyu’s hands as he approached the desk. “What’s that?”


  “An invitation from Song Heng, the top scholar from the latest imperial examinations. He’s hosting a banquet in a few days’ time.” Su Shiyu set the invitation aside. “I remember he was eloquent and upstanding during the final round in the palace. I believe he’s someone worth acquainting myself with.”


  “I see.” Su Bai nodded.


  “So, what’s this terrible news that you mentioned?”


  “Oh!” Su Bai remembered why he had barged into the study in the first place. “Everyone in town’s talking about how Grand Commandant Chu fancies you!”


  Su Shiyu took a sip of tea. His voice was level. “It’s just a baseless rumour.”


  “B-but everyone’s going on about it in the teahouses. Lord Chu is using every trick in the book to find out your likes and dislikes and even the places you’ve frequented. He’s even dismissed all the female courtesans from his residence.” Su Bai grimaced. “I think there might be truth to those rumours.”


  Su Shiyu stared at his trusty attendant. “We hardly talk to each other. Do you truly believe his claims of being in love with me?”


  Su Bai nodded, but then shook his head upon catching the look in his master’s eyes.


  “It’s but a rumour. If I tried to clear the air, it would raise more suspicions. It’s better to just let things die down.”


  “That won’t do, master!” Su Bai blurted. “You will have a hard time finding a wife with such rumours. The fact that you’re still unmarried won’t help them die down either. Plus, who would dare marry you after seeing the lengths Lord Chu is going to?”


  “You worry too much.” Su Shiyu sighed at his attendant’s distress. He reached for the jade pendant in his sleeve pocket. “Instruct–”


  “No, master, you have no idea how bad it is.” Su Bai flushed in embarrassment as he looked for the right words. “They’re saying that you’re so upstanding a man, that in the bedchamber Chu Mingyun probably takes the bottom.”


  Su Shiyu reached for his teacup instead. He smiled and nodded. “Well, that would be a compliment, wouldn’t it? It’s just talk. Pay it no mind.”


  A mix of emotions—from shock to realisation, then finally to admiration—flickered across the attendant’s face. “Your magnanimity knows no bounds.”


  Su Shiyu smiled. “Never mind that. I tasked you to escort my cousin. Where is he?”


  “I met up with him. He should be here right about now.”


  


  The lulling voice of a songstress drifted up the tavern. Unfortunately, neither man in the private room was in the mood for it. Chu Mingyun, holding a fan peppered with gold, folded and unfolded it a few times before tossing it onto the table in a fit of annoyance.


  “After six long years, why has Du Yue asked us to meet him at a tavern instead of at my manor? What’s he up to?” Bored, Chu Mingyun grabbed a white porcelain cup and started toying with it. “Does the idiot even know his way around the capital?”


  Qin Zhao only grunted, “He headed straight for his cousin’s after arriving in Chang’an instead of seeking us out. His cousin’s probably going to play his guide. He’ll be just fine.”


  Chu Mingyun turned to take a good look at the other man. Though his face was ever unmoving, the tightness around his lips betrayed his nervousness.


  When Chu Mingyun bade his teacher and Mount Cangwu farewell six years ago, he had not expected his fellow disciple Qin Zhao to follow him. His resentment and ambition were his and his alone; he never told anyone nor asked for aid. He had not counted on the kind heart that Qin Zhao hid beneath his aloof exterior. Although the latter had known nothing of his plans, he packed his bags and tagged along. Chu Mingyun found him waiting outside his door at dawn, ready to descend Mount Cangwu together. He did not say a word. Nothing Chu Mingyun did could drive him away. Before Chu Mingyun exploded in a fit of anger, the quiet boy had finally uttered:


  “Master Baili said that the path you tread is too much for a single man.”


  Thus, from the battlefields beyond the Great Wall into the imperial courts of Chang’an, Qin Zhao accompanied his senior as he trampled over the bones of the slain, ascended to the coveted office of grand commandant, and became a sycophant at the end of every pointing finger. Chu Mingyun would never have dreamt that this would happen. After all, the object of Qin Zhao’s affections had remained on Mount Cangwu—Du Yue, the one whom Qin Zhao indulged, whose scolding and punishment he bore, whom he coddled and spoilt. Du Yue remained oblivious of it all, but it was as clear as day for Chu Mingyun.


  Usually, Qin Zhao would journey back to Mount Cangwu when he had the time. Recently, however, Du Yue’s herbalism teacher passed away. Du Yue wrote that he would travel to Chang’an to meet the two after handling the funereal affairs. Qin Zhao became all the more restless and distracted as the arrival date approached. And was that jealousy that Chu Mingyun detected?


  Chu Mingyun set his teacup down and hummed pointedly. “Is that the cousin that he couldn’t stop talking about? The cousin who’s the most gentlemanly of gentlemen, the most genius of geniuses, the most learnt of scholars, the most talented of musicians, who always has a kind smile on his handsome face? That cousin?” He chuckled. “I thought he’d simply strung together all the words he knew.”


  Qin Zhao glanced askance at him but didn’t respond.


  Chu Mingyun kept chortling until Qin Zhao’s expression turned stormy. He tapped his fan against the vexed man’s shoulder. “There’s no harm in meeting this cousin. I control half of the capital, and you’re the head of my secret police that’s three thousand men strong. He’s no match for you, is he?”


  Qin Zhao’s expression softened, but he only grunted in response.


  Soon, Du Yue arrived, his cheerful voice declaring, “Oh, this is the room,” then the doors swung wide open. All the men—save Du Yue—found themselves stunned.


  “Hey, it’s been too long!” The twenty-year-old had facial features teetering on manhood and blue robes that only made him look younger. His bright greeting was returned with silence.


  Qin Zhao hastily stepped behind Chu Mingyun when his mind registered the status of the man behind Du Yue, and he cast his gaze downwards. Chu Mingyun, on the other hand, looked past the young man, his lips curving into a cryptic smile. Perplexed, Du Yue followed his gaze. There stood Su Shiyu, who was smiling back at Chu Mingyun too.


  “I didn’t expect to see you here, Lord Chu.”


  Chu Mingyun’s smile widened as he leant his cheek against his palm. “Maybe the heavens are trying to tell us something, Lord Su.”


  “I am afraid not.”


  “Wait, do you two know each other?” Du Yue chimed in.


  “We see each other quite often,” Su Shiyu said with a smile. “Lord Chu did pull me aside to exchange a few words this morning, but he seemed to have been in a state of confusion. Otherwise, we hardly speak to each other.”


  “A state of confusion? What did he say?” asked Du Yue.


  “When you said you were meeting your friends, I didn’t expect it to be them,” said Su Shiyu.


  “Our teachers were kindred souls and both held residences on Mount Cangwu. We’re the only three students they had. I’ve known these two since I started learning medicine. We’re best buddies!” Du Yue asked again, “What did he tell you this morning?”


  Su Shiyu turned back towards Chu Mingyun. “I must thank you for caring for my little cousin.”


  “It’s the least I could do,” Chu Mingyun said smilingly.


  “Don’t thank him.” Du Yue grabbed Qin Zhao’s arm. “Thank him instead. He’s the one who was nice to me and helped me whenever the turd bullied me.”


  Qin Zhao sneaked a glance at Du Yue as the latter scanned the room.


  “Why aren’t you sitting down, Qin Zhao?” the healer said.


  Whilst the man in question stayed silent, keeping his gaze downcast, Su Shiyu sat himself gracefully at the table. He motioned towards Qin Zhao with a smile. “No need to stand on ceremony during a private meeting. Besides, you’re Ah-Yue’s friend. So, why don’t you take a seat?”


  The way that Su Shiyu addressed Du Yue made Qin Zhao frown. He threw Chu Mingyun an inquisitive look. Chu Mingyun folded and unfolded his fan, then barked out a toneless laugh. “Well, Lord Su has spoken. You won’t be killed for sitting down.”


  Su Shiyu only continued to smile as Qin Zhao returned to his seat. Du Yue, on the other hand, was irritated.


  “Hey, what the heck are you trying to say, Lord Chu-Good-For-You?” Du Yue huffed. “You make it sound like my cousin’s going to eat him up.”


  Chu Mingyun cocked an eyebrow and shot him a look. Du Yue immediately recoiled, but Su Shiyu stopped him before he could protest. “Ah-Yue.”


  Du Yue clapped his hand over his mouth and sat down next to his cousin.


  “I’m curious to know.” Su Shiyu calmly changed the topic. “Ah-Yue was sent away to study medicine under Master Ye at a young age, and we couldn’t keep a close eye on him because of how far Mount Cangwu is. By the time we realised he’d picked up unfortunate manners of speech, it was too late. We assumed that his fellow students came from all walks of life, but it seems that wasn’t the case. You two gentlemen are hardly uncultured brutes, so I wonder where he learnt these habits from.”


  “From his teacher,” Chu Mingyun replied easily, “who didn’t behave as a man his age should have.”


  “Watch your–” Du Yue began. Then he recalled that his cousin was seated next to him and swallowed his profanities back down. “He’s not like that. He might’ve said a few harsh words to you, but that’s just part of his vibrant personality.”


  Qin Zhao stared at Du Yue. That wasn’t how he would describe the late healer. Chu Mingyun threw Du Yue a glance and pretended he hadn’t heard him.


  “Listen, Shiyu, you can’t trust this turd,” Du Yue said in a solemn voice. “Master Ye told me that he’s the kinda guy who’s got a screw loose when he’s happy and turns completely unhinged when he’s not.”


  Chu Mingyun sent a glare at Du Yue.


  “Your master, hailed as the greatest of all healers, surely possessed unique insights,” Su Shiyu chuckled. “Worry not, Lord Chu, for I know exactly what sort of man you are.”


  Chu Mingyun curled his lips. He couldn’t tell if Su Shiyu meant to comfort or mock him. Du Yue was the only one who took Su Shiyu’s words at face value.


  “You’re absolutely right, Shiyu. My teacher was a real funny guy,” Du Yue said with a laugh. Then he scratched his head. “Though, if we’re talking about sharp wit and an even sharper tongue, he’s honestly no match for you.”


  The three men gave Du Yue a perplexed look. Whose side was he on again?


  Chu Mingyun and Su Shiyu were not men who could not find some common ground if push came to shove. They also had Du Yue at the table, and so kept the atmosphere in the room relatively cordial. The two courtiers started talking about work as they ate, and Qin Zhao finally found the opportunity to drag Du Yue out of the room.


  “Do you know what your cousin does?”


  Du Yue nodded. “Yup, he’s an official in court.”


  “Do you know what Chu Mingyun does?”


  Du Yue nodded again. “Yup, he’s an official in court.”


  Qin Zhao stared at the younger man. “I see… Let’s head back inside.”


  Unbeknownst to the two outside, Chu Mingyun and Su Shiyu had stopped discussing commercial taxes and the management of state highways the moment they stepped out. These were matters that hardly required attention from the two highest-ranking officials. They exchanged a sly smile before Su Shiyu spoke first.


  “What’s the meaning of this, Lord Chu?”


  “Whatever do you mean?” Chu Mingyun tilted his head.


  “On his way to the capital, Ah-Yue wrote that he was seeking employment with a friend. I assume you are that friend.”


  “Correct,” Chu Mingyun replied smoothly. “If I’d known that his visit would secure me some private time with you, I would’ve hired him sooner.”


  Su Shiyu smiled politely, but his voice grew serious. “I’m aware of his skill as a healer. He will not disappoint you. However, he’s green and impressionable. I hope that you will watch out for him.”


  “Should you accept my courtship, that would make him a part of my family. I’d naturally treat him as one of my own,” Chu Mingyun said with a grin.


  “Drop the act.” Shu Shiyu gave him a pointed look. “I can tell that you didn’t want Ah-Yue to misconstrue the nature of our relationship.”


  Chu Mingyun matched his stare with a frown. “Are you upset that I didn’t tell him about my feelings for you? I was merely worried that you might be embarrassed and start avoiding me. I’ll tell him the truth when he returns. Will that please you?”


  Su Shiyu cast his gaze downwards and chuckled. His quiet voice betrayed none of his emotions. “It seems that you’re avoiding my question.”


  Chu Mingyun sighed loudly before reaching for his teacup. “Every word that I’ve spoken has come from my heart.”


  Su Shiyu cast his gaze towards the lit streets outside as he sipped his tea.


  Silence descended. It appeared that they had reached a stalemate.


  The door creaked open. Su Shiyu turned from the window to look at Du Yue, who entered behind Qin Zhao.


  “It’s getting late, Ah-Yue. Let us return.”


  Qin Zhao grabbed Du Yue by the arm and glared at the grand censor. The healer gave his friend a strange look before staring at his cousin in confusion. “Are you saying that you want me to go home with you, Shiyu?”


  “Yes.” It dawned on Su Shiyu as he examined the look in Qin Zhao’s eyes. He broke eye contact without skipping a beat. “If you want a job, I can give you one. Let’s not trouble Lord Chu.”


  “It’s no trouble at all.” Chu Mingyun grinned back at him. “Is this your way of showing you care about me?”


  Su Shiyu ignored him.


  Du Yue scratched his head. “It’s fine. I’ve made a promise to them. I’ve got to keep my word, haven’t I?” Worried that his cousin might be upset, he quickly added, “I’d love to spend time with you too, but my mother’s gonna give me an earful if she finds out. She’s gonna go on and on about how I’m always distracting you and giving you trouble.”


  Su Shiyu fell silent. When he recognised the distress in Du Yue’s eyes, he chuckled. “All right, then.” He glanced at his supposed suitor before turning back to his cousin with an earnest offer. “Feel free to seek me out should you need help.”


  “Qin Zhao is here for him. I doubt your cousin’s going to need you at all,” Chu Mingyun said airily.


  Su Shiyu smiled politely. “I trust he’ll be fine with you, Lord Chu. In that case, I’ll take my leave now. Have a good evening.”


  Chu Mingyun beamed. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”


  Su Shiyu hummed serenely.


  Chu Mingyun was impressed. It would take great effort to ruffle the grand censor’s feathers.


  


  The design and construction of the grand commandant’s apothecary had been completed under the eagle-eyed supervision of Qin Zhao. Naturally, it met Du Yue’s expectations. Chu Mingyun watched the healer survey the area with a look of satisfaction. Then he excused himself and returned to the main courtyard of the residence.


  When Du Yue noticed Chu Mingyun’s absence, he dashed out of the apothecary and followed him all the way to the main hall.


  Chu Mingyun looked over his shoulder. He was greeted by the sight of Du Yue and his shadow, Qin Zhao. “What do you want?” Irritation crept into his voice.


  “I have something to tell the two of you,” said Du Yue.


  “What is it?” Qin Zhao sounded surprised.


  When Du Yue finally answered, it was in a low whisper. “Master Baili has passed as well. He died on the day of Master Ye’s burial.”


  Chu Mingyun stilled. He caught a look of bewilderment in Qin Zhao’s eyes as he took a seat. “Mhm, then what?”


  “Before passing, he asked to be buried with Master Ye. He said you two need not return to Mount Cangwu, but he did have a message for you.” Du Yue addressed Chu Mingyun.


  The disciple in question pressed his palm to his forehead. He looked down. “What is it?”


  Du Yue couldn’t discern anything from his face, which was hidden in shadow. “He said,” he began carefully, “the road ahead is long and lonely.”


  Chu Mingyun shut his eyes. He let out a soft laugh, then fell silent.


  Du Yue felt uneasy. He was just the messenger. He had no idea what Master Baili had meant and how to react to this.


  It was Qin Zhao who recovered and placed a hand on the healer’s shoulder. “You must’ve been all alone on Mount Cangwu,” he said in the most gentle tone he could manage.


  This set an ache in the young man’s heart. He could no longer hold back his tears. He nodded hard. “Master Baili didn’t like noise and commotion. I didn’t want anyone to disturb the peace.”


  Qin Zhao patted him on the head. “You did well.”


  Du Yue rubbed his eyes when he felt the comforting warmth of his hand. He choked back his tears and braved a smile. “Master Ye loved parasol trees, so I planted one next to their grave. It’ll protect them from the elements when we’re not around.”


  Qin Zhao gazed down at the healer, though the latter was oblivious to the gentle look in his eyes. All Du Yue knew was that Chu Mingyun had not spoken. He scrambled for something to say.


  “By the way, are you on bad terms with my cousin?” He was no idiot. Even he noticed the weird tension upon returning to the table.


  Chu Mingyun slitted his eyes and stared at Du Yue. “Of course not. I think we get along just fine.”


  Du Yue recalled the odd questions Qin Zhao had posed in private. “Is there a conflict between the two of you at work?”


  Chu Mingyun only responded with a chuckle.


  “I hope that’s not true.” Du Yue looked torn. “You and Qin Zhao are my best buddies, but my cousin has looked out for me ever since I can remember. I can’t possibly choose between you three. If you do get into a fight and get hurt someday, I’ll save all of you.” He trailed off. He blushed in a rare show of embarrassment and cut himself off. “I should check out the apothecary again!”


  Qin Zhao silently watched the healer flee. “Are we still going to do something about Su Shiyu?”


  “Why not?” Chu Mingyun asked. “He may be Du Yue’s cousin, but that doesn’t mean we should let him mess up our plans.”


  “But Du Yue–”


  “We simply won’t kill him and upset Du Yue.” Chu Mingyun levelled an icy look at him. “Don’t tell me you want me to give up?”


  Qin Zhao shook his head. He knew almost as much as Du Yue did. The riddles that his late teacher and Chu Mingyun had spoken in remained just that—riddles. He had known Chu Mingyun for years, but his inner thoughts remained a mystery to him. Take now, for instance. He could tell that Chu Mingyun was upset, but he had no idea what he was thinking or how to console him.


  “Mingyun–”


  “You heard what he said, didn’t you?” Chu Mingyun asked suddenly.


  Qin Zhao gave him a worried look. He had no idea what to say except, in a toneless voice, “I did.”


  “He said, ‘You and Qin Zhao are my best buddies.’ He considers you his best buddy.” Chu Mingyun lowered his hand and threw Qin Zhao a look of sympathy. “So, buddy, when are you going to tell that idiot you don’t just want to be his best buddy?”


  That caught Qin Zhao off guard. He stared at his own feet. “I don’t want to push him. Let him make that decision when he figures it out.”


  “Then, you’re going to have to wait a long, long time. You’ll probably be the uncle of his children by then.”


  Qin Zhao’s fingers tightened into fists. He was as still as a statue. “I don’t want to push him.”


  Chu Mingyun’s lips quirked. “Do you know what I was thinking just now?”


  Qin Zhao’s head shot up. “What?”


  “You’re all spine and no sense; he’s all heart and no brains. Honestly, which of you is the lost cause here?”


  Qin Zhao gaped at his senior. His worry was wasted on this man. He turned around and left, even as laughter rang out behind him. That left only the grand commandant in the hall. His laughter drifted into the night and faded into a soft sigh.


  “The road ahead is long and lonely?” Chu Mingyun uncurled his fingers to study the creases running across his palm. He looked up at the vast, starlit night. “I’ve always known.”


  


  


  


  


  




  Chapter 2


  The evening wind swept across the night sky, rippling a dark tapestry lit by a thousand lights. Chang’an, the most prosperous city in the land, was ever lively. On this night, one residence in the city’s western quarter was particularly lively. Luxurious carriages lined the streets, and nearly all prominent figures had gathered there.


  Chu Mingyun’s eyes took in the sight before him before returning to Song Heng, the smiling host of the grand event. “Of the six ministers, four have arrived. The ratio of civil and military officials is nearly perfectly balanced. Look at the respect our latest top scholar commands.” Chu Mingyun sneered. “Look at the audacity of it all.”


  The top-scoring scholar of every imperial examination was someone everyone in the court wanted on their side. There had been past instances of officials fighting over these top scholars, but for the top scholar to initiate hosting a banquet was a first. The list of invitees included both members of the Chu and Su factions—a move that left everyone wondering at Song Heng’s intentions. On the surface, it looked like an innocent celebration that should not rouse gossip or the emperor’s suspicions.


  As the carriages dropped off their esteemed passengers and the streets grew quieter, the sound of music inside grew louder. Song Heng anxiously surveyed the streets. Chu Mingyun let the curtains fall back in place.


  “I think I’ve made him wait long enough. I’m off now.”


  “I’m coming with you.” Qin Zhao rose from his seat.


  Chu Mingyun smiled. “There’s no seat for you inside. Are you going to spend the whole night standing behind me like a pillar?”


  “You’re unarmed.”


  “I’m not here for a fight, am I?” Chu Mingyun raised the fan in his hand. “Besides, I have this.”


  Qin Zhao was speechless but still made to step out of the carriage.


  Chu Mingyun clucked in irritation. “You looked like a merciless warrior, but you act like a restless worrier!”


  Qin Zhao pursed his lips.


  “When have I needed your protection?” Chu Mingyun parted the curtain and alighted. “Stay in here. Have a rest.”


  Song Heng sighed in relief and immediately hurried over upon seeing the grand commandant. “Greetings, milord! I was worried you would be too busy to come.”


  Chu Mingyun laughed. “Naturally, I’ll make time for our top scholar even if I’m buried in work.”


  Song Heng remained modest and personally led Chu Mingyun into the wide courtyard. There were performers in red singing and dancing whilst all around them sat court officials who made merry conversation.


  Song Heng made an abrupt turn and proceeded up a flight of stairs. “Pray, this way, milord,” he explained when Chu Mingyun looked confused. “I’ve reserved a seat especially for you.”


  They continued to climb and were soon strolling through a grove. Its branches parted to reveal a crimson pavilion surrounded almost entirely by a pond. Clear water streamed past the pavilion as far as the eye could see. This was a secluded, tranquil spot where its occupants could drink and enjoy the performance below whilst staying away from prying eyes.


  Chu Mingyun was impressed. “Your residence is cleverly designed.”


  Song Heng smiled. “I am but a poor scholar. I can’t possibly afford this property. It was bought by a wealthy neighbour of mine who ended up failing the examination. Before returning to our hometown, he gifted it to me instead of letting it collect dust.”


  Chu Mingyun nodded nonchalantly, but an inexplicable emotion stirred within him as he approached the pavilion. Someone was seated inside. He glanced at Song Heng.


  Chu Mingyun and Su Shiyu were of equal status. Although they always sat across from one another at official gatherings, they maintained their distance. Chu Mingyun had to wonder if the top scholar had heard the recent rumours and was now deliberately trying to curry favour. Regardless, it was a perfect spot for a tryst.


  Whether the grand commandant was flattered by this move or not had yet to be seen, but this top scholar was certainly going to offend the grand censor.


  Su Shiyu was asking a maidservant something about incense when he looked up at the two approaching men. Despite a faint frown creasing his brows, he greeted the new arrivals with a polite smile. Chu Mingyun hummed in response as he took a seat beside him. Song Heng exchanged a few pleasantries, then left with the maidservant, leaving the two ducal ministers alone in the pavilion.


  Chu Mingyun sighed quietly to himself. For Song Heng, for Su Shiyu, and for himself. The rest of the night was going to be unbearable. For a moment, the soft singing in the courtyard sounded brighter as the two men sat in dead silence. Chu Mingyun unfolded his fan—a flimsy wall that served as a shield against any passing glances. The odd tension in the air sent an attendant scurrying away after the food and drink were served.


  Chu Mingyun raised his cup and gazed at the waning moon. Before he could sigh again, he felt a hand on his arm. It was a pale, elegant hand with long, slender fingers. Chu Mingyun’s eyes traced a path from those fingers, up Su Shiyu’s arms, to his face.


  Su Shiyu took the cup away, pulled the lid off a nearby incense burner engraved with mythical beasts, then dumped the liquor into it. The low fire in the incense burner was immediately replaced by a strange, overpowering fragrance that dissipated as quickly as it appeared.


  Chu Mingyun closed his fan with one hand as the other cradled his chin, eyeing Su Shiyu’s movements. As soon as he caught the scent, realisation dawned on him. He immediately held his breath and perked his ears.


  Su Shiyu silently drank the tea in his cup. His eyes swept past Chu Mingyun. “Why haven’t you brought your sword along?”


  “Song Heng reassured me that his residence is heavily guarded, and bringing a weapon may cause undue unhappiness.” Chu Mingyun cracked a cryptic smile. “After all, I upset quite a few people when I brought a weapon to the last court banquet.”


  “How unfortunate,” Su Shiyu chuckled, “that your decision to abide by the rules this one time turned out to be unwise.”


  Chu Mingyun raised his jade wine cup. “Excellent incense and drink that, when mixed together, knocks a man out. Has our top scholar pledged his allegiance to a third faction that is neither yours nor mine, or is he fool enough to believe that he could form that third faction?”


  Without waiting for an answer, Chu Mingyun flung the jade cup to the ground. It shattered into pieces. Then came the click of some contraption. The stone tiles beneath them cracked open and sent them plunging down. As the tiles slid shut overhead, he got effortlessly to his feet. The air smelled of rot and dampness. Although it was pitch black, Chu Mingyun caught the sound of faint rustling beside him. “Lord Su, are you alive and well?”


  The answer came in the form of sudden sparks that dimmed into a steady glow. Su Shiyu let out a perfunctory laugh as he surveyed his surroundings. “I appreciate your concern, but I’m not that delicate.”


  Chu Mingyun grabbed the grand censor’s hand to raise the light higher. Su Shiyu frowned but did not attempt to break free. They were in a room surrounded by smooth stone walls on three sides and bars of metal on the fourth. There was no door. Through the bars, they glimpsed a long corridor leading into the darkness.


  “So, this is why the pond was elevated. There’s a cell hidden right underneath it,” said Su Shiyu. “Could you let go of me?”


  Chu Mingyun released his hold. “Why have you brought a fire tube to a banquet?”


  “I forgot to take it out before coming. I’ve only got this one, which won’t last long.” Su Shiyu threw the other man a look. “Discovering the trap is fine and all, but why deliberately set it off?”


  “He went through such trouble to set this trap. Do you think we could’ve left so easily? I thought we’d better find out exactly what he’s got in store for us.”


  A look of incredulity flashed across Su Shiyu’s eyes. His gaze landed on the bars. “I’ve heard rumours that your blade could slice through metal. How unfortunate that I’m unable to witness such a feat today.”


  Chu Mingyun tested one of the metal bars. Then, with a smile, he pulled his fan out from his sleeve and unfolded it. “Do cease the sarcasm. This will do just fine.”


  Gripping his fan, he swiped its edge across the bars, which sent sparks flying. A series of loud clangs echoed out into the darkness as severed metal bars crashed onto the floor, leaving behind a hole large enough for a man.


  “We have no idea what lies ahead of us. I believe it best if we work together to escape this place,” said Su Shiyu as he followed the other man out of the cell.


  “Is that so?” Chu Mingyun halted and turned around. He folded his fan and lifted the grand censor’s chin with it. He leant in, the enigmatic smile on his face belying the cold look in his eyes. “Is that an invitation… or a request?”


  He found it laughable to suggest that they should work together. He could easily escape on his own. The delicate-looking man would likely offer more trouble than help. In fact, Chu Mingyun had more to gain if the grand censor were to perish here. He honestly didn’t see the need to join forces.


  Su Shiyu chuckled as he wrapped a hand on the fan. Then, slowly, he gazed into Chu Mingyun’s eyes.


  It was the first time Chu Mingyun had been this close to his rival. His eyes travelled from those long, elegant fingers extending out from under white embroidered sleeves, up his arms, to his fair, slender neck and a face so exquisite it looked meticulously painted. Those light pink lips were curved into a faint smile. Those eyes were calm pools of inviting warmth. If he were to be frank, there was no shame in being rumoured to love a man like Su Shiyu.


  SNAP!


  The staves of the fan broke one by one. The grand censor’s smile deepened as he let go. “You know what I mean.”


  Chu Mingyun’s eyes brightened. He chuckled, then set the fan ablaze with the fire tube and, with great force, threw it out into the dark corridor. As it travelled, it ignited the lamps on the walls one by one before smashing into the wall at the end. As the fan tumbled to the floor, it left behind a small pile of ashes and a corridor that was fully lit.


  With a generous motion, Chu Mingyun said smilingly, “After you, Lord Su.”


  This was no ordinary prison, or so the two men realised when they turned the corner to see brightly lit lamps lining the walls. Apparently, the corridor that they had come from was the only unlit spot—a dark haven of its own. More cells appeared as they ventured further down the corridor. Behind their thick doors and small, barred windows were empty cells. The smell of blood and rot was heavy in the air. All they could hear were their footsteps.


  The crisscrossing corridors revealed a complex underground layout. It was only after making a few turns and ending up in another corridor that Chu Mingyun found himself stopping in his tracks.


  Su Shiyu stopped next to the frowning man and spotted the pile of ashes. “We’re back to where we started.”


  He wasn’t joking, yet Chu Mingyun couldn’t help but quirk his lips up. “What do you propose we do?”


  Su Shiyu smiled. “You flatter me by asking me that. We’re both unfamiliar with the place. All we can do is keep walking and try to find our way out.” Su Shiyu looked over. “I believe in a veteran’s battle-honed instincts. Pray, continue to lead the way.”


  Chu Mingyun met his gaze briefly before continuing down the path. He paid extra attention to the marks on the stone walls. After a few minutes, Chu Mingyun suddenly motioned for Su Shiyu to stop and listen. The grand commandant smiled as he stared at the path turning towards the left. “Someone’s coming. Let’s ask for directions.”


  Footsteps drew near, then a dozen or so guards appeared. The captain froze momentarily at the sight of Chu Mingyun and Su Shiyu.


  “Seize them!” he hollered.


  The sound of swords being unsheathed punctuated that of frantic footsteps. Blades started swinging.


  Chu Mingyun sighed as he moved in front of Su Shiyu. “How troublesome. You’ve destroyed my fan. Now, I’ve got to rely on my fists instead.”


  His tone of exasperation belied the viciousness of his attacks. Without blinking, he snapped the first guard’s wrist, swung his sword around and skewered the two guards behind the first. With another quick twist of his torso, he dodged an incoming blade, then reached out and crushed its wielder’s throat. Despite being surrounded by guards, Chu Mingyun seemed unruffled, fighting his way through the guards without breaking a sweat. Through it all, not a single drop of blood landed on his clothes.


  The tide of guards ebbed. This was when Chu Mingyun remembered he had spotted a few guards charging at Su Shiyu a while ago. He spared a moment to look back.


  A few corpses lay on the ground. Su Shiyu looked calm, his hands folded behind his back as he evaded slashing swords. Until they got too close. That was when he attacked—slitting throats and arteries without batting an eyelid.


  Chu Mingyun raised his eyebrow before returning to his own fight. He knew he had made the right decision to find out more about Su Shiyu. Few men knew that the gentlemanly grand censor knew how to fight.


  Chu Mingyun heard a sudden flurry of footsteps headed their way. He thrust his palm forward and sent the guard in front of him flying. He was greeted with the sight of more guards flooding from the same corridor. He found himself surrounded by yet another swarm of guards. This really wasn’t going to end anytime soon.


  Chu Mingyun felt someone tug his arm. Before he could attack, he heard Su Shiyu say, “Follow me.”


  Su Shiyu pulled him towards the corridor they had come from. Chu Mingyun had no idea what Su Shiyu was trying to do, but he followed him anyway. The panicking guards gave chase. Numerous guards appeared from other corridors, turning what had been a deathly quiet prison into utter chaos. Chu Mingyun wondered where the guards had come from. Where had they been hiding all this while?


  Su Shiyu stopped near the pile of ashes from earlier. He placed his palms on the stone wall and started searching for something.


  Chu Mingyun leant against the wall. He kept staring at the corridor they had just come from, waiting for the guards to catch up. “You found something?”


  Chu Mingyun whirled around in surprise when he heard a loud click. The stone panel in front of Su Shiyu started rising, revealing a new path before them—one that was brightly lit with oil lamps.


  Before Chu Mingyun could say anything, he was interrupted by the sudden swish of blades next to him. He turned to kick a guard away, and turned to see more approaching. Su Shiyu yanked him before the stone panel. Blue smoke erupted from the hidden depths of his sleeves, forcing the guards to retreat. It gave Su Shiyu enough time to hit the switch. The stone panel slammed shut.


  Chu Mingyun stared as Su Shiyu tossed a white glazed bottle—now empty—onto the floor. “I had no idea you were skilled in the application of poisons.”


  “As the sages say, ‘No soldier should shrink from the application of underhanded means’. It is simply a way of achieving our means with the least possible loss.” Su Shiyu smiled. “Besides, I’m quite sure you don’t believe me to be the high-minded, righteous man, so there is no need for me to pretend to be one.”


  Chu Mingyun smiled in agreement, then changed the subject. “How did you know there would be a path hidden behind the wall?”


  “A lucky guess,” said Su Shiyu before staring into the long corridor before them. “Based on my calculations, the cells that we initially saw would have been located right under the pond. There were guards patrolling the area. That means those cells are where they keep the prisoners, whilst the place where we first landed must have been specially built for us both. We had returned to this spot whilst trying to find our way out, which means this location is connected to many other areas in the prison. It would not make sense for this area to be a dead end.”


  Realisation dawned on Chu Mingyun. “You’re saying we landed right at the entrance to the prison. That’s why the paths leading away from that spot are so many. That’s also why we couldn’t find the exit.” He paused, then narrowed his eyes. “Song Heng wants to keep us trapped here until we die.”


  Su Shiyu laughed. “Oh, right,” he blurted.


  Chu Mingyun tilted his head. “What is it?”


  “I can hit the switch again. Would you like to retrieve your fan?”


  “Why would I need it?”


  “If we are to get into trouble later, we can’t have you relying only on your fists.”


  Chu Mingyun didn’t expect Su Shiyu to remember something he had said off the cuff in such a situation. “It’s turned into a pile of ashes. Am I supposed to fling them at my enemies, like what you did?”


  “The fan may be a pile of ashes, but the metal that made up its staves would have survived the fire,” said Su Shiyu. “There is nothing thoughtless about the way I use poison.”


  “It’s all the same to me.” Chu Mingyun started walking. “My fists can still take it. Forget about the fan.”


  Su Shiyu dropped the matter and followed Chu Mingyun.


  The corridor was quiet and empty. No twists and turns awaited them. Instead, the path went on, as straight as an arrow. Chu Mingyun couldn’t help but feel that something wasn’t right. A chilly breeze swept past his cheek. Chu Mingyun stopped in his tracks instantly.


  Su Shiyu felt it too. “The entrance should be right ahead.”


  Chu Mingyun didn’t say a word. He stared at an oil lamp on the wall. It had been extinguished. Unlike other oil lamps, this particular copper lamp was not marked with oil stains. It must not be put to use frequently.


  Su Shiyu’s eyes followed the other man’s gaze. He pondered for a moment before making his way towards the lamp.


  Chu Mingyun’s eyes widened. “Come back!”


  Too late. Su Shiyu had taken one step too far. The stone tile beneath him sank, triggering the top bricks on the walls to flip open. A lethal storm of arrows rained down.


  When the grand censor gazed at the ceiling and took another step, Chu Mingyun lunged and pulled him into his arms—as swift as lightning—but the arrows were faster. In that split second, he could only tighten his arms and pivot them. The arrow that would have pierced Su Shiyu right between his eyes struck his shoulder instead.


  Su Shiyu was trapped in strong arms. Before he could free himself, he heard the sound of an arrow plunging into flesh and felt Chu Mingyun tense up. The scent of blood filled the air. Su Shiyu whipped his head around in shock.


  Chu Mingyun released him, then yanked the arrow out of his shoulder and tossed it aside. His face was slightly pale as he eyed the growing bloodstain. Other than the slight frown he had made when pulling out the arrow, he did not show any other emotion. “Good news. The arrow’s not poisoned.”


  He struck the acupoint on his shoulder to stop the bleeding. He sighed loudly.


  “I spoke too soon. I was so sure that I could get out of this with my fists alone. I didn’t expect to have to take a hit for you.”


  His gaze fell upon the arrows lying about.


  “The other good news is: the trap tells us that we are on the right path.”


  He realised that Su Shiyu had not said a single word all this while. Perplexed, he turned only to find Su Shiyu moving his gaze from the contraption in the stone walls to the unlit oil lamp. He stepped onto the sunken tile again to grab the lamp when Chu Mingyun grabbed his hand.


  “Are you mad?” Chu Mingyun growled.


  Su Shiyu gave him a strange look before gently pulling his hand free. After a moment’s thought, he carefully stepped between the man and the lamp and placed his palm on the man’s uninjured shoulder. “Don’t worry.”


  Chu Mingyun wondered what the grand censor meant. Had he figured out what to do? Or was this a promise to take the next onslaught of arrows for him if the contraption were triggered again?


  But this time, he let the grand censor pull the copper oil lamp. It turned, its rotation accompanied by the soft groaning of some slumbering contraption being awakened. Bricks shut over the openings in the walls. With another groan, the wall ahead of them parted to reveal another narrow corridor.


  Su Shiyu took a step back. “How’s your shoulder?” he asked.


  Chu Mingyun scoffed. “Won’t kill me.”


  Su Shiyu didn’t pursue the matter further. He stared down the new corridor. “Which path should we take?”


  Chu Mingyun picked up a spent arrow and studied its arrowhead. “Don’t know.”


  Su Shiyu sighed softly. “Lord Chu–”


  Chu Mingyun whirled around. The arrow flew from his hand, whistling through the air, and struck the wall. “Let’s ask someone who knows.” He stared icily down the corridor. “Show yourself.”


  A soft rustling sounded. The next second, someone charged out at them. Chu Mingyun stayed as still as a statue until the very last moment before snapping his arm up. With one fluid motion, he broke the enemy’s breakneck attack and pinned him by the throat to the wall.


  Up until now, Su Shiyu had been playing the role of the calm observer. He shut his eyes and turned his head from the counterattack. It was as if he couldn’t bear the sight before him. When he opened his eyes again to look, he was once again wearing the usual faint smile on his face.


  The man pinned to the wall was one of the guards who had attacked them earlier. His face was pale—a sign that he had breathed in the poisonous gas Su Shiyu had released. A dark flush gradually overtook the pallor on his face as he struggled to breathe. The guard was a decent fighter. The torrent of arrows had given him the perfect opportunity to escape after being poisoned. Thinking that he wouldn’t be caught, he had followed Chu Mingyun and Su Shiyu.


  “I bet you know the way out,” said Chu Mingyun.


  The guard glared at him murderously.


  Chu Mingyun clucked and tightened his fingers. “I see we’ve got a brave one who would rather die than give in. Let me send you on your way then.”


  “Lord Chu.” Su Shiyu’s hand fell on his arm.


  “What?” Chu Mingyun glanced over.


  “Let’s not resort to violence and try to talk things out first.”


  Chu Mingyun’s lips quirked up. He released the guard. “I’ll leave him in your good hands then.”


   The guard slid down the wall and landed on his behind. He nursed his own neck as he hacked loudly. His eyes were wary as he stared at Su Shiyu.


  “If you truly cared nothing for your life, you wouldn’t have tried to escape,” Su Shiyu said softly. “If you wish to leave this place alive. Let us make a deal then. Show us the way out, and we’ll spare your life. Do we have a deal?”


  The guard met the grand censor’s gentle gaze without blinking. He had not forgotten that this was the man who had poisoned him. “How do I know you’ll keep your word?” he rasped.


  Su Shiyu thought for a moment before smilingly producing a blue porcelain bottle. “We have to trust that you’ll lead us out of this place too. Let this be a gesture of our good faith.” His fingertips left a trail of warmth on the guard’s palm as he passed the bottle over. “Keep this safe.”


  Chu Mingyun crossed his arms and observed the exchange with a straight face. The guard’s fingers tightened around the bottle. He stared at his feet for a long moment before clenching his jaw.


  “We have a deal.”


  Su Shiyu walked up to the grand commandant. “Let’s.” He reached for his arm.


  Chu Mingyun raised an eyebrow. “You wish to hold my hand? Why not carry me instead?”


  Su Shiyu stared back. Then he placed an arm around Chu Mingyun’s shoulders and leant forward to place the other behind his knees. Chu Mingyun quickly pushed him away. Whatever annoyance he had inside dissipated entirely.


  “Stop that,” he laughed. “I was jesting. I’m not that delicate.”


  “Are you really fine?” Su Shiyu studied the grand commandant’s face. He truly couldn’t tell how the man was faring.


  Chu Mingyun waved his concerns off and started following the guard, who couldn’t stop eyeing the two courtiers with a strange look on his face. Su Shiyu trailed behind. He only stopped worrying when he saw Chu Mingyun walking without visible discomfort.


  The guard led them back the way they had come. When Chu Mingyun asked the guard where the hidden corridor led, the guard ignored him. After a long while, they ended up in a stone chamber. It was a dead end.


  Chu Mingyun frowned. “Is there another contraption?”


  The guard threw him a glance. “Yes.”


  He walked around the pair and began searching the stone walls until he located a copper ring. When he looked up, it was straight into Su Shiyu’s smiling eyes, which elicited a pang of panic. He yanked the ring, then turned tail and fled down the corridor.


  Even if he felt he could trust the smiling gentleman, he wasn’t so sure about the other blue-robed, violent-tempered man whose martial prowess was far superior. To such a man, he was but an ant; there was no way he was getting out alive. As the copper ring exploded behind him, he dared not look back. The only way out of the chamber was now sealed.


  Chu Mingyun’s palm shot out the instant the wall came down. Despite the strength behind the strike, it caused the stone wall to shake violently as a cloud of dust and fine particles erupted, but nothing more. He clicked his tongue in annoyance before turning towards Su Shiyu. Then, remembering that the grand censor generally revealed nothing except a faint smile, he sat down against a wall and scoffed. “I didn’t expect you to be such a terrible judge of character. You’re the reason why he escaped alive.”


  Su Shiyu studied the ceiling as he stood in the centre of the chamber. “We have three days before we starve to death. The poison will kill him within thirty minutes.”


  “It wasn’t the antidote?”


  “Why would I keep the antidote on me?” The smile about his lips deepened. “I simply gave him the rest of the poison and promised that I wouldn’t poison him again. He’s the one who misread the gesture of goodwill and lost his only chance at saving himself.”


  Chu Mingyun raised his brow. “Is that what you call trust?”


  Su Shiyu chuckled. “I never claimed it was the antidote. But you are right, I do not trust easily. I would rather trust my own experience and senses.”


  The candle cast a shadow over Chu Mingyun’s form. He narrowed his eyes at Su Shiyu. “That’s the gentle and kindhearted grand censor. You certainly live up to your reputation.”


  “You flatter me,” Su Shiyu said, returning to study the smooth stone walls.


  Striking the falling wall had aggravated Chu Mingyun’s wound. Pain seared across his shoulder. He exhaled before striking another acupoint on his shoulder, though he barely stopped the fresh round of bleeding. His lips quirked. “If we end up dying here, it’s going to take a few decades before someone finds us. I guess it’s not so bad if I get to die alongside such a beautiful man as yourself. Who knows? They might bury us alongside each other when they unearth our bones.”


  “I would prefer it if they didn’t.” Su Shiyu ran his palm along the wall and tapped parts of it. “I expect there to be people dancing on your grave. I would like to avoid the noise and rest in peace.” Su Shiyu stopped tapping and smiled. “I knew it. This chamber is a façade. This hollow wall probably hides the way out. If you’ve rested enough, let us go.”


  “Not now. I don’t think I’m going anywhere any time soon,” Chu Mingyun rasped.


  Su Shiyu knelt down next to the wounded man. That was when he finally saw the pallor that brought out Chu Mingyun’s striking features.


  When the grand censor loosened his robes, Chu Mingyun couldn’t stop himself from teasing, “Do you wish to take advantage of me in my vulnerable state?”


  Ignoring the jab, Su Shiyu ripped off the sleeve of his underclothes to make a bandage. “The incense I use to scent my clothes has a calming effect. It may help to relieve the pain.”


  “You’ve cut your sleeve, Lord Su,” said Chu Mingyun with a grin. “A piece of your inner garment has now touched my bare skin. My innocence is gone. Are you going to take responsibility?”


  Su Shiyu’s eyes shot up. He wanted to know the look on the grand commandant’s face as he bemoaned the loss of his innocence. He stared at the bloodied robes again. “If you keep talking nonsense, I’m afraid you won’t live long enough for me to take responsibility.”


  Su Shiyu had finally had a good look at the arrow wound. The gash went deeper than he had expected, nearly to the bone. He had no idea how the man had the strength for jokes. “You… didn’t have to take the arrow for me.”


  Chu Mingyun sat against the icy wall whilst the grand censor bandaged his wound. The distance between them was so small that Chu Mingyun caught a faint fragrance. It wasn’t the typical calming incense. It carried gentle notes of warmth that travelled deep into his lungs and chased some of the pain away. His lips quirked up as he stared at the fine shadows cast by Su Shiyu’s lashes. “I’ve confessed my feelings for you. Everyone in the capital knows that I’m head over heels for you. Have you already forgotten?”


  Su Shiyu maintained his usual faint smile. “We’re alone, so you need not keep up this act. We have been colleagues for years and have never spoken outside of the court. In terms of work, our opinions frequently clash. In fact, I know I have gotten in your way a few times. If you still feel so deeply about me despite all that, then it must be because–” Su Shiyu tried to ease the man’s robe past the shoulder. He frowned. “The blood has dried. Your underclothes are stuck to your skin. This might hurt a little.”


  “You were saying something earlier. It must be because…?”


  “It must be because you’re sick.”


  Chu Mingyun laughed, slow and soft. “I am,” he whispered. “I’m lovesick.”


  Su Shiyu looked up at him. His eyes were smiling. “Bite down hard.”


  “What?”


  With a loud rip, the silk brocade was torn to reveal Chu Mingyun’s bare shoulder. Fresh blood pooled anew on his skin.


  A deathly silence descended upon the chamber until Su Shiyu finally finished the bandaging and fixed his clothes. Chu Mingyun pressed a hand against his own injured shoulder and rasped, “Couldn’t you have been gentler? Why take it out on my poor shoulder?”


  Su Shiyu’s mood had lightened considerably. He wiped the cold sweat beading the man’s forehead. “What were you saying?” he said merrily. “I didn’t catch that.”


  


  Cracks began to spread. Then a few muted thuds… followed by the tumbling of rocks onto the ground. A dark, narrow path revealed itself in the wall as the dust and debris settled. Su Shiyu withdrew his hand. In the blink of an eye, the glint between his fingers vanished into the folds of his sleeves. It didn’t matter. Chu Mingyun had spotted the dagger. No wonder Su Shiyu had destroyed his fan without any hesitation at all. Turns out, he had his own weapon.


  Su Shiyu grabbed the candle on the wall and motioned for the wounded man to get on his feet.


  Chu Mingyun felt the slight tug on his shoulder as he rose. He had to admit that Su Shiyu’s bandaging skills were superb. Then his gaze landed on Su Shiyu’s sleeve. “With your level of martial arts cultivation, you must have sensed the guard hiding in the corner too.”


  Su Shiyu laughed. “I did.”


  “Why didn’t you say anything? What were you planning?”


  Su Shiyu shook his head. “It doesn’t matter now.”


  The grand censor was keeping his cards close to his chest. Chu Mingyun couldn’t tell how good a fighter he was. The skill with which he sidestepped the questions made it hard for Chu Mingyun to find out more. Truly, he was a hard egg to crack.


  “Just walking is boring. Let’s talk about something, Lord Su.”


  Su Shiyu ignored him and continued studying the corridor.


  Chu Mingyun clutched his injured shoulder and slumped against the wall, moaning, “My wound is killing me.”


  Su Shiyu turned around and sized him up. “Is this your way of expressing your wish to be carried?”


  “Not at all. I only wish to make conversation.” Chu Mingyun added before the other man could say anything, “It’ll help to distract me from the pain.”


  “What should we talk about, then?”


  Chu Mingyun smiled. “Let’s take turns asking questions.”


  “What if one of us were to lie? That would make this exercise meaningless.”


  Chu Mingyun walked up to him. “It’s just to pass the time. We’ll have to judge for ourselves whether the other man is lying. Besides, if one of us were to lie, it’ll prove that he’s trying to hide something.” His eyes glimmered as they fixed on Su Shiyu, and there was a cryptic smile on his lips.


  Su Shiyu sighed. He resumed walking. “Fine. Ask away.”


  Chu Mingyun followed. “You are a man of many hidden talents. You carry a dagger in your sleeve, but I’ve never heard anyone mention that you know martial arts. Why is that so?”


  The faint candlelight cast a small glowing circle that only illuminated the stone tile right under their feet. The only voices that could be heard in the narrow space were their whispers. They were standing so closely together that Su Shiyu could feel the warm breath against his nape. He couldn’t help but jerk his head away before answering.


  “There’s no grand conspiracy. It’s just a habit I’ve cultivated over the years… Ever since I was fifteen, when I followed my father into war.”


  Surprise flashed across Chu Mingyun’s face whilst a look of nostalgia and mixed feelings coloured Su Shiyu’s. It was there for one second, then gone again. In the darkness, Chu Mingyun couldn’t tell if it was real or manufactured.


  “After the war, my father forbade me from violence,” Su Shiyu said calmly. “He wanted me to use my brains, not brawn. Unfortunately, Chang’an was different then—not as peaceful as it is now. I was young and hot-blooded. Eventually, I was involved in brawls. My father made me wear white so that he could tell if I hurt or got hurt and make me spend the night on my knees in the ancestral hall. After kneeling so many times, I learnt discretion and how to hide a dagger in my sleeve. It saved me from many nights of punishment.”


  “What a pleasant surprise.” Chu Mingyun glanced at the man. The latter’s face was aglow in the candlelight. “Sounds like you were a lot cuter when you were a kid.”


  Su Shiyu smiled and let the comment slide off his back.


  “Why did your father forbid you from violence?”


  Su Shiyu gave Chu Mingyun a look before smiling. “That would be your second question.”


  Chu Mingyun shrugged and gestured for the man to ask his first.


  Su Shiyu’s gaze returned to the corridor ahead of them. “I have had this question on my mind for some time. You have risen up the ranks to become an important figure in court. Given your status and means, why haven’t you made arrangements to move your family to the capital to live with you?”


  Chu Mingyun tensed up. His gaze cut through Su Shiyu like a blade. Only when he noticed the harmless curiosity on the grand censor’s face did he ease up. “I am an orphan. My late master took me in when I had no one. I have no family to speak of.”


  Su Shiyu nodded. “My apologies.”


  He remembered the first time he had seen Chu Mingyun. Great Xia had been in the midst of war with the Huns when news of the young general swept through the capital. He had come out of nowhere, winning every battle, reclaiming the empire’s land and driving the barbarians away. Then he strolled into the Imperial Court as hundreds of officials gawked, gracing them with lazy smiles that belied the coldness in his eyes.


  That was before Su Shiyu’s father had passed. The seasoned general took a long look at the new hero of the empire and told Su Shiyu, “That man possesses great ambition.” Su Shiyu took his father’s words seriously. He sent someone to look into Chu Mingyun after that court session, but it would take years before he uncovered any information.


  The House of Chu had been the richest family in the borderland of Liangzhou, who had matching connections and prestige. When the Huns attacked their southern neighbours, invading and massacring innocents wherever they went, the family was not spared. Nobody could say how Chu Mingyun survived. There were stories, though, of a boy drenched in blood kneeling before the gates of the reclusive Grand Swordsman Baili one freezing winter’s night—a boy who looked strikingly similar to the proud Grand Commandment Chu of today.


  Understandably, the man didn’t appreciate the question at all.


  “It’s my turn. Same question. Why did he forbid you?”


  Su Shiyu gathered his wandering thoughts. As he lifted the lamp, candlelight spilt across both of them, illuminating their faces. He smiled softly. “If I had to fathom a guess… he didn’t approve of the way I kill.”


  Before Chu Mingyun could puzzle out the meaning, the grand censor said, “We’re here.”


  The two came to a halt. Su Shiyu handed the lamp to Chu Mingyun, then proceeded to push the stone door. The heavy stone groaned as it inched open. At first, only a sliver of light peeked through, but soon it came flooding in, momentarily blinding the two.


  Once their eyes adjusted to the brightness, they were greeted with a plain study, complete with wooden shelves, scrolls, and a lantern. They stepped inside and looked behind them. Lining the back of the stone door was a row of shelves. Once shut, it completely hid the doors.


  “That was unusually easy.” Chu Mingyun took a good look around before grinning at the grand censor. “Come. Let us have a chat with Song Heng.”


  After exiting the study and going down a long corridor, they found themselves back in the main courtyard. The moon now hung brightly above them, and all that remained were maidservants cleaning up. The banquet’s festivities had ended.


  Su Shiyu stopped one of the maidservants and asked with a smile, “Good maiden, where might your master be?”


  The young girl trembled fearfully. Her eyes darted to him, then to her feet. “I do not know, good sir.”


  “When did the banquet end?”


  Her trembling intensified. “A quarter-hour ago,” she said, before adding in a pleading tone, “I’m just the help, sir. I know nothing.”


  Su Shiyu narrowed his eyes before dismissing her. He looked at Chu Mingyun, who jerked his head towards the grove on their right.


  “I heard something.”


  In the night, the branches of the trees looked like the arms of lovers in an intimate embrace. Glistening upon their crowns were snow-white gardenia petals. Sure enough, someone was there.


  “Do you like this one? Or this one?” Tan Jing, the Minister of Works, pointed at one of the branches. Behind him, a woman giggled, which he effortlessly interpreted. “Of course, as you wish.”


  He plucked the snow-white flower that she requested and placed it in her palm. He dusted off his robes, then looked up only to find two men approaching him. He hastily bowed. “Good evening, Lord Chu, Lord Su.”


  The woman hid behind Tan Jing before Chu Mingyun and Su Shiyu could get any closer. All they saw were her eyes peeking out shyly from behind the minister. Tan Jing reached around and held her hand.


  “Don’t be afraid, Ah-Xiu,” he cooed.


  Xiu clutched Tan Jing’s hand tightly, her timid eyes cast downward as they approached.


  “I must apologise. My wife is very shy.”


  Su Shiyu smiled. “I understand.”


  “Where is Song Heng?” Chu Mingyun wasted no time.


  Tan Jing shook his head. “I’m afraid I have no idea. I believe there was an emergency. I saw an attendant say something to him, and he looked a little flustered after that. He made his apologies and ended the banquet then. My wife hardly steps out of the house. She found the place interesting, so I asked him if we could linger for a while longer. He agreed hastily, then left.” Tan Jing thought for a moment before pointing towards a particular direction. “I think he went that way. You could try looking for him there.”


  Tan Jing was pointing towards the location of the study, which had been empty when Chu Mingyun and Su Shiyu were there.


  Chu Mingyun’s lips slowly curled up into a smile. “It’s fine. We just wanted to say ‘hi’.” He turned towards Su Shiyu. “What a pity. I doubt we’ll run into him again tonight.”


  Su Shiyu only smiled. Song Heng had escaped. There was no point in their staying. Chu Mingyun and Su Shiyu bade Tan Jing farewell and left as well. Out on the street, most of the lights had gone out, and only a few carriages remained.


  “Chu Mingyun,” Su Shiyu called out.


  The grand commandant stopped short and turned. His eyes glimmered in the faint light. “Yes?” he breathed.


  Su Shiyu displayed a rare moment of hesitation, his gaze sliding away furtively. “I appreciate you saving me,” he said calmly. “But… you need not do it again. I can take care of myself.”


  “I see…” Chu Mingyun chuckled. “It must really go against your conscience to thank someone like me.”


  Su Shiyu fell silent for a moment. “I am grateful. If you need my help in future, so long as it doesn’t involve our work, I will do my utmost to help.”


  The shadows cast a cloak over Chu Mingyun’s cold eyes. He patted his injured shoulder lightly, then whipped around. “Why wait? There’s no time better than the present.” He pointed at his own cheek and smirked. “Give me a kiss and we’re even.”


  Su Shiyu frowned.


  Chu Mingyun hissed and clutched his shoulder in pain. “Ouch, it really hurts.”


  “Lord Chu…”


  “The arrow must have reached the bone–”


  “Chu Mingyun.”


  The grand commandant stole a glance at Su Shiyu and burst out giggling. His shoulders shook as he waved dismissively. “Fine, I’ll stop fooling around. How about a smile then? Not the fake kind you have on your face all day, but…” Chu Mingyun parsed out his thoughts. “Remember the way you laughed at Du Yue for being an idiot? I want to see that. An honest smile. You’ll indulge me, won’t you?”


  “I’ve done no such thing.”


  Su Shiyu studied the other man. To his dismay, the grand commandant was serious. His lips curled slowly upward as warmth lit his eyes up.


  Chu Mingyun found himself utterly mesmerised by the tenderness of the grand censor’s complexion. Even the exasperation at being forced to smile was tempered by a soft look in his eyes. The lights from Song Heng’s residence spilt across the street, pooling past Su Shiyu and landing near his feet. A small pocket landed in his palm. It felt warm.


  “You are not the man I assumed you to be,” said Su Shiyu.


  Chu Mingyun raised his eyebrow. “Was that a compliment?”


  “Was it?” Su Shiyu smiled. His gaze landed on his carriage. “ ’Tis late. I shall take my leave.”


  


  Beside the carriage stood Qin Zhao, faithfully waiting. As his senior approached the carriage, Qin Zhao met him halfway. “What happened?”


  After Chu Mingyun recounted his adventure, Qin Zhao remained silent. Despite his best efforts, his emotionless face could not muster a look that appropriately conveyed his reaction. “Are you sure you hurt your shoulder and not your head?”


  Chu Mingyun rolled his eyes as he relaxed into the cushioned seat of his carriage.


  “Do you truly have feelings for him?”


  “Don’t be absurd.” Chu Mingyun scoffed as he adjusted himself in his seat. “Don’t forget who we’re dealing with. He said that he owes me a favour, but it might have been a test. I had to take an arrow for him to lower his guard. I can’t let all that blood go to waste.”


  “And what did you learn in exchange for your request?”


  Chu Mingyun gazed out the window and into the night sky. “I learnt that he looks good when he smiles like that.”


  


  The next morning, a disfigured body was found on the outskirts of the capital. The skin on its face had been ripped off, leaving behind an unrecognisable mass of blood and flesh. A physical examination revealed that the body belonged to the late Song Heng.


  A man later turned himself in and claimed that, after he had failed the examination, his envy had driven him to murder Song Heng. Some other test takers testified against the man, identifying him as the one who had given the manor to Song Heng. Though nobody had expected this once-lauded man to be a vicious murderer, the evidence was damning. The man was imprisoned and sentenced to death come autumn; the case was closed, and a report submitted to the emperor.


  While the murder of a top imperial scholar was a serious matter, it had been incited by a personal grudge. There were no political consequences other than lamentation for the lost talent. Song Heng’s death was but a small pebble dropped into a lake—a ripple that amounted to nothing. The world sped ahead, and in a few days’ time, the teahouses were abuzz with a new round of gossip. As a recent scholar who had not yet come into office, Song Heng had no political achievements or accolades to speak of. He had few friends and associates. The dust settled on his murder the moment the case was closed.


  Then there were Su Shiyu and Chu Mingyun, who exchanged a look when the case was shared at court. Of course, they did not disclose their nocturnal adventure in the underground prison. It didn’t take much for them to understand that the host of the banquet had not been Song Heng but someone who had stolen his face. When that person realised that their plan had been foiled, they had allowed Song Heng’s body to be found as a cover-up; the public would be none the wiser. A dead man can’t talk, after all.


  After the court session, Chu Mingyun approached Su Shiyu. “Why didn’t you tell His Majesty about the underground prison?” he asked, though he knew the answer.


  “His Majesty is young and still learning. We should not trouble him with baseless conjectures.” Su Shiyu’s tone was even, his glance at his colleague sharp. “You didn’t bring the matter up either. What are your thoughts on this matter?”


  Chu Mingyun’s lips quirked as he met his gaze. “The same as yours.”


  Su Shiyu chuckled before shifting his gaze away, towards the glimmering, painted eaves. “As the saying goes, ‘The single, falling leaf is autumn’s herald.’ ”


  The insignificant Song Heng was but a pawn in a grand game that had begun.


  


  Several dozen miles to the west of Chang’an stood a mountain range with majestic, towering emerald peaks and winding ridges. Birds and beasts shuttled from tree to tree. Birdsong filled the air. It was a place where the presence of men was rare.


  Two men stopped their horses atop a cliff and gazed out into the distance. The leader’s dark blue robes billowed in the wind, revealing the dark crimson—almost imperceptible—lotuses patterning the hems. “Qin Zhao, this is the place?”


  “Yes, but we do not know the exact location.”


  Chu Mingyun straightened his long, black hair, tousled by the wind. “Godforsaken place,” he said, his voice pregnant with derision.


  He had understood when he was trapped underground that such a large prison could not have been built in a single day. The smell of blood in the air hinted at the presence of recent inhabitants, but the cells had clearly been emptied for him and the grand censor. They had run into guards after delving deeper into the complex. From what he could tell, the guards only patrolled certain areas, meaning there must have been another prisoner there at the same time as them. The prison’s owner hadn’t had the time to move them out.


  Under their master’s orders, the shadow guards kept an eye on the residence after he left. At dawn, a few cargo wagons discreetly drove out of the manor, and the shadow guards gave chase. As stealthy as they were, the drivers were even more cautious. When the wagons reached the western outskirts, they purposely went through the complicated, winding mountain paths. The dark, dense forest had only hindered the shadow guards further, and they lost the trail. They only had a vague idea of where the wagons had gone.


  “Terrains like this pose a challenge to our investigation,” said Qin Zhao. “We must proceed with greater caution if we don’t want the other party to be alerted to our presence.”


  “Does this mean I’ll need to deploy more men and I’ll have to wait for at least another fortnight to maybe get any results?”


  “Yes.”


  “What a hassle.” Chu Mingyun shook his head. He surveyed the lush expanse of forest before them. “It will take too much effort. The shadow guards have other duties.”


  “Will you let this matter rest then?”


  Chu Mingyun snickered. “I can’t let them off that easily. I won’t be able to sleep well at night.”


  “What shall we do, then?”


  Chu Mingyun observed the sky, where heavy, smoky clouds shrouded the sun. “The weather’s been dreary. A huge storm must be on its way.”


  “What?” Qin Zhao was confused at the sudden change of subject.


  “Flash floods.” Chu Mingyun laughed. “If we can’t find them, we’ll blow this place to smithereens instead. With the heavens on our side, none of them will escape the torrent of rain, mud, and stone. Let them hide whilst they can. All the easier for us to bury them all.”


  Qin Zhao gave a pregnant pause. “The prisoner will be buried alongside them.”


  Chu Mingyun stared at his junior. “Why should I care? We have no idea whom they have been keeping prisoner. Besides, judging from the way they’ve dealt with Song Heng, they would have killed the hostages if we had traced them to their hideout. Those prisoners are dead men walking.” He looked away when Qin Zhao did not respond. “I do have the Ministry of War in my camp, but we’ll draw suspicion if the gunpowder stores were to drop suddenly. I recall that Tan Jing has been exploiting his position as Minister of Works to conduct illegal trade with official vessels. Let’s cut a deal with him.”


  “Understood,” said Qin Zhao.


  Chu Mingyun gave his junior a smiling look. “Do you have a problem with how I do things, my little Stoneface?”


  “No.”


  The smile on Chu Mingyun’s lips faded away. He knew his junior well enough after years of living and training together. With a pull of his reins, he steered his horse around towards the place whence they had come. “I instructed you to look into Su Shiyu and his military records.”


  “Yes.” Qin Zhao followed. “We couldn’t find anything.”


  Chu Mingyun frowned. “What?”


  “I mean… Su Shiyu’s name was not found in the records kept by the Ministry of War. We spoke to the relevant parties. Nobody knew he had been on the battlefield.”


  “Was the investigation thorough? Su Shiyu is the same age as I. Twelve years ago, when the Huns invaded Great Xia, he would have been fifteen. He fought alongside his father, Su Jue. That could explain why his name isn’t in the records.”


  “We’ve checked the specifics. Su Jue was the general leading the troops, but there was no record of Su Shiyu being involved in any of the battles, major or minor. As the only son of the great General Su, he wouldn’t have been some nameless soldier labouring away in provisions or quartering.”


  “The way Su Shiyu spoke about it, I got the impression that a terrible incident happened. With Su Jue’s power and influence, he could have easily wiped his son’s name from the records.”


  “Even if that were the case, the squadron that Su Shiyu led would’ve been mentioned. We didn’t find anything.”


  “No records. No testimonies. You’ve asked Du Yue, haven’t you?”


  “I have. He was eight then, and Jinling is nowhere near Chang’an. He wouldn’t have known of anything that happened. From what he told me, his family never brought this up either. Mingyun, the man might have been lying.”


  Chu Mingyun fell silent. He remembered the look on the grand censor’s face—the memories that flashed across his eyes, then dissipated into a faint smile. Slowly, Chu Mingyun shook his head. “He wasn’t lying.” He was sure of it.


  “How do you know?”


  Chu Mingyun thought for a moment. “If it were a lie, it would be a terrible one. He was confident we wouldn’t be able to find anything. That’s why he answered my question honestly—to keep me guessing.”


  All the mind games were far from what a peasant might fathom. Even Qin Zhao did not want to entertain his senior. “I see.”


  “I don’t know what happened twelve years ago or how it happened, but I do know…”


  The towering walls of Chang’an loomed in the distance, banners fluttering along them. Those ancient bricks could not hide the life that bustled within—a centre of knowledge where scholars strove to become officials, a city of gold and jade where men pursued riches, a battlefield where the powerful fought silent battles…


  Chu Mingyun’s lips quirked into a smile. There was a hint of anticipation in his voice when he spoke again. “He and I—this is just the beginning.”


  


  


  


  


  




  Chapter 3


  Overnight, Chang’an became abuzz with excitement.


  Li Yanzhen, the young emperor of Great Xia, had ascended the throne eight years ago. The Hunnic invasion had ended, and since then, the kingdoms had lived in harmony. Great Xia had recovered from the droughts that had descended upon it four years ago. Peace had finally arrived in the reign of Emperor Yonghe. Now that he was done dealing with the matters of the state, Li Yanzhen decided it was time to shower himself with some attention.


  The previous emperor had died in his prime, leaving few heirs, and in a time of turbulence frequented by Hunnic invasions, the underage Li Yanzhen became sovereign. The empress dowager hastily picked out a few proper ladies to fill the ranks of his harem. They were quiet, rule-abiding—and made terribly boring concubines. Li Yanzhen, a man of the arts, thus had no one to appreciate the poetry he penned for leisure. Of course, there were a few bureaucrats who were excellent poets, but every time he brought up the subject of poetry, he was met with the same reply from both the court and harem:


  “Your Majesty, your empire requires your attention.”


  Heartbreaking. Absolutely heartbreaking.


  After receiving his subjects’ reports one day, Li Yanzhen surveyed his court until his gaze fell on Grand Censor Su to his right. Delicately, he expressed his desire for the company of sharp-minded young women.


  Su Shiyu kept his gaze downward and smiled. “This matter pertains to the imperial harem. Your Majesty need not consult us.”


  Chu Mingyun threw a look across the hall. He recalled the frown on Su Shiyu’s brow when he last voiced his disapproval of the emperor’s desire for more consorts. He had been soft-spoken but so convincing that the poor boy had not brought the matter up again for years. The message that the grand censor had delivered was clear—the emperor was too young. He needed time to mature and build character. He should have put matters of the state before his personal affairs. This could wait…


  Chu Mingyun sighed when mentioning the incident to his junior. “If he wishes to be celibate, fine. Why must he drag the emperor down with him? If he ever quits his post, I bet he’ll retreat into the mountains as a hermit.”


  Of course, Qin Zhao had ignored him.


  Years later, the emperor was finally granted the chance to host a selection of new concubines. Maidens of respectable backgrounds would travel to the capital to be assessed. Over the next few days, carriages streamed into the city as the lords of distant lands sent their young beauties to the capital. Within the capital itself, young noblewomen prepared for the selection in a frenzy. Talk of the imperial harem selection flooded taverns and teahouses as people debated more hotly over the selection than they would their own weddings.


  The excitement was infectious. Qin Zhao could not remain a bystander anymore. He sought his senior out with this matter.


  Chu Mingyun calmly studied the man’s gloomy face. “Are you envious?”


  “All these officials strive so that their maiden is chosen to be in the harem. Can’t you see what they’re trying to do?”


  Of course, Chu Mingyun understood. Since time immemorial, the politics at court had been deeply intertwined with those of the harem. He held up a plump, juicy grape. “Want one?”


  “Mingyun. We weren’t part of his court when he ascended the throne, but now we’ve this opportunity. Are you going to waste it?”


  Chu Mingyun ignored the insistent look in the man’s eyes as he shifted the plate of fruits aside and replaced them with some scrolls. “What opportunity?” he sneered. “You want me to send some maiden into the palace to whisper sweet nothings into that boy’s ear? That is a tactic only the inept employ to gain power.”


  Qin Zhao floundered. He himself despised such tactics, but Grand Commandant Chu had always been a controversial figure at court. Though they might scorn such tactics, there were others who would try to use them against Chu Mingyun. A proud man, Chu Mingyun cared little for such deceit, but Qin Zhao worried for him regardless.


  “I’ve no quarrel joining in if you insist,” Chu Mingyun said.


  Surprised flashed across Qin Zhao’s eyes.


  “Well,” Chu Mingyun said. “I haven’t any fair maiden under my employ who answers the need, but Du Yue is quite endearing, is he not? We could send him into the harem? But perhaps you will miss him terribly?”


  “Mingyun–”


  “Were you two yapping about me?” Du Yue barged in.


  “We were talking about preparing a dowry. Qin Zhao intends to marry–”


  “Nonsense.” Du Yue grabbed a chair. “You think you’re so humorous. Qin Zhao isn’t getting married.”


  The last syllable had been drowned out by the healer’s loud voice, but it didn’t stop Qin Zhao from pursing his lips and glancing at his senior nervously.


  Chu Mingyun snickered, sighed dramatically, then grabbed his documents and left the study.


  “Hey! Where are you going? I’ve just sat down!”


  “There’s too much stupid in the room. I need some fresh air.”


  “You are the one stinking up the room, Turdface.” Du Yue pouted. “One of these days, I swear I will slip poison into his food.”


  Of course, he could voice this only when the target of murder was out of earshot.


  “Du Yue,” Qin Zhao blurted.


  The healer turned to him. “What?”


  The leader of three thousand men found himself tongue-tied as he stared into the healer’s bright eyes. Chu Mingyun’s words still rang in his head, leaving him flustered. Luckily, he was cursed with a straight face. Du Yue’s obtuseness helped too. He couldn’t tell that something was wrong. Qin Zhao floundered for words until he finally squeezed out, “D-do you want some grapes?”


  Du Yue saw the fruit glistening on the desk and nodded. “Of course!”


  As the two tucked in, Chu Mingyun was taking his documents to the palace. This was something that he and the grand censor had to do every month—report to the emperor about the affairs under their care.


  An attendant led the grand commandant to the imperial study, where Su Shiyu—with his own documents—was staring at the desk, his face inscrutable. Seated behind the desk was Li Yanzhen. He had a burin in his hand and was intently carving into a piece of wood that was nearly as tall as him. The faint fragrance that it emitted spoke to its grade—no doubt a rare piece of wood that had been presented to the emperor as tribute. It was common knowledge that, aside from matters of the state, the emperor was proficient in the arts, especially painting and sculpture.


  Chu Mingyun bowed to Li Yanzhen and received a distracted hum in return. The latter did not even spare him a glance.


  “You may set the documents on the desk.”


  The surface of the desk was crowded with portraits of young maidens. Scattered atop those portraits were a few burins. It dawned on Chu Mingyun that the other courtier had been trying to find an empty spot to place his documents. He stepped up to the desk and dropped his documents directly onto the portraits.


  After giving Chu Mingyun a look, Su Shiyu did the same.


  Li Yanzhen was still sculpting, lost in his own world. The grand censor decided to clear his throat. The Su family had supported the emperor since he became crown prince. And Su Shiyu—Li Yanzhen’s senior—commanded significant respect from him.


  Li Yanzhen wasted no time looking up. He smiled. “I’m listening. Proceed with your reports.”


  The two courtiers were no strangers to the behaviour of their young emperor, who divided his attention between his sculpture and their reports.


  Once the pair had finished, Li Yanzhen pulled his gaze from the wood and smiled at them. “With your aid, my reign has been peaceful and free from strife. I am truly blessed to have you both, my dear subjects.”


  Chu Mingyun and Su Shiyu smiled and agreed, though their thoughts couldn’t have been more different.


  “There is something I would like your advice on, my dear subjects.”


  “Anything, Your Majesty.”


  “This is a premium piece of wood. I am of the opinion that it would be a waste not to turn it into a sculpture of unrivalled beauty. Do either of you know of such a beauty?”


  The two courtiers shared a look.


  Su Shiyu said, “The selection for the imperial harem is underway, and beauties across the land have gathered here. Your Majesty could take your pick from amongst the candidates.”


  Li Yanzhen shook his head. “I have seen them all, and all pale in comparison to you, Lord Su. None have caught my eye.”


  “But I am no woman, Your Majesty,” Su Shiyu said with a laugh. “Besides, if we speak of true beauties, we must not forget Lord Chu.”


  Brow raised, Chu Mingyun threw the grand censor a look. “I am no woman either.”


  Su Shiyu met his gaze. His lips quirked. “I made no such claim. Your clarification was unwarranted.”


  Chu Mingyun only turned back to the emperor. To his surprise, he was greeted with an assessing look. Before he could say a word, Li Yanzhen shook his head in mild frustration.


  “There is no doubt that the grand commandant is a beautiful man, but his is a sultry beauty that is not to my taste.”


  The grand censor’s head dipped lower.


  Chu Mingyun scoffed, though his eyelid twitched. “I am sorry that my appearance does not please you, Your Majesty.”


  Li Yanzhen lifted his hand. “Don’t be,” he said before turning towards Su Shiyu. “Did you just laugh?”


  Su Shiyu met his gaze. “No, Your Majesty.”


  “Is his beauty to your taste, Lord Su?” Li Yanzhen shook his head with a wry laugh. “Silly me. How could I forget: you aren’t interested in anything.”


  


  In a world where beautiful women abounded, they gathered not only in the emperor’s harem and the residences of the rich and noble but also in the brothels—spots of paradise filled with lilting voices and sweet perfumes.


  A luxurious litter stopped in front of the carved eaves and painted balconies of the Scarlet Sleeve. The madam welcoming guests at the entrance caught sight of the alighting rider and immediately put on a smile of eager courtesy. She rushed forward. “My, why have you come in person, sir? If there was something you needed, you had only to send word. We haven’t made prepa–”


  The man cut her off with a wave of his hand. “Where is she?”


  “Resting in her quarters, sir. I’ll fetch her for you.”


  “No need.”


  The man headed upstairs, the din of laughter and conversation below fading away. A maidservant opened the door for him, then bowed and stepped aside. He was greeted with a cosy, plain-looking room lacking the extravagance of the rest of the establishment. It was as if he had stepped into a completely different world. Sheer curtains swayed gently in the breeze. Behind them, a slim silhouette with soft curves approached. A pale, slender hand pulled the curtains away, revealing a young woman with twinkling eyes. She smiled and bowed to the man.


  “Greetings, milord. This is a delightful surprise. What brings you here today?”


  “Nothing of importance.” The man sat down and returned the smile. “I just wanted to see you.”


  Jingnyu poured him tea. She made to speak when a soft rumble made the floor tremble almost imperceptibly—a thunder so faint that it was nearly drowned out by the commotion downstairs. Only the most skilled martial artists would have sensed it. The man gazed out the window and exchanged an uneasy look with Jingnyu.


  Flurried footsteps headed their way. A manservant barged in, heedless of his lack of propriety. “Master, I have bad news! It’s about our operations to the west.”


  The man shot to his feet. “What’s happened?”


  There was a sudden clap of thunder. Jingnyu rushed towards the window and caught sight of lightning in the distant clouds. Thunder boomed again, and the heavens began to pour.


  


  Qin Zhao led Yan Ye into the grand commandant’s residence. As they strode down the winding vermilion corridors that led to the study, the censor tried to engage Qin Zhao with praise for the residence’s grandeur. His praises and questions were only greeted with a few cool grunts as Qin Zhao walked quietly ahead. With a sigh, Yan Ye shut up. He collected himself when Qin Zhao finally stopped in front of the study and opened the door.


  Chu Mingyun looked up from the map he was drawing on. When he recognised the visitor, he said, “What are you doing here?”


  “Milord.” Yan Ye bowed and smiled. “I heard that you were interested in the late Minister Chen. I came as soon as I could to share what little I know.”


  Chu Mingyun placed his brush down and settled deep into his chair. “Are you saying that you know the whereabouts of Chen Xuanwen’s family?”


  “I have heard a thing or two,” said Yan Ye. “Days ago, I travelled to Lin’an for work and had a few drinks with the governor, and he told me that the late minister had sought his help to purchase a property just outside Lin’an, where the whole family relocated. The minister hadn’t shared many details with him, so he decided not to pry, but days later, it caught on fire in the middle of the night. The firemen were sent to put it out, but by the time they arrived, the whole estate had burnt to the ground.”


  “A fire? In the middle of the night?” Chu Mingyun raised his eyebrow.


  “Yes, milord. The governor treated the case with great care. He sent men to inspect the ruins several times, but no evidence of arson was found. A forgotten lamp or candle in the house must have caused the fire.”


  Chu Mingyun sneered. “The only arsonist the governor’s capable men could have caught is one so incompetent he would not even have dared try to kill Chen Xuanwen’s family in the first place.”


  In truth, the inspections had been almost a formality, without much care paid to gathering any evidence. Yan Ye broke into a cold sweat when he heard the grand commandant’s biting sarcasm. Averting his gaze, he mustered a smile. “I couldn’t agree more, milord.”


  “Are you sure that Chen Xuanwen’s entire family perished in the fire?”


  “W-we aren’t exactly certain about that.”


  That earned a look from the grand commandant. “Oh?”


  Yan Ye wiped his sweaty forehead. “The governor believes so. I am merely a messenger. I don’t know the details.”


  Chu Mingyun laughed. “You seem awfully nervous. Am I that scary?”


  “Of course not.” Yan Ye laughed weakly before collecting himself. “Somebody said that he saw a carriage stop outside the residence and load a person in. It could’ve been Minister Chen’s only grandson, but he couldn’t be sure. It was too dark to tell.”


  Chu Mingyun frowned, then turned towards Qin Zhao. The latter caught the look in his eyes and nodded in affirmation. He would send someone to Lin’an after the censor left.


  Unfortunately, Yan Ye wasn’t done yet. He smiled at the grand commandant. “You seem really concerned for Minister Chen’s family. I may be a humble official with limited means at my disposal, but I would be happy to share your burdens however necessary.”


  It was obvious that Yan Ye was trying to get into the grand commandant’s good books. “It’s nothing, really,” Chu Mingyun said blithely. “I merely heard that that grandson of his looked rather pleasing to the eye.”


  Yan Ye recalled the grand commandant’s shameless, open preferences mentioned in teahouses. He choked back his next words and laughed awkwardly.


  “By the way,” Chu Mingyun said. “Aren’t you worried about Su Shiyu finding out that you’ve paid me a visit?”


  “You need not worry, milord. The grand censor isn’t at the Censorate. I made sure to leave after he stepped out of the office.”


  “Is that so?” That piqued the grand commandant’s interest. “Where was he headed?”


  “Someone had filed a report against Minister of Works Tan Jing for trafficking gunpowder. You should know that all reports from the Censorate must go through Lord Su before submission. This is a serious matter. Should the report be baseless, the Censorate will be blamed for allowing an official’s name to be impugned. Should it be truthful, sending the report directly to His Majesty might alert the forces behind the deed. That is why Lord Su seized the report first. From what I know of his character, he may investigate the matter personally.”


  Chu Mingyun’s face darkened. “Tan Jing has been charged with trafficking gunpowder?”


  Qin Zhao, similarly, stared at the censor and waited for the man to go on.


  “That is right, milord,” Yan Ye said, puzzled at the reaction. “In my opinion, it’s rather strange. Minister Tan has been engaged in illegal trade for ages. As he was discreet, we had left him alone. But recently, he became brazen and started importing shiploads of gunpowder.”


  Chu Mingyun tapped the desk lightly, his eyes inscrutable. His gunpowder deal with Tan Jing had long ended. They had blown up the mountainous area to the west of the city and buried the men he had been hunting with an avalanche. Why had Tan Jing started smuggling in new shipments of gunpowder? Was there someone else in the capital who was up to no good?


  “You said Su Shiyu may investigate the matter personally,” the grand commandant said, betraying nothing. “How might he do that?”


  Yan Ye pondered for a moment. “I had glanced at the report before handing it to Lord Su. It contained a testimony of one of Minister Tan’s personal attendants. A ledger is allegedly kept in a warehouse in Market West. It contains the records of his transactions with everyone. Lord Su has likely gone to Market West to retrieve the ledger.”


  Chu Mingyun folded the map, rose, and straightened his robes. “Very well. You may take your leave.”


  Yan Ye was dumbfounded. “Milord?”


  Chu Mingyun threw him a look. “Should I walk you to the gates?”


  “No, thank you, milord,” Yan Ye said hastily. “I’m simply puzzled. Is something wrong?”


  “I’ve decided that I miss Su Shiyu,” said the grand commandant. “I’m going to pay him a visit.”


  “What?” Hadn’t they just met at court this morning?


  When the grand commandant gave Yan Ye another look, he understood. The censor stammered a hasty farewell and fled. Chu Mingyun and Qin Zhao exchanged a look as they also left and got on their horses, making for Market West.


  Qin Zhao had been the one who dealt with Tan Jing and knew the location of the warehouse. He led the way to the outskirts of the market. From a distance, all they could see was a dilapidated, abandoned building amidst overgrown grass. The pair knew the building was, in fact, heavily guarded. Qin Zhao volunteered to infiltrate the building but checked himself when he was asked, “Are you sure you can handle Su Shiyu?”


  Chu Mingyun received all the relevant information from his junior, then instructed the shadow guards to surround the warehouse and lie in wait. Once the preparations were made, he flipped over the wall and made to accost Su Shiyu. The deathly silence in the warehouse was punctuated only by the occasional footsteps of a patrolling guard. With the warehouse layout in mind, the grand commandant slipped past the patrols into the office. Within, a small copper lock hung in front of a wooden drawer. After a cursory examination, Chu Mingyun snapped the shackle in two.


  The drawer was empty. Su Shiyu had gotten to the ledger first.


  Chu Mingyun pinched the bridge of his nose. As he left the office, he had second thoughts and headed for the storehouse. He sensed the presence of a man as he neared, and chuckled.


  Su Shiyu was pushing open the storehouse door when he froze. Whirling around, he lifted his arm to reveal a glint that threatened violence. Before the dagger in his sleeve could fully unsheathe, a hand wrapped around his wrist. Su Shiyu found himself staring at a strangely familiar face. It was less than an inch away from his blade and beaming brightly at him. 


  “Fancy seeing you here, Lord Su.”


  “Lord… Chu?” Though he pulled his arm back, his eyes remained wary. “Were you the one following me all this while?”


  “Would you have preferred it if I were somebody else?” the grand commandant grinned.


  “What business have you here?”


  “I’m here because of you, of course!” Not looking away from the grand censor, Chu Mingyun sighed dramatically. “I spotted you on the street, but you vanished before I could say my greetings. What else could I do except go after you? You have no idea how long and hard I searched. I just wanted to have a chat. I didn’t expect such an unfriendly greeting.” Chu Mingyun paused. His grin sharpened. “If I had been just a breath slower, that blade would have pierced right through my forehead.”


  “You are too modest. You’ve survived war. Countering a simple self-defence tactic like mine must have been nothing for you. I didn’t stand a chance.” Su Shiyu laughed before sheathing his blade. “Did you really follow me for a quick chat? That doesn’t sound like you at all.”


  “I fancy you. Isn’t it natural that I would want to spend more time with you?”


  Su Shiyu frowned. “I am a man. Doesn’t teasing with a man bother you?”


  One could hear the smile in the grand commandant’s voice. “Not at all. Besides, I’m just speaking the truth. I’m in fact flir–”


  “My mistake then.” Su Shiyu cut him off with an exasperated wave of his hand and strode into the storehouse. When he heard the footsteps behind him, he could not help sighing quietly, “What bad luck.” But he quickly followed it by saying, “By the way, how is your shoulder?”


  “It’s been fine for quite some time.” Chu Mingyun shut the door behind him and beamed. “You could check. Personally.”


  Su Shiyu turned around. His gaze swept past the grand commandant’s shoulder, then back to his face. He smiled. “That isn’t necessary. I can see that flesh wounds don’t slow you down at all.” Because you have thick skin, after all.


  And Chu Mingyun understood without needing words.


  The storehouse was dark and cold. Dim light streamed into the room through its only source of light—a tiny window on the wall. A dozen or so crates were stacked against the wall, darkening the room further with their shadow. After careful examination, Su Shiyu opened one of them and was greeted with an acrid blast of sulphur and charcoal.


  Chu Mingyun frowned and took a step back. Waving his hand furiously to dispel the pungent smell, he said, “How odd. Why is there so much gunpowder stored here? Say, do you think we could take out half the city with all this?”


  Su Shiyu opened a few more crates, all filled to the brim with gunpowder. He chuckled. “I’m not sure about Chang’an, but I’m quite certain there’s more than enough gunpowder to level the grand commandant’s residence.”


  “Oh?” Chu Mingyun laughed. “Is that so? I’ll go so far as to say there’s enough to also raze the Censorate to the ground.”


  They exchanged a knowing smile.


  Chu Mingyun crossed his arms, his thoughts racing as he eyed the other man. Su Shiyu placed everything back and made to leave. Before he could think of something to keep the grand censor from leaving, he heard a noise. His eyes flashed gleefully at the shut door behind them, and he whispered, “Get over here.”


  Though puzzled, Su Shiyu approached him. “What–”


  The next thing he knew, Su Shiyu found himself yanked by the waist until he was behind the door and flush against the man’s chest. When he tried to free himself, Chu Mingyun trapped him within his embrace. Warm lips and an even warmer breath brushed his ear.


  “Hush.”


  Su Shiyu frowned at the tender touch but stopped when he heard footsteps approaching. Tan Jing had to keep tight security around the illicit goods. Trafficking gunpowder was extremely dangerous. One had to evade inspections from officials and handle lethal quantities of a substance that could blow you to pieces. Explosions cost both coins and lives.


  The two courtiers stood as still as statues as the door swung open slowly, hiding them behind its thick metal frame. The patrol’s footsteps resonated around the room. Chu Mingyun’s lips quirked as he felt the man tense. He loosened his grip and allowed a hand to wander.


  Su Shiyu froze and tightly shut his eyes, training all his focus on the guards’ movements.


  The smooth, silky fabric glided under Chu Mingyun’s fingers, emphasising the trim and supple waist. If he could speak right now, he would commend the man for his figure just to see his reaction. Pity he could not. Chu Mingyun’s roaming hand stilled as he brushed against something—the very thing he was looking for. He tightened his hold on the man whilst his fingertips slid gently over the maroon patterning of his collar, circling the same spot a few times before darting underneath.


  Su Shiyu stiffened. His thin underclothes were a flimsy defence against the heat emanating from those fingers as they slid down his chest. They were still wandering southward when the guards completed their inspection. As the door shut, Su Shiyu shot a warning glare at the man behind. Chu Mingyun met his eyes, his smile growing as he huffed softly in his ear. His fingers brushed the bulge he had been seeking…


  As soon as the footsteps outside faded into silence, Su Shiyu elbowed his harasser in the chest, hard, and broke free. He felt something slipping from his breast pocket as Chu Mingyun withdrew his hand. He looked up, eyes glaring.


  The flash of anger did not escape Chu Mingyun’s notice. “Why do you have a book on you?” Ignoring the throbbing pain in his chest, he waved his prize around. As he expected, mild alarm flashed across Su Shiyu’s eyes. He started flipping through the pages. “Oh, it’s a ledger.”


  “It’s but a ledger that contains nothing of interest. Pray, return it to me, Lord Chu.” Su Shiyu schooled his expression and straightened his clothes.


  “Of course.” Chu Mingyun tapped his own lips. “I can do that—in exchange for a kiss.”


  Su Shiyu replied with a measured smile, “Let’s not repeat the same ridiculous joke.”


  “You think I’m joking?” Chu Mingyun ripped a couple of pages from the book. “How about now?”


  Something flickered behind Su Shiyu’s eyes, but he maintained his wordless smile.


  Chu Mingyun tilted his head and returned his grin. He tore out another sheet. “Still think I’m joking?”


  “I must warn you, Grand Commandant,” Su Shiyu growled, his smile becoming more fixed, “the ledger you’re holding is an important piece of evidence for a case. Your office will not save you from being charged with obstructing justice.”


  “Is that so?” After flipping through the ledger again, Chu Mingyun hid it behind his back. He leant towards the other man. “What case would that be? It must be important if it requires your personal touch. Tell me all about it. I’ll help.”


  “Do forgive me for not being able to divulge any information,” said Su Shiyu coolly. “Besides, I can’t possibly trouble you for such a trivial matter. It would certainly help if you could return the ledger to me.”


  Eyebrows raised, Chu Mingyun folded up the torn sheets, wedged them back into the ledger, and complied. “Fine. I’ll stop teasing you.” He stared hard at Su Shiyu for a moment before shrugging. “I bet you’re tired of my face. By your leave.”


  Su Shiyu only watched as the capricious courtier walked out the door. A crease furrowed his brow as he gripped the ledger.


  Chu Mingyun turned a corner, chuckling as he cast one last glance back. His steps slowed as he neared the exit. As a safety measure, the warehouse was constructed entirely out of stone bricks. There were no windows lining the walls. It was dim, and sound travelled easily; approaching footsteps could be heard from a distance. Soon, he found his path blocked by a huge squad of men. Their leader bowed to him. “Please forgive me for not receiving you at the entrance. I was not informed of your arrival.”


  Chu Mingyun nodded nonchalantly. “Well, you’ve seen me. You may step aside now.”


  “I am but a humble official rarely graced with the privilege of your presence–”


  “Is that why you’ve got all these men blocking my way, Minister Tan? So that you can spew a whole load of nothing at me?”


  Tan Jing gave the grand commandant a long, hard stare. “I believe you know what I’m trying to say, milord. I will not beat around the bush, then. You are aware of my modest business. In fact, you’ve patronised it. Considering the present circumstances, I couldn’t contain my desire to speak to you when I was informed of your unexpected presence at the warehouse.”


  Chu Mingyun snickered. “You were worried that I’d come to destroy evidence of our dealings.”


  “I would never dare,” Tan Jing said, “to presume you would throw your associates to the wolves to save your own skin.”


  Chu Mingyun’s smile sharpened. He withdrew from his sleeve two sheets of paper that he held over an oil lamp on the wall. Wisps of smoke rose into the air as flames licked the edges of the paper. His eyes were ice under the warm glow of the lamp. He let the burning sheets fall from his fingers; they were ashes when they landed. “Well, I am. That means you, or anybody else, can forget about using this to blackmail me.”


  The guards behind Tan Jing gripped their weapons as they readied for a fight. Danger flashed across the minister’s eyes as he stood, muscles tense. When he lifted his hand, Chu Mingyun cut him off.


  “However, I’m not that heartless.” Chu Mingyun blew away the ash on his fingertips. “Just moments ago, Su Shiyu was in the storehouse. He shouldn’t have gone far. He’s the one investigating you. He should be the one you’re worried about.”


  “Su Shiyu?” Tan Jing eyed him suspiciously. “I wouldn’t have expected you to reveal his whereabouts to me, milord.”


  “Why wouldn’t I? What happens to him means little to me. There are plenty of men who want him dead.”


  Tan Jing laughed as he pondered his words. “I see. Rest assured, milord. I will get the job done.”


  Chu Mingyun smirked. With a flick of his hand, he commanded the guards to stand aside.


  


  Su Shiyu turned another corner and stopped in his tracks. His eyes swept the scene before him before landing on Tan Jing. “Good minister,” he said cordially, “if this is a reception, I can assure you it is not welcoming at all.”


  “Milord, do believe me when I say that I would not be doing this had you not forced my hand.”


  “Is that so?” Behind the minister, the sharp glint of metal in the dark promised impending violence. “You seem eager for a fight to the death.” Su Shiyu stared past his shoulder, into the distance. “By the way, did you run into the grand commandant on the way?”


  Tan Jing stared at the defenceless-looking man, who he understood was threatening him with Chu Mingyun. “I’m afraid to disappoint you if you expected the mighty general to come to your rescue,” he scoffed. “He is the one whose orders I’m executing.”


  Su Shiyu gave the minister a puzzled look. “Indeed, it’d be silly of me to expect that.”


  There was nothing left to say. With a swipe of his hand, Tan Jing gave the order. Su Shiyu didn’t move as the men threw themselves at him. Through the mass of bodies and weapons, Tan Jing caught a faint smile on his lips and a sharp glint at the tip of his fingers.


  


  “What is the meaning of this, milord?”


  “You need not know, good minister.” A nobleman stood at the window, gazing at the clear skies mirrored in the winding river beneath them.


  “You bade me keep crates full of gunpowder in my warehouse instead of selling them or moving them elsewhere. Will you bid me wait for the censors to begin investigating too?” Tan Jing’s jaw tensed with anger. “Am I a loose end that you wish to tie up?”


  The man laughed and turned around. “How much longer do you think you’ll last anyway? In fact, how much longer will your beloved wife last?”


  Tan Jing awoke with a start. Sitting up, he tried to wipe the cold sweat beading his forehead. That was when he felt the heaviness around his wrists and heard the sharp clang of chains. He was on a damp pile of straw. The white uniform of a prisoner hung from his form. He froze. Slowly, flashes of what had happened before he lost consciousness returned to him. Everything had happened so quickly. Su Shiyu smiled at him, then everything went dark.


  He could still feel a throbbing pain pulsating at the base of his neck. He was in hot water. With the grand censor’s means, it would not take long before every dirty deed that he had ever committed was exposed. He hung his head and laughed wryly.


  “I’m glad you’re awake.”


  Tan Jing’s head shot up. He was greeted with the sight of the grand censor by the wall, staring at him through the bars of his cell. “I did not expect you to be such a skilled fighter. You are a man of many secrets, milord.”


  “You flatter me.”


  “You’ve caught me red-handed. The case is closed. Why are you here?”


  “I wanted to speak to you.”


  Tan Jing barked with laughter. “I have nothing to say to you.”


  “You used to be an upstanding, promising man when you first joined the court. A man who was willing to die for your nation and its people.” Su Shiyu stared at the sorry sight he made now. “What happened?”


  “I’m afraid my answer will disappoint you,” Tan Jing said, sprawled on the floor. “People change. I won’t regret what I’ve done even when I die. I don’t regret serving my nation, trafficking illicit goods, or sending those people to their deaths.”


  “You seem to be contradicting yourself.”


  “Not at all.” Tan Jing stared at the floor. “You must know that my wife once fell into an ice cave. Thank heavens, she was eventually rescued but came down with a fever that rendered her an idiot. Since then, she’s suffered from episodes, going mad with pain and throwing things. She would hurt people, herself included. The illness is incurable. The only way to alleviate the pain is to medicate her.”


  “Is that why you smuggled goods with official vessels? To afford your good wife’s medicine?”


  “I know that I hold an important office at court and that my respectable position is envied by many, but my office doesn’t pay for the exorbitant cost of her medicine.” Tan Jing’s lips twisted into a bitter smile. “How could I helplessly watch the pain consume her? How can I call myself a man of the people if I can’t even save the life of my woman?”


  “If she knew what you’ve done in her name, she would’ve rather died than have you stray down this path.”


  “No, she will never know—never understand.” Tan Jing stared at the ring of scars on his wrist. Two curved rows of indents for two perfect rows of teeth. His voice gentled. “It took one year to have her recognise me and another two to teach her my name. During one of her episodes, she bit my hand when I tried to stop her from hurting herself. When she came to her senses, she cradled my hand and wouldn’t stop weeping. She’d lost her faculty for speech. All she could do was cry, ‘Ah-Jing, Ah-Jing…’ ” The man choked with tears. He stared straight into Su Shiyu’s eyes. “If you were me, would you have let her suffer?”


  Su Shiyu fell silent. “If her illness is indeed incurable, what you did was prolong her pain.”


  Tan Jing laughed like he had just heard the biggest joke of the century. “Su Shiyu, you heartless man.”


  “What does this have to do with me?”


  Tan Jing shook his head. His voice was laced with contempt when he spoke. “You must have never fallen in love? They say that you have no capacity for love. I used to deem those comments as complaints from the desperate souls who had failed to foist their daughters on you. Now, I see that they were right.” His smile twisted in disdain. “You miserable excuse for a man.”


  Unaffected, Su Shiyu waited for his laughter to fade away. “My duty is to assess the facts and mete out judgement. You may call me heartless, but it is what is expected of me.”


  Tan Jing sneered.


  Su Shiyu walked up to the bars. “You claim that you did everything for your good wife. You should know that, according to the laws of our land, your spouse will be executed alongside you for your crimes.”


  Tan Jing paled instantly.


  “I am the one who presides over your case. Did you tell me what you just told me to incite me to anger or convince me to let your wife off?”


  Tan Jing opened his mouth and floundered. “Why are you here, Lord Su?”


  The grand censor looked away, brushing a speck of dust off his sleeve. “Who tasked you with the purchase and storage of such an amount of gunpowder?”


  “You can find the answer by reading the ledger.”


  Su Shiyu looked at him smilingly. “I’ll be the judge of whether I can trust the records written in there.”


  Tan Jing shifted his gaze away. He was torn.


  “Do as I say and I will guarantee your good wife’s safety,” the nobleman said.


  “You have always been an excellent judge of the situation. You know what you must do,” the grand censor said.


  Tan Jing’s heart sank. He shut his eyes and let the name slip from his lips.


  “The Duke of Huainan.”


  


  The sixth lunar month was marked by summer heat, lush willows, and lotus blossoms. A poem went: “Green trees brush softly against the sleeve while swallows dart and orioles weave.” Chu Mingyun had his cheek cradled in one palm as he read a book at the stone table. In the pond beside him, a carp leapt out—almost as if it were trying to jump onto the red lotuses patterning his robes—and splashed back into the water.


  This was the sight that greeted Su Shiyu as he was ushered to the garden. As the maidservant took her leave, the master of the house glanced up from his book and smiled. “What a delightful surprise. What brings you to my humble abode, Lord Su?”


  Su Shiyu returned his smile. “A few questions.”


  Tan Jing had spoken the truth. “Duke of Huainan” was written in the ledger. Still doubtful, Su Shiyu went through the rest of the document. That was when he discovered that it was missing two sheets, with only minuscule bits of paper clinging to the binding.


  “You would’ve made me a much happier man if you’d said that you were here because you missed me.” Chu Mingyun pointed smilingly at a plate of cherries on the table. “Care for some?”


  “No, thank you. I just have a few questions. It won’t take up too much of your time. Do you remember the ledger you took from me in that warehouse days ago?”


  “Why, yes.”


  “Two pages have been ripped out. Do you happen to know anything about that?”


  “It’s missing two pages?” Chu Mingyun leant his cheek against his palm, lips curved in a smile. “Are you insinuating that I was the one who took those pages? Is that why you’re here? To get them back?”


  “Of course not. I trust that the grand commandant would not resort to such petty tactics.” Su Shiyu smiled softly. “I’m simply here to gather some clues that might lead me to those missing pages.”


  The indirect insult bounced off Chu Mingyun. “You won’t find anything here.”


  “Did you notice that the ledger was missing two pages when you opened it?”


  “No.”


  “Very well. Did you see anyone else when you were in the warehouse?”


  “No.”


  “Take your time, Lord Chu,” Su Shiyu said smilingly. “You need not answer me now. I can stand to wait a few moments.”


  “If you don’t believe me, you could search me.” Chu Mingyun swung his arms wide open. “Say the word. I’ll strip naked and let you inspect every inch of me.”


  Su Shiyu narrowed his eyes in response.


  “Too shy to voice it?” Chu Mingyun fluttered his eyelashes playfully, his eyes bright with mischief. He plucked the hems of his own robes. “Then, I will disrobe myself.” He yanked down his collar, revealing his collarbone. His skin was as pale as snow.


  The grand censor turned his eyes away and raised his hand before he could go further. “I see that I’ve made a mistake. I will search for the missing pages elsewhere. My apologies for troubling you, Lord Chu.”


  Chu Mingyun felt safe acting this brazenly because he knew Su Shiyu was desperate. What made it more amusing was that the grand censor was reluctant to have any dealings with him. Firstly, the leader of the loyalist faction cared too dearly about his reputation. And the emperor’s suspicions would be raised if they suddenly got close after the two factions had been fighting for years. This only made Chu Mingyun more intrigued with the man. His lips quirked as he studied his expression.


  “It’s not trouble at all. You cannot imagine how delighted I am to see you again. Shall I walk you home?”


  “That will not be necessary.” Su Shiyu kept his gaze averted as he made to leave.


  “By the way, Lord Su.” Chu Mingyun fixed his robes. “I’ve been meaning to tell you something. Your beauty goes without saying, but I was pleasantly surprised to find such a good figure too. You also look utterly adorable when you’re upset. Much more so than your usual self.”


  Su Shiyu’s back was turned; the dark look that flicked across his eyes remained his own. “I thank you for the compliment. Goodbye.”


  Su Bai greeted his master as soon as the latter stepped out of the grand commandant’s residence. “How did it go, master?”


  “As well as I expected. We can forget about those two pages. I made this visit because I wanted to see his reaction. Now I’m quite certain whose name was written there.”


  “But we don’t have any proof. Do we have no other choice but to let him off?” An idea came to Su Bai. “Can’t we charge him with tampering with the evidence? That should teach him!”


  Su Shiyu sighed loudly. He could feel a headache coming on. “I don’t want anyone to know how he managed to get his hands on the ledger.”


  Su Bai froze. “Didn’t he snatch it from you?”


  Su Shiyu only stared at him.


  


  The final report that the grand censor submitted made no mention of Chu Mingyun or the Duke of Huainan. The duke was a powerful political figure who governed the fertile and developed southern lands, whose display of opulence and extravagance in his domain rivalled that of the royal family in the capital. He was an arrogant man with a well-trained army. Regardless of whether or not Tan Jing had spoken the truth, his words alone would not win a conviction. Instead of alerting the enemy, Su Shiyu decided to bide his time.


  To his surprise, Li Yanzhen summoned him to the imperial study after the court session. Chu Mingyun was also present, having just handed a map to the emperor. He smiled when he saw the grand censor, who greeted him calmly.


  “I have read your report,” said Li Yanzhen. “Don’t you think the sentence is too harsh? His crime does not appear to warrant such a heavy sentence.”


  “According to the laws of our land, Tan Jing should be executed, his assets seized, and his family imprisoned. His clan should be reduced to peasant status, and the next three generations banned from serving at court. With this in mind, I have already done my best to lighten the sentence.”


  “Well, I’ve been told about the state of his good wife. He did it out of love for her. We could consider stripping him of his title and exiling him. At least, his life will be spared.”


  “He committed a serious crime, Your Majesty. Such a light sentence would hardly deter others from following his path.”


  Li Yanzhen sighed. “We should show him sympathy for his plight.”


  “Should we not show the same for the innocent lives he’s taken?” Su Shiyu asked evenly. “We may feel sorry for him, but that does not right his wrongs. The Censorate has trialled countless criminals. Each one had his reasons for his evil deed. They too deserved our sympathy. But to let them off easy is to place the authority of our court and the peace of our nation at risk.”


  Li Yanzhen sighed. “I see you haven’t changed your unbending ways, my faithful one.”


  “Your Majesty, will you plead mercy for a felon?”


  “This is the only quality of yours that I find unbearable.” Li Yanzhen turned away from him in irritation. His gaze fell on Chu Mingyun, who was unaffected by their exchange. “What do you think, Grand Commandant?”


  Chu Mingyun bowed and ignored the look in the emperor’s eyes that was obviously seeking his support. “If I may, Your Majesty, I must agree with the grand censor in this matter…”


  Su Shiyu could not contain his surprise.


  “…for the preservation of the law lies in its execution.”


  


  There was no saving Tan Jing. The next day, he was paraded through the streets to Market West.


  He surveyed the scene before him as he knelt in the execution ground. It was a fine day. The city bustled with life. His gaze swept past the angry faces of the masses below. He felt surprisingly calm. The curses and insults blew past him like the wind. He had expected this day when he strayed down this path of no return.


  He bowed his head and recalled—the decade spent studying for the imperial examinations, the moment he donned his uniform and became an official of the court, the hours of drunken discussions with his friends, the days when he was filled with dreams and aspirations… and a fair maiden by the lotus pond, her eyes bright with love.


  He tightened his fists. His hoarse voice was almost indiscernible as he whispered, “Everything will be all right, Ah-Xiu.”


  You will be alone, but that is all right. That mind of yours will forget about me in no time.


  It will be all right.


  


  A maidservant led a frail woman to a table laden with dishes. She had spent the last two days in slumber. The maidservant served a bowl of broth for the woman. “Enjoy, Lady Tan.”


  Ah-Xiu stared at the empty seat across the table. She turned towards the maidservant in confusion. “Ah-Jing?”


  “I’ve told you, milady. The master will not return. You will dine by yourself.”


  Ah-Xiu did not take her eyes off the empty seat. “Jing…”


  The maidservant slid the bowl towards her. “If you wish to see the master, you will finish the broth.”


  Ah-Xiu continued muttering her pet name for Tan Jing as if she had not heard the instruction. The maidservant looked at the sky; time was running out. Panic rose in her as she turned back to the idiot—who stubbornly refused to eat—grabbed her by the shoulder, and reached for the bowl.


  “Ah-Jing, Jing…” Ah-Xiu clutched at the maidservant’s sleeves.


  The servant froze at the sight of her sorrowful eyes… until Ah-Xiu dropped her hands, clutched at her chest, and drew quick breaths. When she looked up again, tears began streaming down her cheeks.


  “Ah-Jing…” She grew increasingly agitated. “Ah-Jing, Jing!”


  The maidservant, feeling a pang of sympathy, bit her lips and softened her voice. “Do you wish to see Ah-Jing?”


  The frail woman only trembled. The maidservant placed the bowl in her hands. “Drink this. Finish this. You will see him, then.”


  Ah-Xiu slowly shifted her gaze towards the bowl. A tear rolled off—patter—into the broth.


  


  “Midday is upon us!” thundered the official. “Carry out the sentence!”


  With a sharp wave of his hand, the command was given. As a wooden tablet hit the ground, a gleaming blade came crashing down. The body crumbled to the ground. His blood pooled around his body, staining the wooden floorboards crimson, then spilt onto the dust below.


  


  Su Shiyu looked away from the horizon and towards Du Yue as the latter rushed up to him.


  “You… asked for me?” The healer stumbled to a stop, panting heavily.


  “I did.” Su Shiyu pushed past the curtained entrance of his carriage, his cousin following suit. “I have a patient for you. We’ll be paying her a visit at Tan Jing’s residence. Her subsequent visits will be at mine.”


  “Tan Jing? Where have I heard that… Oh, the one who got executed today?”


  “Yes.”


  “I didn’t know you oversaw the seizing of assets as well,” said Du Yue with a look of admiration. “Now I understand why Qin Zhao said you were too busy to see me.”


  “I happen to be free to take charge today.” After a moment’s thought, he added, “I’m usually not that busy. Don’t listen to Qin Zhao. You may seek my company whenever you wish.”


  It didn’t take long before they arrived at a manor surrounded by officers from the Ministry of Justice. The official in charge scrambled towards the grand censor alighting from his carriage.


  “What’s the matter?”


  The official swiped the sweat off his forehead with the back of his hand. “Lady Tan is dead.”


  The bedchamber was empty save for the woman sprawled across the table. Her lips were stained with blood, her body cold and stiff. Su Shiyu’s eyes narrowed. He began inspecting the room as the official rambled about how this wasn’t his fault: the woman was dead before he and his men had arrived at the scene.


  Du Yue frowned as he studied the room. His eyes finally landed on the empty bowl next to the frail woman’s hand. He dipped a fingertip into what little liquid was left in the bowl and sniffed it. Realisation dawned on him. He looked round for his cousin but stilled when the woman’s face caught his attention. He leant forward for a better look. Her face was pale, her cheeks sunken. There was a grey cast to her skin. The hand resting on the table looked skeletal.


  “Shiyu.”


  “She was poisoned, wasn’t she?”


  Du Yue nodded. “May I know where her medication is kept? I want to examine it.”


  An attendant led them to the medicine cabinet filled with porcelain bottles—every one, empty. One by one, Du Yue inspected them until he reached a small bottle in the corner. His expression turned grave when he poured from it a small speck of black powder.


  “Is there a problem with this medicine?” asked Su Shiyu.


  His little cousin looked conflicted, so the grand censor ordered the others to leave the room. “Tell me what you found.”


  “I suppose you could call this ‘medicine’, but it might as well be poison if the entire bottle was prescribed to her.”


  Try as he may, the grand censor could not make sense of this information.


  “It’s opium, made from poppies. We rarely see this around. I’ve only come across it a few times in Master Ye’s collection. I heard it’s extremely expensive! It is a wit-altering dust like five-stone powder that is addictive. An addict can go mad if he doesn’t have it. The episodes Lady Tan was purportedly to have suffered? I bet they weren’t the result of some illness. They were caused by this.”


  Su Shiyu narrowed his eyes. “You’re telling me that she wasn’t ill at all. Someone exploited the fact that she was a wordless idiot, convinced Tan Jing that what was essentially poison was medicine, and used that to make him do their bidding.”


  Du Yue scratched his head. “I hadn’t thought that far, but what you said is logical.”


  “Can this be grown in Huainan?”


  “All sorts of poisonous plants can be found in the south. This is one of them.”


  Su Shiyu silently recalled the look on Tan Jing’s face when he talked about his wife. He chuckled, then sighed. “What a fool.”


  


  


  


  


  


  




  Chapter 4


  Chu Mingyun was drying his scrolls and books in the courtyard when news from Lin’an arrived. Warm sunlight poured over the ancient tomes spread across the tiles, and the smell of ink rippled in the midsummer’s breeze. The grand commandant lay with a book on military tactics shielding his eyes. For a moment, he wondered if he had misheard. “Where did you say Chen Xuanwen’s grandson is again?”


  The emotionless man stared across a sea of words and repeated himself: “In the Scarlet Sleeve.”


  “Interesting,” Chu Mingyun said with a laugh. “Did they bring him all the way to the capital to force him into the world’s oldest profession?”


  Qin Zhao floundered, not knowing quite how to react.


  Chu Mingyun tossed the book he was holding. With a light leap that stirred the pages of the book, he crossed the courtyard and landed next to his junior. “No matter. I’ll go take a look. Stay here unless I send for you.”


  “Understood.” Qin Zhao eyed the carpet of scrolls and books. “What about all of your–”


  “I trust you can handle it,” Chu Mingyun said with a flippant wave of his hand.


  Qin Zhao watched his senior leave without any falter. “I s’pose…”


  


  The fragrance of perfume and wine filled the Scarlet Sleeve. Patrons emptied and refilled their cups whilst beautiful maidens giggled in their silvery voices. The sweet singing of a songstress in the main hall rose to the ceiling and into the private rooms upstairs. In comparison, the quiet in this particular room was almost startling.


  Su Shiyu withdrew his assessing gaze and nodded at the attendant as she poured him a cup of tea. “Many thanks.”


  “Ever at your call, my good sir.” The attendant, pink-faced, stepped away.


  “I beg your pardon for the delay, sir,” said Jingnyu as she drew the curtains and secured them on a silver hook before turning around to look at the youth holding her hand. “Come, now. There’s naught to fear.”


  Slowly, the youth stepped forward. He had delicate features and a pale cast to his complexion. His eyes flickered uneasily as he walked up to the man who was scrutinising him.


  “Is your name Chen Siheng?” His voice was gentle.


  The youth nodded.


  Su Shiyu smiled softly. “We should’ve met—when you were a child. You might remember?”


  Chen Siheng stared at the man with uncertainty in his eyes before looking away. He shook his head.


  Su Shiyu’s gaze eventually shifted to the woman. “Where are my manners? I believe I have not thanked you. If you hadn’t saved him, he would have died in the fire.”


  “I was simply at the right place at the right time,” said Jingnyu. “I hardly did anything.”


  “It strikes me as curious, however… How did a delicate maiden like you manage to rescue him from the burning house?”


  Jingnyu smiled as she shook her head. “I did no such thing. He ran out to the street himself, fell over in front of my carriage, and lost consciousness. When I realised that he was but a child, I took pity on him and brought him with me. I’m so glad that someone who knows him is here to claim him.”


  “I see.” Su Shiyu nodded. He stared at Chen Siheng’s lowered head and thought for a long moment. “Listen, young man, I was your grandfather’s colleague. Our two families have always been close, hence why I have searched for you for quite some time.”


  Chen Siheng kept quiet.


  “I’m here to help,” he continued patiently. “You have no reason to fear me.”


  As he listened to that gentle voice, Chen Siheng’s tense body relaxed. Su Shiyu knew it was time.


  “Do you remember anything about that day?”


  Chen Siheng looked up slowly, first at Jingnyu, then at Su Shiyu. His eyes looked blank, as if he were stuck in the memories of that nightmarish night. His lips parted. “I-I don’t remember… There was… t-too much… Everything… on f-fire.”


  Su Shiyu had his questions at the tip of his tongue. But before he could say a word, the youth went on, stammering his way through his reply.


  “I h-heard my father t-talking to… a man he called…”


  “What did he call him?”


  “He–” The youth’s features twisted into an expression of pain. The words left his mouth in a garbled murmur. “…called him Grand–”


  “My good sir! Pray, halt! I beg your pardon, but the good maiden here doesn’t entertain guests!”


  The shrill cry of the madam sent Chen Siheng trembling with alarm. He clamped his mouth shut.


  “If you insist, I suppose I can speak to the maiden, but– No! Pray, halt–”


  The wooden doors swung open with a creak. A sandalwood-scented fan lifted the sheer curtains, revealing a pair of sharp, mesmerising eyes that could only belong to Grand Commandant Chu. Those eyes landed on Su Shiyu first. His lips curved into a smile. “I was wondering why they wouldn’t let me in. I see it’s because they’ve got a special guest.”


  The flustered madam threw a nervous look at Jingnyu as she stood awkwardly next to Chu Mingyun. Jingnyu met her gaze, then smiled. “Let’s not offend the gentleman now that he’s here. You may leave us.”


  The madam heaved a huge sigh of relief before scurrying away. Jingnyu smiled politely at the newcomer. “May I know why you wish to speak to me, my good sir?”


  Chu Mingyun threw her an easy smile and headed straight for Su Shiyu. “Fancy seeing you here. I told you the heavens are trying to tell us something. You wouldn’t believe me.”


  Su Shiyu frowned. “What brings you here?”


  Truly, he had the worst luck. The laws forbade courtiers from patronising unsavoury establishments such as the Scarlet Sleeve. The fact that two top-ranking officials were now gathered in this particular brothel did not bode well for the madam. She was either going to host a wave of courtiers or face off a squad of constables.


  “Why, you’re here. Naturally, I’m here”—Chu Mingyun placed his arm on Su Shiyu’s shoulder and leant in. His grin was as sharp as a dagger—“to catch my adulterous beloved in the act.”


  Su Shiyu stood and shifted away from the man. Despite the smile on his face, he was clearly uncomfortable. “Your sense of humour is as delightful as always.”


  Chu Mingyun’s arm was left hovering in midair before he dropped it. He straightened his sleeves before turning his gaze towards the youth, who had a look of alarm and uneasiness in his eyes. “So, that’s the runt? That’s Chen Siheng?”


  The two courtiers shared a look. Chu Mingyun had not forgotten that his men had run into the grand censor’s secret forces while the late Minister Chen was escorted to his hometown. He had a feeling Su Shiyu hadn’t forgotten either.


  Jingnyu smiled too. “If you are here seeking the lost boy too, then we’re all friends here. Pray, take a seat and have some tea.”


  The two men sat down. Su Shiyu turned towards Chen Siheng. “Don’t worry about him. Let us revisit where you left off. How did your father address the man?”


  Chen Siheng opened his mouth. Jingnyu placed a hand on his shoulder. He shuddered and clammed up, his eyes darting nervously between the two men.


  “Does this unsettle you so?” Jingnyu leant down and gently embraced the youth, her sweet voice ever so soothing. “They’re here to help you, not hurt you. Fear not.”


  Chen Siheng clutched her sleeve tightly and refused to speak.


  Jingnyu sighed softly. “I’m sorry to inform you that he’s been unwell and startles easily since the incident. He must have had quite a fright just now.”


  Chu Mingyun’s lips quirked up. “I suppose I’ve come at a bad time.”


  Jingnyu smiled back. “Of course not. Let me bring him to his chambers. You may ask him your questions once he’s calmed down.”


  “Much obliged, good maiden,” said Su Shiyu.


  “Do forgive him,” Jingnyu said with a curtsy before she led the youth to another room, which lay hidden behind a painted silk screen.


  Su Shiyu took a sip of tea before turning his gaze towards the other man. “I didn’t expect you to care so much about the late minister that you would come to a place like this.”


  “I could say the same about you,” Chu Mingyun said smoothly. “I didn’t expect to find you in a brothel, acting all proper and no-nonsense. How admirable!”


  “I hold myself with respect while on business. What’s wrong with the way I act?”


  Chu Mingyun tilted his head and grinned. “This isn’t exactly a respectable business, so you stand out like a sore thumb.”


  “How should I act then? Pray, tell.”


  Chu Mingyun’s curved eyes didn’t leave Su Shiyu’s as he lowered his voice to a husky murmur. “You wish to learn? Let’s find an empty room. I’ll give you a lesson or two.”


  Su Shiyu frowned in puzzlement. From the corner of his eye, he caught the flush reddening the ears of the attendant standing in the corner of the room. That was when he figured out what the man was insinuating. He took a few deep breaths before saying, “Why do you concern yourself with a dead man who left the world as a peasant?”


  It had been a long while since the grand commandant had witnessed such a terrible attempt at changing the subject. How dull. Chu Mingyun withdrew his gaze. “I owe him that much. I failed to keep him safe, so I’m duty-bound to keep an eye out for his grandson.”


  Su Shiyu was surprised by the answer. Before he could prepare his next question, Jingnyu reappeared with the youth.


  “You finally figured out what happened, runt?” asked Chu Mingyun.


  Chen Siheng cast his gaze downwards. “I-I remember now. My f-father… I remember he addressed the other person as ‘Your Grace’.”


  Something flickered across Su Shiyu’s eyes, but he remained silent.


  The two courtiers asked a few more questions and got vague, garbled responses from the youth. It must have been utter chaos that night. He was too young to know what was going on. If they would get nothing else out of him, there was no point in lingering and wasting time. They stood up and got ready to leave. When Chen Siheng remained frozen to his spot, Chu Mingyun raised an eyebrow.


  “Come along now, runt! Don’t tell me you enjoy yourself too much to leave.”


  Chen Siheng staggered back and cowered behind Jingnyu, who gasped. She started speaking to him in a soft tone, persuading him to leave with the men, but Chen Siheng wouldn’t budge. Despite his pallor, there was a fierce stubbornness in his eyes.


  Su Shiyu laughed softly. “He must trust you, good maiden. We won’t force him to leave against his wishes. It appears we’ll have to trouble you further.”


  The look of surprise faded from Jingnyu’s eyes. She smiled. “ ’Tis no trouble at all. I shall take good care of him.”


  Chu Mingyun gave the two a cryptic look. Then he barked out a laugh and walked out of the room.


  “Lord Chu,” Su Shiyu said after stepping out of the brothel. “There is a teahouse up ahead. Might you have time for a cup of tea?”


  Chu Mingyun turned around slowly. “I thought we just had one.”


  Su Shiyu gave him a look.


  “Eh, why not another?”


  They selected a quiet spot in the teahouse and ordered a pot. Chu Mingyun leant his cheek against his palm as he pushed his teacup aside. “There’s nobody here. Cut to the quick. I’m not in the mood for more tea.”


  Su Shiyu smiled in agreement. “Do you believe his words?”


  “He’s definitely Chen Siheng, but was he telling the truth? I have my doubts.”


  “Great minds think alike. Something about that maiden strikes me as odd, and I couldn’t help but think of another case. If possible, I would like to team up with you again, Lord Chu, as we did in that underground prison.”


  Chu Mingyun hummed. “You found the woman odd, but you still let him stay.”


  “He seemed determined to stay put. Would you have dragged him away?” said Su Shiyu. “This is the capital. The maiden knows that we’ve got our eyes on her. She’s not going to harm him if she wants to keep her cover. We need not worry about her.”


  Chu Mingyun simply smiled. “What is it that you need me for?”


  Su Shiyu’s fingers brushed his teacup. “Lord Chu, you and I both know that someone is trying to stir trouble in the capital. We might not get along, but in the face of a common enemy, we could try to be allies.”


  “Why do you keep insisting that we don’t get along when I’m so madly in love with you?” Chu Mingyun sighed loudly. “You break my heart.”


  Su Shiyu gave him a look. “Lord Chu.”


  “Fine. Go on.”


  Su Shiyu withdrew his gaze. “The Capital Police have been investigating an underground gambling den. Unfortunately, it is extremely well hidden, and they weren’t able to uncover anything of significance. During my search for Chen Siheng, I discovered that it has dealings with the Scarlet Sleeve.”


  Chu Mingyun thought for a moment. The smile on his lips deepened. “The brothel is a place where information is exchanged, whilst the gambling den is a place where money changes hands. It would take a truly shrewd person to decide to run both.”


  Su Shiyu nodded. “Would you join me for a visit?”


  Chu Mingyun chuckled. “I would be honoured.”


  


  The last rays of the sun sank behind towering peaks. Night descended as moonlight spilt forth, illuminating a bamboo grove on the outskirts of Chang’an. Shadows stirred in the breeze. Amidst the tranquil trees, adrift in the wind, were snippets of human conversation.


  “I start to doubt that you’ve asked me to investigate a gambling den, Lord Su.”


  “What makes you say that?”


  “Just look. There’s nobody here. This feels more like a moonlight tryst. Speak plainly: have you fallen in love with me? Are you going to have your way with me now?”


  “And what would I do with you?”


  Chu Mingyun straightened his own robes, his sandalwood fan in hand. He gave Su Shiyu a cryptic smile as he stared at the man’s back. “There’s plenty you could do with me. Let us talk about that. I could teach you the fastest way to strip naked. You can tell me how you like–”


  “Lord Chu.” Su Shiyu whirled around suddenly. “If I may be frank…”


  Chu Mingyun froze under his gaze. “Yes?”


  “I cannot remember the last time we had a normal conversation.”


  The grand commandant clammed up.


  Su Shiyu turned around and padded forward. His foot suddenly landed on something hard. He bent forward, bringing his fire tube up to the base of a bamboo for a closer look. Then he stuck his hand into the earth, stabbing his fingers into the base of the bamboo, and yanked out a thin metal ring. Mechanisms moaned and groaned as a small patch of earth flipped over, sending bits of soil and dust flying.


  Chu Mingyun stepped back with his nose and mouth covered until the dust settled. The flat piece of earth that had flipped over was actually a metal panel that hid a stone staircase beneath it. Narrow and unlit, the path down looked like a passage to hell.


  “Is that the entrance to the gambling den?” Chu Mingyun couldn’t hide the derision in his voice. “Who the hell’s going to be in the mood for gambling after going down that?”


  “I must ask you to bear with this. Unfortunately, we bought our information from gamblers of lesser status. Those who are of nobler status enter through another path. The Capital Police have not raided the place precisely because the gamblers might escape through the various routes before the constables even find their way inside.”


  Chu Mingyun scoffed.


  Su Shiyu put out his fire tube. He was about to go in when he turned to the grand commandant. “The tunnel might be pitch black. Will you be fine with that?”


  “What if I’m not? Will you hold my hand?” asked Chu Mingyun casually. To his surprise, the grand censor clasped his fingers around his wrist gently.


  Moonlight spilt earthwards, casting dappled shadows in the bamboo grove. Su Shiyu turned around. His smile was faint and luminous at the same time. “Shall we?”


  The witty grand commandant drew a blank.


  They entered the dark passage and carefully descended the stone steps. Su Shiyu was right. There was no light at all. Darkness blanketed them. The air got chillier as they kept descending. It was a chill that lingered on their skin and seeped into their bones. Chu Mingyun felt a ring of heat around his wrist, the only part of his body that felt warm. It sank through the sleeve and kissed his bare skin—this scorching heat from Su Shiyu’s hand.


  Nobody spoke. Muted footsteps trailed down the steps.


  After some time, the two men felt the descent shift to an ascent. Light that started out as a distant, dim glow flared up into brightness moments later. They were in some sort of valley. The sight of elaborate corridors and sculpted roofs unfurled before them like a painting. The towering building before them soared into the sky as lights illuminated the heavens, transforming night to day.


  The attendants in front of the red gates all had masks on. One rushed up to the two men as they approached the gates. He greeted them and handed them two white masks. “Welcome to the Joykeeper’s Hall, gentlemen! We hope you enjoy yourselves.”


  Chu Mingyun examined the well-crafted mask in his hand. “Is this necessary?”


  “We know that our patrons are eager to keep their identities a secret. The mask allows them to feel more comfortable as they patronise our establishment.”


  The mask covered most of the face, leaving only the mouth and chin exposed. Chu Mingyun and Su Shiyu exchanged a look before laughing softly to themselves. Then they pushed the gates open and stepped into the thick of it. The scent of spirits and rouge hung heavy in the air as the sound of clinking coins and a songstress’ singing punctuated the cacophony of shouting and cursing. With a sweeping glance, the courtiers took in the sight of gamblers crowded around tables whilst beautiful escorts made their way through the crowd and mingled with the patrons.


  Chu Mingyun stared at Su Shiyu’s moving lips. He tugged him closer and whispered into his ear. “What were you saying?”


  Su Shiyu stilled. He did not push Chu Mingyun away. “I said we won’t find anything here. We have to find a way to speak to the housemaster.”


  “I have a feeling that you’ve got a plan.”


  “The patrons aren’t just drawn to this place because they can bet on anything. Our informants told us that this place had one rule. The person who makes the most winnings at the tables can have a round with the housemaster. If they win, the housemaster promises to fulfil any wish they ask.”


  “Any wish?” Chu Mingyun scoffed derisively. What arrogance. Even the emperor wouldn’t dare promise something like that.


  Su Shiyu nodded. “That’s why I found this place odd. It’s not just any ordinary gambling den,” he said before turning towards Chu Mingyun. Mere inches separated them. He was able to look directly into the grand commandant’s eyes. Clear and bright they were… Su Shiyu snapped out of it and took a step back.


  Somehow, with one look, Chu Mingyun understood why the grand censor had requested assistance. “You don’t know how to gamble?”


  “Of course I don’t,” Su Shiyu smiled. “I might be able to hold my own at a simple dice game like sic bo, but unfortunately, the most common games played here seem to be pai gow or the like, which I know nothing about.”


  Chu Mingyun laughed. “What a coincidence. I, too, don’t know the art of gambling.”


  The grand censor’s gaze fixed on him.


  Chu Mingyun could sense the shock despite the mask that hid most of his features. He stared back. “Do I really look like someone who’d while his time away gambling and consorting with prostitutes?”


  Su Shiyu looked away. “Of course not.”


  Chu Mingyun raised his eyebrow. “At the end of the day, I’m a soldier. The military is governed by strict rules, and discipline is key. Regardless of my character, I must lead by example when it comes to matters like this.”


  “Forgive me for my assumptions,” Su Shiyu said before pausing in a rare display of uncertainty. “Should we return and reconsider our strategy, then?”


  “Of course not. We’re already here.”


  Chu Mingyun cast his gaze at the largest table in the middle of the hall, completely surrounded by people. The mountains of chips piling on the table were visible from where he was. Everyone playing at the table was dressed in the finest silk and had an attendant standing behind them, ready to answer their every beck and call. One of them caught Chu Mingyun’s eye in particular. The young man was dressed in lavender robes and adorned with exquisite accessories that spoke of refined sophistication. The fan in his hand had a jade spine lined with gold. Painted on its face was a painting by a renowned artist. The young man tossed two black tiles onto the table. Despite the distance that separated them, Chu Mingyun could sense the flippancy of the gesture. The ostentatious act was clearly meant to impress.


  “Why does that dandy look familiar?” he blurted.


  Su Shiyu followed his gaze. “Judging by his dress, I believe he is Xu Tong, the son of Deputy Minister of War Xu Yin, who is a member of the Chu faction.”


  After all, the scions of the capital were easier to differentiate by the way they dressed. A mere mask wasn’t going to hide that distasteful aura that these prodigals exuded.


  Chu Mingyun was more concerned about something else. “Why did you have to point out that he belongs to the Chu faction?”


  “I thought it might jog your memory.”


  Chu Mingyun decided to let the matter slide. He stared at the table for some time. Then, he smiled. “If this gambling den is truly hiding a devious scheme, I might have an idea to uncover it… only I’m not sure if you will play along.”


  “What is this idea?”


  As Chu Mingyun whispered in his ear, something flickered across Su Shiyu’s eyes.


  “I’ll gladly play the role,” he chuckled.


  “You won’t regret it, will you?”


  “As long as you take the lead.” Su Shiyu scanned his surroundings. They had been standing there and talking for quite some time. While they weren’t in a particularly noticeable spot, their presence had drawn some curious looks. He took a step back and raised his voice slightly, “Don’t worry, my dear sir. I won’t tell anyone that you were here.”


  “I haven’t spoilt you for nothing.” Chu Mingyun beamed before strolling towards the busiest table in the centre.


  Xu Tong had just won the latest round. His attendant hurriedly swept all the golden winnings over to his side of the table as he looked on smugly. The few players who had lost the game didn’t look upset at all. In fact, they started buttering the scion up.


  “Lady Fortune is smiling on you today, Master Xu!”


  “She’s been doing that quite a lot. You’ve been on a winning streak for the past few days! It won’t be long before you get invited for a game with the housemaster.”


  “Won’t be long, surely! Have you thought of your wish? Don’t forget us after you become rich and powerful.”


  “I’m just here to have fun,” Xu Tong said with a flippant wave of his hand. “I don’t have anything I want to wish for. Being rich and powerful is no fun. I’ve seen what it’s like to live as an emperor. It’s nothing to die for. It simply can’t compare to the carefree lives we have.”


  Chu Mingyun scoffed out loud. His laugh sounded deafening in the sudden silence that followed Xu Tong’s bragging.


  The scion turned around with a frown, then everyone’s eyes landed on the rude newcomer—a man with a striking figure, whose lips were curved in a faint smile and eyes glimmered with a cold light behind the mask. He leant lazily against the table, completely unaffected by the eyes assessing him.


  Xu Tong could tell that this was a man of noble or wealthy status. He tamped down on the annoyance bubbling inside him. “Why do you laugh?”


  Another quiet scoff. “I laugh, for he who doesn’t know his place is a frog at the bottom of the well who thinks himself free and easy.”


  “What are you insinuating?”


  “Just that someone caught a distant glimpse of imperial bearing and now fancies himself an expert. Won a few rounds in some dingy gambling den and forgot who he was, did he?”


  Xu Tong bristled. “I know full well who I am. And who are you, exactly? You speak of ‘imperial bearing’ as if you know it intimately.”


  Chu Mingyun threw him a dismissive look. “I daresay I know it far better than you, for once upon a time, I stood alongside His Maje–”


  “My dear sir,” Su Shiyu interrupted him at the perfect moment.


  Chu Mingyun looked at the man in white standing behind him before smiling. “No matter. It’s all in the past. Nothing significant, at any rate.”


  The gamekeeper happened to be the overseer of operations on the ground floor. His head shot up when he heard what Chu Mingyun had said. “How may I address you, good sir?”


  “The surname’s Lin.”


  The overseer searched his memory furiously, yet no important figure of that family name who resided in the capital came to mind. Before he could attempt further questions, Xu Tong cut him off.


  “Let’s suppose you’re someone important. If you think this is just some pathetic gambling den, what are you doing here?”


  The few people who had been cosying up to Xu Tong finally collected themselves. There weren’t any key officials in court whose surname was Lin. Xu Tong’s forceful tone convinced them that this Mister Lin was only acting.


  “That’s right,” one said. “He’s causing a scene for no good reason. Mister, are you upset because you lost a few rounds too many at the table?”


  Chu Mingyun sneered before wrapping his arm around Su Shiyu’s waist. “My sweetheart here found the capital awfully boring, so I decided to take him somewhere interesting. I didn’t expect this venue to be a disappointment. I certainly didn’t expect to be amongst braggarts tooting their own horn.”


  Su Shiyu threw a look at the grand commandant. This wasn’t the role that he had expected to play.


  While everyone around the table was stunned by the brazen display of affection, Chu Mingyun pinched Su Shiyu’s chin and leant in. “Now you’ve seen it, darling,” he said in a husky voice. “Rather than stay in such a boring establishment, let us go home and drink instead.”


  His few exchanges with the man had taught Chu Mingyun how much the grand censor shied away from physical contact. Unfortunately, with the many eyes watching them, Su Shiyu had to stick to his character. Fortunately, this was for work, and Su Shiyu was nothing if not professional. Albeit slightly stiff, he kept his cool and didn’t retreat.


  The overseer mulled over the mysterious patron’s words and concluded that he wasn’t from the capital. Although the face of the man in white was not visible, he held himself with great poise and elegance. If the mysterious patron could keep such a refined gentleman for his pleasure, the overseer thought, this might just be the son of some duke who had sneaked out of his domain for some fun.


  A dramatic pause as Su Shiyu pondered the suggestion. Before he could answer, the overseer said, “Please don’t leave just yet, good gentlemen. There may not be anything that catches your eye on the ground floor, but we have got plenty of interesting games upstairs.”


  “Is that so?” Chu Mingyun threw the overseer a look before turning towards Su Shiyu. “Might that interest you, my sweetheart?”


  The question ended on a note so saccharine that Su Shiyu could feel his hair stand. He nearly shoved the man away, but he collected himself. “A look won’t hurt.”


  “Very well.” Chu Mingyun took the designated seat of the house, then threw a look at Xu Tong. “Done staring? You got the guts for another round?”


  “I’ll show you,” Xu Tong hissed, then glared at his attendant. His chips were quickly placed on the table. “I’m putting my money where my mouth is.”


  The other scions placed their bets as well. An attendant of the gambling den exchanged the notes that Chu Mingyun handed him for chips. Xu Tong snickered when the puny stack was placed on the table.


  “For all the airs you put up, that’s a sorry pile. I can’t believe you have the gall to be the house with so little money. I feel embarrassed playing with you.”


  Indeed, this was the biggest table on the ground floor, where thousands could change hands in a single game, but no sane man went around with banknotes worth that much on him. That gave Xu Tong the perfect opportunity to make a jibe at the arrogant newcomer. Of course, the grand commandant couldn’t be bothered with the immature scion.


  “Let’s up the stakes, then,” Su Shiyu chimed.


  Chu Mingyun whipped around in surprise as the grand censor produced a white jade pendant from his sleeve. The exquisitely fashioned ornament shimmered faintly in his palm as he held it out to the attendant.


  “Exchange this for more chips.”


  The attendant stared at the pendant with wide eyes. It clearly cost a fortune. Chu Mingyun grabbed Su Shiyu’s hand before he could hand it over. “Pay his words no mind. Don’t you worry I might lose it?”


  Su Shiyu smilingly placed the jade in the other man’s hand. “Anything for you, my dear sir.”


  Chu Mingyun chuckled, the warmth of the man exuding from the stone. He pushed the pendant back into Su Shiyu’s hand and pinched his chin. “You’re so good to me. I couldn’t possibly bear to spend your money. We’ve got enough chips. You need only watch whilst I make them weep over losses.”


  Xu Tong, who knew a few things about precious stones, was astounded at the sight of the jade pendant. Heart pounding, he was wondering if he had in fact offended someone important when he comprehended the threat. “What is that supposed to mean?”


  Chu Mingyun smirked. “I heard you say there’s nothing you want. Well, I’ll grant you your wish. Show us how free and easy you are when you part with all your money. Try not to cry. I don’t know how to console children.”


  “Hmph! Don’t get ahead of yourself. Just watch!” Xu Tong sent his chips tumbling onto the table in a hard shove. He didn’t care who Chu Mingyun was. He was going to make him pay for the disrespect.


  The commotion had drawn quite a crowd. The other scions told the overseer to deal the tiles whilst they tried to pacify their friend.


  The overseer studied Chu Mingyun carefully as he shook the dice. “Mister Lin, you have both wealth and companionship. Is there anything else you wish for?”


  “Of course.” Chu Mingyun studied the other players and tried to suss out the objective and rules.


  “Why not share it with us so that I can tell if it is within our means?”


  “I thought you claimed that everything was within your means.”


  The overseer smiled as he dealt the tiles. “Indeed, but some wishes are more easily fulfilled than others. We like to be prepared.”


  Following the other players, Chu Mingyun split his four tiles into two even stacks. “What if I told you that my wish was to lie with Su Shiyu the Grand Censor?”


  Silence descended upon the table instantly. Su Shiyu’s hand fell soundlessly on his shoulder.


  The overseer froze. He wasn’t sure if the mysterious patron had seen through the probe or if he was genuinely that irreverent.


  Meanwhile, Chu Mingyun examined the tiles in his hand expressionlessly, refusing to look at Su Shiyu.


  Xu Tong burst into sudden laughter. “And you’ve the nerve to lecture me? You, of all people, daring to set your sights on the grand censor!” He shook his head derisively. “Just look at you—all dolled up and dripping with seduction. Even if they could drag Lord Su here, you think you’d be the one pinning him down? You may like men, but you cannot like them all.”


  “Whom should I pick then?” Chu Mingyun asked earnestly.


  “They say now that Grand Commandant Chu fancies men. He looks like he’d be a wildcat in bed. A night with him would surely be more ecstatic.”


  Everyone flushed instantly. Some of Xu Tong’s peers had caught a glimpse of the two ducal ministers from afar. Despite their complete lack of interest in men, they couldn’t help the sudden swell of desire at the thought of…


  Su Shiyu tightened his grip on Chu Mingyun’s shoulder. He was worried that the former soldier might just start a fight there and then.


  Chu Mingyun simply laughed. “That’s who you’re interested in?” He sounded strangely good-natured.


  Xu Tong was slightly puzzled by this reaction. He laughed a moment later. “I might just consider it after I win all your money.”


  Chu Mingyun grinned. “Remember what you’ve said.”


  Xu Tong froze. The look in Mister Lin’s eyes before he looked away had been icy. For a moment, Xu Tong wondered if he had imagined it. A sudden chill seeped into his chest. When he finally recovered from his startlement, it was time to reveal everyone’s hand.


  Chu Mingyun studied the tiles quietly and concluded that the objectives and rules of the game were similar to those of sic bo. Two sets of tiles were played over two rounds. Those who won both rounds were declared the winner, those who lost both, the loser. A draw is declared for those who only won one round. As the other three players revealed their hands in succession, the crowd called out:


  “Sevens!”


  “Board!”


  Chu Mingyun had no idea what the terms meant. Instead of strategising, he tossed the tiles with the higher points onto the table.


  “Plum!” the overseer yelled. “The house wins!”


  Xu Tong froze. He didn’t expect the mysterious patron to be that lucky. He broke out of his stupor when he caught the look from the man. “Round two!” he shouted before flipping his tiles over. He hadn’t built up his little mountain of chips over the past few days purely because of sycophants who went easy on him. He did have some measure of Lady Fortune’s favour.


  Chu Mingyun did his maths, then grimaced. He wasn’t going to beat anyone with this hand. His eyes swept across the open tiles on the table as he ignored the audience’s demands to reveal his hand and perplexed them with the cryptic smile on his lips.


  “What’s wrong? Can’t take the loss?” someone yelled impatiently. “Come on, stop dallying and show us your hand!”


  The overseer froze when he caught the smile lighting up the mysterious patron’s eyes.


  Chu Mingyun pushed the tiles towards the overseer. “Here, you show it. Make sure they get a good look.”


  The overseer took a peek at the tiles, and his face stiffened. He threw an uncertain look at Chu Mingyun, who smiled as he cradled his cheek in his palm.


  “Go on.”


  The overseer felt an invisible, crushing weight on his shoulders, snuffing out breath from his lungs, as the mysterious patron stared coldly at him with the eyes of a man used to dictating who lived or died. He flinched. His gaze shied away as he rubbed the face of the tiles repeatedly. Then he took a deep breath…


  “A three and a six—supreme! The house wins the pot!”


  The overseer flipped the tiles over, revealing the bright red and white pips on the black tiles. The hand was the best hand possible in pai gow. There was an instant uproar. Xu Tong slammed the table and shot up, staring at the tiles in disbelief.


  Su Shiyu, ever the quiet observer, smiled. He now understood why the grand commandant had been confident of winning as long as this wasn’t an ordinary gambling den. The housemaster wasn’t truly interested in running a business—not when buying the allegiance of officials and nobles could help them disrupt the power balance in the capital. It didn’t matter if luck wasn’t on Chu Mingyun’s side; the staff would help them cheat their way to a win.


  The overseer stepped away from the table and bowed. “Mister Lin, this way, please.”


  Chu Mingyun and Su Shiyu were led upstairs to a room well furnished with illuminated pearls and glimmering beaded curtains. Beautiful maidservants served them tea and snacks as the overseer bowed again.


  “I pray for your patience whilst I inform my master of your presence,” he said before leaving the room.


  Chu Mingyun poured himself a cup of tea before joining Su Shiyu in gazing out of the window, into the night. “Might I know your thoughts?”


  Su Shiyu’s gaze slid towards the maidservants in the corner. He said into Chu Mingyun’s ear, “I’ve just realised where we are.”


  Chu Mingyun pulled Su Shiyu into his arms. His dark hair poured down his shoulder and brushed against the grand censor’s ear. From afar, they looked as if they were caught in a moment of intimacy.


  “And where is that?”


  Su Shiyu frowned. “A few miles west of Chang’an—in the uninhabited hills, where some unmarked graves lie. This must be why no one could find them. The valley used to be a mass grave.”


  Chu Mingyun held his teacup to Su Shiyu’s lips. “If the housemaster is in the building, should we get the Ministry of Justice to send their men?”


  “Not for me,” said Su Shiyu as he pushed the teacup away. “By the sound of it, you have some means of reaching them.”


  Chu Mingyun scoffed and emptied his cup. “You wouldn’t even drink the tea I poured for you. You’re definitely holding a grudge.” He heaved a loud sigh. “I told you. It was just a joke. I can’t believe you’re actually jealous.”


  Su Shiyu shoved away the arm around his waist as he scrambled for words.


  Chu Mingyun grabbed his fleeing hand and beamed. “Don’t worry. Even if there were tens of thousands of Su Shiyus out there, I wouldn’t bat an eyelid. I only have eyes for you, my sweetheart.”


  Su Shiyu had mixed feelings about that. “Really?” he finally said evenly.


  Chu Mingyun feigned an exasperated sigh. “I’ll pen it down in black and white for you if you don’t believe me.” He turned towards the maidservants, who were staring at them. “May I have some stationery?”


  They nodded furiously before fetching ink, paper, and a brush. They lined them neatly on the table, then waited for further instructions from Chu Mingyun.


  “He’s shy. Pray, leave us alone, but do let us know when the overseer and the housemaster arrive.”


  The maidservants nodded and left the room. The youngest of them trailed behind everyone. As she shut the door, she stole a glimpse at Su Shiyu and flushed brightly.


  “Your cunning is truly unmatched,” Su Shiyu said after it was clear that the two of them were alone.


  Chu Mingyun neatly ripped off a slip of paper. “Why does that not sound like a compliment?”


  “Naturally, I’d have preferred some other means that are more… proper.”


  Chu Mingyun simply shrugged. “Fine, you may touch me as much as you want to get back at me.”


  Su Shiyu turned around. He rolled his sleeves up, dipped the brush in ink, and started penning his letter.


  Chu Mingyun chuckled, then watched quietly. Then he produced a small glossy piece of jade that emitted a soundless whistle when he blew it. Within moments, his call was answered by a cry outside the window. A ball of black feathers flew in and landed on his shoulder, chirping happily at the man before it started preening.


  When the ink on the paper dried, Chu Mingyun rolled the slip up and slotted it into the bamboo tube on the bird’s foot. With a few flaps of its wings, it quickly disappeared into the horizon. “Let’s hope the old mule of a minister doesn’t chase Qin Zhao off simply because he’s my man.”


  “Minister Lu knows what he must do when it matters.” Su Shiyu paused. “The messenger bird–”


  Chu Mingyun cut him off with a wave of his hand just as a knock sounded at the door. The overseer asked to come in.


  “A trick my late master taught me,” Chu Mingyun whispered before raising his voice, “You may come in.”


  The carved wooden doors slid open. The overseer stepped inside with a young man. The latter smiled at them before introducing himself.


  “I am Mu, the housemaster of the Joykeeper’s Hall. Pleased to meet your acquaintance, Mister Lin.”


  “The pleasure is all mine.” Chu Mingyun nodded with an ambiguous smirk. “I didn’t expect such a young man to be running an establishment of this scale. I’m impressed.”


  The housemaster murmured a standard reply of humility. “I assure you that we have privacy here. Perhaps you may wish to remove your masks before we proceed further?”


  While Chu Mingyun was hesitating, Su Shiyu removed his mask.


  “Housemaster Mu,” he said with a polite smile. “A question, if I may?”


  The man stilled at the sight of Su Shiyu’s face. When Chu Mingyun removed his mask too, those eyes flitted between their faces before he finally averted his gaze with a nervous smile. “My deepest apologies, sirs… I did not expect to be graced with such beauty.”


  “No matter,” said Chu Mingyun.


  “No offence taken,” said Su Shiyu. “Have we met before, Housemaster Mu?”


  “No.”


  “Is that so?” Su Shiyu smiled. “Why do I find you familiar?”


  Housemaster Mu smiled back. “There are men aplenty who share similar features. I have an unremarkable face. Perhaps I remind you of someone you know.”


  A look of realisation appeared in Su Shiyu’s eyes as he looked away. “Now that I think about it, you do resemble a younger friend of mine. I must have been mistaken. My apologies.”


  Chu Mingyun glanced at him. “Who might that be?”


  Su Shiyu chuckled. “On account of our families’ relationship, he calls me ‘brother’. In fact, you might be his acquaintance too.”


  Alarm flickered across the man’s eyes. Yet the look on his face was void of all emotion as he changed the topic. “Since we have two gentlemen in our midst, we cannot stick to the unrefined games that are played downstairs. Why don’t we play something else?”


  “Like what?” asked Chu Mingyun.


  Housemaster Mu smiled. “Please give me a moment. I’ll get everything ready.”


  He summoned the maidservants in to attend to the two guests, then instructed the overseer to follow him out of the room. A dark look fell on his face as soon as he stepped outside. “What’s wrong with you?” he hissed. “Why did you bring them up?”


  The overseer froze. “I was simply following the rules…”


  “The rules?” Housemaster Mu glared. “Is there a rule on letting men up without finding out who they are?”


  The overseer shuddered. He had secretly aided them to win the game. “Get the dancers to buy some time. If we hurry, we should be able to clear the building in time.”


  Housemaster Mu smashed his fist into a pillar, his lips twisted in contempt. “That’s Chu Mingyun and Su Shiyu in the room. Only a fool would think we can escape unscathed. What’s worse, I think Su Shiyu knows who I am.”


  “Impossible.” The overseer stared at the exquisitely crafted mask on his boss’s face. “I think he was playing you, master.”


  “Didn’t you see that smile of his? It means he knows, but he doesn’t want to expose you. He’s always been that way since I can remember.”


  “Master, what do you think…”


  The look in Mu’s eyes grew dark with violence. He clenched his jaw. “He’s forced our hand.” He whirled around suddenly. “Send word to the Scarlet Sleeve. I don’t care about the rest, but make sure Jingnyu leaves Chang’an as soon as possible.”


  


  


  


  


  




  Chapter 5


  By the time the last drops of tea were poured, Housemaster Mu returned with a troupe of dancers. Perfume filled the room as the dainty girls—with fair skin and alluring curves barely hidden beneath sheer, crimson fabric—trailed in behind him in a line, batting their painted eyes.


  “Mister Lin, pray, close your eyes,” said the housemaster. “The maidens will dance around you. After the end of the song, you will guess which one of them is holding something. If you get it right, you win. How is that?”


  Chu Mingyun hung his arm around Su Shiyu’s shoulder and eyed the dancers nonchalantly. “Housemaster Mu, I’ve just made a promise of loyalty and faithfulness to my sweetheart, and here you are, offering me such a dangerous treat. You will surely get me banned from my own bed for the next few nights.”


  Su Shiyu didn’t avoid the intimate touch. Uninterested in joining the conversation, he simply kept sipping his tea.


  “If you’re not comfortable with the rules of the game, you could come back again when I’ve thought of some other interesting game.”


  “I didn’t say I wasn’t comfortable. Why, are you in such a hurry to get rid of us?” Chu Mingyun smirked. “Come, let us play.”


  Housemaster Mu threw a look at the dancers. One approached with a red ribbon, but Su Shiyu gestured for her to stop with a polite smile. “Good maiden, if you could kindly allow me.”


  The grand censor took the ribbon and examined it briefly. It was soft and silky—an ordinary ribbon. He turned towards Chu Mingyun, who had amusement in his eyes before he shut them, as if he were offering himself to Su Shiyu. The ribbon wound around his eyes and ended in a knot behind his head. Su Shiyu’s touch was gentle. A faint fragrance kissed Chu Mingyun’s cheeks as the grand censor’s sleeves shifted above him. For a moment, he basked in the care of the grand censor. It felt nice…


  Su Shiyu led the blindfolded man to the centre of the room before returning to his corner quietly.


  Housemaster Mu couldn’t stop himself from stealing a look at Su Shiyu. To his dismay, their eyes met. He turned back quickly, coughed out a nervous laugh, then clapped once. “Let’s start the game.”


  The notes to a lovely melody filled the room, rising and falling as the dancers twirled and pranced around Chu Mingyun, their limbs flowing like gentle waves, their crimson robes rippling like the sea. Layers upon layers of red spun around a solitary eye—a pillar of dark blue cut off from the rest of the room as it got swathed in a dreamlike, crimson glow. It was just a dance. It hid no malicious intent. Yet Su Shiyu couldn’t help but frown and feel nervous.


  As the music reached its climax, the circle of dancers spun ever more quickly. Graceful hands brushed against Chu Mingyun’s robes so swiftly that the grand censor could hardly tell which dancer they belonged to. All he could see were sheer muslin and fair skin, light and shadow. The grand commandant was trapped in a cave of demonesses, and temptation was drawing him deeper into a dream with these alluring beings.


  Suddenly, one of the dancers stumbled and crashed into the wall. The reverie was shattered. The music stopped. The dancers, who had been but inches away from Chu Mingyun, leapt away instantly, clearly well-trained. The dancer by the wall stared stupidly at the sandalwood fan sticking out of her abdomen. As she opened her mouth, blood spluttered from it and stained her crimson robes a darker red. A dagger slipped from her hand, hitting the floor with a loud clank.


  Chu Mingyun tugged a corner of his blindfold down. He turned to the injured maiden, the red of the ribbons stained the corner of his smiling eye like rouge. “I’ve guessed right. Does that mean I’ve won?”


  Housemaster Mu was the first to recover from his stunned stupor. “What are you waiting for?” he roared.


  A group of men dressed in black crashed into the room. The dancers broke out of their daze, pulled their swords from a zither in a corner, and charged at Chu Mingyun.


  Su Shiyu retreated, flinging his teacup out. As the man leading the charge tried to dodge the scalding tea, a blueish shadow fell upon him. Pain flared up in his wrist as Chu Mingyun seized his sword. The teacup smashed into his kneecap, sending him to his knees and the rest of the attackers into disarray. Chu Mingyun swung the stolen blade around, slicing through the droplets in the air in order to slice the housemaster’s throat.


  Housemaster Mu countered the attack instantly, grabbing a table and flinging it towards Chu Mingyun before retreating. Chu Mingyun met the table head-on, the blade singing as it slashed through the thick wood. The round table shattered in a series of loud cracks, forcing everyone to retreat to avoid the exploding splinters.


  As most of the assailants threw themselves at Chu Mingyun, Su Shiyu wove nimbly between the blades in his way before grabbing one black-clad man and thrusting him forward. A blade pierced through the man’s chest from behind, whilst the sudden drop of his body on the remaining attackers led to further chaos. With a moment to spare, Su Shiyu turned towards Chu Mingyun and was startled by the sight that greeted him.


  Within just a few moves, Housemaster Mu had been forced into a corner and had to rely on his swarming attackers to keep Chu Mingyun at bay. The grand commandant, however, wasn’t distracted by these attacks and quickly cleared his path with a few attacks. His unobstructed eyes never strayed from Housemaster Mu as he headed straight for him in a manner most intimidating.


  This was a general—the cold, hard truth hit Su Shiyu. He could picture the grand commandant on the battlefield, astride his steed amidst thousands of soldiers, charging into enemy formation, cutting men down, defeating the enemy general, and seizing the enemy banner.


  Chu Mingyun was a beautiful man with striking features. The constant faint smile on his lips and sultry beauty had earned him condescension and contempt from old and stubborn officials in court. That smile was absent now. The look in his eyes was sharp, his pursed lips stiff. A distinct aura of violence emanated from his person. Apparently, murder could be an act of beauty. His every move brought a new death—and it was breathtaking.


  “For three generations we have served on the battlefield, and for the fourth you shall serve in the court.”


  Su Shiyu broke free from his thoughts and was greeted by an incoming blade from the side. He jerked backwards. As the blade shot past his nose, he grabbed the attacker’s wrist and snapped it toward its owner. The blade struck flesh. Blood sprayed into the air.


  Meanwhile, Housemaster Mu was on his last leg. His weapon left his fingers and flew away. Chu Mingyun’s sword was headed his way. He inhaled sharply, then raised his arms. He grunted in pain as the attack landed on his flesh.


  Chu Mingyun let go of his sword and struck at Housemaster Mu with a quick palm to the chest. The black-clad men swung their blades down at him. With a quick dodge, Chu Mingyun evaded the attack and shifted away from the man. Housemaster Mu shuddered, broken ribs rattling in his chest, then spat out a mouthful of blood. He fled towards the window and looked outside. Before his pursuer could reach him, he leapt out.


  Chu Mingyun managed to grab his collar, but the latter eventually wrestled himself free. In the tussle, Chu Mingyun pulled something out from the man’s robes. Before he could take a closer look, Housemaster Mu had landed on the ground. In the blink of an eye, he disappeared into the grove.


  Chu Mingyun whirled around and eyed the scene before him. Most of the dancers and black-clad men were wounded. They took a step away from Chu Mingyun and eyed him warily. Their master had escaped. They had no idea what to do.


  The drumming of hooves drifted in from afar. Chu Mingyun looked out the window. A train of torches streamed through the grove towards the gambling den. The frown on Chu Mingyun’s brow faded. He smiled. “My sweetheart–”


  Su Shiyu threw him a look. He had taken down everyone around him without getting a single speck of blood on his robes.


  Chu Mingyun coughed. “I mean, Lord Su, the men from the Ministry of Justice have arrived. Just in time.”


  The torches and banners swiftly drew close on horseback, all visible from the window.


  Su Shiyu smiled at those still standing. “Resistance is futile. Accept your defeat.”


  The black-clad men and dancers exchanged a look with one another. After some hesitation, they finally laid down their weapons.


  It didn’t take long for the Ministry of Justice to have the Joykeeper’s Hall surrounded. They searched each floor and had everyone taken back for trial. After some time, Chu Mingyun tired of watching the arrests and started examining the object in his hand under the light. It was a bronze token, its distinct curves shaped in the form of some mythical beast. He kept fiddling with it as he wondered what it was meant for.


  Footsteps approached from behind. “The forest has been searched,” Su Shiyu said. “They’ve found bloodstains but not Housemaster Mu.”


  Chu Mingyun slipped the token into his sleeve before turning around. “No matter. I wounded him quite badly. He may well die before he’s found. Let’s start interrogating his men.”


  Su Shiyu bowed. “On behalf of Minister Lu, I thank you for your help.”


  Chu Mingyun shrugged. “You can save your gratitude. I just wish he would stop glaring at me like he wants to eat me alive.”


  Su Shiyu smiled.


  “By the way,” Chu Mingyun said. “What’s the housemaster’s real name?”


  Su Shiyu shook his head. “If I knew, I wouldn’t have kept up with the act or sent men to search for him in the forest.”


  “Huh… So, you were lying.”


  “Not exactly. His face rang some bells, but I don’t remember to whom it belongs. I lied because I wanted to trick him into losing his composure.”


  “Why were you so sure that you were older than he?”


  Su Shiyu gave Chu Mingyun an odd look. “Couldn’t you tell that he was younger than us both?”


  “Well, yes, of course I could.”


  The cry of a bird pierced the dawning sky. A black bird swooped down and landed on Chu Mingyun’s raised arm, ending the moment before it could turn awkward.


  Chu Mingyun smiled as he read the delivered letter. “It appears that there is more work to be done. Someone is sneaking out of Chang’an and heading our way. If we head back right now, we might just run into them.”


  


  The dawning sky was a faint grey, the mountains shrouded in thinning mist. A carriage sped out of Chang’an, swerved off the road, and into the woods.


  Jingnyu looked solemn, her thoughts hidden behind her blank gaze. Curled up next to her in the carriage, Chen Siheng lifted a corner of the curtains and took a look at the trees speeding by. After a long moment, he couldn’t take it anymore. He tugged at Jingnyu’s sleeve.


  “Miss Jingnyu,” he said softly, then repeated himself a few times before Jingnyu broke out of her daze and graced him with a brittle smile.


  “What’s wrong?”


  The look that Chen Siheng gave her was filled with worry. “Why are we leaving the city in the middle of the night? Has something happened?”


  “Yes… but it’s nothing of significance. Do you remember the gentleman who comes by regularly to see me? We’re to pay him a visit.”


  Chen Siheng looked down. His fingers clutched nervously at his sleeves. “I’m scared…”


  Jingnyu waited patiently for the youth to collect his words.


  “This was what happened th-that night. Everyone told me it’d be a-all right. Then… then I lost everyone.” His voice started to choke with sobs. He dropped his head to hide his wet eyes. He seemed so small and frail—like the slightest strain might break him.


  The young man trusted Jingnyu so much. Even the iciest of hearts would melt. After a moment’s thought, she handed the dagger hidden in her sleeve to him. “You have naught to fear,” she cooed.


  Chen Siheng gazed at her with red-rimmed eyes.


  With a smile, Jingnyu tousled his hair. “You have a weapon now. If you ever feel scared, you can protect yourself.”


  The horses’ braying interrupted Chen Siheng before he could respond. The carriage came to a sudden stop. Jingnyu grabbed the youth, preventing him from being thrown out of the carriage, and released him only when he was safe.


  “What is the matter?” she asked as she pulled the curtains back.


  The driver had fled. As dawn broke, two men and their horses stood in front of the carriage. The man in white noticed her first and smiled.


  “We meet again, good maiden Jingnyu.”


  Jingnyu felt a jolt of alarm. Nevertheless, she smiled and tugged Chen Siheng out of the carriage. “What a pleasant coincidence. What brings you gentlemen here at this early hour?”


  “We have just wrapped up a case and are on our way back to the city,” said Su Shiyu. “What reason propels you to travel at this time of the day?”


  “I–”


  “Don’t you tire of beating around the bush?” Chu Mingyun walked up to her and showed her the bronze token. “Do you know what this is?”


  Alarm flashed across Jingnyu’s face. “Why do you have this?”


  Chu Mingyun eyed the token, then smirked at her. “Make a guess.”


  “You…”


  “It’s obvious, isn’t it? The man this belonged to died, and I took it from him.”


  Jingnyu trembled. “Dead?” she murmured dumbly. “He’s dead?”


  Her mind went blank. Her gaze wandered until it settled on Chu Mingyun. Sudden hatred coloured her eyes. She shoved the youth aside and charged at the man in blue. “You murderer!” she shrieked, her shrill voice devoid of her usual gentleness.


  Chu Mingyun raised his eyebrow and sneered. With the slightest effort, he flitted right into her attack by trapping her wrist in a vice. “Not bad, but you’re far too slow.” With a flip of his wrist, he sent her crashing into a tree several feet away.


  Jingnyu gasped as she struggled and failed to stand. Her bones felt brittle, her entire body aflame with pain.


  “Stay down and answer my questions.” Chu Mingyun dangled the bronze token in the air. “What is this for?”


  Jingnyu stared at him. She snorted softly, then shoved something into her mouth. Su Shiyu rushed to grab her arm—but it was too late. There was a triumphant look in Jingnyu’s eyes as she stared at the grand censor, her pale neck trembling as she swallowed.


  Su Shiyu sighed. He released Jingnyu’s arm and rose to his feet. “It didn’t have to come to this. We had no intention of killing you.”


  Jingnyu pressed her palms into the ground to stay upright. Gradual laughter rose from her belly and filled the air. It was laughter that was unfettered. She gazed into the distance. “Milord, forgive my incompetence. Wait for me. I shall join you soon enough.”


  She started to shudder violently. Blood spilt from her deathly lips as her eyes became unfocused. She started muttering to herself. Su Shiyu leant forward, frowning as he perked his ears. All he could hear was a string of soft murmurs.


  “So fair, the quiet maiden stands… I long for her, but see her not…”


  “What is your name?”


  “Milord, I am not deserving of a name. I am number seventeen in line, so they call me Shiqi.”


  “That’s hardly a proper name for a fair maiden. Do you know the poem ‘Jingnyu’ from The Book of Songs? It goes:


  So fair, the quiet maiden stands,


  She waits for me by city’s edge.


  I long for her, but see her not—


  I pace and pause with anxious tread.


  


  So fine, the gentle maiden’s grace,


  She gifts me now a crimson plume.


  Its glowing hue delights the eye,


  Her beauty sets my heart abloom.


  


  She comes from fields with tender shoots,


  So rare and lovely, fresh and sweet.


  Not beauty hers alone to claim,


  But that her gift makes love complete.


  “My father sent you to help me. That means I’m your master. Let’s call you Jingnyu. I think it suits you.”


  


  “So fine, the gentle maiden–” Jingnyu spat out a mouthful of blood and collapsed. Her breathing stopped.


  Chen Siheng stared stupidly at the blood misting the air. His mind was suddenly yanked back into the past—to the night of fire and blood. He shuddered, as if he had just woken up from a long dream.


  Su Shiyu rose to his feet. “It appears that she came here prepared for death.”


  Chu Mingyun scoffed and thrusted the token back into his sleeve.


  Su Shiyu turned back to him. Alarm flickered across his eyes. “Behind you!”


  Chen Siheng threw himself at the grand commandant, a dagger in his hand. Gone was the cowed look in his eyes. At this very moment, he looked like a reckless wolf, ready to kill—ready to get killed as long as he could take the enemy down with him. The dagger in his hand glinted dangerously as it headed straight for its target.


  Chu Mingyun whipped around, grabbed the youth’s arm and tossed him aside. The dagger flew into the distance as Chen Siheng landed heavily on the ground. He leapt to his feet and lunged again, his fists flying everywhere. He managed to rip Chu Mingyun’s hair tie into two, sending black hair spilling over the man’s shoulders.


  Chu Mingyun clucked. His well of patience had run dry. He flipped Chen Siheng onto the ground and stepped on a shoulder, stopping the youth from throwing himself at him again. “What’s the matter with you, runt?”


  Chen Siheng’s eyes were ablaze with fury as he stared back at the man. He howled hoarsely, “You killed her! You killed her!”


  Chu Mingyun snorted. “Look at you, going all silly over a beautiful woman when you’re just a boy.”


  “She saved me! She was the only one who was there for me!” Tears streamed down his cheeks. “You claim to be my grandfather’s colleagues, that you’d seek justice for me. But where were you when my family perished? She was the only one; she pulled me out of the fire!”


  “She wouldn’t have needed to save you if she hadn’t killed your family,” Chu Mingyun spat.


  “Liar!” Chen Siheng glared. “I don’t believe you!”


  Su Shiyu walked up to the youth and gazed down at him. “You said that Jingnyu pulled you out of the fire.”


  “That’s right!”


  “Do you remember what she told me at the brothel?”


  Chen Siheng fell silent.


  “She said that you’d escaped from the burning house and passed out in front of her carriage. You’ve known that there was something not quite right with her, haven’t you?”


  Chen Siheng didn’t say a word.


  “But you pretended everything was fine because you were afraid that you would be left to fend for yourself if you exposed her lies, didn’t you?”


  Su Shiyu’s softly spoken words tore through the shroud of lies that Chen Siheng made for himself. The youth’s eyes fluttered shut. All strength fled his body as he slumped to the ground. Tears rolled down his pale cheeks and splattered on the dark earth.


  Chu Mingyun stared down at him. “And to clarify—when did we ever promise to seek justice for you?”


  Chen Siheng opened his eyes and stared stupidly at the man.


  “How old are you, runt?”


  “I’m fifteen.”


  “Fifteen?”


  Chu Mingyun stooped down and met the youth’s eyes. The expression on his face was hidden behind his unbound hair. All Su Shiyu could see were his eyes, shockingly bright in the dawning light. Chu Mingyun’s voice was even, monotonous—void of emotion.


  “Listen, from the moment you lost your family, you ceased to be a child. Stop trying to find someone whom you can rely on. You can only rely on yourself. If you don’t avenge your family, nobody will do it for you.”


  “But… what can I do?” Chen Siheng sobbed. “I don’t know anything. Anyone can kill me easily. How do I avenge my family?”


  “Don’t be modest,” Chu Mingyun said dryly as he swept his loose hair back. “Where’s the blind rage you felt when you were trying to kill me a moment ago?”


  “Lord Chu,” Su Shiyu said disapprovingly.


  Chu Mingyun shot a smirk at the grand censor before turning his gaze back to the youth. “Stop looking so pathetic. I’ll house and feed you on account of your late grandfather, but don’t expect me to do any more than that. Want to learn something or avenge your family? Well, you’re on your own.” Chu Mingyun paused. “And if you try to stab me again, I’ll break your legs.”


  The youth’s rebellious streak reared its head. He shot the man a wary look. “You claim that Miss Jingnyu had ulterior motives for saving me. Well, why should I trust you? How do I know you aren’t using me as well?”


  Chu Mingyun took a slow, good look at the youth. “Pray tell, how are you in any way of use to me?”


  Chen Siheng clenched his jaw and ignored the question. “Why should I trust you?”


  Chu Mingyun finally ran out of patience. “Believe me if you will. You can lie there and wait for the wolves. See if I care.”


  Chen Siheng floundered as the man walked off.


  Su Shiyu chuckled. He tugged the grand commandant back, then gazed down at the youth, who was still sprawled on the ground. “Do you know who he is?”


  Chen Siheng shook his head.


  “Have you heard of General Chu, the mighty warrior who defeated the Huns?”


  A confused Chen Siheng nodded, then froze. There was a look of realisation in his eyes as he stared at Chu Mingyun.


  “Let’s assume that he takes you in because he has some use for you. Don’t you have even more to gain from him? You don’t know how to fight. Don’t you wish to learn?”


  Chen Siheng climbed to his feet and eyed the two men. “He said he won’t–”


  The smile on Su Shiyu’s lips widened. “That might well change if you keep hounding him.”


  “Lord Su.” Chu Mingyun threw the other man a look.


  “But he–”


  “He hasn’t broken your leg, has he?” Su Shiyu laughed. “Come along now.”


  Chen Siheng hesitated.


  Su Shiyu gazed at the sky and sighed. “The both of us have to attend the daily court session very soon. If you keep dragging your feet, you will lose your only chance.”


  Chen Siheng rushed up to Chu Mingyun. He looked unsure. “Lord Chu–”


  Chu Mingyun’s eyes swept past the youth and landed on the smiling Su Shiyu. Then he walked off.


  In the end, the grand commandant arranged for the youth a discreet property outside the capital, then cleaned himself up hurriedly before making his way to the imperial palace. It was as a poem described:


  Fragrance drifts from golden flame,


  Orioles trill by Weiyang’s name.


  The dawn bell tolls from palace high,


  Ten thousand gates swing ’neath the sky.


  On jade-hewn steps, in splendour grand,


  The imperial guards take solemn stand.


  Rank on rank in courtly grace,


  Their silken sleeves the wind embrace.


  The Joykeeper’s Hall had been shut down. No traces of a third party that Chu Mingyun and Su Shiyu suspected were in play in the capital were found. As for Chen Siheng, they were the only two who knew about him. As Minister of Justice Lu Shi reported to the emperor the findings on the underground gambling den during the court session, they were left with one glaring issue—despite the opulence within the building, they had found no vault where gold or silver was stored. Li Yanzhen listened to Lu Shi’s report, then gave his usual praises for a job well done before telling the minister to take his time with the investigation. After all, to all appearances, this was just another case. Few knew of the hidden threats that lurked beneath.


  After the court session, Deputy Minister of War Xu Yin rushed up to Chu Mingyun as the latter stepped out of the hall.


  “Good day, milord!”


  “Hm?” The grand commandant eyed the man.


  Xu Yin laughed awkwardly. “I apologise for taking your time. My son’s a regular troublemaker, but I never expected him to patronise such an establishment and end up in jail…”


  Chu Mingyun waited for Xu Yin to go on.


  “I know he will be released in a few days, but he’s my only son. He’s never suffered any hardship since he was a boy. My mother loves him. She couldn’t sleep after she found out in the wee hours.” Xu Yin caught the indifferent look in Chu Mingyun’s eyes and decided to get straight to the point. “I heard that your aid was instrumental in locating the gambling den and was wondering if you could help speak to the officials in charge and request that they release my idiot of a son sooner.”


  Chu Mingyun barked out a laugh. “Did you know that your son said that he wanted to bed me?”


  “Wh-what…” Xu Yin looked horrified. His gaze dropped to the ground. “Rest assured, he will be severely disciplined. I beg for your forgiveness.”


  Chu Mingyun chuckled. “Still your heart. I won’t kill him over an utterance.” The smile on his lips widened. “But you know how the saying goes: He who rears but does not teach bears the blame.”


  “You are right, milord,” Xu Yin said hastily. “I’ve been remiss in my duties–”


  “You missed my point.” Chu Mingyun’s eyes never left Xu Yin as he stepped closer, his voice holding a faint cheerful lilt. “I’ve never cared about what you lot say about me behind my back, but you should know where to draw the line. After all, I can be so temperamental. Don’t you agree?”


  Xu Yin dared not answer. The back of his clothes was wet with cold sweat.


  Chu Mingyun walked away and headed for Su Shiyu, who had breezed past him during his conversation with Xu Yin. “Lord Su,” he said, before raising his voice and repeating himself a few times. “Lord Su?”


  Su Shiyu continued walking into the distance.


  Chu Mingyun raised his eyebrows. “My sweeeeetheart.”


  Su Shiyu turned around and threw him an exasperated look. “Yes, Lord Chu?”


  “I didn’t even make a fuss about what you did with Chen Siheng. Can’t you be nicer to me?” Chu Mingyun finally caught up with Su Shiyu. “The events last night should’ve made us more than passing acquaintances.”


  They had visited a brothel and gotten into a fight together. They were definitely more than passing acquaintances.


  Su Shiyu smiled politely. “What are you insinuating?”


  “Let’s have a chat. Talk about our past. Pour our hearts out to each other.” Chu Mingyun paused thoughtfully. “Don’t you think that we make a perfect match?”


  Su Shiyu stared at him. “You haven’t slept a wink. You should return home and get some rest.”


  Good talk.


  


  Night fell. The moon hung brightly in a clear night sky. Wisps of smoke rose lazily from a few sticks of incense in a censer shaped like a beast. Su Shiyu tightened the strings to his wooden zither. Notes spilt from the instrument as he plucked it casually.


  When the vibrations ended, he finally breathed, “Is there a reason why you’ve come uninvited on a chilly evening like this?”


  A rustle outside the room, and the ornate windows swung open.


  “What if I said I’m here for a late-night tryst?” the intruder said cheerily. “What would you do?”


  Moonlight caressed the intruder’s cheek as it spilt into the room. The man’s eyes twinkled with laughter as he leant against the window frame and hooked his pale fingers on its lattice. Su Shiyu walked up to the window and stared at him in silence.


  “Why are you here, Lord Chu?”


  “Why not?”


  “ ’Tis late,” Su Shiyu said. “You should’ve sent someone to inform me of your visit.”


  “I wanted to give you a surprise.”


  “If you’re in need of a physician, there’s one located three miles west of here.”


  “What I suffer from is lovesickness. Won’t you be so kind as to cure me of it?” Chu Mingyun reached for a lock of the grand censor’s dark hair. It was slightly wet. He gave Su Shiyu a good look. His outer robes were draped across his shoulders. The dappled moonlight accentuated his slender form whilst shadows pooled in the dip of his collarbone. Chu Mingyun chuckled. “It appears that I’ve come at the wrong time. If I had arrived sooner, I might have stumbled upon you in the bath.”


  Su Shiyu freed his hair. “Let us speak inside.” He stopped Chu Mingyun from entering through the window. There was a note of exasperation in his voice. “The door’s right there.”


  Chu Mingyun gave him a look before heading for the door. He huffed as he stepped inside. “It’s a tryst. No one uses the door. You’re so unromantic.”


  Su Shiyu had straightened his robes and was pouring a cup of tea. “You find sneaking in through the window romantic? Do you also find burglars lovely?”


  Chu Mingyun smirked. “But I only have eyes for you.”


  Su Shiyu handed the cup of tea over. “Let’s stop the jokes. Why are you here?”


  “I missed you,” Chu Mingyun replied nonchalantly as he cradled the teacup in his hand.


  “Forgive my bluntness, but let’s stop beating around the bush.”


  “Can’t I just drop by for a visit?”


  “I see.” Su Shiyu rose to his feet and stepped towards the door. “According to the rules of my late father, no private guests are allowed at our residence at night. This may seem rude, but you have had your visit. I’ll get someone to escort you back.”


  “Hey–”


  Su Shiyu turned around and smiled. “Have you recalled the reason why you’re here?”


  Chu Mingyun sighed to himself. There was a reason why Su Shiyu was still a bachelor. He decided to cut to the quick. “It’s about Song Heng’s mansion.”


  Su Shiyu sat down across the table. “Well, what about it?”


  “I studied the bronze token for some days and couldn’t find anything. Then I recalled the countless contraptions and thought they might be clues. The property is being overseen by the Ministry of Justice. Could you speak to Lu Shi and give me jurisdiction over it?”


  “The property has been vacant all this time. This shouldn’t be a problem. But”—Su Shiyu smiled—“this isn’t an emergency. You could’ve spoken to me about it tomorrow. Why appear at my residence so late at night? I might have thought a man with ill intent had broken in.”


  The ill-intentioned man took a sip of tea with a straight face. “I did say I was here for a tryst, didn’t I?”


  Indeed, he had ulterior motives for inviting himself over at night. His men had not found anything on Su Shiyu despite a long search. Chu Mingyun finally decided to make a personal trip to the grand censor’s residence himself. Before Su Shiyu had noticed his presence outside his window, Chu Mingyun had searched the entire property whilst evading the guards’ notice. It was an extraordinarily ordinary residence without any hints of hidden contraptions or places to hide shadow guards. Not surprising, by any means, but rather troubling. Well, getting to tease Su Shiyu was never not fun though.


  Su Shiyu scrutinised the other man, then looked away, changing the subject smoothly. “Neither the Ministry of Justice nor the Censorate will be in a position to intervene after the mansion is placed under your care. How do you intend to share with me any information you may find?”


  Chu Mingyun tapped his teacup lightly. “If you don’t trust me, you’re welcome to join me.”


  “Don’t say that.” Su Shiyu chuckled. “Of course I trust you.”


  


  “Mingyun?”


  Qin Zhao’s voice brought Chu Mingyun out of his reverie. He pulled the curtains back and looked outside. They had arrived at the residence gifted to Song Heng.


  The grand censor was a man of efficiency. Within a day, the rights to the property had been transferred to the grand commandant’s care. Everything had gone smoothly. Yet somehow, Chu Mingyun couldn’t help but shudder slightly when he recalled the look on Su Shiyu’s face as he said that he trusted him. If he had had any intention of shamelessly telling lies about his findings, he would have to rethink that plan carefully now.


  Chu Mingyun and Qin Zhao got off the carriage and went straight to the study, with the shadow guards following silently. According to Tan Jing, the fake Song Heng had gone straight to the study instead of leaving after realising that his plan had failed. However, it was not in order to seal the exit of the underground prison. That meant that he had something else that was urgent and that he had had to attend to then.


  The study was exactly how Chu Mingyun remembered it—save the thin layer of dust that had gathered on everything due to a prolonged lack of use. He studied the shelf in front of the entrance to the prison as his shadow guards searched the rest of the space.


  “Master,” one of the guards chimed.


  Chu Mingyun walked up to one of the bookshelves. “Yes?”


  The guard stepped aside, revealing behind some scrolls a depression with a familiar outline. Chu Mingyun slotted the bronze token in; it fit perfectly. A crisp clink echoed in the silence. Then the groaning of some contraption roused to motion… The shelf split into two and slid away. Instead of being greeted with darkness, Chu Mingyun found himself staring at a blinding light. Glimmering gold bars, stacked neatly, filled up nearly half of the stone chamber. Any man would have sighed in awe at the sight. The grand commandant was no exception.


  “So, this is where the gold from the gambling den is stored. A lot more than my little hoard. Really proves I haven’t been lining my pockets enough over the years. Don’t you agree?”


  Qin Zhao simply threw him a look askance.


  On the other end of the chamber was a row of shelves lined with books. Chu Mingyun pulled one out arbitrarily and flipped through its pages. Surprise flickered across his eyes. He grabbed a couple more. A faint smile appeared on his face as he skimmed them. The books documented details of the officials working in the capital and surrounding prefectures—from their lives to their wives, every detail was meticulously recorded. This was clearly the result of tremendous work. Chen Xuanwen’s death, the incident with Song Heng, and the Joykeeper’s Hall. It was now clear that they shared the same mastermind—one who had planned everything for a long time and was now putting his plan into action at a swift, relentless pace.


  “We’ve found what we’ve come for.” Chu Mingyun barked out orders to the shadow guards. “Move these books to my residence. Then take as many gold bars as you need, but be quick. All this gold will belong to Li Yanzhen once I tell Su Shiyu about this.”


  “Yes, master,” the guards droned before swarming the shelves.


  Chu Mingyun’s gaze fell upon the book in his hand.


  “Zheng Wan, Prefect of Fufeng…”


  


  Urgent knocks came at his door in the middle of the night.


  “Your Excellency, I have urgent news.”


  Zheng Wan set his documents aside and made his way to the door. “What is–”


  Corpses lay in the courtyard. A mask hid the face of the black-clad man standing before him. Slowly, he raised his bowed head. A sudden glint of light cut through the darkness. Stinging pain struck Zheng Wan. He looked down and stared at the blade in his chest. Before he could gasp out in pain, the black-clad man pulled his sword out and vanished soundlessly. Zheng Wan swayed slightly. Blood misted the night as he spat out a mouthful of red, then collapsed.


  In the heavens gazing down was the moon, cool and indifferent.


  


  With the wild geese’s southward migration came chillier days and even chillier nights. Autumn was in the air, and with it, a fog of sombreness. For many days, a grey, colourless sky hung over the capital like a heavy blanket, depressing and oppressive. Within and without Chang’an, citizens found themselves caught in the stranglehold of fear.


  More than a month ago, the then Prefect of Fufeng, Zheng Wan, had been murdered in his home. Since then, another four officials in the capital region had been murdered. The string of deaths had shocked both the court and the people. Investigations at the crime scenes revealed that all five officials had been killed in a similar manner. The crime scenes were located far apart from one another, meaning that the murders must have been the work of an organised syndicate instead of one man.


  This conclusion left Li Yanzhen with no choice but to act. To murder an official was to show contempt for the emperor’s authority. To do so repeatedly in the capital region was to threaten the safety of Chang’an and the authority of the imperial family. Security at the checkpoints was tightened, and the frequency of patrols in the city increased. In the teahouses, heated discussions were held. Everyone who was anyone became a potential suspect. Some even started placing bets on which unfortunate soul would next lose his life.


  The case was transferred from the Ministry of Justice to the Censorate. The emperor tasked the grand censor to look into the case personally. Everyone was to lend him their assistance readily. The Censorate remained lit throughout the night as it received suspects and evidence from the local governments. The place was flurried with activity as censors and clerks, major and minor, got busy with work. It took days before they finally cobbled together something and presented their findings to the grand censor.


  Su Shiyu, the man entrusted with the emperor’s orders, took a look at the report before smiling faintly at his subordinates. “You’ve worked hard, everyone. We needn’t rush an investigation. Tomorrow is a day of rest. Please, return to your homes and have a good rest.”


  These words sent his censors and clerks into a shocked stupor. They exchanged uncertain looks with one another. Everyone—officials, nobles, and the commonfolk—had their eyes on the Censorate now. This was a pressing case that could afford no delays. Besides, the emperor had given the word. Who would dare to leave the Censorate at a time like this?


  Well, the grand censor would, and he did.


  


  Su Shiyu was playing a game of weiqi against himself in his study, evaluating the black and white stones scattered across the board as he tapped a white stone against the table gently, when Su Bai barged into the room.


  “Master!”


  Su Shiyu glanced at him. “You forgot to knock again.”


  “Teehee, I made sure to ask if my father was around.” Su Bai approached the table. “Will you not go to the Censorate today? Several censors have sent messengers.”


  “What messages have they left?”


  “They asked if you are in, then stressed how urgent the case is, that they understand it’s a day of rest, but that you should have voiced your… thoughts. Otherwise, they have no idea how to proceed.”


  Su Shiyu continued to study the game board silently, the white stone between his fingers.


  “M-master?” Su Bai raised his voice slightly.


  “I heard you the first time,” Su Shiyu said as he played his move. Eyes never leaving the board, he reached for a black stone. “I’ve read the reports and seen the evidence submitted. Everything points towards our dear Grand Commandant Chu. The investigation itself would take a mere few days. They know how to proceed with it—they simply do not dare to do so without my approval. So, what’s the rush?”


  “Then, shouldn’t you give the word?” In his moment of excitement, Su Bai forgot his place and rushed forward. “It’s not every day that the grand commandant leaves such a blatant trail!”


  “He didn’t do it,” Su Shiyu said evenly.


  “Wh-what?”


  “Now, shush.” Su Shiyu threw a look askance. “You’ve made me forget my last move.”


  Su Bai snapped his mouth shut and pointed at a piece on the board. Soon, Su Shiyu placed the black stone on the board.


  “You know this as well as I do—since the former emperor’s reign, Great Xia has placed a higher regard for a flourishing culture over a strong military. Our numbers have suffered from two Hunnic invasions. In addition, since Emperor Yonghe’s ascension, many have lost their homes due to natural disasters. We sorely lack skilled fighters and generals, especially prodigies like Grand Commandant Chu. The late Chen Xuanwen admired and openly praised his talents. Since my father’s passing, there’s been no other general at court who can rival his prowess. In the past three years, he has steadily risen in status and power to the office of the grand commandant. He is flourishing, and countless officials clamour to ingratiate themselves with him. If things are going smoothly for him, why would he resort to murder? That would only cause unnecessary panic and might even work against him. I see no reasonable motive or incentive. The person who committed such a brazen act clearly wants the attention of the court. The evidence that points to Chu Mingyun’s doing is too glaring. He isn’t such a careless man. It’s more likely that the evidence was planted.


  “And well, I’ve known the grand commandant for years, and I’ve seen the letters that were presented as evidence. The choice of words in there is most ordinary—the last word I would use to describe Chu Mingyun’s lexicon.”


  Su Bai frowned. “You mean… someone wishes to frame Grand Commandant Chu for the murders? That makes little sense. There are only two factions in the capital now. If we didn’t do it, who did? Could there be infighting within the Chu faction?”


  “There may only be two factions in the capital, but plenty more exist beyond Chang’an who are lying in wait, seeking a chance. Perhaps one has made a move.” Su Shiyu smiled at Su Bai before returning his gaze to the board. “What puzzles me is: why Chu Mingyun?”


  “Well, he is a terrible person,” said Su Bai.


  Su Shiyu’s hand hovered above the board as he murmured, “He saves those who are in need. He knows to repay the favours done unto him. That is hardly the conduct of a ‘terrible man’.”


  “What was that, master?”


  Su Shiyu ignored the question. “Too many things do not make sense. I must relook into the case afresh. Chu Mingyun has led the military for so many years that soldiers might have forgotten to whom their loyalty lies—the emperor or their commander. If we take this opportunity to execute him, we might cause unrest within our troops. Besides, he is one of the few competent generals we have left. His death might give those at the borderlands–” Su Shiyu paused. His lips curled into a faint smile as he repeated the word. “Right, the borderlands.”


  Su Bai stared in bewilderment as his master rose to his feet.


  “Keep all evidence under lock and key at the Censorate. No one is to touch them without my express approval. Inform the chief censor to instruct everyone to return to their routine work. They are not to work on the case.”


  “Yes, master.” Su Bai nodded. “Anything else?”


  “Ready my carriage.” Su Shiyu shifted the game board aside, straightened his robes, and headed for the door. “I will pay the grand commandant a visit. I might not like the man very much, but I prefer him over those wolves at the borderlands.”


  


  Chu Mingyun was startled by the sudden visit. Yet he was exceptionally calm after reading the letter that Su Shiyu delivered.


  “Might you have something to share, Lord Chu?”


  Chu Mingyun examined the handwriting. “The writer has captured the form but not the spirit of my writing. If I may, my writing is prettier.”


  “There’s… nothing else?”


  “You don’t believe me? I’ll pen a betrothal letter for you,” Chu Mingyun said earnestly.


  “I do hope you meant to pronounce ‘beseechment’,” said Su Shiyu. “Should you not explain yourself?”


  “That seems unnecessary.” Chu Mingyun chuckled as he placed the letter on the desk. “You’ve shown me the evidence. Why should I go to the trouble of proving my innocence?”


  Su Shiyu smiled. “You are a smart man indeed. If you’re not the murderer, the Censorate cannot allow a loyal subject to stand wrongly accused–”


  “Pardon me,” Chu Mingyun cut the man off dryly. “Don’t you feel the irony of calling me a loyal subject?”


  Su Shiyu threw the grand commandant a look. Truly, they both knew exactly the sort of man he was. “I wish to examine the crime scenes, and I thought you might join me. Perhaps we’ll find clues that were missed and help you clear your name. If you have no objections, I will seek His Majesty’s permission.”


  “As you wish,” Chu Mingyun said nonchalantly. “You’re doing so much for me, Lord Su. How will I ever repay you?” He paused, then grinned at Su Shiyu. “How about my hand in marriage?”


  “I could never.” Su Shiyu smiled. “If you’re truly grateful, perhaps you could refrain from teasing me so much.”


  Chu Mingyun raised an eyebrow. “I don’t recall,” he said with a straight face. “Maybe if you repeated those teases, it’ll jog my memory?”


  “Lord Chu.”


  “Yes, what is it?”


  “Goodbye.”


  “I’ll walk you to the door.”


  Chu Mingyun beamed as he followed Su Shiyu out. The two men strolled down the corridor. The silence stretched on as leaves fell from the parasol tree and landed on the ground soundlessly. Gradually, the smile on Chu Mingyun’s lips faded away. A look of contemplation appeared on his face. He glanced at Su Shiyu. “I know this is an important case, but you probably can find everything you’re looking for without visiting the crime scene, can’t you?”


  “You’re right,” said Su Shiyu. “Nonetheless, I wish to see it with my own eyes.”


  “I heard that people who do everything themselves do so because they can’t trust another soul.” Chu Mingyun smiled. “Are you so cautious because of something that happened in the past?”


  Su Shiyu’s face was devoid of emotion, his voice calm when he replied, “Why do you ask?”


  Head askew, Chu Mingyun replied, “Just curious. If I do manage to dredge up some tragic past, it’ll give me the perfect chance to cheer you up and weasel my way into your good books, won’t it?”


  Su Shiyu smiled and looked away. “I appreciate your concern, but I’m fine.”


  Chu Mingyun returned to his study after sending the grand censor off. He was greeted with the sight of Qin Zhao studying the letter solemnly.


  “Find anything?” he asked as he crossed his arms and leant against a bookshelf.


  Qin Zhao looked up. “Someone wishes to frame you for murder. Is it the same group behind the death of Chen Xuanwen?”


  Chu Mingyun pulled a few books out from the shelf, listing names as he tossed them onto the table. “Zheng Wan, the Prefect of Fufeng. Chen Mu, the Governor of Duyang County. Jiang Zheng, the Prefect of Hedong…”


  Precisely, the five officials who had been murdered. Chu Mingyun sneered. “I would be in jail now if Su Shiyu had come and searched the place. These books would be the evidence that put me behind bars.”


  “Did they leave these behind for us intentionally?” asked Qin Zhao.


  Chu Mingyun scoffed. “The bronze token came into my possession by accident. He wouldn’t have been able to predict that. Maybe Housemaster Mu was lucky enough to escape with his life. Maybe he’s got someone else pulling the strings. If I had to say, they hadn’t foreseen this turn of events, and they didn’t want us to use the information we got and decided to silence these men. They decided to turn the tables on me and frame me for their deaths. Unfortunately for them”—Chu Mingyun sighed, ripping one of the books in half—“I’ve got Su Shiyu on my side this time.”


  Su Shiyu probably had his own ulterior motives. This wasn’t a matter of justice or protecting the good name of loyal subjects. Chu Mingyun surely wasn’t a loyal subject whose good name needed protecting. That was but a passing comment. He didn’t know why Su Shiyu wasn’t exploiting this opportunity to get rid of him, and he didn’t really care. All that mattered was that things were in his favour.


  There was someone who couldn’t not care though. In the quiet Xuanshi Hall, Li Yanzhen gave the grand censor a long, complicated look after listening to his report.


  “I’m afraid I don’t understand your choices, my faithful subject.”


  “Rest assured, Your Majesty, that I’ve only invited Lord Chu to join the investigation as a precautionary measure. Nothing more, nothing less. While I believe that Lord Chu isn’t behind the series of murders, he remains a suspect.”


  “You misunderstand, my dear censor. I doubt not your loyalty. I simply do not understand your decision. You’ve warned me repeatedly to be wary of the grand commandant, that he harbours ulterior motives and might be a threat to the empire. This is a great opportunity to be rid of him now. Why will you not take it?”


  “I have said that, Your Majesty. Yet as the saying goes, ‘It is the fisherman who stands to win in a fight between the sandpiper and the clam’. It would be unwise to remove Lord Chu now.”


  Li Yanzhen found himself more confused. “I understand your concerns about unrest at the borderlands. But if that’s all it takes to stay our hand, how do we then deal with Lord Chu?”


  “Currently, Great Xia has few competent generals. We cannot do without the grand commandant. All we can do now is contain his influence. Once we’ve groomed new capable generals, we may exterminate him with expediency.”


  “You may be right. However, as we can all see, his influence has grown steadily over the years…”


  Will we ever see the day of new generals replacing him? Li Yanzhen held the question on the tip of his tongue, then eventually choked it back down.


  The grand commandant was charged with the running of the military but had no inherent authority. To deploy the troops, he would need the permission of the emperor himself. Yet, within the six years he had joined the court, Chu Mingyun had won the staunch loyalty of his commanders and soldiers. They obeyed his every word and command. In rare moments of rest, where his mind was freed from sculpture, calligraphy, and painting, Li Yanzhen realised that he might not be the one with the reins of the military now.


  “You need not worry, Your Majesty.” Su Shiyu’s eyes were dark and quiet. “In my humble opinion, Lord Chu’s arrogance and disregard for his reputation will be his undoing. They have been the reason for his untroubled rise to the top, but once he’s reached the peak, they will also become the cause of his downfall.”


  


  


  


  


  




  Chapter 6


  In order to investigate the case, they had to start with the first victim—Zheng Wan, the Prefect of Fufeng. Chu Mingyun and Su Shiyu were neither men of extravagance nor men who brought heavy trunks with them for their travels. After handing whatever responsibilities they had to their subordinates, they changed out of their uniforms and into plain clothes, then breezed out of the city on horseback. The prefecture bordered Chang’an on the west. Speeding past coursing rivers and quiet hills, they arrived at an inn at nightfall. By their estimates, they would cross into Fufeng the next day.


  It was mid-autumn, the season when folks returned to their hometowns in time for the fullest moon of the year. The inn was brightly lit and bustling with conversation. An attendant, who was swimming merrily between the tables, hurried towards Chu Mingyun and Su Shiyu to welcome them into the establishment. He looked slightly flustered when he heard that they wanted rooms for the night. He pulled the towel off his shoulder and wiped the sweat off his forehead.


  “Sirs, as you can see, we’re quite busy. We do have one room left.” His gaze shifted between Chu Mingyun and Su Shiyu. “It’s quite big. I mean, you’re both men, so if you don’t mind the slight squeeze…”


  Of course, the courtiers were prepared for the possibility that the inn might not have enough rooms. Even if they were to decide to spend the night under the sky, they would end up staring at each other’s faces for the whole night. Did they even have a choice to begin with?


  The room was well furnished and indeed large, but Chu Mingyun and Su Shiyu stared at the narrow bed for a long moment before the former broke the silence.


  “All right, I’ll take the floor.”


  Su Shiyu frowned. “I’m not a woman. You need not treat me like one. We share the same rank and status. I can’t let you sleep on the floor.”


  Chu Mingyun sat down at the table and poured himself a cup of tea. His lips quirked as he glanced at the other man. “I know that the grand censor has to monitor the affairs of all officials. I didn’t realise that involves getting into bed with one. In any case, who would know if I don’t tell?”


  Su Shiyu threw him a look. “Such are the rules of propriety. They must not be broken even if nobody is to find out.”


  “Why do I get the impression that you speak of another matter?” retorted the man who had never cared for decorum or propriety.


  “Do you?”


  “I do.”


  “You must be mistaken.” Su Shiyu threw him another look. “Besides the matter of decorum, we must not forget that you are currently a suspect. What if another official were to be murdered tonight? You might find yourself in even more trouble if I were not here to prove your innocence.”


  Chu Mingyun tapped the table lightly before cupping his cheek, chuckling. “I see. You’re worried that I might escape in the middle of the night.” He lowered his voice as he stared at Su Shiyu. “Shouldn’t you be worried about your chastity?”


  Su Shiyu smiled. “I might, if I were completely helpless.”


  Chu Mingyun shrugged and looked away. “I know that I don’t have the best reputation,” he said in an innocent tone. “I’m just worried that you might get dragged down with me. Look at me, worrying for you whilst you don’t even appreciate it.”


  Su Shiyu actually nodded in agreement. He glanced at the beams above. “It would be impolite if I refused such a well-intended gesture. Yet I must still insist that you take the bed. Otherwise, I might accidentally step on you when I get up in the night for tea.”


  “Do you have a habit of having tea in the middle of the night?”


  Su Shiyu smiled. “No, but I might just start doing it tonight.”


  Chu Mingyun’s fan unfolded with a loud “whoosh”, hiding his face. He sighed as he held a sleeve as a shy maiden would. “Oh my, such persistence, my dear sir… If you insist on sharing a bed, I suppose I’ll surrender myself to your desires.”


  Su Shiyu took a slow breath. “Let us dine downstairs.”


  The number of patrons downstairs had dwindled. After serving the dishes, the attendant yawned and walked away. For a brief moment, the inn was filled with clinking cups and chopsticks.


  Chu Mingyun suddenly thought of something as he took a sip of tea. “Are you by any chance related to Su Xing, the new Prefect of Fufeng?”


  “He is my uncle.”


  “By blood?”


  “Yes,” said Su Shiyu. “My father was the eldest son. Uncle Xing is his younger brother. Ah-Yue’s mother is the youngest.”


  “I recall that banishing your uncle from the capital was your late father’s idea?”


  He remembered that Su Xing had been serving as the Prefect of Fufeng then. The man had not done anything wrong but was somehow demoted. Everyone knew how much the emperor trusted the Su family. If Su Jue hadn’t given the word, Su Xing would not have been sent to Zhenjiang without rhyme or reason and left to languish there for years. Now that the murders had everyone worried for their lives, Su Xing was finally summoned back to his old post. As one of the three prefectures of the capital region, Fufeng couldn’t go too long without a prefect.


  “Indeed,” Su Shiyu sighed. “I don’t exactly know why. All I know is there was a dispute between the two. After that, my uncle left for Zhenjiang. We haven’t exactly kept in contact over the years. When my parents fell ill and eventually passed, he could not return to pay his respects. He got my aunt to deliver a letter of condolences to us on his behalf.”


  Chu Mingyun simply nodded. It wasn’t his place to comment on another man’s family affairs.


  Silence fell upon the inn as the night went on. The quiet stretched on as Chu Mingyun and Su Shiyu stood next to the bed. Silent. Motionless. They had decided and were prepared to share a bed, but when it came time, it simply felt awkward.


  Finally, Chu Mingyun pointed at the bed. “So… how should we proceed?”


  Su Shiyu looked away. He tried to keep his voice even. “We proceed exactly as when we had to share a bed with any other person. Let us not kick a big fuss over it.”


  Chu Mingyun snickered. “But I’ve only ever slept with women, who usually snuggled in my arms to… So, will you also…” Chu Mingyun raised his eyebrow suggestively.


  Su Shiyu met the suggestive gaze before sighing and turning away. With a sweep of his hand, he drew an invisible line across the bed. “I rise early. You should take the side that’s closer to the wall.”


  Chu Mingyun hummed in agreement.


  Life took such unpredictable turns. They had been rivals for years, rarely exchanging words with each other. To think they would now spend the night in the same room, removing their hair ties and loosening their robes for bed together. However, when they stood in nothing but their inner robes, they found themselves stuck. They stared at each other silently before finally extinguishing the lights and settling down. A strained tension filled the air.


  Chu Mingyun had never been one to give in to slumber easily. The presence of another person next to him only made things worse. Sleep remained elusive as time passed. He was vibrating in his skin. He was about to creep out of bed when he caught a faint fragrance in the air. The faint, soothing scent blossomed soundlessly in the dark. Chu Mingyun took another careful whiff. It was the smell of nervine—an incense blend meant to calm the mind. Chu Mingyun leant closer to Su Shiyu, and the scent grew stronger. His mind eased into calm as tension fled his body. The fragrance was a soft, warm thing that gently chased away the chill of the night.


  Chu Mingyun settled back down onto his side and rested his head on his arm. His eyes fell on the grand censor’s face. The moon had risen to its nightly perch. Its light spilt through the windows, forming a pool of blinding white next to the bed. Su Shiyu lay next to him, his breathing even and his eyes shut. Caught in his dark lashes, the moon’s light cast dappled shadows on his cheeks. His smooth brow revealed a quiet gentleness that Chu Mingyun had never seen in him.


  Suddenly, soundlessly, Chu Mingyun raised his arm. His curled fingers looked like deadly claws as they slowly reached for the grand censor’s neck. This was the perfect chance to kill the man quietly. Nobody would know. All he had to do was pin this on the murderer behind the last five murders. That would work. After all, he was just lying there, all defenceless…


  Defenceless?


  Chu Mingyun froze, his fingers hovering an inch above that slender neck. Su Shiyu’s breathing remained even and unchanged. Chu Mingyun narrowed his eyes. His lips curved as his fingers uncurled, then swept the stray strands of hair from the man’s smooth brow before retreating. He studied that fair complexion for a long moment before flipping around and going to sleep.


  When the grand commandant finally eased into slumber, Su Shiyu opened his eyes. He stared at the man in puzzlement as he touched his own forehead.


  


  Chu Mingyun woke up and found the other side of the bed empty. He stared stupidly at the empty spot. He had slept surprisingly well. Perhaps it was thanks to the nervine. Slowly, he made his way out of bed and downstairs, where his bedmate was waiting. They had breakfast, then set off again.


  They had been blessed with great autumnal weather for the past few days. A clear blue expanse spread overhead as a slight chill sharpened the air. They managed to reach Fufeng before noon. As soon as word reached the new prefect that the two had entered the city, a welcome party was gathered in front of the prefectural government office. When the two finally appeared on horseback, Su Xing rushed towards his nephew with a beaming smile.


  Su Shiyu dismounted with a smile and bowed to his elder. “Greetings, Uncle Xing.”


  “It’s been too long, my boy.” Su Xing patted the younger man on the back, then frowned. “You look awfully skinny.”


  “Do I? I suppose I get busy at work occasionally.” Su Shiyu turned towards his companion. “This is the grand commandant, Chu Mingyun. I believe you two have met. He is to assist me with the investigation.”


  Su Xing bowed politely.


  First, their steeds were led to the stables, then a clerk showed the two courtiers to the inner courtyard where they would be housed.


  Su Xing tugged at his nephew’s sleeve, slowing him down. While the grand commandant walked ahead, he brought up the matter of Su Shiyu’s well-being again. “I’m well past asking you to take good care of yourself, but imagine my dismay when I heard, even faraway in Zhenjiang, that you haven’t got a good maiden taking care of you either.”


  The grand censor recalled a poem that went:


  If friends in Luoyang ask how I fare today,


  Tell them: my heart is pure, like ice in a jade vase.


  Now, he thought it should read:


  If folks in Chang’an ask what’s become of me,


  Say I’ve yet to wed—much to my family’s plea.


  “I’m sorry for worrying you, uncle. I–”


  “Don’t give me that, my boy. With what you have to offer, if you wished to find someone, every eligible maiden in Chang’an would queue up for your inspection. Speak to me plainly. What’s in that head of yours?”


  Su Shiyu sighed. “The situation at court remains unstable. I cannot spare my attention on these matters. Besides, I wish not to endanger a young family. If I’m alone, it’s easier to–”


  “Nonsense!”


  Su Shiyu clammed up.


  Su Xing flushed with exasperation. “Stability is when a man weds a woman and sires children. Shiyu, you’re the eldest amongst your peers. Some have begotten three to four offspring, while all you have is your office.”


  Su Shiyu’s eyes flickered to the man walking ahead of them. “You worry too much, Uncle Xing. I’m hardly the only unmarried man in the capital. Lord Chu holds an equally important office. He too does not have children.”


  Su Xing knew of the grand commandant’s reputation. His eyes filled with disdain. “A man like him should be the last to bear his surname.”


  Having heard the entire conversation, Chu Mingyun stopped in his tracks and turned around slowly with a suggestive smile. “You’re dallying, my dear censor,” he cooed. “Perhaps I tired you out too much last night. Shall I carry you?”


  The two courtiers were the only ones who didn’t have utter shock colouring their faces.


  Su Shiyu smiled. “Lord Chu.”


  Chu Mingyun smiled back before continuing on his way.


  Su Shiyu turned to his dumbfounded uncle with a deep sigh. “He is jesting. Pray, do not take his words to heart.”


  “You… and he…” Su Xing stammered as his finger swept between the two men.


  Su Shiyu locked eyes with his uncle. “Would you rather trust his words than mine?”


  “Well…” The older man took some time to collect himself. He couldn’t recall what he had planned on saying. He opened, shut, then opened his mouth a few times before finally saying, “So be it. I will stop nagging. I only ask that you keep my words in mind. I visited your aunt when travelling through Jinling to Fufeng. She told me you are near the end of the one-year mourning period. If you keep dragging your feet, she will go to Chang’an and find a wife for you. It’ll give her an opportunity to visit her son as well since he now lives there.”


  Su Shiyu froze in surprise. “Is that what she said?”


  The older man smirked. “Yes, word for word, so you’d better prepare yourself.”


  Su Shiyu nodded solemnly.


  After a short rest, the two courtiers headed for the residence of the first victim of the case—Zheng Wan. Over a month had passed since the former prefect was killed. The body had been buried long enough, yet his family were still dressed in white mourning clothes. Funereal banners remained hung throughout the residence whilst the smoke from white funereal candles filled the space. A maidservant led a woman in white out to greet the investigators. A white hairpin stuck precariously in her slightly tousled hair, she looked frail and pale. The only colour on her person was her eyes, red-rimmed from too much weeping.


  After they offered their condolences, Chu Mingyun and Su Shiyu were brought to the courtyard where the murder had taken place. Unfortunately, the area had been inspected by local police, and the family had held a wake. The crime scene was no longer pristine. What remained was a faint bloodstain on the stone floor tiles that refused to be washed away—silent proof of the tragedy that had happened.


  Su Shiyu studied the desk for a long moment before reaching for a few documents and falling deep into thought. Chu Mingyun turned away. After deciding that he wasn’t going to find anything new in the space, he approached the widow, Madam Zheng, who refused to enter and chose to wait outside. The look that had been frozen onto her husband’s face had been seared into her mind. Stepping into this courtyard would be akin to ripping newly formed scabs on a recent wound.


  “Madam,” said Chu Mingyun. “You said that your husband was killed in the middle of the night. Why wasn’t he asleep? What business had he here?”


  “He had some reports to attend to,” the woman said slowly. “My husband brought them from the office so that he could go through them in his study.”


  “Did he do that often?”


  “Not in particular.” She thought for a moment. “He had a habit of bringing urgent and important documents back home so that he could go through them more carefully.”


  “That means that the murderer is either someone who worked at your residence or someone who knew Prefect Zheng well,” Su Shiyu said softly as he approached the two.


  Chu Mingyun’s lips quirked as he turned towards the grand censor. “Have you found anything, Lord Su?”


  “Not at first,” said Su Shiyu. “That was until I overheard what you just said.”


  Madam Zheng’s eyes glimmered. “What do you mean, Your Lordship?”


  “It’s but conjecture, but I believe I’m not far from the truth. The bodies of the prefect’s guards were also discovered here. That meant that the murderer was not skilled enough to evade the notice of others. However, nobody else in the residence was aware of the threat. Even you only found out that your husband had been murdered the next morning. That means that the murderer had directly entered this courtyard.”


  Madam Zheng frowned in puzzlement. “What does this have to do with the murderer’s identity?”


  Chu Mingyun, on the other hand, knew exactly what the grand censor insinuated. “He’s saying that the murderer must have known that Zheng Wan would be here going through his reports. He also knew the layout of the residence and could locate the study right away. This meant he must have known the prefect.” Chu Mingyun turned towards Su Shiyu. “He also knew that the prefect had urgent reports to go through that night.”


  Su Shiyu nodded.


  “Th-that’s imp-possible…”


  The two men directed looks of mild surprise at the woman.


  “That’s impossible.” Madam Zheng clutched her sleeves tightly, her eyes wide. “My husband was a kind man who never mistreated anyone working for us. Every one of them has served us for years. Nobody has left our employ since the incident. Even the lass keeping our accounts has done nothing but console me. None of them could have been the murderer!”


  “Madam–”


  “If it’d been one of them…” Tears sprang to the woman’s eyes. Her attentive maidservant caught her trembling form as she wobbled. The servant’s head hung heavy with sorrow and sympathy. Madam Zheng took a deep breath and stared at the two courtiers with utter bewilderment in her eyes. “What could have possibly driven an acquaintance to murder another?”


  When the two courtiers had no answer for her, she turned away and began weeping into her hands silently.


  


  Moments after the two men returned to the prefectural government office, Su Xing appeared, asking about the investigation. Su Shiyu simply smiled and shook his head. That was when he noticed that his uncle was restless.


  “Is there another matter that you wish to discuss, uncle?”


  Su Xing threw a look at his chief registrar, who stepped forward immediately.


  “Milords, we arrested a suspicious-looking person who was on his way out of the city. After some questioning, he confessed to the murder of the former prefect.”


  Chu Mingyun scoffed. “We haven’t managed to get anywhere with this case for so long. Now you tell me that the fellow just happened to walk right into your arms?”


  “He might have heard of your arrival and panicked,” the chief registrar said lamely. “In any case, would you like to speak to him?”


  Su Shiyu stared at the man for a moment before laughing softly. “Very well.”


  


  The jail was alit with oil lamps. The warden and guards greeted the two courtiers with a bow before stepping aside. The middle-aged prisoner dozing in the cell was clearly a skilled fighter. His bulging temples were barely hidden under his dishevelled hair. His thick, coarse palms lay limply by his side. He should have been able to evade arrest easily.


  The noise of the visitors woke the man up. He opened his eyes drowsily, then jerked away when he saw the visitors. Terror appeared on his face. Before anyone could do anything, he fell onto his knees, sending chains clanking.


  “M-master, have mercy on me!” Utter fear coloured his voice.


  Chu Mingyun stared at the prisoner in bafflement. “Are you talking to me?”


  “I… I know I’ve failed to escape arrest.” The prisoner stole a peek at Chu Mingyun as he trembled in his place. “I beg your pardon, master!”


  The guards gasped and gaped at Chu Mingyun. Meanwhile, Su Shiyu simply stood by, watching the scene unfold.


  Chu Mingyun cast a glance over the prisoner before shaking his head and guffawing. “You should’ve done your research before attempting to frame me—I don’t hire people with an ugly mug like yours.”


  The indirect insult left the prisoner gawking.


  Su Xing also gave the grand commandant an odd look before turning towards his nephew. “Don’t you have any questions for him, Shiyu?”


  Su Shiyu laughed softly. “Lord Chu is the one he’s pleading to. Let Lord Chu question him.”


  The prisoner turned towards Su Shiyu then. “Grand Censor Su!” he wailed. “I know I deserve capital punishment for the grievous crime that I’ve committed. But my wife and children are innocent. Pray, won’t you rescue them?”


  Su Shiyu read between the lines but simply smiled without saying anything.


  Chu Mingyun glanced at the grand censor before turning back to the prisoner. “Stop yelling and answer my questions. Zheng Wan was killed ages ago. Why didn’t you escape Fufeng sooner? Why choose to do so today?”


  The man glared, his features contorting. “I only did as I was commanded, master. But if you’ve already decided to wash your hands of me, what explanation could I possibly give?”


  Chu Mingyun sneered. “You claim to be loyal to me. Why would a loyal servant openly incriminate his master?”


  The man looked away. “It’s like what you told me. I’m a mere pawn that can be readily cast away. I’m not worthy of being called your subordinate. Now that I’m caught, all I can do is take a final gamble to save my wife and children.”


  Chu Mingyun scoffed. “What happened to them?”


  “I believe you know better than I do.”


  Chu Mingyun narrowed his eyes. Before he could step up to the man, a tug at his arm stopped him. He turned around to find Su Shiyu smiling.


  “We won’t get anything out of him when he’s clearly not in the right frame of mind. We need not question him now. It’s been a long day, Lord Chu. Let us retire, shall we?”


  With a frown, Chu Mingyun studied the grand censor’s eyes, then turned around and grunted his agreement.


  After the two courtiers left the prison, the guards gathered and started gossiping with one another. A heated discussion soon arose regarding the dramatic developments of the case. Meanwhile, the chief registrar and the other clerks who had tagged along for the visit wore peculiar masks on their faces.


  Restless, Su Xing tugged at his nephew’s sleeve. “Shiyu, you heard what the man said–”


  “Uncle.” Su Shiyu cut his uncle off—which he had almost never done—with a gentle, calm tone. “We’re all seen our fair share of baseless accusations. There is no evidence that this is the man who murdered Zheng Wan. You mustn’t jump to conclusions.”


  Chu Mingyun, walking ahead of the two men, heard everything. He knew that no matter how convincing the prisoner sounded, Su Shiyu would never believe him. Not because Su Shiyu trusted him, but because Su Shiyu believed in his own judgement and was not easily swayed. He glanced back at Su Shiyu and chuckled tonelessly.


  


  The prisoner slumped against the wall and fell asleep after his visitors left. Some time passed. In his uneasy sleep, he heard footsteps. When he looked up, it was to the sight of Su Shiyu. The courtier had returned. Su Shiyu gestured at the guards, who nodded and left immediately, leaving the two men alone in the cell.


  Su Shiyu looked at the prisoner. “I apologise for interrupting your rest.”


  “Lord Su–”


  “We are alone. You need not worry about anyone overhearing us. If you wish for me to help you, you will speak the truth.”


  The prisoner’s eyes glimmered under his dishevelled hair. Yet, all he said was, “I have spoken the truth. I wouldn’t lie to you, milord!”


  Su Shiyu nodded. “You seem like a skilled fighter. How did someone like you manage to get arrested so easily?”


  The prisoner sighed in relief secretly. “Please, milord, as I’ve told you, my wife and children are held hostage. To keep them safe, I must obey the orders I’m given.”


  The prisoner gave another account of what had happened—the murder, the instructions he had received a few days ago, how he got arrested whilst leaving the city—without sparing any detail.


  Su Shiyu listened to the man quietly, then mulled over his words. “You’ve mentioned your wife and children repeatedly. You must be very worried about them.”


  The prisoner threw Su Shiyu a look of bafflement. “I don’t care if I live or die,” he sighed. “All I want is that they be safe.”


  “You remind me of a man.” Su Shiyu chuckled. “Do you know of Tan Jing, the former Minister of Works?”


  The prisoner shook his head.


  “Like you, all he ever wanted was to protect his wife. He was willing to do anything for her. He also lied to me when I questioned him.”


  When a look of alarm spread on the prisoner’s face, Su Shiyu feigned ignorance.


  “I suppose he must have been promised something… probably something to do with his wife. He was executed. His good wife was poisoned in their home soon after. In spite of everything, he failed to protect her.”


  The prisoner shuddered and looked away. “I don’t understand your words, Lord Su. He and I are not alike at all. I’ve told you everything I know, nothing but the truth. I would never think of deceiving you.”


  “I do wonder…” Su Shiyu held eye contact with the prisoner. “Assuming your loved ones are already hostages, what’s stopping them from being harmed once you’re dead?”


  The prisoner froze. Then he snapped his head up. “Milord–”


  “I wish you’re luckier than Tan Jing.” Su Shiyu pulled a faint smile before heading for the door.


  “Milord! Milord!” The prisoner scrambled to throw himself at Su Shiyu in an attempt to stop the courtier from leaving. The chains went taut with a loud clank. His voice turned shrill with panic. “Lord Su, pray, still your steps! I beg of you!”


  Su Shiyu stopped. The prisoner slumped onto the floor, a shattered memory of a man.


  


  Chu Mingyun was annoyed. This became more obvious after the prisoner had accused him of ordering the assassination of Zheng Wan. The grand commandant wasn’t an even-tempered man in the first place. He might not have minded the occasional mind tricks and games he and Su Shiyu played with each other, but he certainly had no patience for such antics when it came to other people.


  Su Shiyu must have noticed his foul mood because over the next two days, he didn’t pay a visit to either the prison or the Zhengs’ residence. Instead, he got Chu Mingyun to help him go through the documents that had piled up after the prefect’s death—irking the grand commandant further.


  That night, Su Shiyu appeared with a few books and knocked at his door. Chu Mingyun barred him from entry with an arm across the doorway.


  “Good evening,” he said brusquely. “Unless you’ve come to warm my bed, you may leave.”


  “We won’t need a bed.” Su Shiyu showed him the titles of the books: not official documents that needed reviewing, but military treatises. “I fear evil may rear its head tonight, and we shall wait for it in your room.”


  Frowning, Chu Mingyun let his arm drop. “What kind of trouble should we expect?”


  “I cannot say for certain.” Su Shiyu entered and placed the books on the table. “I’ve told my uncle that we shall leave Fufeng tomorrow and continue our investigation elsewhere. If not tonight, they will not get another chance.”


  “They?” Chu Mingyun sat down opposite the man. “What have you learnt?”


  “It’s mere speculation.” Su Shiyu smiled. “Organised serial crimes require coordinators. The last two days, I compared the time and location of the five murders and found something interesting. Based on the number of days separating each murder, that the mastermind is based in Fufeng is the most likely explanation.”


  “And you plan to use us as bait?”


  Su Shiyu looked up. Under the candlelight, his eyes were as dark as the night. There was a teasing look in his eyes. “What’s this, Lord Chu? Surely, you’re not afraid?”


  His warm voice ended in a questioning lilt, like he was refraining from laughter. It was so beautiful that it left Chu Mingyun dazed. When he collected himself, he smirked. “Shouldn’t I ask you that question? You came running to me, after all.”


  Su Shiyu chuckled and shook his head. “Not at all. I came here for convenience.”


  “You need not explain yourself,” Chu Mingyun said, his smile widening. “Is it so hard to admit you wanted me to protect you? There’s no shame in that.”


  “That reminds me.” Su Shiyu stared back. “I’ve been meaning to ask you.”


  “Oh?”


  “Is it hard, carrying that much shamelessness around?”


  Chu Mingyun glanced down and smirked. “Want to feel how heavy it is?”


  Su Shiyu ended the banter by sliding over a military treatise. Chu Mingyun glanced at the cover.


  “I’ve read that. Pass me another one.”


  It was almost midnight when they heard footsteps racing across the roof. The sound was startling clear in the dead of the night. Rather than stop above them, it pulled away and grew fainter. The two men exchanged a look before giving chase. But before they went far, their attention was caught by a commotion in a neighbouring courtyard, which turned out to be Su Xing’s quarters. The guards were nowhere to be seen. A glimpse through the window of the prefect’s bedchamber revealed a scene of destruction.


  Chu Mingyun nudged Su Shiyu. “Over there.”


  A figure was slipping past the corner and heading for a discreet corner of the grounds. They trailed after him through the night, eventually arriving at a metal gate that was ajar. Su Shiyu recognised this as the entrance to the torture chamber. Zheng Wan had been a compassionate man. Throughout the years of his service, the chamber had been locked up and unused. Its chains were now snapped into two and left sprawling on the ground. An eerie draught oozed out beyond the gates, stopping them in their tracks. For a moment, Su Xing’s muffled voice came from the dark depths of the complex.


  Frowning, Su Shiyu grabbed Chu Mingyun by the wrist and walked past the gates and down the stone steps.


  Chu Mingyun eyed the hand around his wrist with startlement. Only then did he recall his joking request at the secret entrance to the Joykeeper’s Hall. To his surprise, Su Shiyu took it to heart. For a moment, he floundered for words. Finally, he chuckled silently to himself. The man’s hand was as warm as he had remembered it.


  Su Shiyu must have known the layout of the torture chamber, for he was able to advance smoothly in complete darkness. The sounds of an intense fight echoed strangely in the walkway. As they approached the origin, they spotted sparks flying in the dark as metal clashed against metal.


  “Uncle?”


  What he got as a response was the sound of blades hitting each other some ways off. A man cursed. The words got drowned out before Su Shiyu could discern them. A loud thud rang out as a weapon clanked onto the floor. In its wake was utter silence.


  A flame flared up in the chamber. The space became illuminated as life was breathed into an oil lamp. Su Xing clung to a wall, panting and holding his wounds, whilst a black-clad man in a mask lay lifelessly at his feet. The dead man’s hard, angry gaze fixed on the wounded man.


  Chu Mingyun crouched down and yanked the mask off, revealing a face they had come across multiple times over the last few days. It was the chief registrar. His jaw had fallen open in a frozen yell. Unfortunately, his vocal cords had been slit, rendering him mute and his corpse more gruesome.


  Su Xing coughed violently before cursing. “That scoundrel! He ‘caught the murderer’ to get my guard down when he’s the actual murderer. He even tried to kill me.”


  An enigmatic smile appeared on Chu Mingyun’s lips. He straightened up, but before he could approach the wounded man, Su Shiyu stopped him with a raise of his hand. Chu Mingyun stared at him in puzzlement. The grand censor was looking at his uncle with a strange, quiet expression.


  Su Xing gestured grumpily. “Shiyu, come, help me up.”


  Su Shiyu remained as still as a statue. “Uncle. I didn’t tell you this, but Madam Zheng told me something that day.”


  “What did she say?”


  “What could have possibly driven an acquaintance to murder another?”


  Su Xing scoffed as he eyed the chief registrar’s dead body. “Exactly. He had served Zheng Wan for years. Who would’ve thought that he would kill him?”


  Su Shiyu stared at his uncle as he repeated. His voice was soft, the words in his mouth crisp and sharp. “What could have possibly driven an acquaintance to murder another?”


  Something flickered across the older man’s face. “What are you insinuating?”


  “You’ve known Zheng Wan for many years. The chief registrar answered to your bidding. Uncle, why have you killed them?”


  Chu Mingyun eyed the uncle and nephew with interest. He crossed his arms and found a comfortable spot by the wall.


  A dark look descended upon Su Xing’s face. “What is the meaning of this, Shiyu? Are you accusing me of murder?”


  “I had my suspicions after listening to the suspect’s confession.” The look in the grand censor’s eyes darkened. “You have proven them right tonight.”


  “What have I proven? That I killed Zheng Wan?” Su Xing was incredulous. “I’m your uncle. We are bound by blood. I carried you in my arms when you were a boy and brought you out on excursions. Have you forgotten it all?”


  Su Shiyu chuckled. “I remember. I also remember that you built this torture chamber during your previous term as the Prefect of Fufeng. You brought me here and showed me the hidden contraptions in this chamber.” He stared right into his uncle’s eyes. “I believe you’re the one who’s forgotten some things.”


  Su Xing’s eyes widened. His body shuddered with fury. “Yes, so what, there are a few contraptions? Are you implying that I’d hurt you?”


  Su Shiyu looked away. For a long moment, there was silence in the chamber.


  “When I first arrived at Fufeng, you delivered me a message from my aunt. Do you remember what you told me?”


  I visited your aunt when travelling through Jinling to Fufeng. She told me you are near the end of the one-year mourning period…


  “My parents passed in the seventh month of last year. In the eighth month, Zheng Wan was killed, and you were appointed as the new Prefect of Fufeng. Aunt Bie is too meticulous to have mistaken the date of my parents’ death. I don’t believe that it was a slip of the tongue either. That means that you had left for Chang’an before the seventh month and had kept your presence hidden all that while. Now, why would you do that?”


  It was a meticulous plan that should have worked brilliantly. Su Shiyu had guessed correctly—right down to the last detail.


  Su Xing had lingered near Chang’an, hopping from one county to the next until he sneaked into Fufeng and committed the string of murders. After Chu Mingyun and Su Shiyu arrived at Fufeng, he had a man pretend to be the murderer and accuse Chu Mingyun of being the mastermind. Within the days that followed, he had the guards who witnessed the confession spread rumours that the grand commandant had been behind the serial murders. Then he killed the chief registrar, who had been doing his dirty deeds for him, so that there were no witnesses left alive. He also lured Chu Mingyun and Su Shiyu into the torture chamber, where he could trigger the contraption in the chamber and kill both courtiers. Everyone would then learn that the grand commandant had tried to kill the grand censor and that both men perished in the fight. There would be nobody alive to dispute that tale. As the newly appointed Prefect of Fufeng, he would have nothing to do with all of this.


  Su Xing froze. After a long moment, he dropped his gaze. His shoulders started shaking. He was laughing. His laughter grew, bouncing loudly off the walls of the torture chamber. When he looked up again, his eyes had turned cold. He stared coolly at his dear nephew. “You’d suspected it was me ever since I relayed the message?”


  “I’ve come to get to the bottom of the murders.”


  Su Xing barked out a laugh. “Su Jue has taught you well. You’re exactly like your father. I take that back. You’re so much worse.”


  “Was this why you were banished from the capital?”


  “I did nothing wrong, but Su Jue accused me of harbouring ill intent and had me banished! He drove his own brother out of the capital and sent him thousands of miles away.” Now that Su Xing had ripped off his mask, his tone grew ever more vicious. “My intentions were ill, but so what? Li Yanzhen was and is just a foolish boy who doesn’t deserve to be emperor. I’m not interested in babying children like the rest of you.”


  “I suppose you have chosen another master to serve, then.”


  “Am I supposed to be like you and your father? Two fools blinded by loyalty and propriety—blind to what the world has become. There have been invasions, floods, and famines, all caused by men. You think peace is finally here just because of the momentary lull in chaos. Wake up and look with your eyes! Li Yanzhen is an incompetent ruler. There’s nothing you can do to save his empire.”


  Su Shiyu frowned. “Uncle, mind your words.”


  “I’m not your uncle,” Su Xing spat. “I now understand it’s my fault for forgetting the sort of man you are. If I hadn’t stopped your father from stabbing you to death, I’d have saved myself much trouble. I’ve heard how the rest talk about you. It appears that they were right.” He pointed at Su Shiyu. “You know no desire, no love, no passion, and no sorrow. A person like you deserves to live and die alone.”


  They were supposed to be family. What would it take for family to hate family so much? The curses were so ruthless that Chu Mingyun found himself stealing a glance at Su Shiyu. The man looked utterly unruffled. Was he truly unaffected—was he truly as heartless as his uncle claimed?


  Su Xing finally stopped cursing to catch his breath.


  “I thank you for your words of wisdom,” Su Shiyu said evenly. “Perhaps you can further enlighten me. You said that you have pledged your allegiance to a wiser master out of love for the people, but your actions speak otherwise. You’ve killed men of upright character. Prefect Zheng was a just and honest official who loved his people. What had he done to deserve death?”


  Su Xing pursed his lips.


  “Uncle.” Su Shiyu sighed. “I ask that you turn yourself in.”


  “Turn myself in?” Su Xing barked out a laugh. “And get thrown behind bars, then suffer another interrogation by you before I eventually get executed?”


  He staggered forward.


  “I’ll save you the trouble!”


  He slammed his fist into a brick in the wall. It sank in with a loud click. A stone wall came crashing down a few inches from Su Shiyu, deafening in its thunderous descent.


  For a moment, there was utter silence.


  “Lord Su…?”


  Su Shiyu looked down, his feet still in the same spot. Blood was seeping from the cracks at the bottom of the stone wall, snaking down the grooves of the stone tiles until it met the edges of his boots.


  “Lord Su?” Chu Mingyun stepped towards the man.


  “Let us go.” Su Shiyu turned around. “I’ll send some men down to clean up. After that, we have to quickly arrest the rest of his accomplices.”


  Chu Mingyun caught up with Su Shiyu, mind racing to find the tactful thing to say. “Your relationship with your father seemed… tense.”


  “It’s not what you think. My father was simply a bit stern.”


  “Hey! Some of the taverns here are open all night. If you’re upset, I’ll gladly have a few drinks with you.”


  “Why should I be upset?” Su Shiyu chuckled ever so faintly. “We’ve solved the case and fulfilled the assignment His Majesty gave us.”


  “Why, yes. Let’s drink to celebrate the fact that my name has been cleared then.”


  Chu Mingyun stopped to reflect. Surprisingly, he felt a rare moment of embarrassment for what he had just said. So distracted was he that he nearly bumped into Su Shiyu, who had turned around.


  “You wish to celebrate, Lord Chu?”


  “Yes… That’s right.”


  “Then let us go.”


  The grand censor’s reply had come off a bit too casual to be taken seriously. But to Chu Mingyun’s surprise, they left the office grounds after tasking the constables with the arrests.


  Fufeng was a place of prosperity. Despite the late hour, some taverns remained brightly lit and saw the rare patron. The two courtiers found a quiet corner upstairs and sat down. The drink in their cups was warm and fragrant. Chu Mingyun wasn’t in a rush to gulp it down. He held his cup, allowing the heat to warm his hand as he studied the grand censor.


  Su Shiyu took a sip of his wine. Eyes on the cup, he asked, “Is there something on my face?”


  “A beautiful flower.”


  Su Shiyu looked up and laughed. “Drunk already, are we?”


  Chu Mingyun chuckled and fell quiet until a thought occurred to him. “If Su Xing was the mastermind, what about Mu, the fellow who ran the Joykeeper’s Hall? You said that he should call you ‘brother’. Does that make him Su Xing’s son?”


  Su Shiyu shook his head. “My uncle sired no sons, only two daughters. I’ve seen them several times when visiting my aunt in Jinling. The elder is married to a merchant. The second is still young. They have naught to do with Housemaster Mu. Based on what I know of my uncle, he probably kept his family in the dark about his activities.”


  “Then, who could the fellow have been?”


  “To be honest, I have no clue. My family has served at court for four generations. Many at court have had dealings with my family. Amongst my peers, I am the eldest, thus many would have to use honorifics with me.”


  Chu Mingyun nodded. “If memory serves me right, I’m a few months older than you.”


  Su Shiyu simply stared, waiting for the shamelessness to commence.


  “So, shouldn’t you use honorifics with me?”


  Su Shiyu stared at his cup.


  Chu Mingyun stretched a hand over the cup, brushing the man’s wrist in the meantime. He leant in with a sweet, flirtatious smile. “Now, call me your brother dearest and I’ll buy you another pot of drink.”


  When the grand censor kept quiet, he grew impatient. “Come, why are you ignoring me?”


  Yes, why indeed? Su Shiyu chuckled while peeling Chu Mingyun’s hand off his. “According to the law, officials whose annual salary is over two thousand piculs of rice are not allowed to marry or swear brotherhood in private.”


  That was the advantage of being the grand censor. You had all these convenient excuses.


  Chu Mingyun gave up. He took a sip of his wine. “You said that Su Xing’s family doesn’t know what he’s done. Won’t his wife and children hate you for getting him killed?”


  Su Shiyu’s fingertips tightened around his cup like a vice, then went limp. “They might, but my uncle committed grievous crimes. In accordance with the law, the entire clan is to be executed. They might not get the chance to hate me.”


  Chu Mingyun froze. “Do you intend to report everything truthfully?”


  Su Shiyu gave him a strange look. “Naturally.”


  “You do know that you are part of the clan that is to be executed, right?”


  “Of course.”


  Chu Mingyun’s expression twitched. “You wish to get yourself killed?”


  “The laws of the land must be obeyed.” Su Shiyu filled both cups. “We shouldn’t jump to conclusions now though. We’ll have to conduct a thorough search of my uncle’s residence first.”


  “I have a feeling you’re only going to uncover more misdeeds, not fewer.”


  Su Shiyu smiled quietly.


  Chu Mingyun emptied his cup. He cupped his cheek as he studied Su Shiyu—his long fingers around his cup, the sliver of fair skin as the cuff of his sleeve, threaded with silver embroidery, slid down, his slender wrist, his downcast lashes obscuring his dark eyes. He was the picture of elegance and poise.


  “I believe I would be upset if you really died,” he blurted.


  Su Shiyu mulled over the words carefully. He couldn’t puzzle out the true meaning, but he could see that the man was serious. He decided that Chu Mingyun was trying to console him. “Thank you for your kindness,” he said. “Men like you are a rare breed indeed, Lord Chu.”


  “How so?”


  “Nine out of ten who speak and act the way you do will earn a beating. The remaining one must be skilled enough a fighter to avoid those beatings. That makes you a rare breed.”


  Chu Mingyun grinned. “That makes two of us.”


  Su Shiyu simply refilled his own cup. As he downed the drink, he realised that it had gone cold. Its chill flowed down his throat and seeped into his chest. The long moment of silence was punctuated by a soft sigh. Out of nowhere, a finger landed on his brow. He looked up in surprise and was greeted by the sight of a smiling Chu Mingyun. Alcohol had begun to take effect, but the grand commandant’s eyes were bright, like mirrors drinking in the moonlight and the dark night.


  “This was meant to be a celebration. Why are you frowning?”


  Su Shiyu stared back dumbly. He found himself at a loss. The finger was on his forehead, sliding carefully across his skin, as if it were painting his eyebrows. Slowly and steadily, it smoothened the crease in his brow, pausing only when it reached his temple. The heat from the digit. The scent of alcohol. The fragrance of sandalwood lining his sleeves. His skin tingled in the wake of the man’s touch. Something stirred under it. An unfamiliar and strange emotion swelled to the forefront, then ebbed away so quickly that he doubted if it had risen in the first place.


  Chu Mingyun kept staring at him. Then, with his head askew, he laughed. “Lord Su…” His shoulders shook lightly. “This expression on your face… I’m tempted to pinch your cheeks.”


  Su Shiyu pulled the naughty hand away from his face. He stared at the beaming man and found himself laughing along. Something cool fell on his cheek. The next moment, it began to pour. Su Shiyu followed Chu Mingyun’s gaze and looked out the window. An autumnal shower had descended upon Fufeng, rousing its citizens.


  


  As soon as the warden released the suspect, the man led a group of constables to a remote residence in the city where they rescued his wife and children. They also arrested Su Xing’s accomplices who failed to escape in time and brought them back to the prison. After a day’s interrogation, they finally confessed. Some letters as well as a few bronze tokens and seals were found, the purpose of which remained unknown. The letters had been sent from multiple parties. Su Shiyu compared their contents with what the accomplices had revealed—everything lined up perfectly. The earliest dated letter revealed to whom Su Xing had pledged his loyalty: the Duke of Huainan.


  Su Shiyu reread the letters multiple times. He didn’t find anything amiss. The personal seals were legitimate, which only added to his puzzlement. He had expected the serial murders to be tied to the previous cases. Now, he had the testimonies and evidence to prove, without a doubt, that the Duke of Huainan was the one behind everything. Could his previous suspicions be the result of paranoia? Tan Jing had been telling the truth all along. The facts had been staring him in the face all this while.


  “Shiyu,” a familiar voice rang out behind him.


  Su Shiyu pulled himself out of his thoughts. He recognised the voice, but he still turned around. A regal-looking woman stood a few yards away, staring at him. She held onto the hand of a six-year-old girl. Then she tugged the girl forward, strode past the busy officials searching the courtyard and right up to the grand censor.


  Su Shiyu cast his eyes downwards and greeted the woman. “Greetings, Auntie.”


  Without saying a single word, the woman raised her hand and sent it swinging towards Su Shiyu’s cheek. Su Shiyu didn’t bat an eyelid as it fell… but it stopped before it could land. A man in blue had caught the woman’s wrist in midair.


  “Release me,” the woman said, eyes bulging.


  “Madam Su,” Chu Mingyun warned. “Best think of the consequences you’ll suffer before you attack an official of the court.”


  The woman’s eyes went ablaze with fury. Her body shuddered with rage. “Release me this instant! I demand that you release me!”


  The girl by her side had no idea what was going on. Startled by the scene that was unfolding before her, she tried to hold her mother back. When she couldn’t, she threw herself at Su Shiyu in an attempt to shield him.


  “Mother, don’t hit Shiyu!” she cried softly.


  Su Shiyu crouched down and opened his arms wide. Before he could catch the girl, Madam Su wrestled herself free and yanked the girl back. Su Shiyu’s arms lingered in midair.


  “Shiyu’s my dear brother. Don’t hit him, Mother!” The girl clutched at her mother’s sleeves.


  Tears sprung to the woman’s eyes. She crouched down and threw her arms around the girl. Then she whipped around and glared murderously at Su Shiyu. “My Ying’er,” she hissed. “Take a good look at him. He’s not your dear brother!”


  Ying’er stared at Su Shiyu in bewilderment. “He is. He’s Shiyu…”


  “No, he’s not. He’s the monster who killed your father. He’s a heartless beast!” Her voice turned shrill, a piercing shriek that reached the ears of everyone in the courtyard. “Su Shiyu, you’ve cast your own family aside. Is your heart made of stone? You killed your own uncle. Why don’t you kill us too? We’re all criminals, aren’t we? Why wait? Kill us now!”


  Su Shiyu kept quiet. After what seemed like an eternity, he sighed softly and headed inside.


  The constables stopped her from going after Su Shiyu. As she struggled and failed to free herself, she started hurling curses. Finally, she slumped to the ground, wrapped her arms around her daughter, and started sobbing.


  Chu Mingyun followed Su Shiyu inside. “Would you like a hug?”


  Su Shiyu looked back at the smiling man. “Have you yet to awaken from your nap?”


  Chuckling, Chu Mingyun eyed the bloody scratches on the back of his hand and sighed loudly. “Why do you subject yourself to all this trouble? You could have stopped the investigation and pinned everything on me. Wouldn’t that have been easier on you? You would have gotten rid of a rival and protected your family from punishment. You would’ve saved yourself the abuse.”


  “That would be wrong.” Su Shiyu stopped sorting through the letters. “Why does it matter who it is? A crime was committed.”


  Chu Mingyun eyed Su Shiyu with interest. Then he shook his head, chuckling. “They were right. You’re as immovable as stone.”


  


  


  


  


  




  Chapter 7


  The case was closed. Chu Mingyun and Su Shiyu returned to the capital. It was great news for everyone. The courtiers no longer had to live in fear. Both bureaucrats and generals alike congratulated Su Shiyu on a job well done, all the while harbouring mixed feelings about how he had conducted himself. Gossipers in teahouses sighed and clucked as they went on about the cold, heartless justice that the grand censor had exacted. Su Shiyu was unaffected by it all. He continued with his work in an orderly fashion, put together the charges and his verdict, and presented them to the emperor.


  Li Yanzhen read the report. His sigh was filled with exasperation. “I see you’ve acted with the utmost diligence as always and have proposed your own execution as well.”


  “That is the right thing to do, Your Majesty.”


  “I would lose my most loyal subject.” Li Yanzhen placed the report down. “Su Xing killed himself to escape punishment. There is no need to punish his family. Besides, those who are ignorant of the crime are innocent of it. May his widow and unwed daughter be well settled. And that will be that.”


  “Your Majesty–”


  “I will hear no more from you.” Li Yanzhen waved the protests aside. “You have proven your loyalty to me. Su Xing’s crime is his alone. I do not suspect you of the same.”


  Su Shiyu cast his gaze downwards and kept his silence.


  Li Yanzhen sighed loudly. “Take this as my show of gratitude for the loyalty that generations of the Su family have given me. Too many have died. There has been too much death and violence this autumn. Let’s not add more to it.”


  Su Shiyu smiled flatly and prostrated himself in a silent show of gratitude. He was about to say something when he suddenly remembered what Su Xing had said. “Do you have any questions regarding the report, Your Majesty?”


  “I trust what you’re doing, Lord Su. I have no further questions.”


  Su Shiyu gazed at the emperor’s boyish face. “What are your views on the Duke of Huainan?”


  Li Yanzhen thought hard about the question, then shook his head. “I’ll have to trouble you to deal with matters of the court, Lord Su. I find it difficult to form an opinion about such matters.” He looked baffled as he flipped through the report. “You didn’t mention a word about him.”


  “Which brings me to this.” Su Shiyu’s expression turned stern. He rose to his feet and produced a report from his sleeves as he had done hundreds of times prior. “When the Grand Founder established Great Xia, he bestowed dukedom on his loyal subjects to amass power for the imperial family, secure its borders, and stabilise the new dynasty. A century has since passed. Times have changed, and with that, circumstances. The dukes, led by the Duke of Huainan, have grown stronger in power and become a threat. Their lands span a thousand miles. They splurge and flaunt their wealth, oppress the people, and defy imperial orders. It is time to curtail the powers they possess.”


  Li Yanzhen read the report. “The Feoffment Decree?”


  “Yes, Your Majesty. The decree will compel the dukes to split their estates amongst their sons. The eldest son will inherit the title of duke, whilst the remaining sons will have a share of their father’s land and be granted the title of marquess. The lands and their owners will fall under the jurisdiction of the respective county. It is a granting of title and land in name that serves as a curtailment of influence and power.”


  “But… ’tis written in the ancestral teachings that no descendant who comes after shall amend the ancestral laws.”


  “I know. That is why we seek only to weaken their influence and diminish the threat that they pose.”


  “That would still constitute a revision.”


  “The dukes and their titles remain. The ancestral laws dictate that to be so. We will not strip them of their dukedom. How does that constitute a revision?”


  His argument sought loopholes through language. Nevertheless, it was sound.


  “This will hurt their interests. Will that not incite resistance?”


  Su Shiyu nodded. “That is why I haven’t publicised the connection between the murders and the Duke of Huainan.”


  “I do not understand, my dear subject.”


  “The string of murders proves to be a terrible loss for the court, but we are also now presented with an opportunity. Now, we must decide what to do with it. A public announcement of the connection to the Duke of Huainan will gain us little, especially considering the power that the duke wields. In fact, it will only alert the enemies. Winter is approaching, which means that travel will become inconvenient, and the matters to attend to at court will be many. Su Xing’s death has put our enemies on guard. All these factors place us at a disadvantage. Why not wait for the new year? The Duke of Huainan would have lowered his guard by then. As the grand censor, I would be rightly tasked to inspect the dukedoms, and the dukes would be duty-bound to receive the court envoy at the border. We can use that opportunity to seize the duke, bring him back to Chang’an, and expose his crimes. Your Majesty could use that as an excuse to implement the Feoffment Decree and curtail the powers of the dukes.”


  Li Yanzhen was hesitant but agreed in the end. “Let us do as you say then.”


  Having completed his duty, Su Shiyu bowed and took his leave. As he stepped out of the imperial study, he spotted a fair maiden walking towards him. Accompanying her graceful steps were faint perfume and melodious tinkling from the jewellery in her hair. Su Shiyu searched his memory to find her identity: Lady of Bright Deportment, Jiang Yuan—one of the newest consorts to move into Weiyang Palace after the recent selection and Li Yanzhen’s current favourite.


  The courtier and consort exchanged a bow and passed each other in the corridor. As Su Shiyu walked away, the maiden stopped in her tracks and turned around. There was a dark, cryptic look in her eyes. The soft call of her lady-in-waiting broke the spell. She chuckled, then entered the study.


  


  As soon as Su Shiyu stepped into his residence, a greenish shadow flew towards him.


  “There you are! I’ve been waiting for you forever! Listen, don’t be too upset, you– Wh-what’s with that look?”


  Su Shiyu looked around. He was in the right place. “Why are you here, Ah-Yue?”


  “I’ve heard about Uncle Xing, but don’t worry,” Du Yue said firmly, “I don’t think you were in the wrong; it was Uncle Xing. You had no choice.”


  Su Shiyu chuckled, then continued heading inside. “You’ve grown up.”


  “I’ve always been a grownup,” Du Yue beamed under the praise. Then he recalled why he had come. “Shiyu, you don’t look upset at all.”


  “There’s no point in being upset. The past is behind us.” Su Shiyu smiled at his cousin. “Did you hope to find me weeping?”


  Du Yue tried to imagine it and realised that he couldn’t. “Well, now that you mentioned it, I do”—when he got a pointed stare from his cousin, he changed his tune instantly—“not want to see it! I was worried about you, so I told Qin Zhao and Turdface that I’ll be spending a few days with you.”


  Su Shiyu raised an eyebrow. “And Qin Zhao agreed?”


  Du Yue’s face fell. “Nope. For some reason, he just wouldn’t agree.”


  “What did you do?”


  “I had a fight with him.” Du Yue scratched his head. “I guess you can’t really call that a fight. He didn’t say a word. He just wouldn’t budge. So, I ran out of the house without even packing any clothes. Do you have any clothes to spare? I don’t mind borrowing Su Bai’s.”


  Su Shiyu looked at his cousin’s shifty eyes, chuckled in exasperation, and dropped the topic.


  Du Yue fell silent too. He dropped his head, then sighed loudly. He didn’t understand why Qin Zhao was so upset about his doing something perfectly normal. Now that he’d calmed down, he realised that he had gone too far. But he couldn’t just go back now. He decided to wait a few more days. He would find a chance to apologise to Qin Zhao then. After all, his final words had been rather hurtful.


  “What’s wrong with you? My mother hardly tells me what to do—who are you to tell me what I can or cannot do?”


  


  Chu Mingyun beckoned over a maidservant as he eyed the statue of a man in the courtyard. “How long has he been standing there?”


  “Mister Qin hasn’t moved from his spot since the good herbalist left, which was around four hours ago.”


  Chu Mingyun nodded. He walked up to the silent man who was staring at his own feet. “Are you skipping dinner, my li’l Stoneface? Because I’m not.”


  Qin Zhao looked up, his face expressionless as always.


  Chu Mingyun laughed. “What will standing around accomplish? You think Du Yue will just reappear if you stand hard enough?”


  Qin Zhao pursed his lips. His fists tightened.


  Chu Mingyun scoffed. The smile on his face was replaced by a cold sneer. “You’re the one who said you won’t make him choose. Well, let him be free to choose then. This won’t be the last time either. He will continue until he learns of your feelings for him.”


  Qin Zhao’s eyes darkened with misery. His voice came out hoarse: “Ming–”


  “I’m hungry.” Chu Mingyun walked off.


  Qin Zhao stared at the gates. There was nobody there. Finally, he followed Chu Mingyun to the dining room.


  


  The trees had shed their leaves. Northern winds came southward, sweeping through the city. More than a month passed before a maidservant in green announced that Du Yue had returned. Qin Zhao jerked up instantly before something dark passed his eyes, and he forced himself back into his seat. Chuckling, Chu Mingyun glanced at him and continued peeling his kumquat.


  Soon, Du Yue shuffled in through the door. The uneasiness he felt grew when he noticed Qin Zhao wouldn’t look at him. “Hey. I’m back,” he finally stammered.


  Qin Zhao turned his face away.


  Chu Mingyun decided to play nice. “Finally remembered we existed? Why didn’t you spend a few more days with your dear cousin?”


  As though ignorant of the tension in the room, Du Yue sat down at the table. “I wanted to, but I think I was getting in the way. Su Bai’s better than me at everything. He even does errands quicker.”


  Chu Mingyun continued eating his kumquats. Honestly, people like Du Yue were a mystery. It was hard to tell whether they were truly idiots or just painfully honest. He eyed Qin Zhao. The man had been gloomy for more than a month—yet nothing could beat the growing thunderstorm on his face right now.


  Du Yue stole a few glances at the brooding man before finally working up his courage. “Hey, Qin Zhao, I’m back.”


  The words that Chu Mingyun had uttered more than a month ago still stung. Qin Zhao had always struggled to express himself. He could feel his words stuck in his throat.


  “Hey.”


  Then, after another pause.


  “Welcome home.”


  An awkward tension filled the room as Du Yue scrambled for something to say. His eyes fell on Chu Mingyun then. The man cleaned his hands and rose, his purple, lozenge-patterned robes becoming visible.


  The sight piqued Du Yue’s curiosity. “Hey, I saw my cousin as I was leaving, and he was wearing that too.”


  Chu Mingyun hummed as he straightened his sleeves on the way out. “It’s the winter solstice. The top civil and military officials are to dress in the same formal attire.”


  “Seriously?” Du Yue asked in surprise. “You have to dress up just to eat dumplings in Chang’an?”


  Chu Mingyun paused to throw a look of disdain at the healer. “It’s for the ceremonial ritual.”


  


  On the winter solstice, the people gave offerings to the heavens and prayed for good weather, a good harvest, and peace for the nation.


  A calming ceremonial music, punctuated by the rhythmic beats of banners flapping in the wind, filled Weiyang Palace. Rows of officials, helmed by Chu Mingyun and Su Shiyu, kowtowed. In Great Xia, water was the object of worship, and the associated colour of black was favoured. Li Yanzhen ascended the altar in heavy, black robes, presented jade and silk as offerings to the gods, then began a slow, steady song that ended on a solemn, regal note. As he sang, eight dancers below the altar performed for the heavens and sought their blessing.


  As Chu Mingyun gazed at the solemn, majestic scene before him, he recalled what Su Xing had said. He wondered if the dead man had been right. Was the peace before them like the reflection of the moon in water—fragile and easily shattered?


  A banquet followed the end of the ceremony. More musicians and dancers streamed into the grand, magnificent hall lined with embroidered carpets. Lovely, supple bodies moved to the instruments’ song. Li Yanzhen, seated above everyone else, told his subjects to enjoy themselves. The hall got rowdy as the courtiers began toasting one another.


  Su Shiyu, who sat in the highest position on the right side, was swarmed with officials eager to toast him, while Chu Mingyun cupped his cheek as he nursed his drink alone. As the grand commandant, he sat on the opposite side of the hall, but his foul temper meant that few dared to offer him a toast. He was enjoying his peace and quiet when someone decided to disrupt it.


  “Milord, my lady would like to speak to you,” said a lady-in-waiting, bowing.


  Chu Mingyun raised his eyebrow. “What if I said I’m not interested?”


  “M-milord…” She floundered. “I-I cannot return without you. Pray, allow me to bring you to my lady.”


  Chu Mingyun chuckled. Quietly, he rose to his feet and followed her out of the hall. They took a winding path that brought them to a grove. As they passed the trees, they were greeted with the sight of Lake Taiye. A woman in red standing next to the water smiled as they approached.


  “I was wondering if you would come.”


  The maidservant who had guided him had disappeared as soon as she was no longer needed. Presently, the banquet was in full swing; nobody else but Chu Mingyun and the woman in red stood on the lakeshore.


  Chu Mingyun bowed. “How could I refuse an invitation from you, Lady Jiang. How may I be of service?”


  “It’s nothing, really. This was a rare opportunity to meet you, and I couldn’t help myself.”


  “I bid you speak plainly, milady.”


  Jiang Yuan turned away and gazed at the koi rippling the waters. “Milord, your reputation as an esteemed general has travelled far and wide. Many women dream of being yours, and I am no exception. Unfortunately, as an imperial consort, I’m afraid I’ve lost my chance.”


  Chu Mingyun chuckled. Professing a long unrequited love? He had tried the same thing on Su Shiyu six months ago. “Oldest trick in the book.”


  “Sorry?” Jiang Yuan turned around in surprise. “I didn’t catch that.”


  “Nothing. If you’ve lost your chance, why have you requested to meet me, milady?”


  “Like I said,” she said, closing the distance, “I couldn’t help myself.”


  Chu Mingyun sized her up. He decided to do away with formality since there was nobody around. “Haven’t you heard? I like men.”


  “I have.” Jiang Yuan dipped her head. “But love is not an easy emotion to quell.”


  Chu Mingyun snickered, lifting her chin up. “Do you wish to lie with me?” he said huskily.


  Panic flashed across her eyes. She dug her nails into her palms as she struggled to maintain her composure. She stared back into Chu Mingyun’s eyes. “Milord–”


  Chu Mingyun released her. “I did have a few concubines. They were not like you.”


  Jiang Yuan looked away, collecting herself. “How so?”


  “Unlike you”—he eyed her chest—“they were well-endowed.”


  Jiang Yuan froze in shock. Slowly, she took a deep breath to collect herself. It helped.


  Chu Mingyun performed a curt bow. “By your leave.”


  In a panic, Jiang Yuan threw all propriety to the wind and grabbed his sleeve. “Still your steps, milord!”


   Chu Mingyun turned around.


  “I came here to give you this, milord.” Jiang Yuan produced a perfumed sachet with intricate embroidery from her sleeve and pushed it into his hand.


  “Must I accept it?”


  Over Chu Mingyun’s shoulder, Jiang Yuan spotted a man in purple amidst the bare trees. He paused but left silently a moment later. She released a sigh of relief. “This is a token of my heartfelt love. Please accept it.” Without another word, she bowed and walked away.


  Chu Mingyun pinched the weighty sachet. He opened it and spied something bronze behind amongst the dried leaves and petals. He pulled it out—a key to something. After a moment’s thought, he shoved the key back into the sachet and tossed the whole thing into the water.


  Plop. And it sank to the bottom of the lake.


  Chu Mingyun returned to a hall filled with his drunk colleagues, headed by the emperor, accompanied by Jiang Yuan. His eyes swept across the hall. The officials bothering the grand censor had finally left. He walked up to the right side and sat down.


  “Will you have a few drinks with me, Lord Su?”


  Su Shiyu turned around, looking as sober as ever. Something told Chu Mingyun that the man wished to speak.


  “What is it?”


  The grand censor pressed his voice low. “You–”


  “Your Majesty!” The captain of the Yulin Guards entered the hall. As the leader of the emperor’s personal troops, he strode briskly past the feasting officials, then fell on one knee before his liege lord. “Forgive me for the intrusion, Your Majesty. Tianlu Keep has been broken into.”


  His words roused the officials from their drunken reverie. Li Yanzhen cupped his forehead in a stunned stupor. “What’s happened?”


  “Tianlu Keep has been robbed. The sentinels were found unconscious, and the two keys to the keep have gone missing. The sealed documents have also been tampered with.”


  The officials exchanged looks of bewilderment. Nestled in the depths of the imperial palace, Tianlu Keep housed sealed records and books of archival significance, such as imperial edicts. While an important library, it wasn’t a library that usually garnered much attention. Certainly, the emperor and his subjects hadn’t the slightest clue why anyone would want to rob it.


  “What is missing?” the emperor asked, fighting the intoxication.


  “Well…” the captain stammered. “Due to the sheer size of the archive, we have not yet determined what has gone missing.”


  Li Yanzhen quietly rubbed circles into his temples.


  Jiang Yuan glanced at him, then took a deep breath. “Your Majesty, if you will allow me a word.” She produced a brass key from her sleeve and held it towards the captain. “Does this look anything like the key that’s gone missing?”


  The captain gawked. “Yes, the very key! But why have you got it, Lady Jiang?”


  Jiang Yuan met Li Yanzhen’s baffled eyes. “When I went out for some fresh air, I ran into one of your faithful courtiers and found this key on the ground. I intended to have it returned to him after the banquet.” Her eyes fell on the right side of the hall.


  The right was reserved for the grand censor, but it just so happened that the grand commandant had settled there too. As Chu Mingyun met the lady’s gaze, his lips curled into a sharp smile. Now, all eyes were on the two top courtiers.


  “Who was it that you saw?” asked Li Yanzhen.


  “I believe we all know who it is, Your Majesty,” Lu Shi, the Minister of Justice, said. “Only one person left his seat for such a long time.”


  Chu Mingyun threw a look of annoyance at the minister. The old dog never liked him, but he didn’t realise that the animosity was so strong that he would track him with his hateful eyes during banquets.


  Before Jiang Yuan could confirm or deny, Su Shiyu said, “Minister Lu, I left my seat for some time too.”


  “Of course, Grand Censor,” Lu Shi said hastily. “But I didn’t mean you.”


  Su Shiyu smiled before turning towards Jiang Yuan.


  “It’s quite the coincidence,” Su Shiyu said in a friendly tone. “I ran into Lord Chu right outside the hall. We shared words about recent affairs and didn’t go far at all. Who exactly did you run into, milady?”


  Chu Mingyun watched the brazen liar and had to admit defeat. He couldn’t have managed that.


  Jiang Yuan stared at the grand censor, disbelief spelt out on her face. She tore her eyes away. “I fear I must have made a mistake. My deepest apologies.”


  A hushed murmur swept across the hall. The Chu faction was naturally piqued. Meanwhile, the supporters of the grand censor, like Lu Shi, who relished seeing Chu Mingyun in trouble, felt torn after their leader defended the enemy.


  “I think not,” Su Shiyu said, chuckling. “Finding the key wasn’t a mistake, was it?”


  When the lady floundered, Chu Mingyun decided to speak up. “There’s no need to test Lady Jiang’s memory. If there exist two keys, a simple search will prove who’s telling the truth.” He opened his arms with a grin. “Now, if I’m searched, but no key is found… Well, let’s just say I won’t be very amused.”


  Jiang Yuan’s fingers tightened around her sleeve. Suddenly, a hand covered her fist. She turned to find Li Yanzhen smiling at her.


  “Let us forget this matter. We’re gathered here to celebrate the shortest day of the year. Let’s not sour the mood.”


  “Your Majesty–”


  “ ’Tis but a few books. Hardly worth the trouble. You may take your leave, Captain.”


  The soldier in question obeyed and left the hall.


  “Let the banquet resume!”


  Music began playing as cups got filled to the brim again. The unpleasant incident was like a fleeting thought, tossed to the back of everyone’s mind with a toast.


  Su Shiyu calmly took a sip of his drink. “Is there anything on my face?” he asked Chu Mingyun, who had been eyeing him all this while.


  “I suspect the shamelessness you carry is just as heavy. May I feel it and find out?”


  Su Shiyu smiled. “I did see you just now.”


  “Did you?”


  “A maidservant told me that someone wished to speak to me. She disappeared after bringing me to Lake Taiye, where I saw you and the lady.”


  “She told me she was in love with me. Shouldn’t you be jealous?” Chu Mingyun smirked.


  “She’s up to no good. Unfortunately, she has His Majesty’s favour now. As officials of the court, we can’t get involved with the harem. All we can do is keep our eyes open.”


  Chu Mingyun didn’t care about that. “Why did you help me?”


  “Simply returning a favour.” Su Shiyu searched for the right words. “You took an arrow for me.”


  Chu Mingyun stared at him, then burst out in quiet chuckles. “I swear, you’re…”


  He was what? Chu Mingyun realised he didn’t really know the word for it.


  


  The banquet ended. Jiang Yuan returned to her chambers. Yet, she was still in a daze.


  She had prepared to die to cover up the robbery of Tianlu Keep. All she hoped to get out of her death was the diminishing of Chu Mingyun’s influence through Su Shiyu’s hand. She had no idea what the grand censor was thinking, speaking up for the grand commandant. This was the second time he had refused to make use of the opportunity that was delivered right to his doorstep. To think she was ready to use the poison hidden in her sleeve when Li Yanzhen grabbed her hand. The young emperor, who knew little about the way of politics, used a few words to diffuse the situation and drop the matter entirely.


  “Why do you look so pale?” Li Yanzhen asked as a maidservant helped him undress.


  Jiang Yuan pulled herself together and shook her head.


  Li Yanzhen walked up to her with a smile. “Do you still brood over the robbery?” He held her hand when she didn’t say a word. “I might not know what happened, but you can rest assured—I trust you.”


  Jiang Yuan froze as a myriad of emotions swelled within her chest. She stared at his hand. It was the hand of a scholar who had held documents, ink brushes, and burins—a hand that had never been stained with blood. Like the man himself, it was too soft. Not the hand of a ruler.


  She sighed. What a naïve fool.


  


  The northern city was no stranger to snow. It came down harder and harder as year-end approached. The snow descended from the heavens, landing softly before getting swept up by strong winds into a flurried dance. Lanterns dangled under every roof across Chang’an. The white of the snow and the red of those glowing lanterns painted a festive picture that helped to drive the chill away. Matters at the court began to dwindle. Officials, major and minor, started looking forward to the holidays and to a restful break at home.


  Weiyang Palace was decked out in silver. A cosy warmth heated the interior as billowing snow and howling winds raged outside.


  “Is it just me, or you two have grown closer?” Li Yanzhen blurted after his top two courtiers finished their reports.


  Chu Mingyun raised his eyebrows, then chuckled. Before he could say anything, Su Shiyu spoke.


  “The grand commandant and I have worked together on several matters. That explains our more frequent interactions. In addition, we have been colleagues for years and have always been cordial to each other. We have not exactly grown closer.”


  It came as news to Chu Mingyun that their relationship had always been cordial.


  “Indeed.” Li Yanzhen nodded, then smiled at Su Shiyu. “The year-end is upon us. All matters at the Censorate have been well attended to. You will have some quiet time to yourself before the court resumes in the new year, won’t you?”


  “Yes, Your Majesty. We do see a few crimes and violations of the law, but in general, the censors do a satisfactory job keeping the peace of the empire and the peace of Your Majesty’s mind.”


  Li Yanzhen gave an indifferent wave of his hand. “That’s not what I meant. If you are free, why not stay and celebrate the passing of the year with me after the last court session on New Year’s Eve?”


  Chu Mingyun, whose presence was ignored, eyed the two men with interest. His lips quirked into a cryptic smile.


  Su Shiyu stiffened in surprise. After making sure that he hadn’t misheard, he said, “I thank Your Majesty for the gracious invitation, but I fear I must decline the offer.”


  “Why?”


  “Your Majesty should celebrate the passing of the year with your consorts. It is unheard of for court officials to be present for such events.”


  “I won’t summon them then, so that we may celebrate alone. Will that do?”


  Su Shiyu gave him an exasperated look. “That would be even more improper, inviting even more gossip.”


  “I am the emperor, the sovereign. Who would dare to gossip about me? Give me a straight answer, my loyal subject: will you celebrate New Year’s Eve with me?”


  “As Grand Censor, it is my duty to ensure that all officials abide by the laws and act with the utmost decorum. How can I break those rules myself?” Su Shiyu fell onto one knee. “I am forever grateful for the kind invitation, but I must decline.”


  “My dear subject,” Li Yanzhen groaned. “You celebrated New Year’s Eve with me when I was the crown prince. Why are you so reluctant to do so now? Your parents have passed, and your uncle is convicted. You can’t see your family and won’t be attending any family reunions. What is the point of returning to an empty house?”


  Su Shiyu cast his eyes downwards. Sorrow flickered across his eyes, unnoticed.


  When his words were met with silence, Li Yanzhen realised that he had misspoken. Nevertheless, he had extended the invitation as a gesture of goodwill. He couldn’t retract his words either. All he could do was stare at Su Shiyu with a measure of uncertainty in his eyes.


  Finally, Su Shiyu stood up and sighed. His eyes were void of emotion. “At the time, I was your lord-in-waiting, thus permitted to stay by your side. But things have since changed. And if Your Majesty remembers our spending New Year’s Eve together, you must also remember why I couldn’t return home and was confined to the Eastern Palace with you.” He pressed his voice low. “I pray that you mind your words and actions.”


  Li Yanzhen froze. He opened his mouth, but nothing came out. His eyes flitted towards Chu Mingyun, who was utterly intrigued, and he snapped his mouth shut.


  The grand commandant cleared his throat. “Your Majesty, you need not worry about Lord Su. His cousin is currently a retainer in my employment. If the grand censor ever feels lonely, he is welcome to my humble abode. He’ll get the grand reception that Your Majesty would have given him.”


  A clear challenge to the emperor. Su Shiyu frowned but did not turn down the invitation. Li Yanzhen stared at the grand commandant but ultimately jerked his head away in silence.


  When the two courtiers stepped out of the palace, it was snowing. Everything as far as the eye could see was blanketed in white. Su Shiyu suddenly stopped in his tracks and stared at the dark clouds above. A long silence passed. The chilly wind rushed past his bare neck. He looked back at Chu Mingyun, who had gone on ahead without him.


  “Thank you for the invitation.”


  His voice was nearly drowned out by the wind. Chu Mingyun turned around. “What was that?”


  The snow piling on the ground made faint, crunching sounds as Su Shiyu walked up to him. Slowly, his lips curled up into a smile. “After the court retires on New Year’s Eve, I will return home, change into plainclothes, and head to your residence.”


  “My residence?” Chu Mingyun said in surprise. “Are you serious?”


  “Yes.” Su Shiyu gazed into the icy heavens where the sun hung. The cold, white puffs of air he exhaled dissipated as he spoke. “This winter has been colder than past winters.”


  “Do you…” Chu Mingyun didn’t understand what he was talking about. “Do you need more firewood?”


  “I’m not so financially desperate,” Su Shiyu chuckled. “Did you not promise me a grand reception? Do you intend on going back on your words?”


  “Of course not.” Chu Mingyun smiled. “You’re welcome anytime.”


  The two sets of footprints were swiftly buried under the falling snow. Slowly, the two men walked off and vanished into the snowy landscape.


  Li Yanzhen hadn’t been wrong. The grand censor would be returning to an empty residence, with no one but his parents’ memorial tablets for company. It would have been a lonely night—in a winter chillier than past winters.


  


  The weather was fair on New Year’s Eve until dusk, and snow began to fall again. Clouds loomed above as snow piled up in courtyards. The chilly winds sent windows rattling in their frames.


  Qin Zhao shut the windows of the sidechamber and paced towards the man on the couch, cradling a small gilded warmer in his hands. The grand commandant had changed out of his courtier’s robes, his face nestled peacefully in snowy white fox fur. His eyes were shut, his long lashes fanned over his cheek.


  “Has he arrived?” Chu Mingyun asked as soon as he heard footsteps.


  “Not yet. It’s too early.” Qin Zhao’s eyes swept across the interior of the place. Nothing had been changed. “Since Su Shiyu is to visit, should we not decorate the place? Our residence might just be the least festive-looking in the whole of Chang’an.”


  “You crave a little more festivity?” Chu Mingyun’s eyes fluttered open, his lips curving. “We could stick some red paper cuttings on the doors and windows, light some red candles, and prepare some nuts and sweets. Su Shiyu and I can sit atop whilst you and Du Yue change into wedding robes and perform the nuptial bows before us. How’s that for festivity?”


  “Mingyun…” Qin Zhao glared.


  Even though Qin Zhao and Du Yue had made up on the latter’s return, and things appeared fine between them, a strange tension would appear whenever they were in the same space. Qin Zhao was reticent because he was keeping secrets. As one retreated further into himself, the other responded tactfully by keeping his mouth shut too. Over time, they simply stopped talking to each other.


  Chu Mingyun chuckled. He decided to stop pouring salt on Qin Zhao’s wounds. He stood up and flipped his hair over his shoulder. “There’s no need to spruce up the place. If Su Shiyu doesn’t like what he sees, he may leave, which would make me all the happier.”


  “Why would he even want to come?” asked Qin Zhao. “Because Du Yue is here?”


  “He’s not lovestruck like you.” Chu Mingyun rolled his eyes before turning his attention to his hand warmer. He frowned. “I’ve thought long and hard about it, but I cannot puzzle out his scheme. Also, I may be mistaken, but I think he’s grown fonder of me.”


  “Maybe… he’s started seeing you as an ally after spending so much time with you.”


  Chu Mingyun scoffed. “Haven’t you noticed? Su Shiyu only keeps simple idiots like his little cousin around. He obviously doesn’t like dealing with calculating schemers—and I know exactly what kind of person I am.”


  “What are you trying to say?”


  “Tell our men to keep their eye on the people who turn up with Su Shiyu.”


  They lounged in the sidechamber until it was nearing suppertime and headed for the main hall, where two pairs of small tables were arranged. Placed next to each table was a small stove. The charcoal within burnt a bright red, heating up the space nicely. Bits of snow that were swept in by the chilly wind melted and formed small puddles on the red tiles of the walkway.


  Du Yue was crouched by the wall with his back to them, tinkering with something.


  “What are you doing?” asked Chu Mingyun.


  Du Yue snorted and shot a smug look behind him. “Not telling you.”


  “You don’t have to.” Chu Mingyun peered at the pile of fireworks that he was trying to hide. “It’ll take someone taller than you to hide that.”


  Du Yue shot up. “You–”


  Qin Zhao stood behind Chu Mingyun, his dark, silent eyes fixed on him. Du Yue’s heart skipped. He shifted his gaze away hurriedly. Qin Zhao was probably still mad at him and might not come to his defence if he upset the man’s senior now. “I’m still growing,” he muttered weakly. “Just give me a few years. I’m definitely going to be taller than Turdface.”


  Chu Mingyun heard that, but he couldn’t be bothered with a response. Just then, a maidservant rushed in with news that Grand Censor Su had arrived. He hummed lazily before turning to the door. The sight that greeted him left him stunned—a painting most lovely and refined. Amidst the red blossoms and falling snow in the courtyard stood the man, hair as dark as ink, robes as white as snow. Steadily, with a black bamboo umbrella overhead and sleeves billowing in the wind, he made his way across the snow-laden yard. With every step, the wintry air bloomed with the sweet scent of plum, draping itself around his shoulders alongside the flying white flake.


  “Heavens, my cousin is so damn pretty!” Du Yue exclaimed.


  Chu Mingyun’s fingers twitched as he struggled to restrain himself from hitting the fool right where his cousin and his admirer could see him.


  Su Shiyu stepped into the sheltered walkway. He turned towards Du Yue as he pulled his umbrella shut. “Ah-Yue, mind your words.”


  Du Yue joined his cousin with a grin. “You’re so pretty, Shiyu!”


  Su Shiyu chuckled, then nodded towards the master of the house. “My apologies for keeping you waiting.”


  “Don’t worry about it.” Chu Mingyun looked at the courtyard. “Have you come alone, Lord Su?”


  “I’m the one who wanted to pay you a visit. Why would I bring anyone along?”


  Chu Mingyun raised his eyebrows, then chuckled. “I was just asking.”


  They sat down at the tables where piping hot tea and scrumptious dishes were served in succession. At one point, the host slipped out of his seat and trod to a discreet spot in the corridor.


  “Have you found anything?”


  “No, master,” said the shadow guard. “We’ve searched the entire estate and its vicinity. We did not find anyone suspicious.”


  Chu Mingyun stared back at the visitor. Su Shiyu was conversing with his cousin. A gradual crease wrinkled Chu Mingyun’s brow. “He’s actually come alone.”


  Su Shiyu suddenly turned around and met his gaze, almost as if he had sensed it. Chu Mingyun froze, while the other man simply smiled and looked away. The chilly draught slipped through the walkway, carrying the faint scent of plum blossoms.


  “Tell the rest to stand down,” he whispered.


  


  After supper, the maidservants cleared the cutlery and plates, then served hot liquor and mandarins before taking their leave. The four men were left to celebrate the passing of the year. For a fleeting moment, the vast hall appeared larger than it was.


  Du Yue grabbed his cup and sat down next to his cousin with a sheepish grin. “I’ll sit with you, Shiyu! You’ve still got me!”


  A stoic Qin Zhao tore his gaze away, whereas Chu Mingyun eyed the cousins. He let out a chuckle before moving his chair to the other side of the grand censor.


  “He has no need for you when he’s got me.”


  This comment earned him startled looks from the other three men. He leisurely poured a cup of liquor for the visitor while staring askance. “Why are you all the way over there?”


  Qin Zhao instantly understood. He soon shifted over to join the other three. The hall appeared even emptier as the four men huddled around a stove.


  As he nursed his drink, Su Shiyu caught the furtive glances that his little cousin was giving Qin Zhao, but he smilingly kept his thoughts to himself.


  Du Yue finally dropped his gaze with a sigh. “Hey!” He pouted, then looked at the others’ cups. “Why am I the only one with tea?”


  “You’re still a boy,” Chu Mingyun drawled. “You will stop growing if you get drunk.”


  Du Yue jabbed a finger at his employer. “Bloody h–” Catching his cousin’s look, he swerved. “Hardworking, that’s what I am. It’s New Year’s Eve, and you had me working like a dog.”


  Su Shiyu looked away. “Don’t you get drunk after one cup? Perhaps you should stick to tea.”


  “That’s boring.” Du Yue sulked. “Anyway, that was ages ago. I’m better now. I can hold my liquor. You wanna bet?”


  Su Shiyu smiled. “It’s fine. I believe you.”


  Du Yue choked. The smirk on Chu Mingyun’s face ignited the indignation within him. He emptied his cup of tea and filled it to the brim with liquor. Then he downed it in one go. He looked up smugly, smiling straight into Qin Zhao’s worried eyes. He showed everyone his empty cup. “See? I told you I’m better now.”


  The healer was as red as an apple, but his eyes looked sober. Qin Zhao watched with concern as he refilled his cup merrily, then gave the two courtiers a look before downing the drink.


  “I told you–” He stilled. The next moment, his body went limp. He ended up slumping against Qin Zhao.


  Qin Zhao’s arm shot out and caught him before he hit the floor. He grabbed Du Yue’s cup with his other hand and replaced it on the table.


  Chu Mingyun clucked as he threw his arm around Su Shiyu’s shoulders casually. “Your cousin wasn’t lying when he said that he got better. But it seems that his limit has only grown from one cup to one cup and one sip! Only the heavens know how he managed so little an improvement after so long.”


  Su Shiyu didn’t say a word as he tugged the arm off his shoulders.


  Qin Zhao stared at the drunk healer in his arms. He slipped his arms under his knees and back and lifted him up carefully. “I’ll take him back to his quarters.”


  Then he left before Chu Mingyun or Su Shiyu could say a word.


  A bittersweet scent hung in the sidechamber of the apothecary as a lonesome light cast shadows on the walls. Qin Zhao laid the healer on his bed. A hand shot out and clutched his robes.


  “I can still drink…” Du Yue murmured, eyes struggling to open.


  “I know.” Qin Zhao gently pried his fingers free. “Time to sleep.”


  “What?” Du Yue’s eyes snapped open and stared dumbly at the man. “Qin Zhao? I thought you left me.”


  “Don’t be silly.” After a moment, he added. “I’ll always be here for you.”


  He remembered the winter that year. Years of drought had driven his family to uproot themselves from their home to escape starvation. They had arrived at Mount Cangwu and spent the night there. When he woke up, he found himself alone—abandoned. And he knew why. His elder brother was old enough to be put to work, whilst his younger brother was an infant. He was the only one they could have left behind. He understood.


  It was a fierce winter—a frozen hell that buried forests in snow and frost, that froze his face stiff. Even the greatest healer of the land could do nothing to help him. Since then, he had not been able to shape nuanced facial expressions.


  He soon became cold and hungry. Despite all the odds that were against him, he desperately wanted to survive. That was why he lunged at the first living thing he ran into in the mountains. He ended up being tossed over a set of strong shoulders and pinned to the ground with a foot on his chest. The youth who would go on to train and study alongside him exuded a constant aura of gloom then.


  “Oh. A human boy.” He scrutinised the scrawny assailant before lifting his foot.


  Bereft of strength, Qin Zhao failed to rise to his feet. Then a child raced up to the gloomy youth.


  “Hey, Turdface! I’m gonna tell on you if you run ahead without me again!”


  “Go ahead,” the gloomy youth said coolly.


  The child’s eyes lit up when he spotted Qin Zhao. With a great deal of difficulty, he helped Qin Zhao up. “Are you here to seek tutelage from the masters?” The child turned towards the gloomy youth. “Will I finally have a junior?”


  All he got was an icy stare.


  Meanwhile, Qin Zhao found himself in the presence of a sudden burst of warmth in the dead of winter. It was the heat of the sun, housed within a single person. He never thought anyone like that existed.


  “I’ll always be here for you,” Qin Zhao murmured as he pulled himself out of his memories.


  But Du Yue was drunk, clueless to Qin Zhao’s quiet promise. The healer kept muttering to himself as he clutched at the man’s clothes. Qin Zhao leant in, then froze when he heard the soft syllables.


  “Sorry, Qin Zhao… I’m so sorry. I shouldn’t have said… I couldn’t help… you wouldn’t talk to me. I know I was wrong, but I’m too scared to apologise… Can you stop being cross with me, Qin Zhao? Don’t be angry…”


  Gradually, Du Yue’s voice trailed off, and his eyes fluttered shut again as he drifted off into slumber.


  Bitterness and tears choked Qin Zhao. He stared at the sleeping healer for a long, long time before reaching for his hand.


  “If only you would stop looking at him…”


  His voice cracked.


   “I…”


  I’m in love with you.


  


  The burning embers crackled in the stove whilst the winds howled outside the main hall. The snow continued to fall, blanketing the courtyard in a soft cloak that glimmered in the dark. Silence enveloped the grand commandant’s residence.


  “I thought my residence was quiet, but yours is quieter still.”


  Chu Mingyun chuckled. “I don’t have the habit of celebrating festive seasons. Don’t need anyone waiting on me, so I let the servants go. I’ve no family—no reason to keep others from theirs.”


  Nodding, Su Shiyu offered a freshly peeled mandarin.


  Instead of taking the fruit, Chu Mingyun turned to him with a smile. “Do you think I’m a boy? One whom you can cheer up with a mandarin?”


  Su Shiyu eyed the other peeled mandarin in his hand, then offered that as well.


  The smile on Chu Mingyun’s lips widened. He feigned a frown. “Only two?”


  “If you don’t want them–”


  “I said no such thing.” Chu Mingyun grabbed the retreating hand. To his surprise, the grand censor smiled, not trying to free his hand.


  The wind gradually died down, allowing the snow to fall soundlessly. The bell hanging from the eaves tinkled softly. Punctuating its song was the crisp sound of icicles breaking off from the eaves and landing on the snowy ground.


  As Chu Mingyun tore off a slice of mandarin, a thought came to him. “You mentioned that you and His Majesty were once confined to the Eastern Palace. What happened?”


  Su Shiyu sighed. “It’s nothing of importance, really.”


  “That makes me all the more curious.”


  Su Shiyu threw him a look. “His Majesty is prone to trusting others too easily. When he was still the crown prince, he made the mistake of saying something he shouldn’t have said in the presence of his attendants. As punishment, he was confined to the Eastern Palace by the late emperor and banned from the year-end banquet. As his lord-in-waiting, I spent the night copying manuscripts in his stead. That was all.”


  Chu Mingyun held out a slice of mandarin to express his sympathies for the man.


  “At any rate, I’ve been meaning to speak to you about a matter.”


  “Yes, Lord Su?”


  “You must have read the verdict on my uncle’s case.”


  “Is this about the absence of the Duke of Huainan in the report?” asked Chu Mingyun. “I have an inkling as to your intentions.”


  Su Shiyu gave him a look of surprise. “Do you?”


  “Come now,” Chu Mingyun said languidly. “I have been courting you for six months. Am I not supposed to know you better by now?”


  “Do you really?”


  “Of course. I have an idea of your plans, the tactics you’re going to use, but”—Chu Mingyun leant his weight on one hand, then tilted forward. His fingertips brushed past a white collar. Lightly, he tapped the grand censor on the chest and pressed his voice low—“I haven’t a clue what’s inside here.”


  Su Shiyu stilled and gazed down at the man. “And what kind of clue do you want?”


  Chu Mingyun chuckled and met his gaze. “Why, there’s so much I wish to know. What you think of me, and”—he traced along the collar, his fingers sliding firmly across Su Shiyu’s chest, over the spot where the heart lay, at a speed so slow it was suggestive—“why you are here tonight.”


  Su Shiyu held the wandering hand still. “Does it matter?”


  “Of course. Qin Zhao thinks you’re here for your cousin, but I don’t think so. But if not for Du Yue, why are you here? Could it be for me?”


  “Judging by your usual behaviour, you would’ve assumed the latter.”


  Chu Mingyun turned his hand over and clasped his. “Answer me.”


  With the grand commandant’s eyes staring into his, Su Shiyu didn’t know what to say. After all, he wasn’t even sure why he had decided to turn up at the residence of his political rival. Not everything in this world had an explanation. Sometimes, all it took was a passing whim. Unfortunately, the grand commandant wouldn’t believe such an explanation.


  Su Shiyu pulled his wrist free and smiled. “I’m here because of you.”


  That left Chu Mingyun stunned, gazing into gentle eyes glowing with the warm light of the embers.


  “Have you forgotten, Lord Chu? You were the one who extended an invitation to me before His Majesty.”


  Chu Mingyun broke free of his stunned stupor. “I have not. May I take it as you came looking for me because you desired company?”


  There was something suggestive about that question. Su Shiyu looked away before things got worse. “I have spoken to His Majesty. He’s decided to send a convoy to visit the dukes after the court resumes in the new year. The Duke of Huainan will be placed under arrest then, and afterwards, we will reopen the past case.”


  “That’s more or less what I guessed. But what has this got to do with me?”


  “We closed my uncle’s case to lower the guard of the duke, so it was done rather hastily. Any person looking at the case would notice the many questions left unanswered. The false evidence planted to frame you misled many. The rumours about what happened in Fufeng have since spread to the capital. I’m afraid there are many who now assume that you’re the real mastermind behind the crimes.”


  Chu Mingyun shrugged. “So what?”


  “You may have to endure public condemnation for some time. But do not worry. Once the Duke of Huainan confesses to his crimes, I will announce to all that you were framed for his misdeeds and prove your innocence.”


  “You need not do that. The judgement of others does not matter to me.” Chu Mingyun’s laugh was that of utter indifference. “The masses are fools—the biggest fools of all fools. You’ll be wasting your breath trying to explain anything to them.”


  “You may not mind, Lord Chu, but it is my duty to clear your name. And I promise that I will do it.”


  Chu Mingyun tilted his head, staring. The next moment, he looked away with a chuckle.


  The snow had stopped. So had the wind. The temple bell began to sing its sonorous notes, one after another. It was midnight. The deafening bursts of firecrackers shattered the tranquility. A flurry of red confetti fluttered in the air. Trails of light whistled as they glided across the dark night sky, only to erupt into countless dazzling fireworks that set the heavens ablaze with light and thunder.


  “Hey,” Chu Mingyun blurted as he peered outside. “How about we set off some fireworks?”


  “You’ve prepared some?”


  “I haven’t, but your cousin did. I simply know his hiding spot.”


  “What if he comes after you when he wakes up tomorrow?”


  Chu Mingyun winked. “I’ll just tell him I didn’t know about the firecrackers and that I didn’t see anything. He may not believe me, but he’ll believe you.”


  “Why should I keep your lie for you?” Su Shiyu smirked.


  Chu Mingyun tugged the man towards the courtyard. “Because you’re about to become my partner in crime.”


  They ransacked the healer’s cache. As they lined up the fireworks in the middle of the courtyard, they realised that Du Yue had bought every possible type that existed. Chu Mingyun lit two fire tubes, then turned towards Su Shiyu. The latter was studying a firework that resembled a lotus-shaped lamp.


  “That one’s got a short fuse. Save it for the last.”


  “All right. Anything else I should be mindful of?”


  “Hm… After you’re done lighting the fuses, remember to jump into my arms.”


  “Hm… Why?”


  “So I can comfort you when the loud noise startles you.”


  “How thoughtful of you, Lord Chu…”


  A red spark snaked up the fuse. The next moment, a thunderous boom erupted, and in its wake were streams of light racing towards the heavens, then blossoming into bloom upon bloom of light and fire, before raining down upon the lands like a flowing, shimmering veil. It was breathtaking. As one patch of sky dimmed, another patch became the canvas for the next explosion, each accompanied by a deafening crack that followed the next in quick, inconstant succession like a tireless whip lashing across the sky.


  Neighbourhood children raced down the street, their faint laughter and song travelling past walls, past the shroud of smoke and gunpowder, and transformed into words: “Moon so bright in the sky so wide, shining down on the world at night. Some folks laugh and some folks cry, under the same moon drifting by.”


  Some folks laugh and some folks cry, under the same moon drifting by. Su Shiyu smiled wryly as he murmured the lines quietly to himself. Only those who were alone on this festive day would be steeped in woe.


  He turned around. The other lonely person was squatting under the plum blossom tree in the middle of the yard, dedicating his full focus on making a snowball. He walked over and squatted down as well. Quietly, he watched as two snowballs gradually formed under Chu Mingyun’s firm hands.


  “Let me show you something a little different,” he blurted.


  He gathered a handful of snow and rolled it into an egg-shaped lump. Next, he stuck a smaller sphere on it and carefully carved two sharp ears on either side. As he searched for the perfect fallen petals for the eyes, Chu Mingyun reached a hand over, stopping right next to the sphere. Then, with a slight flick of his finger, Chu Mingyun flicked off one ear.


  Su Shiyu stared—at Chu Mingyun, his smiling eyes, the upward quirk of his lips, the glee with which he flicked off the other snowy ear, the symmetry his destruction wrought that was so perfect… Su Shiyu found himself wordless. He decided to keep it that way. He grabbed a handful of snow and eyed it for a moment before shoving it under the grand commandant’s collar without any warning.


  Chu Mingyun reacted instantly, leaping away at the slightest touch. Yet he still ended up shivering from the sudden snow under his clothes. He narrowed his eyes. Instead of shrugging the snow off, he tugged Su Shiyu as the latter rose to his feet.


  Off balance, the grand censor started to slip. Yet, he decided there and then not to steady himself. Instead, he grabbed Chu Mingyun’s arm and dragged the latter down to the ground with him.


  The two men landed on the snow. Amidst the chaos of flailing limbs, Chu Mingyun flung his palms down and straightened his arms, preventing himself from falling onto Su Shiyu. He released a sigh of relief. Emotions swirled inside his chest as he scrambled for words. Then he looked down and caught the mischief in Su Shiyu’s eyes. Alarm bells started ringing.


  Thump. Su Shiyu smacked the tree next to them. It shuddered violently. Thick layers of snow resting on its branches, peppered with crimson blossoms, were tossed into the air in a flurry before raining down heavily on them. As he was on top, Chu Mingyun bore the brunt and felt frost seeping through his skin and into his bones.


  A hand on the ground, Chu Mingyun brushed the snow out of his hair. He stared at the melting snow on his palm. “Su Shiyu, if you were anyone else, I would have buried you alive in the snow.”


  As the snow got shaken loose from Chu Mingyun’s hair, so did a single plum blossom petal. The crimson petal drifted past Chu Mingyun’s temple and landed on Su Shiyu’s eye. Su Shiyu could smell a hint of sandalwood alongside the notes of plum blossom. A corner of his vision was smudged with red. Meanwhile, Chu Mingyun’s face had gotten closer—too close. His snow-peppered hair rippled in the wind, streams of darkness obscuring the fireworks lighting up the sky.


  Su Shiyu removed the fallen petal from his own eye. He relaxed as he lay in the snow. “I suppose you would be mortified if anybody else could so easily embarrass you.”


  He lifted his hand and very carefully brushed snowflakes off the grand commandant’s hair.


  Chu Mingyun felt an initial chill as Su Shiyu’s fingers brushed his temple, then a faint warmth as they slid through his locks in a manner so gentle that his scalp started prickling.


  Before Chu Mingyun could dwell further on the sensation, Su Shiyu pulled his hand away. “We should get up.”


  “Oh, I didn’t know you were in charge here.” Chu Mingyun laughed. He narrowed his eyes slightly. “I’ll consider it if you say something nice.”


  Su Shiyu thought for a moment. “Thank you, Lord Chu, for shielding me from all that snow.”


  Chu Mingyun grabbed the man’s chin and stared right into his eyes. “Wonderful. You can forget about getting up tonight.”


  Su Shiyu laughed in exasperation. He fell silent as he considered how he might get out of his current fix.


  The lamps hanging in the walkway swayed in the wind, and to their silent song, light and shadow danced in the courtyard. Chu Mingyun’s fingers remained firm on Su Shiyu’s chin. His eyes fell on the supple lips that always looked pale. But in the chill or perhaps against the whiteness of the snow under him, they looked less so. A tinge of red coloured them. Driven by a sudden, mysterious impulse, Chu Mingyun found himself pressing towards those lips.


  “Lord Chu?” Su Shiyu’s soft, startled voice rang out.


  Chu Mingyun froze inches above Su Shiyu. As he stared straight into Su Shiyu’s eyes, he realised that he had almost kissed the man. All that separated them was a few inches. He could feel Su Shiyu’s breath on his lips. Chu Mingyun jerked away in horror. He pressed a palm to his forehead, took a step back, and pulled Su Shiyu up.


  Su Shiyu first looked at him with puzzlement, then he shrugged and smiled.


  Their robes were soaked from all that play in the snow. The two men returned to the hall and sat down opposite each other as they waited for their robes to dry. Chu Mingyun stared as Su Shiyu removed his outer robes nonchalantly.


  “Lust blinds the reasonable man,” Chu Mingyun muttered to himself. He decided to forget what had just happened. He leant back lazily. “By the way…”


  “What?” Su Shiyu said as he eyed his wet robes.


  “The mouse you made with the snow? It was quite cute.”


  Su Shiyu gave him a look. “Thank you for the compliment, but it was meant to be a rabbit.”


  “You don’t say…”


  


  


  


  


  




  Chapter 8


  The holiday passed in the blink of an eye. The festive air that had filled the city ebbed. The snow melted, and in crept early spring. One by one, the shops opened for business again, though they saw few customers so early in the year. The workers leant against the doorframes as they exchanged chatter.


  Suddenly, a yelp rang clear in the quiet street, accompanied soon after by the crisp chiming of bells coming from the city gates. Shop owners and shoppers alike popped their heads out in curiosity.


  The Capital Police led the way for a camel caravan heading towards the palace. The bells hanging off the necks of the double-humped beasts tinkled as they clopped down the street. Two rows of voluptuous maidens with exotic faces obscured by thin veils trailed behind a luxurious litter. A corner of the embroidered silk curtain was lifted from within, revealing a green eye. A child watching from a first-floor balcony spotted it and exclaimed in glee. His mother immediately tugged him away from the window, saying, “Krorainians.”


  Kroraina, located in the great desert west of Great Xia, was situated strategically along a major trading route. It was a small nation whose prosperous cities earned it considerable influence and power. Kroraina’s allegiance had constantly wavered between Great Xia and the Huns. In recent years, it had become closer allies with the former. Yet, this was the first time it had sent an envoy to Great Xia at the very beginning of the year.


  As soon as Chu Mingyun stepped out of the first court session, he spotted the reception near the gates of the palace complex. Puzzled, he turned towards Su Shiyu.


  “Whom has Kroraina sent? The reception they’re getting is that of a duke’s.”


  “Her Highness Princess Ayasi of Kroraina herself has come bearing gifts.”


  Chu Mingyun nodded. Then he finally understood the meaningful looks that the grand censor had been giving him during the court session.


  Princess Ayasi was infamous for being a spoilt, capricious lady of no comparison. Thrice she had been wed. Within a month of each marriage, she either ordered her men to beat her consort to death or personally abused and humiliated her new family to the point that the tortured man ended up before the king, threatening suicide in order to have the marriage annulled. After the series of failed unions, no Krorainian man dared to take her hand. Yet she was the apple of her father’s eye. His Majesty the King offered three Krorainian cities as her dowry in an attempt to find her a suitable husband in Great Xia.


  That was last year—when the two ducal ministers were mere rivals. With a snicker, Chu Mingyun had proposed Su Shiyu as a candidate, arguing that the princess would have no trouble with the in-laws since his parents were dead, and that the grand censor was an upstanding man with an even temper who had neither wife nor concubine. Most importantly, according to the grand commandant, was that the princess spotted Su Shiyu while alighting from her litter and smiled at him. Su Shiyu, who had been listening with a dispassionate look on his face, finally turned and shot an intense look across the hall.


  Chu Mingyun didn’t pay any attention to how the eligible bachelor got himself out of a marriage. All he remembered was after the court session that day, the grand censor said the first word that was not trivial small talk after five whole years as colleagues.


  “Impressive.”


  Recalling this snippet, Chu Mingyun coughed awkwardly. “Lord Su, about Princess Ayasi’s previous visit, I–”


  Su Shiyu gave him a look.


  “I mean… never mind.”


  Su Shiyu chuckled. “You need not feel sorry. Her Highness isn’t as capricious as the rumours would have you believe.”


  Chu Mingyun raised his eyebrow and decided to let the matter rest.


  Few matters had been brought up on the first court session of the year, so the two ducal ministers had no reason to linger. As they headed towards the gates, footsteps pounded down the walkway behind them, punctuated by jingling bells. The two men stopped talking and turned around just as a beautiful maiden flung herself at Su Shiyu.


  “Bhaaaika!” she cried, clinging to his arm with a beaming smile.


  Chu Mingyun frowned as he searched for the meaning of this Ghandari word: brother.


  Su Shiyu smiled at her. “Have you greeted His Majesty the Emperor?”


  “Yes! He said me that I don’t have to do nothing today. I can just spend time with you!” Ayasi said, her clear syllables marked by a distinct accent. She dropped his arm and twirled around, her lavender skirt blooming like a flower, undulating like waves. The bells strung around her wrists sang. “I look good?”


  When Su Shiyu nodded, her smile brightened. Her green eyes lit up as they fell on the other man present. “You’re pretty. Who are you?”


  “Your Highness, my name is Chu Mingyun.”


  Ayasi blinked, then nodded solemnly. “Come have fun with us, Mister Pretty.”


  Seeing the grand commandant flounder, Su Shiyu whispered, “She can’t remember the names of our people.”


  “Fine.” Chu Mingyun shrugged. “I wish you two a pleasant day. I won’t–”


  “The more the happier! You must come with us!” Ayasi grabbed both men by the arms and strutted off.


  


  The sun shone brightly overhead. The commercial district of Dongshi bustled with activity as vendors hawked their wares to the people streaming down the street, whose gazes were drawn towards one stall in particular. Two handsome young men sat, sipping at their tea quietly. Across from them sat a green-eyed young woman dressed in exotic fashion, who slurped her noodles in a manner unbefitting a dainty damsel. Next to her were several empty bowls, stacked high on the table.


  She was almost done with her present bowl of noodles. Chu Mingyun could tell that she was ready to have another one. “When’s the last time you ate?”


  “Not a proper meal since we started to prepare for visit,” Ayasi said between slurps. “I almost die!”


  “Why did you not eat?”


  “I will see my dear bhaika, so I want to look pretty for him. That means I must lose weight.”


  “Then, why are you eating so much?”


  “He already saw me, no?” Ayasi said matter-of-factly before calling for the owner. “One more for me!”


  Chu Mingyun gawked at the princess, then at the stall owner, who was more than happy to increase his sales, then finally at Su Shiyu, who stared right back at him.


  “Would you like a bowl too, Lord Chu?”


  “No, thank you,” Chu Mingyun sighed. “Just looking at her makes me feel full.”


  Su Shiyu chuckled, then looked away. Memories of his first time meeting Ayasi flashed across his eyes…


  Thanks to the grand commandant’s kind nomination, a meeting with the princess was inevitable. After pondering over the matter for a long time, Su Shiyu decided to bring a zither along. He could use the language barrier as an excuse to avoid conversation and simply play a few pieces. To his surprise, Princess Ayasi had some mastery of his tongue. To his horror, he was greeted not with a “good day” but with the crack of a whip. When he caught the leather, his attacker was far from upset. In fact, she was overjoyed, exclaiming that she had been expecting some useless bureaucrat, not someone who practised martial arts, before beckoning for him to take a seat.


  As he performed “Moonlight over the Spring River”, the princess shared all her heart’s troubles with him. Through her long-winded account, Su Shiyu understood that the princess wasn’t the violent maniac the rumours had painted her to be. She had simply developed an extraordinarily candid personality, having been coddled since childhood.


  Princess Ayasi had been married three times. Her first marriage was the result of an ambitious courtier attempting to amass more power by becoming in-laws with the royal family. Days after the wedding, she found her husband sleeping with another woman. In a fit of outrage, she barged into the room, her whip cracking with fury—whence began her mariticidal notoriety. Later, when Ayasi learnt that she had inadvertently rid her father of threats to the throne, she was overjoyed. She started targeting officials who posed similar threats by demanding to be married to them, driving these officials to beg for a demotion over marriage to her.


  Su Shiyu fell into contemplation after listening to Ayasi’s troubles. The princess was clearly expecting his praises for a job well done.


  “Is that the only reason you wish to be married?” Su Shiyu finally asked.


  “Yes, because they are bad to Father.”


  With a smile, Su Shiyu shook his head. “Typically, a maiden marries a man she loves so that they may spend the rest of their lives together.”


  “Hm… I don’t love a man, but if I get married, I want to marry a great hero, a mighty warrior.”


  “I see. That’s why you attacked me after learning that I am a bureaucrat.”


  Ayasi sprawled across the table, staring at the slender fingers resting on the zither. “You must be a mighty warrior. I like you very much… but I don’t want to marry you.”


  Su Shiyu chuckled. “Why not?”


  “I think you won’t like me,” she said. “I mean, I think you won’t like anyone.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “You’re good man, but you are far.” Ayasi reached out, then stopped several inches away, as if there was a barrier between them. “See. There’s mist between us. Even though you sit in front of me, talk to me nicely, I can’t feel inside your heart. Everything is blurry, like you’re behind mist. If I blink, you will disappear.”


  Su Shiyu smiled softly.


  “You know feeling when you like someone?” she asked.


  Su Shiyu mulled over her question. “I have never experienced it.”


  “I don’t know too, but in our language, we have a saying: when you love a person, scorpions and spiders crawl over your heart. Your heart will jump and beat very quick. It’ll hurt very much. You feel scared, but you also feel very happy.”


  Su Shiyu was taken aback by the association of love with scorpions and spiders, but he didn’t want to upset the princess. “We have a similar saying: ‘a thousand butterflies take flight within, their wings a chaos in my chest’.”


  Ayasi nodded, though he doubted her comprehension. She rested her head on her arms and listened to him as he plucked at his zither, keeping time with the dripping of wax from the lamps as he played “Guanglingsan”.


  At the end of the day, Ayasi clutched at his sleeve, refusing to let him go. “I really like you,” she protested. “But not with scorpions and spiders, so I can’t marry you. Will you be my dear bhaika instead?”


  Su Shiyu stared at his sleeve—she would surely rip it before letting go—then acquiesced with a sigh…


  “Bhaika!”


  Su Shiyu started as he broke out of his reverie. He realised then that the good princess had finally had her fill. Chu Mingyun had left his seat to make payment.


  “What is it?”


  Ayasi eyed the grand commandant while speaking softly in Ghandari. “I just recalled. Isn’t he your enemy? Why do you chat with him so happily? Did he force you? I can marry him and beat him to death.”


  Su Shiyu choked on his tea. After he finished hacking, he started laughing. His eyes on Chu Mingyun, he whispered in Ghandari, “He’s not my enemy but my rival. He is very important to our empire. We can’t have him whipped to death.”


  Ayasi was bewildered. “Fine, he’s important to your empire, but why are you so nice to him?”


  Curiously, Su Shiyu couldn’t find an answer.


  Chu Mingyun returned to the table and caught the looks that they were giving him. “Why are you staring at me?”


  Su Shiyu collected himself and cracked his usual smile. “It’s nothing.”


  After having her fill, Ayasi dragged the two courtiers down streets and alleys, ready to explore the whole of Chang’an.


  They turned up on a street with street performers yelling out slogans as they fought for an audience. Ayasi slipped through the gaps in the crowd and found herself staring at a thick block of stone. A burly man rubbed his palms and bent his knees. Then he bellowed and sent the side of his palm swinging downwards, cracking the stone into multiple pieces. Ayasi joined in as everyone cheered.


  When she shoved the people in front of her and stepped forward, Su Shiyu tugged her back instantly. “What are you doing?”


  “He looks very strong. I want to challenge him to a fight!”


  “He does this to make a living. You’ll put him on the spot if you challenge him to a fight.”


  Ayasi’s spirits fell. “Really? But I really want to fight him.”


  Su Shiyu’s gaze fell on Chu Mingyun. The man was wholly focused on opening a pack of sweets that the princess had bought. Their eyes met as he popped a piece into his mouth.


  “What?”


  Su Shiyu pointed at the man. “It’s fine. He knows how to do that too.”


  Chu Mingyun eyed the shattered pieces of stone. He was indeed capable of doing the same—and even more gracefully too.


  The entire street was littered with street performances. Every time Ayasi felt the urge to walk up to the performer to find out how exactly they had done what they just did, Su Shiyu would say, “He knows how to do that too.”


  Thanks to the grand censor, Chu Mingyun now recognised just how talented he was.


  However, even the multi-talented grand commandant had to admit defeat when he saw what lay ahead. Putting the sugary snacks aside, he herded the princess towards a stall selling jewellery. “Pick whichever you like. My gift to you,” he said before turning towards Su Shiyu and sighing. “Now, I genuinely don’t know how to do that.”


  Su Shiyu peered over the crowd. A man was performing sword-swallowing and fire-breathing. He turned back to find the mighty general of Great Xia brooding with exasperation and burst out in quiet giggles.


  As Chu Mingyun gazed at the man’s complexion, something skipped in his chest. The soft smile on Su Shiyu’s lips—a singular curve of quiet happiness amidst the bustling chaos… He scanned the selection of the stall and removed a jade hairpin.


  “Hey there, lovely,” he drawled like a lecherous nobleman. “I’ll get you one of these, and you’ll be mine. Do we have a deal?”


  With a smirk, Su Shiyu pushed his hand away. “I believe the hairpin would suit you and your fair face better.”


  “Sure,” Chu Mingyun said immediately. “Put it on for me, and I’ll be yours.”


  The maiden tending the stall blushed uncomfortably. “G-gentlemen, th-these are women’s accessories.”


  Chu Mingyun shrugged and replaced the hairpin while Su Shiyu shook his head with a smile.


  “What is it?” the grand censor asked when he caught Ayasi’s smiling eyes.


  Ayasi looked away, grinning slyly. “I’ll tell you later.”


  At noon, the three stopped at an inn to have a meal and rest their feet. The excited princess started tearing the wrappings off the things that she had bought. Chu Mingyun lazily helped her unwrap the snacks whilst Su Shiyu watched them quietly.


  Out of nowhere, the patrons seated a few tables away began speaking more loudly.


  “Hey, be mindful of your words. That’s a court official you’re talking about. You’ve got no proof. What are you trying to do? Get us in trouble?”


  “What do I get out of doing that? I passed through Fufeng on my way home, and I’ve got a relative working in the prefectural office. He was the one who told me!”


  “Quit your yapping,” said someone from another table. “We all know who’s behind those murders. What’s this got to do with Su Shiyu?”


  The two courtiers exchanged a silent look with each other.


  “No, think about it. Su Shiyu’s no ordinary man. If we can figure out who the mastermind is, do you think he couldn’t? There must be something else going on here.” The man lowered his voice. “He used the murders to get rid of Su Xing!”


  “Do you think us fools? That’s his own uncle.”


  “You truly don’t understand a thing. Those noble houses are nothing like us common folk. Why do you think they’ve got so much infighting? Su Xing had just returned to Chang’an. He couldn’t possibly have committed all those murders. Besides, he was on good terms with the murdered officials.”


  “If you know so well, tell us what you think happened.”


  The man feigned a dramatic cough. “Look, Su Shiyu was in charge of investigating the case. All evidence pointed to Chu Mingyun being the mastermind. The Chu and Su factions have been at each other’s throats for years. This would have been the perfect opportunity to get rid of Chu Mingyun. But instead of arresting him, Su Shiyu had Chu Mingyun join him in his investigation. What does that mean?” It was a rhetorical question. The man went on. “It means they made a deal! Su Shiyu helped cover up Chu Mingyun’s crimes, whilst Chu Mingyun helped him get rid of Su Xing. They then pinned everything on Su Xing. They both got what they wanted. You know how heartless the rich and powerful can be. The higher they climb, the less love they have for their own kin.”


  The crowd was silent. Everything made sense. They weren’t sure what to think anymore.


  Chu Mingyun leant his chin against his palm and laughed. “What a great storyteller. I almost believed him.”


  Su Shiyu shook his head with a smile and took a sip of his tea.


  Ayasi eyed the two men in puzzlement, then glared at the gossiping men. “Bhaika, are they talking about you?” she grumbled.


  “No, you must have misheard.”


  Ayasi stood up. “I did not. I heard them say your names!”


  “You have trouble with our names. How can you be so sure?”


  “I–” Ayasi stammered. She turned towards Chu Mingyun. “You tell me. Were they talking about you two?”


  His eyes on Su Shiyu, the grand commandant pulled a lazy smile. “If he says they weren’t, then I suppose they weren’t.”


  The glib reply left Ayasi confused.


  Luckily, the waiter sensed the tension in the air and hurried over. “Good sirs, let’s not talk politics when we should be enjoying our meal,” he said in a placating tone.


  “Now, sit down,” Su Shiyu said.


  Ayasi glared at the group of bewildered patrons, who had no idea what was going on, before reluctantly sitting down.


  Chu Mingyun traced the patterns on his teacup with his fingers. “What did I tell you,” he scoffed. “These folks don’t care about the truth. They simply enjoy gossiping. There’s no point in trying to explain anything to them.”


  “The facts are what they are. Those with malicious intent may try to twist them, but we still give everyone a chance to know the truth,” said Su Shiyu. “If we don’t, all that we are left with will be gossip and rumours.”


  Chu Mingyun replied with a perfunctory chuckle.


  


  The Krorainian delegation had no particular matter of import for discussion during this visit. They remained in Chang’an for a few days before returning. The grand commandant and grand censor escorted them to the western limits of Chang’an, where they bade the delegates farewell.


  It was early spring. The well-travelled path was lined with lush, green grass. The roaring river raced under the bridge whilst willow trees stood along its banks, their swaying branches adorned with freshly sprouted leaves that looked like drops of emeralds.


  They stopped at a pavilion at the border between Chang’an and Fufeng to make their final farewells. The princess waved her attendants away before pulling a letter out and shoving it into Su Shiyu’s hands.


  “This is for you, bhaika.”


  Su Shiyu eyed the letter. It had been carefully sealed. “Did you write this?”


  “Of course! It took me so long to learn all those complicated characters. You can’t read it now!” said Ayasi. “You can’t read it after you return too. Wait till my return to Kroraina. You can only read it then!”


  Su Shiyu smiled. “What is in the letter? Something that will compel me to go after you for it?”


  “No, no. Just wait till I’ve returned home before you open it.”


  Su Shiyu nodded.


  Ayasi pulled out a package and handed it to Chu Mingyun. “This is for you, Mister Pretty.”


  A surprised Chu Mingyun accepted the package. “What is it?”


  “You like sweet stuff, yes? I bought you candied pine nuts. It’s really good!”


  Chu Mingyun glanced at Su Shiyu—the other man was smiling—before turning back to Ayasi with a frown on his face. The look of bright anticipation in her eyes made him buckle.


  “Thank you,” he said with a smile.


  After handing out the gifts, Ayasi lingered on the spot, throwing a hesitant glance at Chu Mingyun before gathering her courage and dragging Su Shiyu aside. “I have something else I want to tell you, bhaika.”


  “What is it?”


  “I’ve met a man.” Ayasi dipped her head. Her cheeks pinked in a rare display of coyness. “He’s one of you. He runs a business in Kroraina. Once, there was a riot, and he saved me. He’s kind, and he’s a mighty warrior. He’s the one who taught me how to write your complicated script. Of all the people from Great Xia, the two of you are my favourite. Father has agreed to our marriage, and he sent me here to tell you.”


  “I see,” said Su Shiyu. His eyes were smiling. “Congratulations.”


  “Will you come to my wedding, bhaika?” Ayasi gazed up at him, her eyes bright with hope.


  “Naturally, I’ll be there to give my blessings.”


  “Even if you’re busy with work?”


  Su Shiyu thought for a moment. “Yes.”


  Ayasi beamed. “You must bring Mister Pretty with you!”


  “Do you want him to be there?”


  “He’s so pretty! And”—Ayasi winked—“the mist disappears when he’s around.”


  “What mist?” Su Shiyu asked in puzzlement.


  Without any explanation, she bade them farewell and skipped towards her caravan and her men, who were ready to set off. Just as she reached her litter, she whirled around and waved goodbye. Her skirt spun around her, like a blossom in the wind, and the bells around her wrists sang.


  


  The days gradually warmed as spring continued its advent. In his study, the grand censor placed his brush down and shifted his reports to one side. His eyes fell on Princess Ayasi’s letter. He did the math in his head; the delegation should have arrived at Kroraina. He reached for the letter.


  Ayasi had sealed it very well, clearly worried that Su Shiyu might steal a peek at its contents. Feeling the thickness of the paper in his hand, he wondered what she had written. He had unsealed a corner of the envelope when a flurry of footsteps made him still. Moments later, Su Bai came crashing into the room.


  “Master, I’ve got bad news! Princess Ayasi was ambushed at a border town. Everyone was killed. The king is furious. He’s sent an envoy to Chang’an to demand answers. The emperor has summoned you to the palace to discuss the matter.”


  


  The guard tasked with delivering the summons to Su Shiyu informed him of details during the trip to the palace. As per the agreement with Great Xia, Kroraina sent troops to the border town to receive their princess. To their horror, they were greeted with an inn that was deathly silent, rooms whose walls and floors were painted in red and air heavy with the stench of blood. Kroraina’s beloved princess was found sprawled on the floor, her hair dishevelled and her pale arm speckled with blood and flung outwards—as if she were reaching, with every last ounce of strength that she had, for something. The king nearly fainted upon learning of the terrible news. In his fit of rage, he called for his troops to be gathered. Only after much dissuasion from his ministers did he agree to send an envoy instead.


  “Milord,” the guard said anxiously, “we’ve barely gotten a moment of peace. Will war break out again because of this?”


  Su Shiyu frowned in silence.


  The curtains billowed in the wind as the carriage sped towards the palace, past a street lined with blooming trees and bushes—the perfect picture of spring…


  The air in Xuanshi Hall grew heavy with tension after the attendants and guards left. Li Yanzhen sat upon his throne. On one side of the hall stood Chu Mingyun and Su Shiyu, and on the other, the envoy from Kroraina.


  The envoy, his face dark with solemnity, extended a courteous bow to the emperor before cutting straight to the quick. “Your Majesty, our beloved princess, Her Highness Princess Ayasi, has been brutally murdered. We demand answers from Great Xia.”


  In the absence of an immediate response from Li Yanzhen, the grand commandant said, “And you will have your answers. Please remain calm. We have sealed the borders and are searching for any potential suspects. We will inform you as soon as we have anything.”


  “Your attempt at shirking responsibility leaves much to be desired, Lord Chu,” the envoy said.


  Chu Mingyun met the envoy’s eyes. “I do not understand, Your Excellency.”


  “Her Highness was murdered in the territory of Great Xia. Do you think this matter could be easily resolved with a simple investigation and the arrest of the murderer?”


  “Catching the murderer and solving the case are part of the proper procedure. How could this be construed as a shirking of responsibility? What else do you prefer that we do?”


  “You failed to keep a foreign delegation safe from harm. Now that something’s happened to your guests, you attempt to absolve yourself of all responsibility. Is this the way things are conducted in Great Xia? An ordinary person could not have known where Her Highness was staying the night. She’s been brutally murdered. Someone in your court must be somehow involved in this.”


  “You accuse with no evidence,” said Chu Mingyun. “The Krorainian royal family was also aware of the princess’s whereabouts. The attack took place at the borders. We can’t be sure who exactly disclosed her whereabouts.”


  Su Shiyu’s eyes widened.


  “If you would listen to yourself, Your Lordship,” the envoy spat. “Is this not an attempt to absolve Great Xia of all blame?”


  “I am merely suggesting what could have happened,” Chu Mingyun said calmly. “Why are you so upset?”


  “You–”


  “Pray, there is no need for strong words,” Su Shiyu chimed. “Both Great Xia and Kroraina grieve the death of Her Highness Princess Ayasi. Arguing amongst ourselves will lead nowhere but to further discord. If we wish to bring the murderer to justice, we must work together.”


  Su Shiyu’s polite, even-toned manner worked. The envoy tried his best to contain his anger.


  Chu Mingyun turned towards the grand censor. “You’ve some thoughts, Lord Su.”


  He did. Chu Mingyun’s words had given the flurry of thoughts in his head an anchor. Then the pieces began to shift into place. The delegation had no reason to visit them so early in the year. As the princess, Ayasi should not have led the delegation personally. But she had.


  “I’ve met a man.”


  “Father has agreed to our marriage, and he sent me here to tell you.”


  “Her Highness was to marry a merchant of Great Xia, was she not?” asked Su Shiyu.


  “You mean Mister Ji Heng?”


  “Do you know where he is?”


  “No, Her Highness’s passing was devastating. He–” The envoy froze. The look on his face spoke volumes.


  “Since we have a lead,” Li Yanzhen finally said, “let us issue a warrant to arrest the suspect.”


  The envoy nodded. Something flickered across his face, and he turned to the grand censor. “If I may, Lord Su, what made you suspect Ji Heng? The ambush was staged within the borders of Great Xia, of which Ji Heng is a national. Could there be some relation between the two?”


  Chu Mingyun narrowed his eyes, then sneered. The envoy had repeatedly insisted that Great Xia was responsible for the princess’s death. Such was the true intention of this visit. The dead could not be brought back. Instead of dwelling on the tragedy, why not try to gain something out of her fresh corpse while it was still warm? Such scheming and plotting should have been expected. It was just politics.


  “Do you believe there is any relation between the two?” Su Shiyu asked evenly.


  Li Yanzhen raised his hand and cut the envoy off. “I understand your intention. I will have my men get to the bottom of this. The tragic incident did occur within our borders. Great Xia is not without blame.”


  The envoy bowed to the emperor. “Your words leave me with much assurance, Your Majesty. Kroraina is but a small kingdom. We are no match for Great Xia. All we wish for from Your Majesty is fair treatment.”


  Li Yanzhen eyed the two ducal ministers with a contemplative look. “As your king once offered three cities as Princess Ayasi’s dowry, we will offer three cities in exchange for the hand of your late princess in a posthumous union between the royal families of Kroraina and Great Xia.”


  Three Krorainian cities of the desert could not be compared to three cities of the Central Plains. The recompense was far greater than what the envoy had expected. The man was overjoyed, only for said joy to be dashed by the grand commandant’s icy warning.


  “Your Majesty will reconsider the statement.”


  “Your Majesty,” Su Shiyu echoed. “Any decisions with regard to recompense should be discussed at court. Such is the protocol.”


  Li Yanzhen clammed up.


  The envoy grimaced. He was well aware of the dynamics at the court of Great Xia. The two ducal ministers were the ones in control, and they had made their stance clear. Requesting that the decision about recompense be made after being discussed at court was nothing but a delay tactic. The grand commandant was too intimidating a figure, so the envoy turned towards Su Shiyu instead.


  “Lord Su, Her Highness treated you like her own brother. Now, she has been murdered within your borders. Her body remains warm, and you wish to quibble over recompense?”


  Su Shiyu’s eyes darkened.


  “Your Excellency, I beg to differ.” Chu Mingyun scoffed. “You yourself seem rather concerned about getting recompense.”


  Sensing another incoming fight, Su Shiyu relented. “You are right. Princess Ayasi treated me with nothing but kindness, and for that, I have nothing but gratitude towards her. In fact, that is more reason for me to speak with you privately.”


  The envoy frowned while Su Shiyu turned to Li Yanzhen, who granted permission.


  “If you would follow me to the next hall, Your Excellency.” He gestured to the wing. Though hesitant, the envoy followed the grand censor out.


  Without the emperor present, Su Shiyu could speak more freely with the envoy. Nevertheless, no matter how masterful he was with his words and how many tricks he had up his sleeve, he could not refute the fact that Great Xia was partially responsible for Ayasi’s death.


  It was a tough negotiation that finally concluded at sunset. Instead of offering land, Great Xia would offer gold, a result that left the envoy dismayed. Su Shiyu reported the conclusion of his negotiation to Li Yanzhen and got the latter’s permission to go ahead with the recompense. The details would be finalised during the court session in the morning.


  Su Shiyu walked down a street coloured in the crimson glow of the setting sun as he made his way home alone. The red of the sun spilling across the stone tiles looked like a river of blood running into the distance. Was this what Ayasi had seen as she breathed her last? How had she felt when the man she loved killed her? Su Shiyu wondered if she had thought of the promise that he had made—to attend her wedding with Mister Pretty? The wedding that was fated never to be. The silly girl… she might have been the one who told her murderer exactly where to do the deed.


  Su Shiyu knew how much the princess meant to her father. Three cities was no balm for the sorrow and pain he must have felt. Nevertheless, he could not accede to the envoy’s demands. His nation and people must come first; his personal feelings were inconsequential.


  But he couldn’t help but wonder if Ayasi knew what he had done, would she regret ever having called him bhaika—would she resent him as his uncle had during his final moments?


  Su Shiyu smiled wryly. Weariness coloured his eyes—but only for a moment, before vanishing without a trace.


  


  News of Ji Heng being apprehended soon arrived. He confessed everything and would be brought back from Zhenjiang to Chang’an.


  After hearing his men’s report, Su Shiyu dismissed them with a nod and resumed reading his documents. As he picked one up, something slipped out and landed on the desk. A letter in a pale-yellow envelope, sealed with a red seal, a corner of it opened.


  Su Shiyu stilled. He stared at it for what seemed like an eternity. It was unlike him to be so hesitant. Finally, he opened it gingerly. The letter was long but only because the writer’s characters were big and squiggly, not because she had written much. As Su Shiyu read each character slowly, a smile began to lift the corner of his lips. The contents lacked the typical structure of one written by a literate person of the Central Plains. She had simply written anything that she had thought of—beginning with the interesting things or delicious food that she had come across during her few days in Chang’an before suddenly switching to the interesting flowers that had bloomed in Kroraina before her easterly journey.


  Su Shiyu flipped to the next page. The smile on his lips died.


  Bhaika, you big big liar! I memorised the sounds that I heard and asked a few men of your kind. All of them told me those were your names. Those men said horrible things about you that day. You liar!


  That was when I understood that not every person from your nation is a nice person. I hear many people saying terrible things about you, but I can feel that you don’t want me to know, so I tried so very hard and stopped myself from whipping them.


  Do you know that Krorainian women can read minds? Your kind are idiots, that’s why you can’t, but I can. I can see that you’re really, really nice.


  You have the most kindness in the world, my dear bhaika.


  You have the most kindness in the world—that sentence made no sense at all. It was something that only Ayasi could have written.


  Su Shiyu’s fingers bit into the paper. He shuddered and shut his eyes. Slowly, he took a deep breath and let the tension ease from his body. He stared at that incoherent sentence for a while longer before laughing softly—bitterly.


  He flipped to the final page and froze as his eyes landed on the words on the sheet.


  You didn’t answer my question that day, but I don’t need one. Because I think I already know the answer.


  


  It was a quiet night. The moon hung bright in the heavens. The courtyard resembled a dark, tranquil pool and within it sprawled the entangled shadows of bamboo and cypress trees like waterweeds. A youth was running through sword exercises, the whispering slices of blade cutting air the only sound in the silence.


  Chen Siheng felt his strength flee from him. His sword wavered, then slipped from his fingers and landed on the ground. He shot back in the nick of time and narrowly avoided his falling blade. After staring at it sullenly, he sighed loudly. He stroked the dagger hidden within his robes, then crouched down.


  “Miss Jingnyu, I still can’t bring myself to hate you,” he murmured.


  Suddenly, the weighty doors of the residence slid open with a loud creak. A gust of wind swept through the space. Chen Siheng grabbed his sword and whirled around. His eyes shone with wariness as he stared at the intruders.


  “Who goes there?”


  Two stoney-faced men dressed in black pushed the doors open fully before taking their place on either side of the doorway. The next moment, more of their kind streamed in, in rows of two, before taking their places next to the first two men. Chen Siheng found himself sweating profusely at the sight. He stood frozen to the spot, his eyes fixed on the last person stepping through the doorway. The man glided in smoothly, in robes patterned with blood-red lotuses and with a faint smile in his eyes.


  “What’s with your face? Have you forgotten me?”


  The fear in Chen Siheng’s eyes turned into delight. “General Chu, it’s you!”


  “Yes,” said Chu Mingyun. “Here to check if you’re dead.”


  Instantly, the youth’s excitement was doused. The corner of his lips twitched in disappointment.


  Chu Mingyun scanned the courtyard. After asking a few perfunctory questions about how the youth was faring, he broached another topic: “I’m here because I have an important question for you. You must answer me honestly, no matter how badly you wish to forget what you saw or heard. All right?”


  Chen Siheng laughed. There was an ease to his voice. “I’ve moved on. There’s nothing that I wish to forget. Ask me anything, sir.”


  “What exactly did you overhear that night?”


  Chen Siheng shook his head. “Nothing, truly. When my grandfather sent us away, he didn’t tell me anything. Everyone told me that everything was fine. Then the fire happened out of nowhere. Everything happened too quickly, too suddenly. I didn’t manage to see or hear anything.” Chen Siheng paused. “All I remember was Miss Jingnyu rushing into the house and taking me away.”


  Chu Mingyun frowned. “That day, at the Scarlet Sleeve. What were you going to say to Su Shiyu before I barged into the room?”


  “Miss Jingnyu had told me to say that my father spoke to a man called ‘Grand Commandant’.” Chen Siheng mustered the courage to ask, “Who is the Grand Commandant, sir? Is he the one who killed my family?”


  Chu Mingyun stared at the simpleton. “That would be me.”


  “Wh-what? But… but you’re a general, aren’t you?”


  “I serve as Grand Commandant in court. On the battlefield, I lead the military as a general,” Chu Mingyun explained, his eyes growing dark. “Fascinating. I had interrupted your conversation with Su Shiyu. If the two of us hadn’t both been present that night, would she have instructed you to tell me that your father had spoken to the grand censor instead?”


  All but a ploy to sow discord between the two top courtiers. The enemy would then reap the benefits of the infighting that resulted between the two factions.


  “What a devious move,” Chu Mingyun scoffed. He pulled out a bronze token from his sleeve. “Do you know what this is, runt?”


  Chen Siheng took the token. At first, he shook his head, but after some thought, he nodded.


  “Do you?”


  “A young man often visited Miss Jingnyu. Once, he gave her this, and she used it to instruct other people to do things for her,” said Chen Siheng. “I guess it’s a token of her authority or status of sorts.”


  “Have you ever heard them talk about Huainan?”


  “Never,” Chen Siheng said with absolute certainty.


  Chu Mingyun nodded before retrieving the token.


  When the man fell into quiet contemplation, Chen Siheng understood the questioning had ended. He began eyeing the black-clad men behind the man. “Sir, are these your men?”


  “They’re my shadow guards.”


  Chen Siheng’s eyes lit up. He studied Chu Mingyun’s face carefully, then finally gathered his courage and asked, “Could I become one too, sir?”


  Chu Mingyun chuckled. “Do you know what it means to be a shadow guard?”


  Chen Siheng ventured a guess. “To be your master’s shadow?”


  “That’s right.” Chu Mingyun swept his eyes over the youth. “What makes you think I’d want such a short shadow?”


  Chen Siheng pursed his lips in shock.


  Chu Mingyun laughed. As he walked off, he waved his hand casually in the air. “Calm your mind and steady your breath. Learn how not to lose your sword. I’ll call for you when I have need of you.”


  “Really, sir?” Chen Siheng exclaimed in delight.


  He did not receive a reply. In the blink of an eye, the shadow guards had slid the doors shut. The courtyard was once again steeped in silence, leaving no trace of anyone else ever being there.


  


  Chu Mingyun rode leisurely down the path back to the city, the horse’s hooves trampling newly sprouted grass as soundlessly as the shadow guards that trailed behind. His eyes glimmered as he lost himself to his thoughts. Suddenly, he pulled the reins and raised his hand. Both the horse and his guards froze. Chu Mingyun tilted his head slightly and listened. The faint cry of a zither in the distance. Its soft, lonely notes were tinged with a hint of melancholy—a song so quiet, it was the sound of a stream snaking between smooth stone, almost imperceptible to the ear.


  Chu Mingyun slid off his horse and handed his reins to a guard. “Return without me.”


  He strode past a grove of willows and flowering bushes as he followed the sound of the zither. Pushing aside a branch laden with blooming peach blossoms, he found himself staring at a picturesque clearing. He stilled. The pink petals under his hand scented the air, perfuming his fingertips with their fragrance. On the bank of a rushing river stood a pavilion bathed in the moon’s cold light, and within it, a man clad in white. He sat by a red pillar with a zither on his lap. His head was dipped, his gaze earthward as he plucked the instrument’s strings. As he played, his long hair spilt over his shoulders, onto silvery clouds embroidered onto his robes like ink on paper. He looked as lovely as always.


  They were right. Apart from this man, few others deserved to be compared to jade—the precious stone that embodied gentleness and refinement.


  Su Shiyu looked up when he heard footsteps. The final vibrations of the zither hung in the air as he gazed at the man. “What brings you here?”


  “I would like to ask you the same thing.” Chu Mingyun eyed the clearing and saw that they were alone. “I heard someone playing the zither whilst I was riding back to the city and thought it might be a wandering minstrel, playing her strings from province to province. But look who it is. I must say that your choice of leisurely activity is quite… interesting.”


  “I must apologise for not being a wandering minstrel. It’s not too late for you to leave.”


  Chu Mingyun raised his eyebrow at the cool tone. “You’re always eager to send me off somewhere else. Do you hate having me around?”


  “Of course not,” Su Shiyu said smilingly.


  “That was a funereal piece.” Chu Mingyun crouched down, his head tilted. “Were you paying your last respects to someone?”


  “Why, will you offer me condolences?” asked Su Shiyu.


  Chu Mingyun scoffed. “You didn’t shed a single tear when your uncle died. I doubt you need any comfort from me.”


  Su Shiyu looked away. His fingers fell upon the zither once more.


  Unbothered by the snub, Chu Mingyun lifted the bottom of his robes and sat down right next to the man.


  It wasn’t long before he tapped him lightly on the arm. “Play something else.”


  Su Shiyu cast a sidelong glance. “Do you take me for an entertainer?”


  “If I’d wanted an entertainer, I wouldn’t have asked you to play, now would I?” said Chu Mingyun matter-of-factly.


  “Why, yes. You have no lack of musicians.” Su Shiyu scoffed. “You had a man ransom out the best zither player in Jiangnan to play in the privacy of your home for your ears only.”


  Chu Mingyun looked over and said pointedly, “You know quite a lot about me.”


  Su Shiyu’s fingers stilled. “Miss Ruji is a renowned musician. I have, of course, heard of her talent and even thought of seeking lessons from her. Unfortunately, I never had the chance. Especially not after you sent her away. Until this day, I cannot find her whereabouts.”


  “That just proves how hopelessly in love I am with you.”


  Su Shiyu averted his eyes. “I suppose there’s no one else I can ask but you. Is Miss Ruji as exceptional with the zither as the rumours say she is?”


  Chu Mingyun rummaged through his memories and came back with a succinct answer. “Bores me to death.”


  Su Shiyu stared in awe. “Please forgive me, but I can’t fathom why I should play anything for you when you show such a lack of appreciation for music.”


  “It’s in the middle of the night. We’re in the middle of nowhere. Instead of going home, I’ve stayed only to listen to you play, and here you are, disparaging me.” Chu Mingyun sighed loudly. “How hurtful.”


  Su Shiyu took a deep breath. “What would you like to hear?”


  Chu Mingyun considered his choices. “How about ‘Prince of Lanling Enters the Battle’?”


  Su Shiyu scrutinised the man. “Which reminds me. I’ve been meaning to ask you. Gao Changgong, the Prince of Lanling, was often insulted on the battlefield for his beautiful face, which led him to have a grotesque golden mask made—to intimidate his enemies. How about you? With that face of yours, how did you manage to command respect on the battlefield?”


  “Very easily. I killed all foes and punished any friend who disrespected me. In fewer than two months, nobody dared to look me right in the eye.”


  “You govern the troops with a strict hand.”


  The grand commandant couldn’t puzzle out if he approved or disapproved of that.


  “If I may be honest,” Su Shiyu continued quietly. “I do not think you’re a man who covets wealth or fame. In fact, you seem uninterested in most worldly gains. Why did you join the war and then the court?”


  Chu Mingyun looked straight into the man’s eyes. “Do you want the truth or would you prefer that I lie to you?”


  Su Shiyu returned the stare. “What’s the point of asking you if I wanted something other than the truth?”


  Chu Mingyun looked away, turning his gaze to the distance, upon the mist-shrouded mountains and the glimmering glimpses of the river running through them. “The truth is I want a domain that stretches to the horizon’s edge and the allegiance of lords from all lands.”


  Su Shiyu quickly looked away. His fingers fell upon the zither. Its strings shimmered under the moonlight as they began to sing. Notes fell like pearls scattering on an ornate plate, then landed like thunderous blows upon a war drum, then the shrill clashing of spears, cries of warhorses, and the swift roar of a rushing river.


  As music filled the pavilion, Chu Mingyun simply watched—his elbow on his knee, his cheek in his palm—and lost himself to the sight of Su Shiyu. 


  Even those who loathed the grand commandant could not deny the truth—he was a stunning beauty. And such a character could not escape being the subject of idle gossip. Some claimed that the curve of his lips was a trap that ensnared the soul. Others said that those pale fingers that had taken hundreds of lives stole the breath as they splayed across his fan. Su Shiyu, on the other hand, found the man’s eyes the most compelling of all. When he smiled, they shimmered like a lake in springtime. When he was quiet, they were autumnal waters, with a mirror’s cold, sharp clarity.


  His fingers suddenly stilled. The song had ended. As the final notes faded away, silence rushed in again.


  Chu Mingyun remained still as he stared in silence.


  “Are you blushing?” he blurted.


  Su Shiyu sighed quietly. “Anyone subjected to that gaze for so long would grow uncomfortable.”


  A smile gradually lifted Chu Mingyun’s lips. “You’re better.”


  “What?” Su Shiyu found himself looking into those smiling eyes, unable to look away.


  Chu Mingyun pointed at the zither. “She might have been the best in Jiangnan, but she can hardly compare to you.”


  “I thank you for the compliment.” Su Shiyu smiled and looked away. Though he exhaled, he found an inexplicable weight creeping onto his chest.


  Chu Mingyun relaxed against the railing. “Play whatever you wish. Don’t mind me.”


  “Very well.”


  “Oh, right.”


  “Yes?”


  “Do you have a sweet tooth?” Chu Mingyun asked. “I have some candied pine nuts if you want.”


  Su Shiyu chuckled before playing a light-hearted melody.


  Chu Mingyun fell silent and shut his eyes. As the soft music drifted past him, he started shifting uncomfortably. With the slightest motion, he slid past the pillar and pressed his shoulder against Su Shiyu’s, spilling his long, dark hair across the man’s shoulder.


  The strands stirred in the evening breeze and kissed Su Shiyu’s chin. It tickled and tingled at the same time. His heart began to race. He could almost hear Ayasi’s voice.


  I think I already know the answer. You like that man, don’t you, bhaika?


  Su Shiyu’s fingers slipped. The notes wavered. A thousand butterflies started beating their wings, going aflutter in his chest and sending his thoughts into a flurry.


  “For three generations we have served on the battlefield, and for the fourth you shall serve in the court.”


  “You won’t see the battlefield again. From now on, you will live and breathe as a bureaucrat.”


  “I want a domain that stretches to the horizon’s edge and the allegiance of lords from all lands.”


  Did he like him?


  “Fine, he’s important to your empire, but why are you so nice to him?”


  “The mist disappears when he’s around.”


  “Why, there’s so much I wish to know. What you think of me…”


  Did he?


  “Su Shiyu, you heartless man.”


  “You know no desire, no love, no passion, and no sorrow. A person like you deserves to live and die alone.”


  “This was meant to be a celebration. Why are you frowning?”


  Did he?


  “Is his beauty to your taste, Lord Su?”


  “Silly me. How could I forget: you aren’t interested in anything.”


  Did he not?


  If not, why was his heart racing so badly that it hurt?


  Su Shiyu’s fingers stilled. The last notes of a melody that had long lost its original tune lingered in the air, the straying notes speaking to his distracted thoughts. He felt a hint of nervousness, a hint of joy, a hint of loss, and the slightest ache that he couldn’t ignore. The sayings had been true all along.


  Su Shiyu looked up and heaved a long sigh. He turned towards Chu Mingyun. The man had noticed nothing. His eyes remained shut, he himself at rest and at peace.


  Su Shiyu stared and stared… Then, slowly, carefully, he reached out. He wanted to touch the man’s eyes. The simple gesture took an eternity. The mountains and the seas sighed impatiently. The rivers and the winds whispered in his ear. His hand paused an inch before their destination, frozen in place, unable to move any further. Those breathtaking eyes had snapped open, staring expressionlessly at the hand before him.


  A look of calm settled over Su Shiyu, the chaos in his heart stilled. He shifted his fingers slightly, as if the sudden pause had been imagined, then plucked a single hair from the man’s temple. He brought it closer to himself and gave it a good, hard look.


  “I was mistaken. I thought you had white in your hair.”


  Chu Mingyun could only stare and rub his throbbing scalp.


  


  


  


  


  




  Chapter 9


  A shackled man stumbled in. Before he found his balance, he was forced onto his knees before the black hood on his head was ripped off. He pulled his head up to find a smiling man standing in candlelight.


  “Su Shiyu?”


  “Funny that you know who I am, Ji Heng.”


  The man eyed his surroundings. All the windows were shut, not letting in a ray of sunlight. If he hadn’t known it was daytime, it might have fooled him that hours had passed. He was in a plain room with nothing but a table and a chair. Silently lining two sides of the room were men dressed like guards, who all wore solemn masks.


  “This isn’t the Censorate.” Ji Heng eyed the censor warily. “What do you want with me?”


  “I apologise for bringing you here, but I have a few questions for you,” said Su Shiyu. “Don’t worry. This will only take up a little bit of your time. I will have you sent back to the Censorate very soon.”


  “I have confessed to everything and provided my testimony. Believe it or not. There is nothing else I can tell you.”


  “Now, I haven’t mentioned anything about your case, have I?”


  “Well, what do you want?”


  Su Shiyu sighed softly. “Were you the one who killed Ayasi?”


  “Yes.”


  “In your confession, you claimed to have been instructed to kill her. You first met her during a riot. Was that riot staged?”


  “Yes,” Ji Heng said, frowning. “I’ve been wed for many years. If I hadn’t been coerced, I wouldn’t have ever gone to that godforsaken place to do business.”


  Su Shiyu narrowed his eyes as he mulled over the information. “And you had no trouble bringing yourself to do the deed?”


  The confusion in Ji Heng’s eyes faded away, only to be replaced with derision. He barked out a laugh. “To think the grand censor is so naïve. If you had to seduce a pawn for ulterior motives, would you actually fall in love with it?”


  So, that was it. No matter how much time they had spent with each other, he had been putting up an act all along. The player only cared for his strategies and taking out his enemies. There was no place in his heart for the love of a pawn.


  Only a fool would fall in love.


  Su Shiyu stared right back, his eyes stormy. He nodded with a smile. “You are right.”


  He pulled out a pill bottle and handed it to a guard. Immediately, another guard grabbed Ji Heng by the face and tried to pry his mouth open, but the man clamped his mouth shut. He thought himself victorious until he gasped aloud in pain. Before he could puzzle out what he had been stabbed with, a pill was shoved down his throat.


  “What—hack! hack!—what have you fed me?” he exclaimed in terror.


  “Don’t worry. It will keep you alive.” Su Shiyu put away the bottle. “You are to be handed over to Kroraina, so I won’t kill you.”


  Realisation dawned on Ji Heng. “You! You’re the grand censor. Will you torture a prisoner under the care of the Censorate?”


  “The grand censor certainly won’t.” Su Shiyu eyed the man with a cold smile. “But these are my own men, and you’re in my personal residence, where we are addressing a personal disagreement. This has nothing to do with my official duties.”


  “A personal disagreement?” Ji Heng was incredulous. “What do you have against me?”


  Su Shiyu’s smile deepened. He looked away. “My little spasu Ayasi unfortunately made a poor judgement of character. As her bhaika, I find myself compelled to do something about it.”


   Su Shiyu ignored the look of utter shock on Ji Heng’s face and took a sip of his tea.


  “You may commence.”


  


  Chu Mingyun placed his brush down and looked up at Qin Zhao. “What do you mean you couldn’t find him?”


  “Yan Ye said that few in the Censorate are talking. All he knows is that Ji Heng was on his last legs when he was brought in. We can’t be certain about this, but it seems that besides the grand censor and chief censor, few others are allowed to see him. Only Su Shiyu has Ji Heng’s statement. Not even the men who brought him in know what he had written.”


  “Bizarre, indeed. But this suggests Ji Heng testified that it wasn’t a crime of passion.” Chu Mingyun frowned. “Come to think of it, these days have been nothing but a string of troubles… All right, I want you to look into someone.”


  “Whom?”


  Chu Mingyun’s lips curled. “Lady of Bright Deportment, Jiang Yuan.”


  “Understood.”


  Chu Mingyun sighed. “But we can’t just do nothing about this. Perhaps I should seek Su Shiyu out again?”


  “He might not tell you the truth,” said Qin Zhao.


  “Very likely.” Chu Mingyun placed his finger under his chin. “Do you think I should approach him during the day or at night?”


  “Mingyun,” Qin Zhao said quietly. “Just kill him.”


  Chu Mingyun narrowed his eyes. “What did you just say?”


  “Just kill him, Mingyun. This has dragged on for too long. We still can’t find anything on him. If we cannot win him over, we can simply kill him. No matter how skilled a fighter he is, he cannot fight an army. If a hundred men can’t kill him, we’ll send two hundred. With him dead, no one will stand in our way.”


  “With Su Shiyu dead, no one will stand in our way. Right you are.” Chu Mingyun broke out in a grin. “But I won’t kill him.”


  “Why not?” asked Qin Zhao.


  Chu Mingyun looked away. “He’s not so bad,” he said lazily. “Life would be so boring if he were dead.”


  “What’s not so bad about him?”


  “He peeled a mandarin for me on New Year’s Eve.”


  For a moment, Chu Mingyun thought the inane response might force his junior to overcome his physical disability and express frustration on that face of his. However, all the poor man could manage was a stiff twitch of his lips.


  “Mingyun, seriously–”


  “Why do you dislike him so much?”


  Qin Zhao pursed his lips.


  Chu Mingyun studied his junior, then burst into laughter. “Let me venture a guess. Is it because Du Yue idolises his dear old cousin? Because you’re jealous?”


  Qin Zhao stared at his feet. His silence spoke volumes. He was a simple man—a man whose simple heart had space enough only for two persons. If Su Shiyu’s existence had such a large influence on both of those dear souls, wouldn’t everything be better if he died?


  Chu Mingyun giggled away until he caught the serious look in Qin Zhao’s eyes. “Listen well,” he said sternly, “put that thought of yours to rest.”


  “Why?” Qin Zhao met his senior’s eyes. “Have you truly fallen in love with him?”


  “What makes you think that?”


  “Why won’t you kill him, then?”


  Chu Mingyun found the reasoning absurd. Yet, he had no answer to give. After a long moment’s thought, he finally said, “There are many reasons to keep a man alive. It might not be the one you think it is. Take Su Shiyu. He must live, for he’s of more use to us alive than dead.”


  When Qin Zhao’s blank stare did not shift, Chu Mingyun frowned.


  “How could I have fallen in love with him?” The crease between his brow eased away, as if simply speaking those words had strengthened his belief. “Su Shiyu hides an icy heart beneath his gentle, friendly demeanour and keeps his true emotions and thoughts to himself. He’s known as a heartless man, so anyone who falls in love with him is doomed.”


  A maidservant in green passed the window. She stole a peek as the voices rose within the room and, without slowing down or stirring a single sound amidst the grass, walked away.


  


  “Is that what he said?” Su Shiyu looked up from his documents, a smile finding its way to his lips. He nodded. “He’s not wrong.”


  “Master?” The maidservant in green knelt before him with a look of surprise.


  “But you seem to have forgotten that your current mission is different from your past ones. You need not collect any information. Simply look after Ah-Yue. There is no need to report to me what you have heard.”


  “Yes, master.” The maidservant dipped her head low.


  Su Shiyu nodded. “You should return to your station quickly to avoid any suspicion.”


  After she bowed and left the room, his eyes fell on the jade on the desk. Then, broken out of his daze, he pulled the faintest of smiles.


  Only a fool would fall in love.


  


  The tavern by the gates of Chang’an was a constant bustle of people. Most who passed it were keen on a cup of tea, a short rest, and some lively discussion about the state of the world.


  A lanky young adventurer found a seat and placed his sword on the table before requesting a pot of tea. At the table next to him, the patrons were engaged in a heated discussion, their voices loud and coloured with outrage. Intrigued, the adventurer leant towards them while nursing his teacup.


  “Things are going downhill. When have we had to swallow our pride like this since the founding of this empire?”


  “Never! We’re a great empire. Why should we offer a small kingdom like Kroraina such a hefty compensation? So, a woman was killed. Too bad! The fact is we didn’t kill her. Why should we have to offer anything in the first place?”


  “Didn’t it happen at the borders? They said one of our compatriots did it. How do we know that they didn’t kill her themselves and then frame us for the murder?”


  “Even if they did, there’s nothing we can do about it. The imperial court is full of spineless cowards. In the olden days, we would’ve sent our troops out instead of throwing gold at them. That would’ve fixed things.”


  Murmurs of agreement rose around the table.


  “You wish it were so simple,” another said. “A war? Those nobles wouldn’t risk their comfortable lives over a war. They would rather pay to make the problem go away. After all, it’s our hard-earned gold, not theirs.”


  Those words roused another cacophony of comments while the adventurer was clueless. He tugged the sleeve of a man next to him.


  “Excuse me, what are they going on about?”


  “Don’t you know, young man? The Princess of Kroraina died not long ago under mysterious circumstances. For some reason, we agreed to give them a hefty sum as recompense. Their envoy’s just left the city with the caravan.” The man jerked his chin towards the gates, his voice pregnant with resentment. “We’re talking about hundreds of chests here. Ten thousand taels of gold and silver and three thousand bundles of silk and satin!”


  The adventurer nodded as the man got lost in his own speech.


  “Those folks in the court must be living such comfortable lives to be able to give up all that gold and silver without batting an eye. That includes our dear grand censor! I never thought he’d be so degenerate. General Su Jue must be turning in his grave.”


  The swordsman gasped. “Do you speak of Su Shiyu, the Grand Censor? I’ve always thought that he’s a good official who’s beloved by the people.”


  “Su Shiyu, yes, but that’s all in the past, I’m afraid. He’s the one who agreed to the compensation.” The man sighed loudly. “If you think about it, there are no good officials just like there are no white crows. Each courtier works for his own interests. A few days ago, someone said that Lord Su conspired with Lord Chu to have Su Xing killed. I didn’t believe him and spent the afternoon arguing with him. Now that I think about it…”


  The man grimaced. He shook his head and wouldn’t say more. The adventurer looked at the furious patrons around him, and he too sighed.


  The man eyed the sword on the table, then passed his eyes over the young man. “Are you some kind of travelling swordman?”


  “You flatter me,” the adventurer said. “I’m just an errant man making a living on the road.”


  “Don’t be modest,” the man grinned before giving him a pat on the back. “Nowadays, the officials running the empire don’t give a damn about us commonfolk. If we ever get into any trouble, men like you are all we’ve got.”


  The adventurer nodded. His eyes fell on his sword as thoughts began to form.


  


  Night fell. Outside the grand censor’s study, a shadow flitted past. Su Shiyu feigned ignorance, holding his sleeve up as he continued to grind his ink stick. The next moment, the doors burst open. The candlelight dimmed in the sudden wind. Something glinted as it cut the darkness and parted the silence with a loud whoosh. Su Shiyu’s eyes remained on the desk. In his palm was the cooling touch of the dagger usually tucked in his sleeve.


  But he wouldn’t get the chance to attack.


  The intruder stilled. In the silence of the evening, metal tore through flesh, then its sharp tip protruded from his chest. A violent spray of blood misted the air.


  Su Shiyu took a step back, avoiding the blood that ended up plopping in the inkwell, creating a lovely splatter of crimson in black. He looked up. A man he knew so well stood in the place of the collapsed intruder, his sword a swift shimmer of light as it slid back into its sheath. The moon hung, large and bright, behind him, casting a glow over his complexion.


  “What brings you here?”


  Chu Mingyun wordlessly approached the cooling body and eyed its lanky form. “Tsk. The envoy’s just left Chang’an with the recompense, and already a self-righteous swordsman has attempted to assassinate the ‘corrupt censor’?”


  Su Shiyu threw him a defeated look.


  “And you.” Chu Mingyun met his gaze. “Were you just waiting to be skewered by his sword?”


  “I would’ve defended myself, but you were too quick.” Su Shiyu pulled the blood-splattered documents aside. “Thank you for coming to my aid. I am forever indebted.”


  Chu Mingyun sat down and folded his arms on the desk. There was a playful note in his voice as he leant in. “Is that all? You think you can get away with just–”


  He froze, his words and movement cut off by the jade pendant, smooth and warm against his forehead. Their faces were mere inches away from each other.


  “How about this?” Su Shiyu dropped the pendant into the visitor’s hand. “A token of my gratitude.”


  The jade shimmered softly in his hand, still warm to the touch. Chu Mingyun recognised it. It was the jade pendant that Su Shiyu tried to pawn at the Joykeeper’s Hall. “Why are you giving me this?”


  “To thank you for saving my life. Take it. And you don’t have to sneak in next time. Simply bring this along anytime you wish to see me. No one will stop you from entering.”


  Chu Mingyun stroked the fine carvings on the white stone. “Anytime? Even when you bathe?”


  Su Shiyu eyed him. “What do you think?”


  Chu Mingyun tucked away the jade pendant with a chuckle. “I’ll cut to the quick. I am here to discuss something important.”


  Smilingly, Su Shiyu offered him a cup of tea. “I guessed as such. Pray, speak your mind.”


  “You’ve kept all information about Ji Heng under wraps. Was the Duke of Huainan behind the murder?”


  Su Shiyu nodded. “That’s what Ji Heng wrote in his confession. He handed over the token that the duke gave him. The duke appears to be the mastermind behind it all.”


  “Appears to be?” Chu Mingyun smirked. “So, you’re also doubtful.”


  “Also?”


  “If you remember the robbery of Tianlu Keep, I had my men investigate Lady Jiang. You can probably guess where she was from.”


  “Is it Huainan?”


  “Yes. That’s one too many coincidences. If His Majesty had pursued the matter, we would’ve found Lady Jiang’s origin, and the robbery would’ve also been pinned on the Duke of Huainan.”


  Su Shiyu dipped his head, falling into a contemplative silence.


  Chu Mingyun clucked. He pinched Su Shiyu’s chin, tilting his face up. “Look at me.”


  Su Shiyu stiffened, his thoughts escaping him. He nudged Chu Mingyun’s hand away and collected himself. “What’s the matter?”


  “Don’t ignore me,” the grand commandant whined. “I haven’t finished talking yet.”


  Su Shiyu couldn’t help an amused giggle. “My apologies. Do go on.”


  Chu Mingyun grabbed his cup of tea. “It’s all rather questionable, isn’t it? Our enemy’s methods are increasingly clumsy, and the evidence that they plant is all the more obvious. First, the Duke of Huainan was accused of being the mastermind behind Su Xing; you did not publicise this. Shortly after that, Lady Jiang, who is from Huainan, tried to frame me for robbing Tianlu Keep; His Majesty decided not to pursue the matter. Now, Princess Ayasi of Kroraina has been murdered, and all evidence points to the duke; you have no choice but to investigate the matter further.”


  Su Shiyu’s eyes widened as realisation dawned on him.


  “He wants you to go after him,” Chu Mingyun concluded. “Your inaction frustrates him and drives him to take bolder actions.”


  Su Shiyu frowned. “But a duke’s seal is like the imperial seal—it cannot be forged.”


  “I’m not saying that it’s a forgery. I simply find it odd.” Chu Mingyun turned to the grand censor. “You are to set off to the dukedoms to inspect them in a few days. Are you sure you should go?”


  Su Shiyu met his gaze, nodding. “Since we have concluded that the Duke of Huainan is somehow involved, there is even more reason for me to make the trip.”


  “I know you’ve had plans to curtail the powers of the dukes, but will you risk your life for this?”


  Su Shiyu pulled a tiny smile. “Why won’t I?”


  “Fine. Do as you please.” Chu Mingyun looked away and took a sip of tea.


  Su Shiyu chose not to respond to that. The candle sputtered and its flame flickered, drawing his eyes to the cold corpse on the floor. “We may have avoided a war with Kroraina by offering them recompense, but I’m afraid that as long as the current king sits on the throne, Kroraina would not have any further dealings with us. All we can hope for is that they do not ally themselves with the Huns.”


  Chu Mingyun placed his teacup down and scoffed. “Anyone who’s travelling to and from the Western Regions must pass through Kroraina. Do you think our merchants will be granted passage through the kingdom?”


  They knew the answer to that.


  “Well, do you have a solution for that?” asked Su Shiyu.


  “I’ve just thought of one,” Chu Mingyun said proudly. “Appoint Zhou Yi to be stationed at the western borders.”


  “And what are we to do after that?”


  “Nothing. It’s not about what we’re going to do, but who will guard those borders, so you can forget about replacing him. Zhou Yi has served with me the longest and was my lieutenant-general during the Hunnic invasion. With him watching over the western borders, the Huns and Krorainians will be less inclined to cause any trouble.”


  “This is not a decision to be made lightly.” Su Shiyu kept his voice even. “I will discuss this with His Majesty.”


  “With your approval, I believe His Majesty wouldn’t say ‘no’.” Chu Mingyun grinned. “Would he?”


  Su Shiyu looked at the grand commandant quietly. The evening breeze swept down the corridor. Fireflies glowed outside the window, their lights twinkling like stars. Chu Mingyun was right. Besides the few men loyal to Chu Mingyun, there was no one else who could shoulder such an important responsibility.


  Su Shiyu sighed. “You are right. I suppose I have no reason not to agree to such an arrangement.”


  “I knew you would see things my way.” He laughed. “By the way, what went missing from Tianlu Keep that night?”


  “A few books that don’t tell us anything about why the robber stole them in the first place,” said Su Shiyu as he tried to recall what had been stolen. “The exam questions from past years’ imperial exams, decrees for the construction of canals, some reports from the borderlands, records of the various dukes, and–”


  “Records of the various dukes?”


  Su Shiyu nodded. “Records of granted land, genealogy, ceremonial bestial motifs, and yearly tributes.”


  Bestial motifs. Chu Mingyun narrowed his eyes. His lips quirked. The motif on the bronze token. It all pieced together. Their enemy had thought one step ahead of them. To prevent his identity from being exposed, he had the records stolen. Now, there were no means of proving to whom the motif belonged.


  Chu Mingyun rose to his feet. “All right, I’ve said my piece. I shall take my leave.”


  “Very well.” Su Shiyu rose to walk him to the door when Chu Mingyun turned around.


  “I almost forgot.”


  “What is it?”


  Chu Mingyun handed him a small package. “Here.”


  Su Shiyu eyed the paper. “What is this?”


  “Candied pine nuts. I told you I would share.” Chu Mingyun gave a casual wave, then walked off. “Stay. I know the way out.”


  He was gone in the blink of an eye. Su Shiyu gazed at the package in his hand. Slowly, the corners of his lips lifted into a smile. An emotion he didn’t recognise unfurled in his chest.


  


  The doorman was resting against the wall, nodding off, when he heard footsteps approaching. He jerked awake and found himself dumbfounded by the man and the object in his hand. His jaw hung loose.


  “Wh-what…” the guard stammered. He peeled his eyes off the jade pendant and glanced towards his master’s study and the dim light within before slowly shifting his eyes back to the man. Then he scrambled to open the gates. His eyes fell on the pendant again, and he extended a deep bow.


  “A good evening to you, Your Lordship.”


  Chu Mingyun could only frown at the pendant.


  


  Enveloped in the faint scent of sandalwood, Chu Mingyun tapped on the table as Du Yue shoved another pastry into his mouth.


  “I summoned you because I needed you, not because I had pastries lying around that needed finishing.”


  “I know,” Du Yue mumbled through the food. “But there’s never anything good in it for me when you need my help, so I’m gonna eat my due before I help you. Makes me feel less cheated.”


  Chu Mingyun rolled his eyes. He produced the jade pendant from his sleeve and placed it on the table. “Tell me what’s so special about this. Everyone at your cousin’s manor gets a funny look on their faces when they see it.”


  Du Yue gasped, then choked on the pastry. “Th—hack! hack! hack!—th-th-that…” He pointed at the pendant in utter shock.


  “Yup.” Chu Mingyun leant his cheek against his palm. “Perfect imitation, really.”


  “You stole this, didn’t you, Turdface?”


  Chu Mingyun threw him a befuddled look. “No. Su Shiyu gave it to me.”


  “Su Shiyu gave it to you?” Du Yue finally swallowed the chunk of cake lodged in his throat. “Which Su Shiyu?!”


  “I don’t know. Have you got other cousins called Su Shiyu?”


  Du Yue’s jaw was on the floor. “Has my cousin gone mad?”


  “Answer my question.” Chu Mingyun tapped the table again.


  “Right…” Du Yue cradled his head and collected himself. “Honestly, I don’t know much. All I know is that his mother gave it to him. He’s never without it—until now.”


  “Are you sure?” Chu Mingyun raised his eyebrow. “Su Shiyu was going to pawn it for gambling chips. He wouldn’t have done that if it really meant that much to him.”


  “You know nothing,” Du Yue said smugly. “I’ve seen Su Bai using it when doing business for the family. Basically, every person in the Su clan knows that the pendant belongs to my cousin. It could get dropped somewhere, and it’ll end up back in his hands because it’s that unique.”


  “Interesting. So, the jade is a token of his authority.” If he had lost the game at the Joykeeper’s Hall, Su Shiyu would have made use of the pawned pendant to trace the gambling house’s network.


  “I suppose so, except my cousin has apparently given it to you. Now, don’t you dare use it to mobilise the Su family’s assets.”


  Chu Mingyun gave the healer an approving look for his rare display of intelligence.


  Du Yue glared at the pendant as he took a huge bite out of a lotus cake. “But why would he give it to you instead of me?”


  “I wouldn’t know,” Chu Mingyun said uncertainly as he fiddled with the stone. “Maybe he had nothing else on him then. Maybe he plans on using it to–”


  “Chu Mingyun! I don’t care what kind of politicking goes on at court, but listen well when I tell you this—my cousin isn’t as conniving as you imagine him to be. This pendant really means a lot to him.”


  “Sure, sure. You’re always on his side. I bet you wish he were your actual brother,” Chu Mingyun said casually as he studied the white jade pendant—its smooth carving and lustrous sheen—up close. His lips curled mirthlessly, and he loosened his fingers. “It might mean a whole lot to him, but I don’t care for it.”


  The pendant dropped, smacking the floor hard. Du Yue gasped. He slammed his fists onto the table and shot to his feet.


  “Are you out of your mind?” he screamed. As he bent down to pick the pendant up, Chu Mingyun pushed him back with a leg. He straightened his back instantly. “What’s wrong with you?”


  Chu Mingyun folded his arms on the table with an evil grin. “He gave it to me. Why are you picking it up?”


  Du Yue’s eyes burnt with fury. “If you don’t want it, I’ll have it!”


  “No, you can’t,” Chu Mingyun said breezily.


  “Damn you, Turdface!” Du Yue threw his arms into the air and headed for the door, cursing as he stomped past Chu Mingyun. “That was a gift, you ungrateful bastard. The heavens won’t suffer heartless devils like you. You’ll pay for that. Just wait.”


  Chu Mingyun smirked. “I’m waiting.”


  Du Yue kicked the door open and stormed out.


  Silence returned to the room. The smile on Chu Mingyun’s lips vanished as he turned back to the table. Slowly, he finished his tea, then made for the door. He stopped right in front of it. He stood, as still as a statue, his hand on the crimson panel of the door and his gaze into the distance as he lost himself in thought.


  The incense crumbled into ashes in the censer. A breeze slipped in through the window, lifting scented notes of sandalwood in the air.


  Slowly, Chu Mingyun turned and stared expressionlessly at the fallen pendant. Emotions flitted across his eyes. He made his way over and picked it up. He spotted no chips, only a few cracks, evident under the sunlight spilling in from the windows.


  Chu Mingyun frowned. He let out a loud “tsk”, then shoved the pendant into his sleeve, grumbling some indistinct syllables under his breath.


  


  “Shiyuuu!” A young man in green crashed into the study.


  Su Shiyu looked up at his cousin, who was shuddering with fury, and smiled. “What’s the matter? Am I in trouble?”


  “No, but Turdface will be!” Du Yue marched up to the desk. “The bastard threw it away!”


  Su Shiyu’s brush hovered over the paper. “Threw what away?”


  “The pendant you gave him! He said he didn’t care for it and threw it away. Well, I care, dammit!”


  Su Shiyu frowned and placed his brush down. “First of all, watch your mouth.” He took a breath and chuckled. “Well, if he’s thrown it away, so be it.”


  “But–” Du Yue couldn’t understand why his cousin was so unaffected. “Don’t you have anything to say about that?”


  “Like what?”


  “Like what a scoundrel he is! How he’s gone too far–”


  “Ah-Yue.” Su Shiyu stopped him with a gentle smile. “Let’s not slander the man.”


  “That’s hardly slander!” Du Yue shouted. He was livid, but he couldn’t keep up the fury when his cousin didn’t even look upset. He softened his voice. “I thought the pendant meant a lot to you. Why did you give it to him?”


  “Does it matter how much it means to me?” Su Shiyu lowered his gaze. “I gave it to him because it was meant to be his.”


  Du Yue scratched his head. “What does that even mean?”


  Su Shiyu sighed softly. “I gave it to him. That makes it his. He can keep it or throw it away. It’s his right.”


  “He threw it away because he thinks you’ve got ulterior motives for giving it to him!” Du Yue spat. “This is what you got for being so kind to him!”


  “There’s no need to be so upset. I gave him the pendant of my own will, without the intention of asking for anything in return. It wasn’t part of some strategy. Of course, I did consider what would happen, so I’m not exactly surprised. You should let it go.” Su Shiyu smiled faintly. “If he’s thrown it away, so be it.”


  Du Yue sulked for a long moment before huffing. “Fine, fine, fine. I’ll stop calling him names. But that was a fine piece of white jade. I can’t believe he threw it away. You should’ve given it to me instead.”


  “You?” Su Shiyu laughed. “If I remember correctly, nothing that I’ve given you has lasted more than three days before you break it.”


  “That was when I was just a kid. I won’t break anything you give me now.” Du Yue’s eyes lit up suddenly. He leant in. “Can I have a jade pendant too, Shiyu? I swear I’ll take real good care of it.”


  Su Shiyu shook his head. “That’s the only one I have.”


  “What? Don’t you have another one?”


  “No.” Su Shiyu gazed at the sky dotted with clouds, his eyes brimming with warmth. “Mother only left me that one jade pendant to be given away.”


  Du Yue followed his cousin’s gaze out the window, into the courtyard where strewn flower petals lay. He fell silent and didn’t speak of the pendant anymore.


  


  The flowers were in full bloom. The willows swayed heavy with emerald leaves. Spring had arrived, and with it, the tour of the dukedoms drew nearer. Diligent and dependable as always, Su Shiyu made arrangements to ensure that official matters continued to be attended to during his absence. He then drafted an edict and headed to the palace to seek the emperor’s approval.


  Li Yanzhen took a quick look at the edict and nodded. “This will do. I always trust you to get the job done, my dear subject.” He set the edict aside. “There is something else you wish to speak to me about.”


  “Yes, Your Majesty.” Su Shiyu knelt. “I beg that you grant me temporary command over the Southern Border Command.”


  Li Yanzhen raised his brow. “The Southern Border Command?”


  “Yes. I received news a few days ago. After investigation, I have determined that whilst we have conclusive evidence pointing to the Duke of Huainan as the mastermind behind the recent events, many questions remain unanswered. Another force might be at work here. Even if it isn’t so, it is unlikely that the duke will submit to an arrest that easily. The duke possesses a vast and powerful army. My guards alone will not be able to stand a chance. The Southern Border Command will come in handy if anything were to happen. And of course, I will relinquish the command of the troops immediately upon returning to court.”


  Li Yanzhen laughed. “You need not explain yourself. I trust you wholly. But”—Li Yanzhen sighed—“you must know that the military token is not with me. Even if I were to accede to your request, I cannot guarantee that Grand Commandant Chu will hand the token over to you.”


  “I understand, Your Majesty. I will speak to him. He would not go against your wishes. In fact, it would be best if we use this opportunity to have the military token returned to your possession.”


  Li Yanzhen nodded. “Speaking of him, you will be absent for quite some time. What if he takes the opportunity and acts? What should I do?”


  Su Shiyu’s eyes glimmered. “I have considered that.”


  “Considered what?”


  Su Shiyu lowered his gaze. “As you said, during my absence, Lord Chu will have less need for caution. We could use this chance to discern what his intentions are. Huainan isn’t that far from Chang’an. If something serious were to happen, it would take me little time to make a hasty return.”


  “A test, I see.” Li Yanzhen fell into a contemplative silence. Finally, he nodded. “We will do as you say.”


  


  Chu Mingyun lounged in his study, listening to the grand censor explain his visit. Afterwards, he nodded. “This is a serious matter.” However, his tone was the opposite of serious. “The military will cooperate with your operation. I’ll write a letter now. Simply show it to the Southern Border Command.”


  “Lord Chu, protocol dictates that our soldiers only heed the command of the person who holds the military token.”


  Chu Mingyun laid out a sheet of paper on the desk. “I am aware, but as a precautionary measure, I never keep the token at my residence, and your schedule for the tour is already set. Retrieving the token would take at least three days, which would delay your tour. Rest assured, a letter by my hand will do.” Chu Mingyun looked up with a smile. “Besides, a token can’t possibly compare with a letter personally penned by me. Having it on your person might even make you think of me more often.”


  It was clear that the grand commandant wasn’t going to budge. Su Shiyu had been prepared for that, so he did not push. The tease even managed to elicit a wry chuckle. “Even without it, it would be hard not to think of you.”


  “Is that so?” Chu Mingyun was about to hand the letter over. His smile widened as he grabbed Su Shiyu’s hand instead. He pressed his voice low. “In that case, why not stay and spend the night with me?”


  Su Shiyu tugged his hand free and took a step back, averting his gaze. “You’re a busy man. I would not wish to take up your time.”


  Chu Mingyun rolled his eyes and dropped his hand. “At any rate, you’ll be away for at least a fortnight. Since you insist on visiting Huainan yourself, I assume you’ve made arrangements for all your affairs at court.”


  “Matters that are raised at court are complex and sometimes unexpected. It would not be possible to make arrangements for all of them.” Su Shiyu shot the grand commandant a pointed look. “But I believe I have nothing to worry about. After all, you will be there.”


  Chu Mingyun narrowed his eyes at the insinuation. “If you say that, I suppose I’ll have to be on my best behaviour .”


  Su Shiyu eyed the letter. “The troops under your command are well-disciplined. When presented with the military token and this letter, which set of orders would the commanders carry out?”


  Chu Mingyun leant his cheek against his palm. Slowly, his lips curled into a smile. “I hold the military token. I penned this letter. I wouldn’t give two contradicting commands, so what difference does it make?”


  Su Shiyu met those probing eyes and smiled politely. “I was merely curious.”


  A light drizzle had started. The sky dusked. The light breeze brought with it a slight chill. The heat from the man’s hand lingered on Su Shiyu’s fingers. He took a deep breath to calm his racing heart. He turned around and gazed at the plaque above the gates—Grand Commandant—shrouded in light mist. He pulled the letter out of his sleeve with a sigh.


  “The allegiance of the Southern Border Command… now belongs to Chu Mingyun.”


  


  In the first week of the third month, by the decree of the emperor, the grand censor embarked on a tour to inspect the dukedoms on his behalf. It was a fine day. The heavens were dappled with light, fluffy clouds as Li Yanzhen led his civil and martial courtiers out of Chang’an to send off Grand Censor Su.


  Billowing banners thrusted into the sky as ceremonial guards stood at attention and booming drums thundered, then fell silent. Ceremonial wine was spilt on the earth, stirring shifting sands and staining the air with its intoxicating fragrance. Then, softly, the court songstresses began to sing. In the centre of it all was Su Shiyu, on his knees as Li Yanzhen recited his ceremonial speech. Once completed, Su Shiyu received the emperor’s token, rose to his feet, and bowed. That marked the end of the ceremony.


  Li Yanzhen gazed at his beloved subject. “May your journey be free of dangers.”


  “Thank you for your well wishes, Your Majesty.”


  The tour procession prepared to set off. Su Shiyu bade the emperor farewell and made his way towards his carriage. As he passed the grand commandant, he couldn’t help but steal a look at the man, only to be fixed by an impenetrable gaze.


  “Lord Su.” Chu Mingyun grabbed him by the arm. “Don’t die out there.”


  He spoke mildly, with hardly any undulation in his tone. Few officials behind him managed to catch the utterance, but each who did had a wildly different reaction.


  Su Shiyu, on the other hand, didn’t react—if only because he couldn’t puzzle out the man’s intention. Then he recalled the way Chu Mingyun kept gazing into the distance and kept a rare silence since leaving the walls of Chang’an.


  “Rest assured, Lord Chu.” A smile found its way to his face. “I won’t.”


  Su Shiyu’s wrist was slender in the same way that he was. Chu Mingyun couldn’t help but tighten his grip around it. He stared into those smiling eyes. Slowly, his lips curved, and he whispered into his ear, “And do return sooner than later, lest I fall ill longing for you.”


  Su Shiyu stiffened. He turned, just slightly, and their eyes met, no more than a breath between them. The ever-restrained Grand Censor, so careful with his public image, now paid the world no mind. His heart pounded like a drum. Yet for once, he did not retreat. He lowered his lashes—and smiled.


  “I will.”


  His voice was quiet, like jade sinking into a sea of flowers—the sound of a heart giving in.


  


  


  


  


  




  Chapter 10


  The land grew green with grass, and the flight of warblers bespeckled the heavens. To the surprise of the loyalists, a month passed without any action taken from the Chu faction. Everyone went on with their usual business, as did matters at court. The loyalists alternated between wanting to release a sigh of relief and getting overtaken by apprehension because of the strangeness of the situation. It made for an uncomfortable position to straddle.


  They held on with bated breath—until the incident in Huainan ended before it had started and the grand censor began his return to the capital. Only then were they convinced that Chu Mingyun had indeed been on his best behaviour all this while. He had been impartial during discussions and toed the line. He had invited no cause for complaints—though they did notice the faint but constant air of annoyance that surrounded him recently.


  Now, the grand commandant was in his study, his forehead resting on his hand. A lonesome letter lay on the desk. The approaching footsteps announced Qin Zhao’s arrival.


  “Any news about Su Shiyu?”


  “Mingyun…” The footsteps halted.


  The strange tone coming from his junior made Chu Mingyun look up—indeed, the man had a strange expression to match. “What?”


  “It’s just… That’s the seventh time in two days you’ve asked that question.”


  “Is it?” Chu Mingyun frowned. “Then why is there no news by now?”


  “Su Shiyu is on his way back to the capital. There have been no incidents, so there is nothing to report.”


  Chu Mingyun gave a disinterested nod.


  “From Zhou Yi.” Qin Zhao set a report down on the desk. “He’s assumed his new appointment. Says that the situation at the western borders is under control.”


  “Good.”


  Qin Zhao took a deep breath. His eyes fell on the censer at the corner of the desk and the wisps of smoke escaping it. Surprise flitted across his eyes. “You’ve changed the incense.”


  “Yes. To nervine.” Chu Mingyun glanced at him. “Do you like it?”


  “It’s pleasant.”


  “You think?” Pale fingers tapped lazily against the head of the golden beast engraved into the censer. Then, with another tap, Chu Mingyun said, “I find that it lacks a little something. A little too mild and bland for my liking.”


  “That’s what nervine is supposed to smell like.”


  “Not the mix that I like.” The words escaped his mouth as he stared at the censer.


  “And where did you smell that?”


  The man’s name rolled on the tip of his tongue, but Chu Mingyun swallowed it before it could be uttered. Breaking out of his daze, he retracted his hand and muttered something vague to end the conversation. Soon, with nothing left to report, Qin Zhao left.


  The rain poured, the drops a light drumming on fresh leaves. Incense and a cosy heat filled the room, the scented tendrils speaking aloud emotions that defied language. Chu Mingyun rested languidly in his chair. He had the strangest impulse to re-read the letter—the last report he had received from his shadow guards tailing the grand censor.


  Su Shiyu has departed from Huainan. All is well.


  All was well. Indeed, everything that had happened in the past month, including the matter with the Duke of Huainan, had unfolded without a single hitch. All was surprisingly well.


  The Duke of Huainan had refused to receive the grand censor at the border upon the latter’s arrival. The city gates remained shut—a proclamation of the duke’s unyielding stance. He later deployed his own troops around the city, which led to a standoff with the troops from the Southern Border Command that Su Shiyu had summoned. Tension rose as the days went by, a battle threatening to break out any moment.


  Then everything changed overnight.


  The duke’s army, ten thousand strong, laid down their arms. The crimson gates of the city swung open. Under the icy moonlight, a barefoot man walked out, the gruesome head of the duke within his hands, declaring their surrender. The man claimed that he had been forced against his will to work for the tyrannical duke as an advisor and go against his conscience as he committed acts of treason. Yet he could no longer stand by whilst the policies placed the lives of his people in danger. He conspired with other retainers and assassinated the duke, then immediately ordered the gates to be opened.


  On his knees in front of the walls, the advisor confessed to every scheme he had hatched and participated in: using opium to manipulate Tan Jing, setting up the Joykeeper’s Hall in Chang’an, ordering Su Xing to murder officials, and coercing Ji Heng into killing Princess Ayasi. As the one who came up with the ploys, he knew that he could not escape execution and that he deserved to pay for what he had done. He pleaded with Su Shiyu to spare the loyal men and innocent people who knew nothing of his plots.


  His words rang soundly in the night. His confession ended with a soft thud as he pressed his forehead into the ground. Soldiers standing behind him grew teary. Even those in the grand censor’s procession sighed softly.


  Su Shiyu stared silently at the duke’s head—his face smudged with blood and dirt, his eyes bulging with fury and resentment. Not even the dim lights could hide its grotesque sight.


  “I did not ask for the duke’s head.”


  The advisor thus began listing the ten crimes that the duke had committed—all of them unforgivable. He was disloyal, cruel, and morally corrupt; he deserved to be decapitated.


  Su Shiyu stared at the advisor with a silent smile.


  The Southern Border Command took over the defence of Huainan temporarily. After gathering the evidence pointing to the duke’s crimes, Su Shiyu did not set off for Chang’an immediately. He sent a team to survey the dukedom, who uncovered acres upon acres of poppy fields. Then he supervised the burning of every last acre.


  On the last day of the burning, the advisor sought an audience with Su Shiyu. He bowed to the latter, pleading once again to spare his people before throwing himself into the burning field. The flames rushed up and devoured him, leaving behind but charred remains.


  The advisor’s death left the citizens of Huainan saddened and convinced that he wasn’t an evil man but a righteous man who loved his people. Meanwhile, Chu Mingyun’s reaction was a loud snort.


  Chu Mingyun’s shadow guard had noted the grand censor’s strange reaction amidst the chaos then. As the guards surged forward and surrounded him in a protective circle, Su Shiyu frowned at the sudden outburst, then scoffed ever so quietly.


  The others might not have understood, but Chu Mingyun did. The Duke of Huainan had died before anyone had the chance to interrogate him. The advisor might very well have lied, but he, too, killed himself before he could be brought back to the capital. Yet another case that ended in death and dead ends.


  The case appeared straightforward, whose ending was perhaps even tragic yet satisfactory. However, in reality, all they got was a head and a charred skeleton; they had learnt nothing of use. Far from landing in precarious situations, Su Shiyu didn’t even get to spring the trap that he had set for the duke. They had even more proof that pointed to the duke’s ambitions, which only clashed with the lack of incentives for such ambitions—only now they had no means to uncover the truth. Either both ducal ministers were paranoid, or the evidence that stared them in the face wasn’t showing them the whole picture. The truth wasn’t as simple as that.


  Suspicions abounded, and the truth remained elusive.


  Chu Mingyun lost himself in thought as he stared at Su Shiyu’s name on the paper: the clean, sleek strokes in black ink and the elegance belying the firm lines and gentle curves and hooks. He could almost imagine the southerly breeze gliding between the grand censor’s fingers, the hint of that usual smile on his lips as his sleeves stirred, the fiery poppies licking the skies as they burnt, then turned to ashes in the wind, the sea of red unfurling across the mountains that went on for miles. He could almost see it—beauty that transcended all.


  And do return sooner than later, lest I fall ill longing for you.


  It was supposed to be a thoughtless tease.


  The rain came down heavier, beating on the leaves and the roof alike.


  He poured his cup of tea, now cool, into the censer, then tossed the letter onto the desk. His fingers kneaded at a dull ache on his brow.


  Fall ill longing for him? What a joke.


  He didn’t miss him at all.


  


  Days passed. Chang’an welcomed not the grand censor, but an expected guest from afar—the ninth prince, Ertugrul of the Huns.


  Since the dawn of Great Xia, wars had persisted between the empire and the Huns to the north. Numerous good men of the Central Plains had died in faraway lands, their bones strewn along the banks of the Xarusgol. Everyone in the empire spoke of the Huns with anger and loathing.


  The Huns had been cautious about making any bold moves over the last few years out of fear towards Chu Mingyun. The borders separating the two nations remained heavily guarded. Beyond war and violence, Great Xia and the Huns never had any dealings with each other. Now, the Huns had sent one of their princes to Chang’an, shocking the court. The flustered officials quickly put together a proper reception befitting the prince, narrowly avoiding the embarrassment of being a failed host.


  To everyone’s surprise, Ertugrul spoke the tongue of his southern neighbours fluently. After extending a simple greeting to the court, he cut to the quick and arrogantly made the purpose of his visit clear. He wanted Great Xia to relinquish five cities in the northwest to the Huns. It was clear that the Huns wished to exploit the precarious relationship between Great Xia and Kroraina to get something for themselves. On the surface, the prince might have seemed open to negotiation, but it was clear that this was more of a demand than a request.


  Ertugrul, who was an eloquent speaker, made a fine argument as he appealed to both emotion and reason. The court fell into a tense silence as the officials exchanged an uncertain look with one another.


  “And the Huns swear to stay off our lands if we relinquish those five cities?” Li Yanzhen finally spoke.


  Ertugrul smiled. “Yes. We hold no grudge against Great Xia. Our southward trespasses were but attempts at survival. As you know very well, we are a nomadic people who are subject to the whims of the Great Steppe, but we cannot outwait the sandstorms and starve. To feed ourselves, we have lost many of our good men in the southern wars, yet our stomachs remain barely filled. It is not economical, yet we have no other recourse. I have heard of the generosity of Great Xia’s emperor. My father wishes to cease our warring and, accordingly, sent me here to broker peace.”


  Not waiting for the emperor, Chu Mingyun chimed in. “If you come with peace as the objective, that makes us equals in the negotiation. In which case, what gives the Huns the right to make demands of our lands?”


  “As I’ve just said, we had to go to war for our survival. Great Xia, on the other hand, has vast, fertile lands. Giving just a little away won’t hurt you but will save us from starvation. It will save all of us from suffering. Both nations stand to gain from this. Besides, we heard that His Majesty had been willing to grant Kroraina three cities for the death of a woman. We are talking about the lives of tens of thousands of people now, and all we ask is five cities. We are hardly asking for much.”


  Anger darkened Chu Mingyun’s face. This was a clear hint from Ertugrul that Kroraina and the Huns had held talks with each other.


  Li Yanzhen silenced the grand commandant with a wave. “You speak great sense, Prince Ertugrul. However, this is no trivial matter. I will need time to mull it over. You have had a long journey. Recover your strength over the next few days whilst my subjects and I discuss your request.”


  With a smile, Ertugrul agreed readily and followed the maidservants to his assigned residence. Meanwhile, the emperor and his most important and powerful officials gathered in Xuanshi Hall for a private discussion.


  After settling down in his seat, Li Yanzhen gazed at everyone with a heavy look on his face. “Well… what do you think, my dear subjects?”


  “Must we even waste time thinking?” Chu Mingyun sneered.


  Li Yanzhen avoided the grand commandant’s glare and turned to the other officials. “What of the rest of you?”


  Minister of Finance Wei Song stepped forward and bowed. “Your Majesty, in my humble opinion, I think we may consider granting their request.”


  Chu Mingyun shot a sidelong glance at the greying man.


  “Tell us why, Minister Wei,” said Li Yanzhen.


  Wei Song took a moment to gather his thoughts. “The Huns make a good bargain. For years, the northwestern region has been plagued by natural disasters, and to aid the region, we have been expending much grain and silver, which has caused a great strain on the Imperial Treasury. If we were to relinquish those tracts to the Huns, we would rid ourselves of the need to deal with the disaster-ridden region. At any rate, the Huns will not be able to thrive on those arid lands. Giving away lands that bring nothing but trouble to us will cost us little.”


  “Is that what you do when you find a region troublesome, good minister?” Chu Mingyun hissed. “Toss it aside, along with the people who live there?”


  “That is hardly the decision under discussion.” Wei Song sighed. “We are a strong empire, our borders defended by our generals and troops. The Huns would not dare harm our people. Besides, the merchants in Liangzhou and other borderlands have been trading with the Huns. I believe the relations between our people in the borderlands and the Huns are friendlier than we think.”


  A vicious glint hardened the grand commandant’s dark eyes. “Those lands were reclaimed with the blood of countless soldiers. Will you simply give them away?”


  The other officials began whispering amongst themselves.


  “By all means,” a deputy minister chimed in, “we recognise the efforts you and your men have made, Your Lordship. But the times have changed. Peace and peaceful exchanges are always preferable to war. We must consider the broader design. We’re doing this so that no more blood has to be shed.”


  “Yet, how can you be sure that they will keep their promises?” Chu Mingyun glanced at the deputy minister. The latter dipped his head and took a step back as he snapped his mouth shut.


  Wei Song shook his head. “We won’t know unless we try. This is a rare opportunity to broker peace with the Huns. We must show some measure of trust.”


  Chu Mingyun scoffed. “You see a design that I fail to discern, good minister.”


  Wei Song looked at Chu Mingyun and sighed exasperatedly.


  Li Yanzhen said, “The Huns have shown a measure of their sincerity by sending their prince to speak in their stead. We will be killing all hopes of friendly relations if we rebuff their request.”


  Chu Mingyun lifted his gaze steadily and stared straight at the sovereign on the throne. “You have much love in your heart, Your Majesty,” he derided, “but none for the world.”


  “What do you mean, Lord Chu?”


  Chu Mingyun dropped his gaze. “You know exactly what I mean, Your Majesty.”


  Li Yanzhen stiffened. Despite looking upset, he did not let his anger explode. He turned towards the rest. “In this case, let us–”


  “Your Majesty, if I may.” Lu Shi stepped forward and bowed. “I agree with His Lordship. The Huns cannot be trusted.”


  “My dear minister…” Li Yanzhen looked at Chu Mingyun.


  “I will not agree to this.” Chu Mingyun’s lips curled. “You should consider your decision wisely, Your Majesty.”


  Li Yanzhen shut his mouth.


  Wei Song bowed. “Your Majesty, we must not lose sight of the grand scheme,” he implored earnestly. A few other officials hurriedly murmured their assent.


  Li Yanzhen found himself floundering. He looked to the left. The grand commandant stood tall and proud, meeting his gaze unwaveringly. He felt cowed. His eyes slid to the right, but the spot was empty.


  Chu Mingyun followed the emperor’s gaze. The look on his face eased slightly, and he held his tongue.


  Li Yanzhen finally shrugged. “This isn’t a simple decision that we can make immediately. Grand Censor Su is on his return journey. We can afford to wait and seek his views on the matter.”


  Most of the courtiers present belonged to the Su faction. Naturally, they were content. They uttered their assent, then turned towards the grand commandant.


  Chu Mingyun finally looked away. “Very well.”


  


  Wei Song slowed until he came to a stop in the corridor. He grabbed the railing and gazed into the sky framed by painted eaves. A frown creased his brow.


  “Is it the Huns’ request that bothers you so, good minister?”


  Wei Song turned to find Yue Yuxuan, the current Minister of Works, who had been promoted from deputy minister following Tan Jing’s conviction and execution. Wei Song nodded slowly. “The grand commandant may be a soldier who knows nothing more than violence and war and lacks the ability to take in the broader view, but his concerns do hold some weight.”


  “How so?”


  “The citizens of those five cities are our people. Abandoning them to the Huns does seem a little–”


  “Is that the source of your worry?” Yue Yuxuan chuckled. “The grand commandant was simply finding excuses to protect his own interests. Best not pay too much heed to his words.”


  Wei Song narrowed his eyes. Since his appointment, Yue Yuxuan had kept his head down and straddled the fence between the Chu and Su factions without offending either side. He was shockingly candid today. “Why do you say that?”


  Yue Yuxuan scanned the area before lowering his voice. “You might not know this, but Lord Chu is from Liangzhou. Naturally, he’s unhappy about giving up his hometown to the Huns. He doesn’t care about the grand design.”


  “I see.” Wei Song nodded. “I was wondering why he had suddenly become concerned about the people’s suffering. It seems that I have overestimated him.”


  “As you said, these brawny generals care only for heroics. They lack foresight. Think about it—if our relations with the Huns were to improve, Lord Chu would hardly enjoy the influence and status he has today. So, I repeat, pay little heed to his words.”


  While Wei Song mulled it over, Yue Yuxuan took a step back and bowed.


  “Most of us know the difficult position you’re in. No matter what Lord Su’s views on the matter are, I will support your position on it.”


  Moved by his colleague’s words, Wei Song patted him on the back and left the palace together in silence.


  


  The silence of the night was punctuated by the distant drip-drop of the water clock. One by one, they drifted past red window frames, alongside a breeze that sent the candlelight flickering. Despite these mild disturbances, the man at the desk continued writing. The warm light of the candle cast a narrow shadow against the wall. There was a note of aloofness to the breathtaking features on the man’s downcast face. He studied the yellowed map on the desk as the tiny flame of the candle sputtered.


  A soft creak pierced the quiet as the secret door to the study slid open. Qin Zhao stepped out and handed over a report. “Mingyun, here’s the report from the Southern Border Command.”


  “Thanks.” Chu Mingyun’s eyes and brush never left the map. “Leave it here.”


  Qin Zhao studied the sky. “It’s well past midnight. Shouldn’t you be in bed?”


  “You may retire.” Chu Mingyun unfolded a book and started writing. “I’m preparing the security details for the hunt. I will hand them to the Imperial Guards tomorrow morning.”


  “The hunt? Do you mean the annual hunt we have in the third month? Isn’t the Commander of the Imperial Guards charged with that duty?”


  “The Hunnic convoy is staying in the capital whilst they await our response.” Chu Mingyun set his brush down to grind the inkstone. “In order not to seem impolite, we have invited them to join us for the hunt. I fear the Huns might attempt treacherous deeds on Mount Qi that they otherwise wouldn’t dare try in Chang’an. I know Commander Tong has not prepared to safeguard against that.”


  “I see.”


  Since time immemorial, the emperors had held seasonal hunts according to custom. As defined in the ancient dictionary Erya, the ritualistic hunt was to be held once every season, each with its own rules and traditions, serving as one of the most important events for the state. To prevent his descendants from descending into opulence and overindulgence, the founding emperor of Great Xia had placed an extraordinary regard on this tradition and laid down strict rules. Unfortunately, the past few emperors had not enjoyed the sport. Under Li Yanzhen’s rule, the hunts had devolved into leisurely excursions where his subjects and their families could frolic in nature.


  “On the steppe, even young children can hunt with bow and arrow, which makes the people of Great Xia look like an embarrassment. I was worried that Prince Ertugrul might mock us, but do you know what our esteemed emperor said when I mentioned this concern?” Chu Mingyun softened his voice in a sarcastic imitation. “This is a fine chance to show them our cultured ways.”


  Chu Mingyun stared at the inkstone releasing its rich soot. Then he looked up. “Do you think Li Yanzhen knew how stupid he sounded when he said that?”


  “Uh…” Qin Zhao could only stare. “Maybe your talent doesn’t lie in imitation.”


  Chu Mingyun scoffed. “Don’t mind me and go to bed.”


  “Fine.”


  “Wait,” Chu Mingyun said suddenly.


  “What is it?”


  Chu Mingyun frowned, turning towards the map. “Forget it. It’s nothing.”


  It was a rare sight indeed. Qin Zhao tried to puzzle it out but couldn’t. “By the way, I received a piece of news about Su Shiyu.”


  “Did you? What news?”


  “He’s brought a man back with him.”


  Chu Mingyun’s brush stilled. An ink blot started forming on the paper. Slowly, he looked up and fixed his gaze on Qin Zhao. “Keep on talking.”


  “That’s all I got.”


  Chu Mingyun stared at Qin Zhao, and he stared back. An awkward silence enveloped the two men. Finally, the elder barked out a laugh.


  “Stop picking up Du Yue’s bad habits, or I’ll beat you up like I do him.”


  Qin Zhao averted his gaze. “Luo Xin. A young captain who had been recently recruited by the Duke of Huainan, around eighteen years of age. Under Su Shiyu’s orders, he is travelling to Chang’an with the procession.”


  “Luo Xin?” Chu Mingyun thought for a moment. Never heard of the name. “That’s the ripe age for grooming a future commander. There are no other competent generals at court now. If Su Shiyu intends to recommend the boy to Li Yanzhen, it’s probably because he wants to weaken my hold on the military.”


  Qin Zhao tensed up instantly. “What should we do?”


  “What do you mean ‘what should we do’?” Chu Mingyun flashed a lazy smirk. “Stop worrying. They could try to groom him, but nothing might come out of it. Do you truly think that anyone could replicate what I’ve achieved?”


  Qin Zhao let out a breath. “Indeed.”


  Nevertheless, Chu Mingyun couldn’t erase the irritation on his face. He kneaded his brow, then silently gestured for Qin Zhao to leave him.


  The candlelight on his table flared and swayed.


  


  Early next morning, whilst the day was still dawning, Commander Tong entered the palace to find Grand Commandant Chu in his office. He hurriedly bowed and apologised for keeping the ducal minister waiting. Commander Tong nervously accepted the map and listened to the instructions, all the while studying the grand commandant’s face.


  “Today is a day of rest, milord. Is there something of great import that required you to rise so early?”


  “No.” Chu Mingyun looked at the pleated book in his hands. “I didn’t sleep.”


  “I see…” Commander Tong bowed. “Allow me to walk you out.”


  Chu Mingyun handed over the book and stepped out of the hall with the commander trailing behind him politely. The palace complex was quiet in the breaking dawn. The emerald roofs glowed golden in the soft sunlight. Palatial attendants sweeping the grounds would bow and greet the two men as they passed before giving way to them.


  “Take a brief look at the instructions. If you have any questions, you may ask me now.”


  The commander unfolded the book and read it. Surprise flitted across his eyes. “Milord, it is not customary to station any men at the southern foot of Mount Qi.”


  “The southern foot is a steep slope that overlooks the Weishui. The river floods in spring and forms a natural boundary that no one can cross, thus it requires no guards.” Chu Mingyun took back the book and skimmed it. “But we have had little rainfall this year. The weather is warming more slowly, and the river is not as fast-moving. Without this natural barrier, anyone with a little skill could make their way to the southern foot of Mount Qi, which is near His Majesty’s hunting retreat. Should anything…”


  It took some time before Commander Tong, who had been listening attentively, realised that Chu Mingyun had stopped in his tracks. Puzzled, he turned to find the grand commandant staring into the distance. His eyes were ambivalent, though his lips curved upwards into a smile.


  “Finally, something good,” the man said, the words uttered so softly they were lost in the morning breeze.


  The commander followed his gaze and saw a tall, slender man walking past the rose trellises.


  “Read the rest on your own,” said Chu Mingyun, thrusting the report in the general direction of a stunned Commander Tong. He trod over limestone tiles strewn with fallen petals.


  “Lord Su!”


  The red roses glistened with morning dew, their sweet scent lingering in the air. Amidst the roses, the man stilled and turned around with a smile.


  “Good morning, it’s been a while.”


  “Yes, it has. Have you missed me?” Chu Mingyun drawled.


  “What do you think?”


  “I think you have.” Chu Mingyun beamed, then opened his arms wide. “How about a hug, then?”


  Su Shiyu scanned the surroundings and, to his horror, spotted Commander Tong a ways off. He pushed Chu Mingyun’s arms away and stepped aside in time. “I must ask you to be mindful of where we are.”


  Chu Mingyun dropped his arms, then spun around with a glare so intense that Commander Tong shook in his boots. In a panic, he bowed, averting his gaze, and fled the scene. Only then did Chu Mingyun turn back.


  “Have you just returned?”


  The two continued towards the palace gates.


  “Yes. I’ve just finished briefing His Majesty at Xuanshi Hall.”


  “How is the situation in Huainan?”


  “Stable for now. Nevertheless, you know as well as I do that things aren’t as simple as they seem. All we can do now is watch and wait. I will implore His Majesty to issue the Feoffment Decree as soon as possible.”


  “Will you not tell me that you’ve missed me?”


  Su Shiyu’s mouth opened, then froze when he comprehended the utterance. He turned and was greeted with the man’s smiling eyes. He pulled a faint smile and looked away. “Today is a day of rest. Why are you at the palace at this early hour?”


  Chu Mingyun raised his eyebrow. “It’s nothing important, really–”


  “Milord!”


  A shout, then frantic footsteps. The two courtiers turned to find a young man coming to a skidding stop in front of them. Panting, he wiped the sweat off his brow.


  “You left before I could thank you!”


  Su Shiyu smiled. “You’ve thanked me more than enough during our journey to the capital. It is my job to recommend gifted men for suitable posts. His Majesty approves of you because of your talents. You didn’t have to thank me again.”


  “That’s not true, milord,” the young man insisted. “Without you, I wouldn’t have had the chance to come to Chang’an. Of course I must thank you for that. Could I… Could I treat you to a meal?”


  “There is really no need for that,” Su Shiyu said. “As colleagues, we will have plenty of opportunities to dine together at banquets. I do appreciate the thought, though.”


  “But–”


  “Is this the man you brought back?” Chu Mingyun chimed in, looking the young man up and down.


  “Yes, that’s me. What’s it to you?”


  Su Shiyu raised his hand, silencing the young man. He turned towards the grand commandant. “This is Luo Xin. He will be assigned to a position in the Ministry of War. He is young and still has much to learn when it comes to decorum. I beg for your patience, Lord Chu.”


  “Aha…” Chu Mingyun chuckled. “You’ve always been a stickler for decorum. How has one who knows so little of it managed to catch your eye?”


  “Decorum can be learnt. True loyalty and bravery can’t.” Su Shiyu caught the young man staring at him, so he turned back to him. “Do you have something to say?”


  “Yes, milord!” Luo Xin nodded. “There is no court session today. Does that mean I won’t be meeting the other courtiers?”


  “Yes.”


  “When will I be able to meet General Chu?”


  “Why do you wish to meet him?” Chu Mingyun cut in.


  The hostile intonation irked Luo Xin. “Must there be a reason? I just want to catch one glimpse of him.”


  “What’s the point?” Chu Mingyun pressed.


  “He’s the general who sent the Huns fleeing with their tail between their legs!” Luo Xin’s voice grew loud. “The Huns occupied several of our provinces and prefectures for five years before General Chu turned up and reclaimed them all within the year. Of course I wish to meet him. Am I supposed to be interested in meeting you instead?”


  Chu Mingyun burst out into laughter. His gaze fell on the fallen red petals. “He didn’t do a single thing whilst the Huns abused our people for five years. Those incompetent yet conceited troops of his wasted an entire year reclaiming our lost lands. A complete disgrace. I don’t understand why people like you are so proud and won’t stop talking about it.”


  “Easier said than done,” Luo Xin seethed. “If you’re so competent, why don’t you–”


  “Luo Xin,” Su Shiyu interrupted. “Allow me to introduce Grand Commandant Chu Mingyun.”


  Luo Xin flushed as he choked on his words. “What? You’re– He’s– But–”


  In the end, he could only stare and flounder while Chu Mingyun rolled his eyes.


  Su Shiyu met Luo Xin’s wide, incredulous eyes, then nodded. He watched as hope fled the young man’s eyes.


  Luo Xin spun violently away from Chu Mingyun, shock written all over his face. “H-h-he’s General Chu? But he looks–”


  “What does he look like?” a baffled Su Shiyu asked.


  A deep frown creased Luo Xin’s brow, as deep as he was dismayed. “How can a great general like General Chu look so… like a fair maiden?”


  Chu Mingyun scoffed. He eyed Luo Xin, head tilted. “How should I look instead? Nine feet tall, brawny and strong like an ox?”


  “Yes!” Luo Xin nodded furiously.


  “With fangs for teeth and claws for nails, and the strength to carry a mountain?”


  “That’s right!” Luo Xin nodded, his chin hitting his chest.


  Chu Mingyun stared at the young man—the gullible look on his round face. A disdainful frown coloured his face. He decided he had had enough.


  Su Shiyu lowered his gaze as a smile found itself on his lips.


  This man was a breed apart from any other. He didn’t need the strength to carry a mountain, nor a nine-foot-tall, brawny figure. No matter how much fine wine he drank, no matter how many books he read, neither intoxication nor knowledge could hide the terrible arrogance he exuded.


  And he was perfect the way he was.


  


  A rider in red raced into Chang’an on her horse—past the bustling markets, through the alleys to stop right before the residence of Lu Shi, the Minister of Justice. The young woman leapt off her horse and threw her reins to the attendant who had come to receive her.


  “Father, I’m home!” she yelled as she stepped into the residence.


  Lu Shi hurried out of his quarters and examined her up and down. She looked well. Only then did he speak. “My dear Qinghe, when I gave you permission to travel the lands, I expected you to return some day.”


  “Well, I am here, aren’t I?”


  “Would you have come home if I hadn’t ordered it?”


  Lu Qinghe hurriedly changed the subject by wrapping her arms around Lu Shi’s own. “Father, the last place I visited was a mountain in the land to the northeast, buried in snow year-round. Have you seen anything like that? It was absolutely–”


  “Stop, stop, stop. You know why I asked you to come home.”


  Lu Qinghe shook her head innocently. “No, I don’t.”


  “I’ll tell you again then,” Lu Shi said plainly. “I wanted you home so that I could find a good husband for you and have you settle down.”


  “Father–”


  “That won’t work on me,” Lu Shi said sternly as he pulled his arm away. “You wanted to be a great swordswoman who wanders the land. I have allowed you to do that, but you can’t dally with your marriage. You won’t be young forever.”


  “But–”


  “No buts!”


  Lu Qinghe could only pout.


  “The imperial hunt is to take place in a few days’ time,” he said solemnly. “Nobles and courtiers will be in attendance. You will join me and take a good look at the young men there. Whomever you like, I’ll speak to his family after the hunt.”


  Lu Qinghe hid her face behind her hands. “Yes, Father…”


  


  According to the grand traditions of Great Xia, all nobility and key officials who participated in the imperial hunt must join the emperor in a ceremonial ritual at Jianzhang Palace before travelling to the hunting retreat on Mount Qi the next day.


  The imperial hunt might not be what it used to be, but its rituals and ceremonies had been preserved, which included the rites at Jianzhang Palace. The drums thundered after the prayers to the gods were recited. When the ceremony ended, Li Yanzhen, who had been preoccupied by thoughts of completing his landscape painting, immediately instructed his men to escort him back to his quarters.


  The remaining attendees had already reassigned their work for the next few days to their subordinates and were now left with nothing to do. Jianzhang Palace was the very picture of spring. The garden resembled a painting, glowing in the setting sun. Everyone slowed down, gathering in small groups and chatting with one another whilst they made their way towards the gates.


  Su Shiyu was one of the last to leave, only doing so after making sure that the venue had been cleaned up. Within mere moments, someone rushed up to him, shouting, “Milord!”


  The uniform and sword hanging by his waist added a few years to Luo Xin’s youthful age. Unfortunately, what appearances of maturity were instantly ruined by the gleeful look on his face.


  Su Shiyu had not noticed Luo Xin amongst the guards. Nevertheless, there was little surprise on his face as he nodded mildly. “How have you been faring in the Ministry of War?”


  “Not very well,” Luo Xin said honestly.


  “Why not?”


  “Since you closed the Duke of Huainan’s case a few days ago, the verdict has been plastered all over Chang’an. Now, everyone knows that the duke was a wicked man. I’m not blaming you for anything, milord. You know me. I’m just a simple idiot. I joined the military because as a kid, I’d heard stories of General Chu defeating the Huns. I was envious of his exploits and wanted to fight for my people. The duke never regarded me highly. Before I’d heard of his treasonous acts, I’d never thought much about the man. When I came to Chang’an with you, I didn’t think much about it either.


  “But since I’ve arrived at Chang’an, people have been asking me about the duke. When I say I don’t know anything, they assume that I’m trying to hide something. I’ve heard them talking behind my back, accusing me of being loyal to the duke. They say that you’ve brought a wolf into your hearth and home, that you yourself might be disloyal to the throne too…”


  Luo Xin trailed off and dipped his head low.


  Su Shiyu paid no attention to any of it. He simply smiled softly. “You know what you want to achieve. Why do you care what others say about you?”


  “But even the palace patrols don’t trust me.”


  “Do you think your objective is wrong?”


  “Of course not!” Luo Xin exclaimed. “I want to slay the enemies of my people. How could that be wrong?”


  He stared into the young man’s eyes. “Will you waver in the face of gossip and suspicion?”


  Luo Xin mulled over the question, then shook his head. “No. I wouldn’t have come to Chang’an with you if I were easily swayed from my cause.”


  Su Shiyu smiled. “In that case, why be troubled by baseless gossip?”


  Luo Xin froze. After a long moment, he nodded. There was an unwavering light in his eyes. Impulse drove him to speak again. “Milord, I have another question.”


  “Ask away.”


  “Are you on bad terms with General Chu?” Luo Xin probed.


  “Why would you think so?”


  “Well… They said that’s why you brought me to Chang’an. You want to weaken General Chu’s hold over the military. In fact, you have plans for me to replace him. But why? He is a great general. He’s done so much for the empire. Why would you do that to him?”


  Su Shiyu only shifted his gaze into the distance where the general in question was standing alone under a weeping willow, his arm raised and a branch caught between his fingers. He seemed lost in thought. The soft light of the setting sun was like gold dust on his long lashes.


  Why would you do that to him?


  Because Luo Xin had not seen the merciless man who slaughtered whoever stood in his way or the scheming man who wore the perfect smile. Because Luo Xin had never seen how he so easily forced the emperor to hand over the command of the military, or how he ascended to the height of power within the mere span of a few years. His achievement was propped up by mountains of bones that sat atop a sea of blood.


  Su Shiyu had meant to test the grand commandant’s loyalties with his prolonged absence at court, but Chu Mingyun must have discerned his objective and buried his ambitions for the moment. Nevertheless, Su Shiyu remembered the man’s confession that night of music by the river, that he wanted a domain that stretched to the horizon’s edge and the allegiance of lords from all lands. Su Shiyu believed it to be an honest declaration, but that it contained much more sinister intentions.


  But Chu Mingyun hadn’t made a move, and that left no clues for Su Shiyu to read. There was nothing he could do.


  Why would you do that to him?


  Because Su Shiyu still didn’t know what the man wanted. He was at an utter loss. He didn’t know what to do, what to do with Chu Mingyun—both as a loyal subject… and as a man.


  “I’m very sorry, milord.”


  Luo Xin recognised he had misspoken and started apologising profusely, breaking Su Shiyu out of his daze. He smiled at Luo Xin as the latter scrambled for a subject less weighty.


  


  Chu Mingyun plucked a leaf off the willow and crushed it between his fingers as he withdrew his gaze. The crushed leaf stained his pale fingertips with a faint green. When would those two stop yapping?


  Then two sets of footsteps approached. Calmly, he turned around, ready to speak, when he saw who they were—Prince Ertugrul and his lord-in-waiting. For the briefest of moments, their eyes met. The lord-in-waiting averted his gaze instantly whilst Chu Mingyun calmly turned away.


  Ertugrul’s voice rose in the silence that followed, speaking in Hunnic. “Why must you fear him so, Ugur?”


  “Your Highness, you have yet to go to war, so understandably you have no fear—just as those who have never seen a demon know not to fear it.”


  “A demon? Him?” Ertugrul snorted. “You’re a strong warrior of the Great Steppe, Ugur. He is as fair and delicate as a maiden. Don’t you feel ashamed for speaking this way?”


  Chu Mingyun had been acquainted with the Huns’ language during the war. Although he couldn’t and didn’t care to speak it, he understood it. Ertugrul clearly assumed he didn’t and thus spoke his mind. Chu Mingyun decided to feign ignorance and hold his tongue.


  Ugur tugged the prince aside. “Do mind what you say, Your Highness. You should not underestimate their kind.”


  “I don’t. They’ve been cooped up in their tiny rooms for so long that their hearts and minds have gotten twisted. They are gifted when it comes to schemes and deception. Bereft of such tactics, we, the strong men of the Great Steppe, would have bested them long ago and turned their lands into our pastures.”


  Ugur sighed and pressed his voice low. “You are young, Your Highness. One day, you will learn that the stories passed around in yurts aren’t all true.”


  “What are you insinuating?” Ertugrul yanked his arm free and glared at Ugur. “That the feats of my dear brother Atkiray—may Tengri smile forever upon his soul—are but lies? That our great victory against the southern cowards thirteen years ago didn’t happen?”


  “It did happen, Your Highness.”


  “What have you to fear, then? They might have a decent general now, but remember when our troops invaded this land thirteen years ago and how many of their commanders abandoned their cities, fleeing for their lives. Nobody could stop us then. Think about Liangzhou. What a farce it had been; to think, such a great nation, yet only a woman stood and faced our soldiers. Her body hung atop the city wall until the winds rendered it dry and brittle, and even then, that couldn’t rouse the men to take up arms. Throughout the ten days that our men took to cleanse the city, not a single soldier fought back. This is a nation of useless cowards.”


  A willow twig snapped off.


  Ugur’s head jerked back in alarm, and he was met with Chu Mingyun’s stiff figure. Ignoring all propriety, he dragged Ertugrul down another path, the two Huns soon vanishing in the grove.


  The twig dug into Chu Mingyun’s palm, squeaking and leaking dark sap as it threatened to break. Slowly, he uncurled his fingers. The liquid on his fingers was thick and sticky like blood. He gazed up into the distance. The final rays of the setting sun spilt across the horizon and stained the heavens a dark crimson.


  “You won’t look back.”


  The smoke and ashes of his memories simmered, smouldering persistently for thirteen years. Arrows painted the sky black. The red gates fell. Slumped against the crumbling walls, he bore witness to the descent into hell.


  “You won’t surrender.”


  War’s beacon flames had scorched the land bare. Across a thousand miles of ruined glory, only cries of sorrow filled the air. The good children of Great Xia lay lifeless, trampled by iron-clad hooves, their blood now stamped into stone pavement alongside black scorch marks.


  “Mingyun, you won’t look back. You won’t surrender. You will escape. You will save yourself. They may be afraid. They may surrender. They may give up. They may stay and be slaughtered, but not you.”


  “Hey, Zhiqing.”


  The woman dressed in red, with a sword in hand, turned. “What?” she finally rasped.


  “You look really scary right now.”


  Tears streamed down her cheeks. She hid her bloodshot eyes behind her palm and chuckled in a voice choked with tears. “You li’l rascal!”


  In the end, against his sister’s wishes, he looked back. Past the wall of trees and the dark shadows they cast, he saw the city he called home drenched in a red that spilt outwards and stained the entire sky the colour of blood.


  And the heroine who stood strong in the face of the enemy had her corpse hung in shame atop the walls for her compatriots to see.


  Chu Mingyun shut his eyes and let out a quiet scoff.


  SHING!


  The straggling officials stopped chatting and looked about in shock. All they saw was the grove swaying to and fro but not the force that caused it. Before they could voice any concerns, a blurry shadow flitted past them, dashing into the groves, leaving everyone clueless as to what had occurred. Everyone except Luo Xin, who was bewildered and frozen to his spot as he wondered what the level-headed grand censor saw that made him give chase without so much as a warning.


  A fluttering of a dark blue sleeve amidst the green of the willows. A faint shadow. Su Shiyu quickened his pace. As the shadow flitted before him, he reached out in time and caught the man by the shoulder. Chu Mingyun stilled but for a moment, time enough for Su Shiyu to pull him against his chest and throw his arms around him.


  “Release me!”


  “Calm yourself,” Su Shiyu gritted out as he kept the furious man secure within his arms.


  But Chu Mingyun wouldn’t listen. He bucked and thrashed. When he couldn’t pry Su Shiyu’s arms open, he spun his sword around and stabbed backwards.


  Su Shiyu saw and let the sword strike him. The blade glided past his neck, leaving behind a sudden chill. Blood began running down his shoulder, flowering a startling red on his white collar. He shook as the pain shot through his body. With a frown, he tightened his arms, locking Chu Mingyun in a vice. Then he placed a hand over the man’s eyes.


  “Calm yourself.” His voice was as tender as his hold was firm. “They are envoys seeking to broker peace with us. You must not kill them. Not right now at least.”


  Chu Mingyun was so stunned that he paused. Su Shiyu had not even tried to dodge his blade. And now, his eyes covered by a gentle palm, he felt everything in his mind melting into nothingness. It took all his effort to keep a grip on his sword.


  “Don’t give in to your impulses. Remember, you have killed every single one of your enemies on the battlefield and reclaimed the lands that were lost… And everything is all right. You have killed those who hurt you… It’s all over.”


  Again and again, Su Shiyu chanted softly until the man in his arms stopped struggling. The shaking didn’t stop though, as if he were doing his best to rein in his emotions.


  After a long moment, eyelashes fluttered against his palm. It tickled.


  “Hey,” the man rasped. “Keep talking to me. In that same tone.”


  “What would you like me to say?”


  Su Shiyu waited patiently in silence.


  “Tell me…” he whispered, “Tell me that you’re here. That you’re still alive.”


  Su Shiyu eased his lips next to Chu Mingyun’s ear. “I’m still alive,” he cooed. “I’m here.”


  He took a small breath and added as tenderly as he could, “I’m here with you.”


  Each syllable sounded warm and endearing to Chu Mingyun, caressing his ear. Every moment in this embrace, surrounded by the pleasant scent of nervine entangled in the rusty odour of the man’s blood, reminded him where he was—and who was there.


  Slowly, Chu Mingyun pulled himself together. He let out a chuckle. “Is that all the strength you’ve got?”


  He twisted around and pulled Su Shiyu into his arms. His sword hit the ground with a thud. Tighter. Tighter. He held Su Shiyu with a fervour that threatened to crush bone and melt flesh, as if to fuse him into his very blood—an embrace of absolute possession, leaving not an inch untouched, not a part unclaimed. He buried his face in the nook of the man’s neck. Then, when the scent of blood roused a hunger he didn’t know he had, he began licking the cut.


  Su Shiyu stiffened as the wet and warm muscle lapped at his neck. Then came the pressure of teeth and lips against his skin, the tip of a tongue tracing the cut before licking the blood on his neck clean. He could feel the heated breaths whispering against his neck. A tingle crept down his spine.


  Chu Mingyun pressed the man closer while jerking his collar loose. His tongue followed the trail of blood, from neck to shoulder. His lips kissed the collarbone, then shifted in search of the bloodstains further below…


  A breeze swept through the forest and across the bare shoulder. The sudden chill yanked Su Shiyu out of his daze.


  “Lord Chu!”


  He freed himself from Chu Mingyun’s hold and staggered away from the man before drawing his robes tightly around himself. Then he looked away, hiding the panic in his eyes.


  Chu Mingyun’s senses began to return to him as he stood there in the breeze. Slowly, he blinked, as if he had woken up from a strange dream. He was utterly lost.


  “Lord Su.”


  Su Shiyu had straightened his robes. Save the bloodstain on his collar, there was nothing that hinted at what had transpired moments ago. He looked up with his usual polite smile. “I’m glad that you’ve calmed down.”


  “I–”


  “It’s just a superficial wound. You need not feel concerned.”


  “I wasn’t talking about that. I–”


  “Our acquaintances await us. We should make our way back.”


  Chu Mingyun shut his mouth and stared quietly at Su Shiyu. The latter averted his gaze.


  “Don’t trouble yourself over it,” he said with a smile.


  In reality, Chu Mingyun had no idea what he even wanted to say. As he floundered, Su Shiyu looked back at him with a smile—faint and fleeting, quiet and sad—before walking off.


  The bloodstain on the grand censor’s collar was striking and impossible to hide. As the two ducal ministers emerged from the grove, their fellow courtiers started whispering amongst themselves.


  Su Shiyu ignored them and walked back to Luo Xin. “My apologies.” He bowed. “An urgent matter required my attention.”


  A confused Luo Xin shook his head. “Never mind that. Why are you injured, milord? I heard the sound of a sword. Was that General Chu’s sword? Did you–”


  “There was an unfortunate incident; a tree fell. Lord Chu blocked it with his sword, and I accidentally got scratched by a branch. It’s nothing serious.”


  Luo Xin took his words for it but nonetheless scrutinised the grand censor. “Are you all right, milord? Have you sustained any other injuries? And why is your face red?”


  Su Shiyu pressed the back of his hand against his cheek. “Is it?”


  “It is.” Luo Xin nodded, then pointed. “Your ears too.”


  Dropping his hand, Su Shiyu met the young man’s earnest gaze. He sighed. “Forget what I told you for now. Do not rush to prove yourself now. You should spend more time reading.”


  “Reading? What for?” Luo Xin gasped. “I’m a soldier, not a scholar.”


  “You should read more books and learn the ways of society.”


  


  Titillating news spread more quickly like wildfire. The grand commandant found Du Yue and Qin Zhao guarding the door to his quarters like a pair of stone lions.


  “Huzza! Here comes the best swordsman of the realm!” Du Yue mocked. “Why didn’t you aim your sword another inch to the right? That way his neck would’ve come clean off!”


  Even the paralysed face of Qin Zhao threatened to twitch with excitement. “Have you finally given up on stalling and decided to let your blade talk?”


  Chu Mingyun simply headed for his room. Almost as if he hadn’t heard them.


  “Wait.” Qin Zhao tried to follow him inside. “You look terrible. What’s the matter?”


  “Hey, maybe the heavens have finally given Turdface a bolt to the head?” the healer cheered.


  Chu Mingyun slammed the door in their faces. He sat down, poured himself a cup of tea, and gulped it down. His face twisted into a puzzle of emotions, and he smacked himself on the forehead.


  “How…” he muttered. “Why in the world was I hugging and licking Su Shiyu?”


  


  


  


  


  




  Chapter 11


  Mount Qi in late spring was still dotted with flowers, whilst most had wilted in Chang’an. The peach trees were in full bloom, settling over the hillside like pink clouds.


  After a day’s travel, the vernal hunt procession finally arrived at the retreat. Utterly exhausted, they headed towards their designated quarters; they would have plenty of time to admire the scenery during the banquet the next day.


  Su Shiyu was stopped by a few colleagues who expressed their concerns over his injury. He thanked them and made to leave, but his eyes shifted to the side and met Chu Mingyun’s gaze. The man stood by a peach tree a ways off, a hand on the trunk with a contemplative stare fixed on him. Though hesitant, Su Shiyu approached him.


  “Good day, Lord Chu. What occupies your mind so that you’d rather reflect on it than retire after a tiring journey?”


  Holding eye contact, Chu Mingyun cracked a smile. “You.”


  Su Shiyu froze. Then, he laughed. “Rest will be crucial, for the presence of the Hunnic envoy will require your utmost attention.”


  “I’m not in the mood for rest.” Chu Mingyun dropped his hand and stood straight. “There’s something I’m trying to puzzle out. Until I do, I can’t.”


  “What’s so important that you must do it now?”


  “Well, it’s very important,” Chu Mingyun enunciated without breaking eye contact. “Do you want to know?”


  “Pray tell.”


  “And if I don’t?” Chu Mingyun smirked as he studied Su Shiyu’s face. “Why don’t you walk me to my room? It might improve my mood, and I might just tell you. In fact, I might be in the mood for sleep.”


  Su Shiyu chuckled. What else could he do? “Very well.”


  


  Lu Qinghe ripped the curtains aside and leapt out of the carriage. She clutched at her chest as though in great pain. “I knew I should’ve ridden a horse. A second longer and I would have died from boredom in that cage!”


  Her maidservant smiled. “Travel by carriage is not as eventful, but you’ll get used to it, miss.” Her hand found its place under her mistress’s elbow, as custom demanded.


  “But I don’t want to get used to it,” said Lu Qinghe. “Where’s Father?”


  “Master has gone to extend his greetings to an acquaintance and will return shortly. He asked that we wait here so that you could take the chance to”—she giggled—“to look around.”


  “Look around?” Lu Qinghe pouted as she did just that. “At what? All those dainty boys have had their souls bumped out of their bodies after the journey. There’s nothing for me to–”


  Lu Qinghe snapped her mouth shut. Her eyes spotted a man standing under a peach tree. The corners of his lips were curved into a smile as he spoke with another person. She couldn’t look away from the glimmering light in his eyes. They were smiling.


  The folds of her crimson skirt started dancing. It was the spring breeze, sweeping past her before brushing the man’s brow, as if it could pluck beauty from his face and share it with the peach blossoms beside him. She grabbed her maidservant by the shoulder, eyes still glued to the man. “What a beautiful man!”


  “Who is that?”


  Her father’s voice finally made her look away. “Father, I’ve found the man I want to marry.”


  “That’s quick. Who is it?”


  “Over there!” Lu Qinghe pointed. “That’s the one I want!”


  Lu Shi followed her finger and found himself staring at Su Shiyu, who had just turned around. “The gentleman in white?” He couldn’t hide the pleasure in his voice. “I knew my daughter would have exceptional taste–”


  “No, I want the man in dark blue.”


  Lu Shi’s face darkened, and it stayed dark until they arrived at their assigned quarters.


  “No!”


  “But Father–” Lu Qinghe tailed him as he paced up and down the lounge.


  “No means no!” Lu Shi barked. “Nothing you say will change my mind.”


  “But why?” Lu Qinghe retorted. “You said I could pick whomever I liked!”


  “You–” Lu Shi gritted his teeth in frustration. He stopped pacing and glared at her. “What is the matter with you? Out of all the decent young men out there, why did you have to pick Grand Commandant Chu? Why him?”


  “Well…” Lu Qinghe shrank back into herself. “He’s beautiful.”


  “Is that all it takes? A beautiful face?” Lu Shi huffed. “What about Lord Su? He’s more beautiful.”


  Lu Qinghe gasped. “F-Father…”


  Lu Shi froze, realising he had misspoken. But he soon remembered that there was nobody else around. “Qinghe, I wish to hear your thoughts.”


  Lu Qinghe eyed the look on her father’s face and decided to be honest. “Lord Su is a beautiful man, yes. But it’s not the same. His beauty is the sort you admire from a distance, not something you want to touch–”


  “Oh, so you want to touch Lord Chu?” The anger that Lu Shi had been struggling to quell reared its head again. “I know I’ve always indulged your wilfulness, but I didn’t expect you to grow up and become a maiden who’s cast all propriety to the wind!”


  That wasn’t what she meant. Lu Qinghe winced. She hung her head and resigned herself to keeping her mouth shut and listening to her father’s reprimand. Luckily for her, after his initial outburst, Lu Shi started to cool down. He couldn’t help but soften his voice when he saw how meek his darling girl looked.


  “Fine, you aren’t interested in Lord Su. I can find you someone else. You can take your time to decide on one you prefer.” He paused for emphasis. “But you can forget about Lord Chu. Even if we disregard his character, we can’t ignore the fact that he’s courting Lord Su. Every courtier and his mother knows about this shameless matter. I forbid you from getting involved with that man!”


  Lu Qinghe dipped her head and pouted. She couldn’t believe the lies that her father was resorting to. Well, she was no common dainty lady who knew nothing of the world beyond her four walls; she was a worldly traveller who had roamed the lands far and wide. Lu Shi didn’t agree to marrying her off to Chu Mingyun, which meant she couldn’t count on her father to seek a formal engagement. But that didn’t mean that secret vows of love and loyalty were out of the question. She still had a chance…


  When the world fell into total darkness, the night brimmed with the sounds of nature. Lu Qinghe was sitting next to the dresser when her maidservant returned to the room holding a lantern.


  “So?” she prompted impatiently.


  “Well…” The maidservant studied her expression. “Miss, is your heart truly set on–”


  “Yes, yes, it is. Why else would I have you deliver a message to him? So, how did you fare?”


  “I didn’t manage to speak to His Lordship, for he was not in his quarters.”


  Lu Qinghe raised her brow. “It’s already late evening. Where else would he be?”


  The attendant hesitated about telling the truth. “A guard said he saw His Lordship heading to the Glass Pavilion atop the hill with a jug of liquor.”


  “Drinking alone at night. A true romantic.” Lu Qinghe nodded approvingly. “I know! Everyone’s tired from the journey. All they’re thinking of is sleep, which means no one else will be at the pavilion.” She nodded again—with glee this time. “This is my chance.”


  The maidservant froze. “Y-you’re not thinking of going up there, are you, miss?”


  “That’s precisely what I will do.” Lu Qinghe stood up and straightened her clothes. “A beautiful night on a beautiful mountain—the perfect occasion for trysts and confessions of one’s true love.”


  “Y-yes, miss…” The maidservant simply gaped at her mistress. “The night is cold, miss. L-let me at least find you a cloak.”


  Lu Qinghe silenced her with a wave. “I’ll be fine. Every man adores the delicate damsel. The chilly wind atop the hill will add to it.”


  “But, miss–”


  “What business have you atop the hill at this hour?”


  Lu Qinghe trembled at her father’s voice. She spun around stiffly with an even stiffer smile. “Good evening…”


  Her father had a deep frown as he turned towards the maidservant. “Who is she to meet there?”


  “His Lordship the Grand Censor!” Lu Qinghe quickly blurted.


  “Lord Su?”


  Lu Qinghe turned her face away as though out of shyness when in reality, she was giving her maidservant a discreet yet pointed look. “Yes, Lord Su.”


  Lu Shi eyed his daughter suspiciously. “Why?”


  Lu Qinghe inhaled deeply. “You regard him highly, don’t you? After our discussion in the afternoon, I pondered the issue and realised that I am not uninterested in him. I had her deliver my request asking that he meet me tonight. Then I could see for myself if he’s really as impressive as you claimed him to be.”


  “He is a gentleman with impeccable character,” said Lu Shi.


  Lu Qinghe nodded before stealing a glance at her father’s face. “That’s why I wanted to meet him.”


  Lu Shi nodded. “An excellent idea, my dear.”


  “Father.” Lu Qinghe smiled sweetly. “Why have you come to me?”


  “Well, to discuss this very matter with you, but you’ve apparently made your decision, one which heartens me very much. You should leave soon. I think I’ll go have a chat with some old friends.” Lu Shi turned towards the door.


  Just as Lu Qinghe exhaled a sigh of relief, he returned again.


  “But…”


  Lu Qinghe tensed up. “Y-yes, Father?”


  “You should take a cloak with you.”


  Warmth swelled in Lu Qinghe’s chest. She dipped her head obediently. “Thank you, Father.”


  After the master left the room, the maidservant finally spoke. “M-miss… Will you really go to the pavilion?”


  “Of course. I’ve come this far. How can I not go?” Guilt flitted across her face. “But I will wait a moment, so I won’t have to see Father.”


  


  Lu Shi’s mood improved tremendously, as though a boulder had been dislodged from his shoulders. His voice was full of cheer as he stepped into Wei Song’s quarters.


  “Good evening, Minister Wei! I’m afraid you’ll have to miss a few hours of sleep and indulge me in a few rounds of chess.”


  Laughter drifted out from the lounge as Wei Song stood up to receive his latest visitor. The lights poured through the doorway. Someone behind the minister stood up as well, a mild smile on his face.


  “Good minister, you are in an excellent mood. Is there a cause for celebration?”


  “L-lord Su?”


  Su Shiyu nodded. “Come, join us inside.”


  Lu Shi was frozen to his spot. “Milord, wh-why are you here?”


  Wei Song pulled Lu Shi into the lounge and pressed him into a chair. “His Lordship wished to discuss the matters regarding the Hunnic envoys. After that, he stayed for a private chat as well. You’ve come at the right time. If it’s a round you wish to play, why not play with His Lordship?”


  “Yes, of course…”


  The host immediately went searching for a chess set.


  “Don’t you have another appointment tonight, Lord Su?” Lu Shi blurted out.


  Su Shiyu shook his head with a smile. “No.”


  Lu Shi fell silent.


  “Are you all right, good minister?” Su Shiyu asked, noticing the odd expression on the man’s face.


  “I’m fine.” Lu Shi chuckled, collecting himself. He sighed loudly. “This is rather embarrassing, but my daughter has admired you for a long time. This year, I’ve brought her with me for the vernal hunt, and she thought it a good occasion to arrange a private meeting with you. She tasked her maidservant to request a meeting at the Glass Pavilion and only told me when I caught her earlier this evening arranging all this.”


  Su Shiyu frowned. “I have not received any messages to meet anyone.”


  “That’s what troubles me,” said Lu Shi. “Now that I think about it, you’ve been here with Minister Wei all this time, which can only mean the maidservant did a poor job of carrying out her task.”


  The maidservant might not have understood hers, but Su Shiyu understood his. He sighed softly. “I thank you for thinking so highly of me, but I have no intentions of wedding anyone. Your daughter’s time will be better spent elsewhere.”


  “She is in love; there is little I can do,” said Lu Shi. “She’s likely on her way to the pavilion as we speak. Based on what I know of her, she won’t leave until she sees you. It is chilly up on the mountain. I understand you have no interest in returning her feelings, but perhaps you could speak to her and put her infatuation to rest.”


  Su Shiyu fell into a thoughtful silence. “I know how much you cherish your daughter, good minister. I’ll take my leave then.”


  “Much obliged, Your Lordship.” Lu Shi rose to his feet as well. “May your feet be swift.”


  From the doorway, Lu Shi saw the grand censor off just as Wei Song came back with a chess set.


  “Why has His Lordship left?” he asked in surprise.


  Lu Shi returned to the lounge and patted Wei Song on the shoulder.


  “You’re lucky, Minister Wei, to have a son who married early.”


  Wei Song gave his colleague a puzzled look. “I fear I don’t understand.”


  Lu Shi sighed loudly. “That girl will be the death of me.”


  


  Covered in deep red glasswork, the Glass Pavilion perched atop one of the higher ridges on Mount Qi. From the pavilion, you could see the retreat complex and the constellation of lights within.


  A gentle breeze stirred, carrying along with it the soft chirping of insects. The pavilion appeared before Su Shiyu’s eyes as he ascended the steps leading to it. There was no fair maiden waiting inside. Instead, a fair man sat there, slumped across the stone table.


  Puzzled, Su Shiyu walked inside. “Lord Chu?”


  No answer came.


  The man’s head was pillowed on his arm, his face eased into a rare look of quiet and tranquillity. He seemed to be in a slumber so deep, he didn’t even sense Su Shiyu’s approach. A jug sat next to him, almost emptied, whilst its delectable scent lingered. Dark hair spilt across his shoulders and glimmered with the soft light of the moon. He looked at peace, with glistening lips and a fair face resting on the intricate lotus flowers embroidered on his dark blue sleeve. The crimson petals flared out like a brazen embrace, tracing the outlines of the man’s body—bold and beautiful.


  Su Shiyu slipped his outer robe off and draped it across Chu Mingyun’s shoulders. Then he drew the collars together under his chin. He started to retreat, but his hands stopped. His gaze still glued to Chu Mingyun, he reached forth, slowly, hesitantly. His fingers hovered a mere inch before those shut eyes. Su Shiyu lowered his gaze and smiled, the twist of his lips tainted with self-derision. He pulled his hand away… only to have it caught and placed on the man’s cheek.


  Chu Mingyun slowly opened his eyes and locked onto Su Shiyu. The light in his eyes shimmered, then eased into a deep darkness. It was like staring into a deep, unfathomable ocean. His face was bereft of emotion, his tongue silent.


  Su Shiyu broke out of his reverie. Giving up on his captured hand, he simply gazed back smilingly. “Have you… do you know who I am?”


  Still wordless, Chu Mingyun released his hand and instead reached for his face. Su Shiyu turned away, and those fingers fell on the jade hairpin holding his hair up. With an easy twist, it came loose. Dark hair cascaded down over graceful shoulders, a silent waterfall descending upon the pavilion. Their eyes met once more. Su Shiyu’s spoke of confusion, whilst Chu Mingyun’s were dark and smouldering.


  Ting! The hairpin shattered on the ground. The white robe slipped off his shoulders and settled at their feet. Startled fireflies darted away into the safety of the darkness.


  Chu Mingyun gently brought Su Shiyu’s face close, then, without any warning, kissed him. He traced the shape of those lips with his own, then nudged those lips open with his tongue.


  Su Shiyu found himself stunned, his mind an utter blank. The sharp taste of alcohol pushed into his mouth as Chu Mingyun licked his teeth and sucked on his tongue. With widened eyes, he met Chu Mingyun’s gaze, trying to discern something, but it was too profound for his comprehension.


  Chu Mingyun’s laughter came out in a soft huff that got lost in the kiss. His teeth sank gently into Su Shiyu’s lip. A slight tingle shivered down Su Shiyu’s spine before deepening into a scorching heat that unfurled across his chest. His heart thudded painfully, jerking him out of his stupor. He grabbed the hand caressing his cheek.


  Chu Mingyun let go as pain shot through his wrist. Su Shiyu seized the opening and stepped aside, whisking his face away. He stared at the shattered jade by his feet, listening to the pair of laboured breaths stirring the silence.


  “Are you sober now?” he finally said after collecting himself.


  Chu Mingyun stared at the faint red mark on his wrist. “I wasn’t drunk.”


  Su Shiyu pulled a smile. He hastily said a one-sided farewell and hurried off, not one moment or look spared.


  When he disappeared into the night, Chu Mingyun picked up the jug and threw his head back, paying no heed to the liquid dribbling down his chin and wetting his collar. He emptied the jug, but the cooled drink did nothing to quell the heated emotions smouldering within him. He pressed his fingers to his lips, which slowly formed a gentle curve.


  At last, he let out an airy laugh.


  “I’m done for…”


  He was well and truly done for. He could not bury his head in the sand or lie to himself any longer. The truth was staring him in the face. He was in love.


  


  Su Shiyu scurried down the steps, his heart racing. His head was flooded with images of what had just happened. The cool wind sweeping through the valley did nothing to calm him down. All it did was tell him how heated his skin felt against its chill. He had rarely been left so wrongfooted that he couldn’t even bring himself to look in the man’s direction.


  In his distraction, he failed to notice a person climbing the steps and was startled by the sudden gasp of surprise.


  “Lord Su?”


  Su Shiyu mustered a strained smile. “Excuse me, miss.”


  Lu Qinghe looked bewildered as the man brushed past her with a strange urgency. In her memory, the grand censor was always the picture of composure. She couldn’t imagine what could have flustered him so. But she didn’t give it much thought. She took a deep breath, then continued to make her way to the pavilion.


  To her delight, the object of her affection was there. He was resting languidly against the stone table, lost in thought. He looked up at her footsteps, then frowned.


  “Who are you?”


  Lu Qinghe performed a proper curtsy. “My name is Lu Qinghe, the daughter of Minister of Justice Lu Shi.”


  Chu Mingyun looked away as he retrieved the white robe and gently dusted it clean. “May I help you?”


  “No, Your Lordship.” Lu Qinghe gathered her courage and read from her prepared script. “If I may, why do you drink alone at this late hour? Perhaps a matter troubles you?”


  “No, though a matter did weigh on my mind.” Chu Mingyun eyed the robe in his hands and savoured the faint scent of nervine on it. His quiet explanation gained a jovial note. “I was resting my eyes, precisely to contemplate that matter. When I opened them again, I found myself staring at the person who occupies my thoughts. Everything became clear to me then. What troubles I had became jubilation instead.”


  “The person occupying your thoughts…” Lu Qinghe looked around the pavilion. “Might that be the one who occupies your heart?”


  “Indeed.”


  “Will you tell me who that is?” she asked boldly.


  Chu Mingyun chuckled as he threw the robe around himself. His fingers caressed the embroidery on the sleeve. Slowly, he looked up with his smiling eyes. “Surely, you passed him on your way up here?”


  Realisation dawned on the young woman. The white robe. She recalled what she had seen mere hours ago by the peach trees. Those eyes that took the breath out of her—they were smiling at the man clad in the white robe.


  Lu Qinghe’s eyes fell on the grand commandant’s own loose collar, and her memory reminded her of what her father had said about the notorious courtship. Her face flushed as her mind wandered…


  She was still reeling with shock by the time she returned to her lodging. A strange emotion roiled within her. She took a deep breath in an effort to calm herself.


  She cast her memory back. The haste with which Lord Su ran down the steps. His untied hair. His cheeks, bright red under the pale moonlight. The white robe over Lord Chu’s shoulders. A secret midnight tryst, with no one but the moon as their witness. An empty jug of liquor. The look on Lord Chu’s face. The shattered jade on the ground. The stains on his sleeve…


  Lu Qinghe’s heart skipped a beat. Her cheeks turned warm.


  “Wow, Grand Censor Su… I suppose you shouldn’t judge a book by its cover.”


  Something else occurred to her then. Lord Su clearly didn’t wish to linger, and she found Chu Mingyun alone. He might have given the latter his robe, but it still seemed rather heartless of him to leave his lover on his own…


  When the maidservant entered the room, she found her young mistress cupping her cheeks whilst a myriad of emotions took their turns flashing across her face. She was deliberating whether she should inform the master that Miss Qinghe had been possessed when the latter sighed loudly.


  “Alas, a whirlwind romance that leaves nothing behind. I feel so sorry for Lord Chu!”


  The maidservant frowned.


  Lu Qinghe dropped her hands and turned towards the maidservant. “Don’t you think that Lord Su and Lord Chu make quite a pair?”


  “I’m sorry, miss?”


  Lu Qinghe’s eyes burnt bright with earnestness. “As a worldly traveller, I should rise above conventions. I’ve decided. If I do truly love him, then I must help him free himself from his pining and help him win the heart of his true love!”


  The crease on the maidservant’s brow only deepened.


  


  The moon faded away, replaced by the rising sun. Any troubles that kept one awake at night had to be set aside as dawn broke and it came time to get dressed and attend the banquet.


  Li Yanzhen was well versed in matters of art, culture, and leisure. Meticulous preparations had gone into the outdoor banquet. Petals fluttered in the air as musical notes from reedpipes and zithers rode the breeze. Butterflies danced atop perfumed powders that shifted with the mesmerising, whirling forms of dancers. Jade cups were filled with sweet wine before being placed in a man-made stream that sent them flowing towards the esteemed attendees.


  As the two most powerful courtiers, the two ducal ministers sat at the helm of two separate rows. Chu Mingyun rested his cheek in one palm. His gaze would occasionally meet Su Shiyu’s. When it did, the latter simply smiled politely before lowering his eyes and taking a sip of his drink—no different than his usual self. He was so composed that Chu Mingyun might have attributed the events mere hours ago to a drunken dream. But in reality, he remembered how Su Shiyu had turned away and left so resolutely. He wondered if Su Shiyu had once again decided that it was also something they shouldn’t trouble themselves over. Was that why he appeared so unperturbed? Chu Mingyun frowned as he grabbed a cup that slowly floated to a stop in front of him.


  The music stopped. Just as the performer was about to move on to the next number, someone sighed, the sound startlingly loud in the silence. Heads turned towards where the Hunnic envoys were seated.


  “Why did you sigh, good prince?” Li Yanzhen asked. “Are you displeased with the banquet?”


  Ertugrul stood up and bowed. “Everything about the banquet is splendid, Your Majesty. I am without complaint.” His eyes swept across the attendees, and he sighed again. “I’m just marvelling at how different our cultures are.”


  “Interesting,” Li Yanzhen gasped. “How different are we?”


  “As this is the first official visit we’ve made to your land, we know little of your customs. Pray, forgive me when I say that even the finest dishes, the most beautiful song and dance eventually become dull and tasteless. Since we’ve been invited to a hunt, I assumed I might finally witness the horsemanship and archery of Great Xia and perhaps try my skills against your esteemed archers and riders. I didn’t expect the hunt to turn out to be yet another banquet.” Ertugrul laughed. “I’ve observed the attendees carefully and noted that those present are fine gentlemen who did not appear to be men skilled in archery or horseback riding. Perhaps a country that is at peace has no need for such unrefined skills, unlike us, who must master these difficult skills in order to survive. Alas, I cannot help but envy you.”


  The sarcastic, backhanded compliment was no mistake. Tension filled the air.


  Chu Mingyun turned towards Ertugrul. “Your Highness, if you wish to try your skills today, I would be honoured to offer myself for a friendly contest.”


  Ertugrul shrugged with a chuckle. “Everyone knows of General Chu’s prowess on the battlefield. I might believe myself skilled with the bow, but I am, after all, untried. I do wish to have some fun by trying my skills against someone, but I’ll be the first to admit that I stand no chance against you. The contest would be meaningless.”


  “If you won’t accept my challenge, I fear I do not understand your intentions,” Chu Mingyun scoffed.


  “I won’t accept your challenge because I will lose. I believe there is no shame in that,” Ertugrul said evenly. “That is precisely the source of my amazement—that aside General Chu stands not one man whom I could challenge to a fair contest.”


  It was common knowledge that Great Xia placed a greater emphasis on art and culture over martial arts and combat. Although Ertugrul’s words were maddening, he wasn’t wrong. They couldn’t refute him at all.


  Chu Mingyun took a deep breath. “If it’s a fight you seek, I suggest–”


  “His Highness speaks the truth,” Su Shiyu chimed in, rising to his feet. “It would be inappropriate that our esteemed general get involved in a leisure bout.”


  Chu Mingyun looked to the emperor’s right and met Su Shiyu’s eyes for a split second.


  “I might be a bureaucrat,” the grand censor said, turning back to Prince Ertugrul, “but I am keen on riding and archery. This would be the perfect opportunity for me to have a try at both. If it pleases Your Highness, will you accept a challenge from me instead?”


  Ertugrul passed his eyes over the elegant and erudite courtier. “You look too delicate for such a trial. I fear being accused of abuse.”


  “Your words confuse me, Your Highness. You do not accept the grand commandant’s challenge because you believe you cannot best him. You do not accept mine because you believe you will best me.” Su Shiyu narrowed his eyes. “Your multitude of defences suggests that you’re only interested in a contest of words instead of an actual contest.”


  Ertugrul’s face fell. “What are you insinuating?”


  “Nothing, Your Highness. You said it yourself: this is just a bit of friendly fun. Why, then, does it matter if you win or lose?”


  Nevertheless, everyone knew that this wouldn’t be a simple contest between two persons, but one that had the pride of a nation on the line. The attendees began whispering amongst themselves.


  Li Yanzhen finally stepped in. “Let’s put this behind us. There’s no need to get upset over words spoken in jest.”


  “I beg your pardon, Your Majesty,” Ertugrul said immediately. “There’s nothing wrong with a simple competition. Since Lord Su has offered to stand as a contender, I cannot in good faith turn down his offer.”


  “But…” Li Yanzhen gave his dear censor a worried look. The latter simply gave him a reassuring smile before turning towards Ertugrul.


  “What would you like to compete in, Your Highness?”


  “I’ll not make things difficult by choosing horseback riding or hunting. How about archery?”


  Su Shiyu agreed with a smile.


  A fond look flitted across his eyes as he took the longbow he was handed. He called out, “Lord Chu, I’ll have to trouble you to teach me how to use this.”


  Chu Mingyun trod over, amused eyes studying his position. “You hold it wrong in just the right way.”


  Su Shiyu ignored the comment. “Make sure the prince doesn’t accidentally hurt His Majesty during his turn,” he whispered.


  “Shift your left hand up a little,” Chu Mingyun said while tightening the bowstring.


  Keeping his hand where it was, Su Shiyu turned to the left. “Lord Chu?”


  Chu Mingyun met his gaze with a smirk. “I’ll do it—for a kiss.”


  Su Shiyu narrowed his eyes.


  “Now, if you keep looking at me like that,” Chu Mingyun breathed as he looked down, “you will make me blush.”


  “Will you really?” said Su Shiyu.


  Chu Mingyun sighed as though defeated. “I suppose if you really want me to, you could kiss me twice.”


  Su Shiyu burst out giggling. “Come, now…”


  “Fine, I’ll do it.” Chu Mingyun stared at the crease that had appeared at the corner of that adorable mouth when he smiled. Overcome by impulse, he grabbed Su Shiyu’s right wrist and held the man in his arms. “Much better.”


  Su Shiyu was caught off guard, but the next moment, he tried to free himself.


  “Still yourself.” Chu Mingyun grabbed both of his wrists and pressed him into a tighter embrace. He chuckled in his ear. “There’s no need to run. We’re in public, so you don’t have to worry that I might kiss you again… probably.”


  Su Shiyu caught himself before he spoke. In the end, no other words came to him. Fortunately, they were standing slightly to the side, and few eyes were on them. As a taboo desire swelled within his heart, Su Shiyu lowered his gaze and stopped struggling. Chu Mingyun’s chin rested on his shoulder, his breath caressing his cheek. The hint of sandalwood between the man’s smiling lips sent tingles down Su Shiyu’s spine. He was helpless, albeit voluntarily, as Chu Mingyun guided his hands to adjust his grip…


  Before he knew it, he was alone again. Chu Mingyun had returned to his former position. Their eyes met once more. Slowly, the grand commandant’s lips curled upwards. He pointed at his own lips, then winked.


  It was all Su Shiyu could do to ignore it and shift his gaze towards Li Yanzhen instead.


  The targets were soon erected. Ertugrul took his position with a serious look on his face. His movements were fluid as he notched the arrow and drew his bow. His shot sprang forth and hit the bullseye a hundred yards away. The Hunnic envoys cheered. Even some of the courtiers of Great Xia let out exclamations of awe. The prince’s arrogance was not without reason; he had the skills to warrant it.


  Li Yanzhen eyed the grand censor worriedly, but the latter stopped the emperor before he could say a word. He gave his sovereign a nod, then took his position.


  He notched his arrow and drew the bow slowly. The lines of his shoulder and arm signalled strength, the look in his eyes bright and dagger sharp. With a release of his fingers, the arrow shot forward, singing through the air, and sank deep into the target—right next to Ertugrul’s arrow.


  Relaxed and composed, Su Shiyu handed the bow to an attendant. Glee coloured the faces of the Hunnic envoys whilst disappointment clouded that of his fellow courtiers. However, Su Shiyu had indeed exceeded their expectations. Silence descended as nobody spoke.


  Only Chu Mingyun’s eyes remained firmly on the target. Suddenly, he barked out a laugh. A sharp crack rang out. The arrow lodged in the bullseye snapped and fell onto the grass. Ertugrul’s face fell. Su Shiyu stopped beside him and chuckled.


  “Easier than I thought it would be.”


  “You–” Ertugrul whipped his head around.


  Su Shiyu had already returned to his seat. Ertugrul stared at the courtier’s lean, slender form. He suddenly recalled seeing Chu Mingyun whisper something into his ear. He furrowed his brow and clenched his fists tight.


  


  As the kin of officials were not allowed to attend the banquet, Lu Qinghe had been waiting outside all this time for it to end.


  She had spent the night studying and reading novels. It had been an eye-opening experience, but in the end, she concluded that there was little she could do to help Chu Mingyun. She thought hard about it and came to a decision. She was simply going to help by creating opportunities for the two men to spend time alone with each other. After all, multiple meetings—regardless of the nature—should give them the chance to talk things out.


  In the morning, she had sent a message to the grand censor, requesting a meeting in the blooming peach grove on the north side of the mountain. Su Shiyu probably felt sorry for being curt to her the previous night, so he agreed. As for Chu Mingyun, she hadn’t seen the man since the previous night, so she would have to catch him after the banquet.


  A chorus of farewells interrupted Lu Qinghe’s thoughts. The music had stopped. Lu Qinghe spotted the grand commandant amongst the crowd leaving the banquet. She covered her face and stayed out of her father’s line of sight as she approached Chu Mingyun.


  “Lord Chu, if you may spare me a moment!”


  Chu Mingyun stopped and spun around. “It’s you again.”


  “Yes, it’s me again.” Lu Qinghe dropped her hands and smiled. “I was wondering if you had the time–”


  “I don’t.”


  “I pray that you could head to the peach grove on the north side. It won’t take up too much of your time–”


  “No.”


  “You could’ve given it more thought before turning me down.”


  “Is there anything else?” Chu Mingyun shot her an indifferent glance.


  “Well, no,” said Lu Qinghe. Then, as the man turned away, she blurted, “Lord Su is there!”


  He halted and eyed her curiously. His lips quirked. “Is he?”


  “I swear on my life.”


  Chu Mingyun turned to her slowly. “What are you scheming?”


  “I would never.” Lu Qinghe shook her head under the man’s inscrutable look. She took a deep breath. “I’m simply trying to help.”


  Chu Mingyun suddenly chuckled. “You remind me of someone.”


  She tilted her head. “Of whom?”


  Chu Mingyun looked away, eyebrows raised. “Maybe all female martial artists who love wearing red are not quite right up there.”


  The comment left Lu Qinghe stunned. Before she knew it, Chu Mingyun had left her behind. A strong wind swept past then, rustling branches and sending a rain of flowers falling to the ground.


  


  Su Shiyu turned towards the approaching footsteps just as a man strolled out of the trees crowned with blossoms. Surprise flitted across his face. “What a coincidence. Why are you here, Lord Chu?”


  “It’s hardly a coincidence.” Chu Mingyun grinned, stopping right in front of Su Shiyu. “I believe I’m the one you’re waiting for.”


  “Minister Lu’s daughter is the one who requested that I be here.”


  “Fancy that,” Chu Mingyun laughed. “She’s the one who told me to meet you here.”


  Su Shiyu frowned in confusion. “What exactly is going on here?”


  “It’s simple. Even a bystander has been moved by my love for you. How about you? Will you still not accept my feelings for you?”


  Su Shiyu laughed. “You jest, Lord Chu.”


  “Believe what you will.” A sudden gust sent the fallen pink petals into a frenzied dance. “It’s such a pleasant evening—the perfect time for you to repay your debt.”


  “What debt do I owe you?”


  “You asked me for a favour during the archery contest. How could you have forgotten about it so soon?” Chu Mingyun lifted Su Shiyu’s chin, his thumb gently tracing pink lips. “I could make the first move if you’re too shy to do it.”


  Su Shiyu pressed the bothersome hand down. “I think you’ve drunk too much.”


  “I can hold my alcohol.” Chu Mingyun enunciated, “And I wasn’t drunk last night.”


  Su Shiyu simply laughed. His gaze fell on the pink flowers next to him.


  “Time flies. These might be the last peach blossoms we’ll see this year.”


  Chu Mingyun’s eyes never strayed from Su Shiyu. “I knew what I was doing last night.”


  “I see,” Su Shiyu said calmly as his fingers curled into fists within his sleeves. “I was curious as to why you slept at the pavilion despite the chill.”


  “Speaking of the chill,” Chu Mingyun drawled, “I will not return you your white robe.”


  Su Shiyu smiled. “That’s all right. If you like it, you can keep it.”


  Chu Mingyun chuckled softly. His eyes were glued to the man, as if doing so would help him puzzle out what was going on in that head of his. “I like you more. Can I keep you too?”


  Su Shiyu froze, then looked down. “You jest, Lord Chu.”


  Chu Mingyun narrowed his eyes. “Why won’t you look at me?”


  Su Shiyu’s heart skipped a beat. He hesitated before slowly meeting Chu Mingyun’s gaze. Chu Mingyun’s eyes were as dark as the moonless night.


  The man leant forward with a smile. “What if I say that I have been serious?”


  They stared right into each other’s eyes. A moment of silence passed.


  Finally, realisation dawned on Su Shiyu. “Minister Wei has told me about the Huns’ demands. His Majesty has said that he will discuss the matter with me in detail. I will deliberate it carefully. You need not worry about that.”


  Chu Mingyun’s smile faded away. “Since when did I mention anything about the Huns?”


  Su Shiyu smiled. “I have advised that you change your habit of beating around the bush, Lord Chu, and speak frankly instead.”


  “Shiyu.” Chu Mingyun took the man’s hand and stared straight into his eyes. “I’m in love with you. Do you feel the same way about me?”


  Su Shiyu felt his body seize up.


  “I’m speaking frankly now,” Chu Mingyun rasped. “Will you accept my feelings?”


  Su Shiyu collected himself and tried to free his hand. “Lord Chu, are you–”


  Chu Mingyun tightened his grip. “Will you not believe me?”


  Silence fell.


  The peach blossoms and their shadows swayed in the breeze. Slowly, the air grew chillier. Dark clouds began to gather overhead.


  Su Shiyu gazed at the sky. He wiggled his hands out of Chu Mingyun’s grip with a sigh. “It will rain soon. We should make our way back now.”


  Chu Mingyun’s fingers curled up. The hand was gone, its lingering heat threatening to dissipate as the wind swept past his palm and filled his sleeves full with cold. Then he smirked. “I knew you would do that. How unromantic. Truly, as dense as a stone.”


  Su Shiyu laughed. “I’m afraid few in this world will appreciate your idea of romance.”


  “Nonsense!” Chu Mingyun smirked. “Clear your debt and I’ll teach you to fully appreciate my love—for you and you only.”


  Su Shiyu gave him a defeated look. “Enough with the jokes now,” he cooed. “We should return before it starts to come down.”


  “Fine.” Chu Mingyun watched as the man turned away. A gust swept through the grove then. The light scent of rain and peach blossoms washed over him as a flurry of rosiness, then settled again. He sighed softly. His quiet words were drowned by the wind.


  “There’s time yet.”


  Failing to hear the utterance, Su Shiyu turned around. “I’m sorry?”


  Chu Mingyun’s eyes glimmered. He chuckled as he caught up.


  “Nothing.”


  


  Lu Qinghe lingered beyond the peach grove. Unable to contain her curiosity, she took a deep breath and sneaked into the grove. The flowers were in full bloom—dizzying pink and red filled her vision. She searched up and down. The breeze sent the branches swaying, finally revealing a person standing alone behind some trees.


  Lu Qinghe’s face fell. This shouldn’t have happened. Pushing branches out of her way, she hurried forward. “What’s the matter? Have you not found Lord…”


  The young man standing behind a desk looked up in surprise. In his delicate hand was a brush laden with vermillion ink. The canvas before him was filled with peach blossoms.


  Lu Qinghe broke out of her dazed stupor. “My apologies, I thought you were someone else,” she said as she turned to leave.


  “ ‘Her painted brows outshine the daylilies’ hue; her scarlet skirt makes pomegranate blossoms blush’,” the man recited. “Stay where you are, good maiden.”


  “Huh?” Lu Qinghe froze.


  The young man refreshed his brush in ink and placed a few strokes on the paper. A feminine face soon emerged. He looked up and smiled warmly. “No need to be nervous. Stand however you wish.”


  “Very well…” Her hands flew to her hair to pat down a few stray locks. “M-make sure you paint me well, all right?”


  The young man smiled. “I will.”


  He looked delicate and gentle-spirited, like the son of a nobleman. Lu Qinghe kept sneaking furtive glances at him, with occasional looks at the painting. “So… have you seen anyone else while you’ve been drawing?”


  The young man shook his head.


  “That’s odd,” Lu Qinghe muttered before sighing. She decided to strike up a conversation with the stranger. “Is this your first time here?”


  The young man’s eyes left the canvas and began studying her to the point she felt uneasy.


  “I visit every year,” he finally said.


  “And you come here to paint every year?”


  “I do.”


  Lu Qinghe’s lips quirked. “How boring.”


  The young man smiled, unbothered by her comment. “The flowers don’t always look the same every year.”


  “But it’s still the same place. It surely gets boring after a while,” said Lu Qinghe. “Why don’t you explore other places? The world is huge, full of lovely places to see.”


  “You’ve travelled much from the sound of it?”


  “Yes!” Her eyes lit up. “West Lake, Lake Dongting, the River Xiang, Jiangnan—I’ve almost explored every corner of this land. When my father requested that I return home, I was on Mount Changbai. There was so much snow there. Much prettier than this place.”


  “Is your father Minister of Justice Lu Shi?”


  “That’s right. How did you figure that out?”


  Their conversation was interrupted by a maidservant’s arrival. The servant strode past Lu Qinghe and knelt down. The fabric and style of her uniform sent a pang of alarm to Lu Qinghe.


  “Your Majesty, rain will be upon the mountain soon. Lady Jiang kindly asks that you retire to your quarters.”


  Lu Qinghe’s legs went weak.


  Li Yanzhen nodded. “Let us go then.” He waited as the maidservant packed his materials. “Minister Lu mentioned that his daughter is a swordswoman and avid adventurer.”


  Lu Qinghe fell to her knees. “My deepest apologies for my foolish ignorance, Your Majesty. I beg your forgiveness for any offence I may have caused.”


  Amused, Li Yanzhen smirked. “You may rise.”


  “Th-thank you for your kindness, b-but I think it’s best that I remain where I am.” Lu Qinghe dipped her head whilst cursing herself secretly.


  Li Yanzhen walked up to her and pulled her up. “My painting isn’t finished yet. Would you mind if I sought you out to complete it when I have the time?”


  Lu Qinghe stood on shaking legs. She gathered her courage and stole a look at the emperor. The pink peach blossoms brought out a sightly glow to his face. She felt her heart skip.


  “Not at all, Your Majesty,” she said without knowing why.


  


  The shower arrived abruptly, then ended without any warning at dusk. The setting sun’s dying light spilt crimson across the hills and valleys, lengthening shadows. Slowly, night rose and greyed the skies. The dripping of rain rolling off the glistening, emerald leaves of parasol trees punctuated the silence. The after scent of rain lingered in the air.


  Chu Mingyun stepped out into the courtyard and, with a green whistle, summoned a black bird. He slotted a letter into the bamboo tube tied onto its leg and sent it away.


  Sudden footsteps from outside the property disrupted the silence. Someone was approaching—fast. Chu Mingyun withdrew his distant gaze and turned towards the gates when a white figure broke out of the web of shadows. Chu Mingyun frowned. Within the blink of an eye, he was standing behind the man.


  “Lord Su? Is that you?”


  The man paused before turning around. Su Shiyu’s face emerged behind the blur of dim lights and dark shadows. He simply nodded.


  The frown on Chu Mingyun’s brow eased away. He chuckled. “What brings you here?”


  Quietly, the man surveyed his surroundings, then relaxed when he realised the two were alone. He placed his finger to his lips and beckoned before treading towards Chu Mingyun’s room.


  Chu Mingyun eyed the man curiously as he trailed behind. Once they were in the room, he shut the door, leant back against the doorframe, and crossed his arms. The man turned around and walked up to him. There was a smile on that adorable face as he approached. Chu Mingyun simply stood there. He studied Su Shiyu’s face, then those eyes. Su Shiyu lowered his lashes and leant in, slowly—as if he was going to kiss him. The distance between them narrowed to a mere inch…


  Chu Mingyun’s hand clamped around that delicate throat. The sickening crunch of bones was followed by the clank of a dagger hitting the floor. He ripped a mask off the man’s face, revealing fair features contorted into a grimace as the man choked on blood and turned purple. Chu Mingyun studied the mask carefully under the candlelight. Soft and warm to the touch—like human skin. An exquisite work of art. But he only felt contempt.


  “You couldn’t even mimic a fraction of his likeness. And you believed I’d fall for your deception?” He lifted the assassin off his feet. “Now, should I praise you for your courage or mock you for your folly?”


  The assassin moaned in pain. Then, with a violent shudder, he went limp.


  Chu Mingyun released the corpse, letting it fall with a thud. Not sparing it a second glance, he set the mask alight above the candle. As a strange smell filled the room, Chu Mingyun contemplated, brow furrowed.


  He would pay a visit to the real Su Shiyu.


  He was travelling the winding corridors when he found himself staring at a man who had just turned the corner. It was Ertugrul. Alone. At this late hour, a row of lanterns lit the deserted vermillion corridors of the imperial retreat.


  Chu Mingyun strode past, ignoring the presence of the prince, but the latter suddenly stopped in his tracks. Ertugrul couldn’t help but recall the embarrassing incident at the banquet. He could not fathom what Chu Mingyun could have said to Su Shiyu to allow a weak, dainty man to achieve such a feat. Anger flared up. Derisive words poured from his lips.


  “Good evening, Lord Chu. What matters have you to tend to at this late hour?” Ertugrul mocked. “Ah, yes… I’ve wondered many a time how a beautiful man like you was able to climb to such an exalted position.”


  Chu Mingyun stopped. His eyes fell on the flames dancing in the lanterns. “Are you related to Atkiray?”


  The unrelated question baffled Ertugrul. “He’s my eldest brother.”


  “You must admire him dearly.”


  “Naturally.” Ertugrul stared at the back of Chu Mingyun’s head, his chest puffing up with pride. “Who wouldn’t respect and admire him? My brother raided three provinces and twelve counties of your great empire, striking fear in the hearts of your countrymen. His valour makes him a hero in our eyes, and he remains one even though he fell in battle.”


  “He fell in battle, did he?” Chu Mingyun scoffed. He threw a glance over his shoulder, half of his face shrouded in the dark. “Why don’t I tell you how I killed him?”


  Ertugrul froze. “Wh-what do you…”


  “Because your fellow Huns wouldn’t have told you.” Chu Mingyun slowly spun around to meet the prince’s eyes. “The desert and steppe are vast and barren, but I managed to cross hundreds of miles into your territory and lay sieges on your settlements without ever getting lost. Care to guess how I did it?”


  The word spilt from Ertugrul’s lips. “How?”


   Chu Mingyun’s lips curled into a sneer. “Your brother told me how.”


  “Lies!” Ertugrul hissed. “He would never betray us!”


  “Explain why I never got ambushed in the desert then.”


  Eyebrows raised in amusement, Chu Mingyun waited, then laughed when the young prince floundered.


  “Within ten moves, I broke most of the bones in his body and captured him alive. Our encampment was close to a salt lake, so I strung him up by his feet and bound him to a wooden pillar in the water.” Chu Mingyun narrated in a calm voice even as the sneer on his lips kept deepening. “Now, allow me to describe what that feels like. You wouldn’t die from it, no. But the saltwater will keep gushing into your mouth and nose. You have to keep struggling to breathe as the waves rise over your head. The salt will seep into your flesh, eating at your wounds. The pain is so unbearable, so overwhelming, you couldn’t even spare a thought for killing yourself. The blood in your body will rush to your head. Stay like that long enough, and your eyeballs fall out. Have you seen eyeballs rolling on the ground, I wonder?”


  Ertugrul stared in horror as cold, cruel words flooded out from the beautiful man’s mouth. He felt as if seawater had flooded his chest, chilling his blood.


  “It took only two days for him to cave. He crawled to my feet when we let him down. Do you know what he looked like then?”


  Ertugrul felt something choking his throat. His face turned pale. He knew what Chu Mingyun was insinuating, but all he could stammer out was, “H-how could you do that to him!”


  “Do what? He lost, and I won. He should have thought of what would happen to him when he raided our cities and massacred our people. He’d said a similar thing when he first met me—that a beautiful man like me should be captured and kept alive for his men’s amusement. When he crawled to my feet like a dog, I asked him, ‘Your Highness, do you still think me a beauty?’ ”


  Chu Mingyun walked towards the young prince. With every step he advanced, the prince retreated until his back hit a pillar, leaving him nowhere to hide. Chu Mingyun leant in and stared straight into his eyes. His lips curled into a ravishing smile.


  “Do you still think me a beauty, Your Highness?”


  Ertugrul opened his mouth, only to have his throat choked.


  The smile faded from Chu Mingyun’s lips, his eyes cutting like a blade. “How foolish are the young—swaggering and bragging despite never having as much as seen blood on the battlefield.”


  “Don’t you dare!” Ertugrul screeched while clawing at Chu Mingyun’s hand. “Release me!”


  Chu Mingyun leant in, hissing. “Let me be plain with you. Forget about your demands for our cities. If those courtiers all agree to your demands, I’ll simply kill you. I don’t mind going to war. I definitely won’t fear killing a few more of your brothers.”


  Ertugrul struggled to pry himself free, but the man’s hand was like an iron vice. The lack of air made him see stars. All he could do was glare at Chu Mingyun with murderous eyes.


  Chu Mingyun suddenly let go and stepped back. “But I’ll fathom a guess that the khan wouldn’t be so foolish. He wouldn’t go to war with Great Xia over a son he doesn’t care for.”


  Chu Mingyun’s lips curled as Ertugrul hacked violently, hands wrapped protectively around his own neck.


  “Wouldn’t you agree, Your Highness?”


  Sorrow stifled the life in Ertugrul’s eyes even as he gasped for sweet, sweet air.


  


  


  


  


  




  Chapter 12


  A black bird landed on the windowsill in the apothecary with a soft clunk. It craned its neck and cawed as Qin Zhao cast a glance at it. He put down his teacup and retrieved the delivery.


  Setting aside a sheet of prescriptions, Du Yue stepped over the herbs laid out to dry to stick his nose into the letter. “What does it say?”


  Qin Zhao folded the paper and tucked it away. “Mingyun wants me to find out how the officials remaining at court feel about the Huns’ demands in exchange for peace.”


  “Why even ask?” Du Yue exclaimed. “Of course, the answer is ‘no’!”


  Qin Zhao nodded. “That’s what he means.”


  It took the healer another moment before he understood. Looking away sheepishly, he squatted down to gather the dried herbs into their respective cases. Qin Zhao helped him with the task quietly. His strong hands, which had spent years wielding a sword, were equally skilled when it came to sorting herbs.


  “Hey, Qin Zhao…” Du Yue couldn’t quell his curiosity. “What kind of person do you think Chu Mingyun really is?”


  Qin Zhao mulled over the question as he kept working. “What do you think?”


  “I think, well…” Du Yue scratched his head. “I’ve known Turdface for so long. I used to think I knew the answer to that, but now, I can’t help but feel that I don’t.”


  “Why is that?”


  “Well…” Heaving a sigh, the healer pulled a stool over and sat down, then proceeded to recount with much passion how Chu Mingyun had thrown away his cousin’s jade pendant. “Even if we ignore everything else, the fact that my cousin gave him a fine jade pendant out of the goodness of his heart, and he just threw it away—just like that—is infuriating! When we lived together on Mount Cangwu, I assumed that he was just a mean old bully, but he seems to have become a heartless ass since you two left. I swear I have no clue what’s going through his head.”


  “He hasn’t changed,” said Qin Zhao. “He’s always been this way.”


  Du Yue’s jaw dropped. “Are you sure?”


  “Besides our masters, we three disciples only had each other as company. Mingyun has never been wary of us, so you never noticed. That’s all.” Qin Zhao joined the healer on another stool. “Since he and I left Mount Cangwu, he has discarded any gift from anyone as long as he couldn’t discern the exact intentions behind said gift, and he’s avoided a great deal of trouble doing so.”


  “I see…” Du Yue said sullenly. With a frown, he wondered out loud, “Who is he—really?”


  Qin Zhao shook his head.


  “You’re joking,” Du Yue gasped. “Even you don’t know?”


  “He’s never told either of us. Anyway, weren’t you the first disciple on Mount Cangwu?”


  “That’s right. Master Baili always said he didn’t want any disciples, but then, one year I came back from Jinling, and another boy was there. When I asked Master Ye about it, he said that it was the son of an acquaintance of Master Baili.” Du Yue suddenly sprang to his feet and slapped the table. “You know what! I asked Turdface when we first met, and you know what he told me?”


  “What?”


  “That he was a ghost who couldn’t move on because of grudges, and he came to Mount Cangwu because of its rich spiritual energy. After he’s had his fill and grown stronger, he would move on to eating people!”


  Qin Zhao blinked. “And you believed him?”


  “I believed him.”


  Qin Zhao looked away wordlessly.


  “When I asked him if he’s eaten another person, he said he has! That’s why I’ve always been scared of him—even now—even though I know he was fibbing!”


  Qin Zhao stared.


  “Don’t look at me like that!” Du Yue retorted. “You must remember what he used to be like. He had a straight face and ignored us all day. When I asked him that, he was sitting by the lake. We were surrounded by fog. Then he suddenly smiled at me, saying he’d eaten human meat. It was the first time he’d smiled at me. Do you have any idea how terrifying he looked?”


  Qin Zhao sighed. “I do.”


  Du Yue sat back down, patting his chest. Despite the years passed, his heart would still race whenever he recalled the scene.


  “Master Baili must have known Mingyun’s story but never told me,” Qin Zhao said. “But the night Mingyun announced he’d leave, Master Baili drank a lot and let some things slip.”


  “What did he say?”


  Qin Zhao frowned. “I was putting away the drink and cups when the master said that the path that Mingyun treads is one of hardship, that the burden is too much for a single man. When I asked him why, he told me…” Qin Zhao met the healer’s curious, excited gaze for a moment before looking away. “If he… If he wishes to subvert the order of the world through his own power, he must under no circumstance fail… for he will suffer an end most horrible.”


  


  Chu Mingyun slowed as he neared a room with glowing windows, whose light basked the tree in the courtyard in warmth. The tree’s flowers glistened in the wake of the earlier rain. A web of light and shadow fell upon everything like a tattered cloak.


  He walked up the stone steps. The door slid open before he could knock. He found himself in a daze, staring into Su Shiyu’s eyes.


  “How did you know I was here?”


  Su Shiyu smiled. “I heard your footsteps.” He turned to let the man in. “But what brings you here, Lord Chu?”


  “I have a question for you.” Taking a seat, Chu Mingyun swept his eyes over the documents on the desk. “What were you doing?”


  “Minister Lu submitted the summary reports from the Ministry, and I’ve just started reviewing them.” Su Shiyu poured his late-night visitor a cup of tea. “What is your question?”


  “Have you noticed anyone staring at your face—anyone besides me, that is.”


  Su Shiyu burst out into laughter, but when he realised that the grand commandant was being serious, he gave an honest question. “Not that I’ve noticed.”


  “You must have been waited on when you were in Huainan.”


  Su Shiyu nodded. “I had local attendants who served as my guide, as I don’t know the region well.”


  Satisfied with the answer, Chu Mingyun chuckled to himself before reaching for the blue-white porcelain cup.


  Su Shiyu frowned. “Why do you ask, Lord Chu?”


  “Out of curiosity.” Chu Mingyun took a sip. “And what of the Feoffment Decree? I hope preparations are on the way.”


  “I have ironed out the details and reviewed them with His Majesty,” said Su Shiyu. “But the treasonous acts of the Duke of Huainan alone will not suffice for a successful implementation. For that, we will need another duke to step forward and rally the others.”


  “It seems like you already found someone for the part.”


  Su Shiyu smiled. “I’ve written to the Duke of Xiling. He should arrive in Chang’an shortly after our return.”


  “The Duke of Xiling?” Chu Mingyun tapped the cup lazily. “You have chosen well. He is on good terms with the other dukes and is considered a respectable figure amongst them. He is also the most peaceable of them all.”


  “I must have, if you judge it to be so.” Su Shiyu waited for more but received nothing. “Is there… anything else you would like to ask me?”


  “Like what?” Chu Mingyun smirked. “I asked if you would accept my feelings, and you ignored me.”


  “I wasn’t talking about that.” Su Shiyu lowered his gaze too and chuckled. “I was referring to the Huns’ demands for our cities in exchange for peace. Don’t you have anything to say about that?”


  Chu Mingyun leant his cheek against his palm and smiled. “No.”


  “Minister Wei told me that you had very strong views about the matter.”


  Chu Mingyun laughed. “The generals champion war whilst the bureaucrats advocate peace. It’s always been this way. Hardly noteworthy.”


  Su Shiyu blinked. “I am a bureaucrat too.”


  “You’re different.”


  “How so?”


  Chu Mingyun locked eyes with him. “In every way,” he cooed.


  He smiled, his eyes never leaving the floundering grand censor. Suddenly, he rose and stepped forward.


  Too close. The scent of sandalwood hit Su Shiyu like a punch. He jerked back. “What do you want?”


  “No need to run. I won’t bite.” Chu Mingyun laid a hand on his shoulder. “I just wanted to know what it would feel like with the genuine article.”


  Although bewildered, Su Shiyu didn’t move away.


  Slowly, Chu Mingyun closed the distance. His eyes studied Su Shiyu’s own meticulously as he drank in every feature. The slight frown creasing his brow. The eyes that only saw him. The almost imperceptible smile lifting the corner of his pink lips. The soft breaths audible in the silence. The distance between them but a breath apart…


  This was the apple of his eye, a man whose lowered gaze and soft smile brimmed with allure, whose immaculate, refined demeanour drew out the deepest of desires within him. He wanted to touch him and make him his own. The thirst for the man grew fervent. Chu Mingyun’s eyes smouldered with lust. He leant in.


  His lips touched Su Shiyu’s palm. Silently, he looked up at the man who had blocked his kiss. The corners of his eyes lifted as he smirked.


  Su Shiyu’s heart skipped a beat. A soft and warm muscle tickled his palm. The tingle made him pull back, only to have his hand trapped in Chu Mingyun’s grip. His focus was lost, and he stopped struggling.


  Chu Mingyun kissed the warm yet dry palm, tracing the veins on his palm with his tongue. His breath kissed the webbed folds between Su Shiyu’s long, slender fingers. His tongue travelled up his fingers. Slowly, he looked up and met Su Shiyu’s gaze. Then, with a devious smirk, he sank his teeth lightly into the tip of a finger. His tongue darted out—a titillating flash of red—and licked the bite mark.


  Su Shiyu’s fingers curled, coming into contact with teeth, eliciting a laughter deep within the grand commandant’s chest. Chu Mingyun winked as he gently held a knuckle between his teeth. While caressing the man’s exposed wrist, Chu Mingyun could sense the stiffness in the usually composed grand censor, which was confirmed by the utter confusion in his eyes. He finally let go and pressed a kiss on the back of Su Shiyu’s hand before laying it on his own cheek.


  He leant in even closer, their eyes locked. They stared at each other, unblinkingly, like a game coming to a draw—or perhaps a battle reaching a stalemate. The dripping of rainwater appeared to have slowed down. Chu Mingyun could smell the nervine on Su Shiyu and sense the growing heat from his body.


  Their lips touched.


  The sound of footsteps, then loud, frantic knocking.


  Su Shiyu jumped back, as if he had been scalded.


  Chu Mingyun smacked his own forehead. “You’d better tell me someone’s been murdered, or else you will be!”


  The severity of the curse struck fear into the attendant. He only broke out of his stupor moments later. “Your Lordship, it’s Minister Wei… His Majesty requests your presence at the main assembly hall at once.”


  


  Twin rows of officials lined either side of the main assembly hall. Li Yanzhen’s gaze swept across all the faces before landing on Minister of Finance Wei Song, who knelt alone in the middle.


  “I’ve just been told that you have conspired with our enemy to betray the empire.”


  Wei Song started in alarm. “Your Majesty, they lie!”


  A few drew a sharp breath. As eyes of every temper turned his way, murmurs quickened through the hall, only dying down when the emperor raised a hand.


  “How did this matter arise in the first place?”


  The Captain of the Yulin Guards came forth and knelt. Then he threw a look behind his shoulder, and two Yulin Guards escorted a man into the hall.


  “Minister Wei, is this one of your men?” the captain asked.


  Wei Song glanced at the man trembling on his knees. “Yes. He is my attendant.”


  The captain presented a letter to Li Yanzhen. “Your Majesty, I was patrolling the grounds when I saw someone suspicious lurking around the quarters of the Hunnic envoys. I approached the quarters and found this man. He could not answer my questions and was trying to hide something. I then found this letter on him. I would not accuse a high minister of treason, but… Your Majesty needs only read the letter to reach your conclusion.”


  The attending eunuch took the letter and opened it for Li Yanzhen, who skimmed its contents. Frowning, he then reread it carefully.


  The captain rose. “In this letter, penned by Minister Wei, he claimed that, as a gesture of his goodwill, he could aid Prince Ertugrul of the Huns in brokering a treaty and acquiring the five cities they had demanded. The choice of his words revealed his sympathies for the Huns. In fact, he explicitly stated his willingness to serve the Huns–”


  “Lies! Utter lies!” Wei Song yelled, shaking violently.


  A commotion had stirred amongst the officials as they whispered heatedly amongst themselves. Chu Mingyun stared expressionlessly at the old minister whilst Su Shiyu frowned. They had seen the blood drain from Wei Song’s face as the captain spoke. Now, he looked as pale as a sheet.


  There was a sudden loud sigh amidst the hushed whispers.


  “It all makes sense.” Minister of Works Yue Yuxuan stared at Wei Song with a look of revelation on his face. “You may remember, Minister Wei had argued with His Lordship Chu Mingyun and insisted on relinquishing our lands to broker peace with the Huns. His reasoning had been sound. I thought, as Minister of Finance, he had been concerned about the well-being of our people. I was filled with respect for him and planned on giving him my support.” Yue Yuxuan shook his head slowly. “I didn’t realise this was his gift to the Huns.”


  “I meant every word I said that day!” said Wei Song. “The feud between the Huns and Great Xia has been passed down through the generations. I believe that we could set our hatred for each other aside temporarily for a truce, but I’ll never betray my country and pledge my loyalty to the Huns!”


  Yue Yuxuan turned away with a sigh.


  “Minister Wei, I have simply reported what was written in the letter,” the captain said. “The man who was supposed to deliver the letter—your attendant—was caught loitering around the quarters of the envoys.”


  The guards holding down Wei Song’s attendant caught the look from their captain and loosened their grip on the man’s shoulders. The man looked up, then hurriedly dropped his head again.


  “Yes, Your Majesty. My master instructed me to deliver the letter. He told me that this was urgent and that I had to personally hand the letter to Prince Ertugrul. I dared not dawdle. But the prince wasn’t in his room when I arrived at his quarters. That’s why I waited for him nearby. I was just following orders. I swear, I didn’t know anything else!”


  The captain turned towards Wei Song. “Do you have anything else to say for yourself, Your Excellency?”


  “I’ll admit it. I was the one who tasked him to deliver the letter.” Wei Song shut his eyes. Then he opened them and turned towards Su Shiyu. “But I didn’t know what was written in it.”


  Su Shiyu stared back at Wei Song in puzzlement.


  The captain raised his brow. “Good minister, you penned the letter. How could you not know its contents?”


  “Your Lordship!” Wei Song clutched the embroidered carpet with such force that veins bulged on his thin, bony hands. “Will you not say anything?”


  The frown on Chu Mingyun’s face was mirrored on Su Shiyu’s.


  “What do you mean by that, Minister Wei?”


  “You were the one who requested that I deliver that letter on your behalf,” Wei Song rasped. “You were the one who had an important message for the Huns to be delivered tonight. You were the one who requested discretion!”


  Utter silence descended upon the hall, leaving Wei Song’s hoarse cries echoing.


  Chu Mingyun’s eyes darkened. He thought back to the furtive footsteps outside his quarters, the man in white robes, Su Shiyu’s face under the dim lights, his lowered gaze as he smiled at him—and the face of a complete stranger under the mask.


  Su Shiyu frowned. “I did not request you to help me deliver any letter, good minister.”


  Wei Song stared incredulously. “Your Lordship, will you really deny everything?”


  Before Su Shiyu could say anything, Minister of Justice Lu Shi stepped forth, hoping to ease the tension. “Let us not rush to conclusions, Minister Wei. You said that you met Lord Su earlier. Do you recall when exactly that was? Perhaps you misremembered?”


  “After sunset. Three quarters past the Hour of the Dog.”


  Lu Shi grimaced. “Of the Dog… Are you certain, Ministry Wei?”


  “Yes, I am.”


  Lu Shi’s face fell. “His Lordship…” He could hardly believe his own memory. “Lord Su was in his quarters at that time. I delivered summary reports from the Ministry of Justice to him.”


  Wei Song snapped his head up and stared at Lu Shi in disbelief. The latter met his eyes with equal shock and disappointment.


  “Lu Shi?” Wei Song’s voice shook. “After our decades working together, do you not believe me either?”


  “I do. I believe you,” Lu Shi gritted out. “But my clerk and the maidservants can also testify that Lord Su never left his room.”


  Wei Song nearly slumped to the floor. He trembled as he struggled to keep himself upright. “Lord Su… Lord Su…”


  “That’s enough,” Li Yanzhen finally said, before heaving a sigh. “I believe that Lord Su would never commit treason. I will not hear another word from anyone.”


  Chu Mingyun shot the emperor a pointed look.


  Slowly, Wei Song lifted his head, as if the mere act required monumental strength. Tears streamed down the old man’s cheeks. “Your Majesty, you believe Lord Su. Would you not believe me?”


  Li Yanzhen only grimaced.


  “Thirty-seven years!” Wei Song wailed. “For thirty-seven years, I have been an official, serving three generations of sovereigns. I have never betrayed my ruler or forgotten about the people. Thirteen years ago, when the Huns invaded, our lands were ravaged, and our people starved. I sold all my family assets in exchange for rations for our troops. In the years following Your Majesty’s ascension to the throne, floods and famines ravaged our lands. I toiled and worked tirelessly to keep our empire afloat. I never thought of giving up during those years of trials and tribulations. Why would I do so and betray my country now?”


  The silence was deafening.


  At the end of the left-hand row, Deputy Minister of War Xu Yin turned towards the colleague nearby, whispering, “By the looks of it, the Su faction’s breaking apart from within?”


  The other supporters of Grand Commandant Chu watched on with cool indifference. The courtier next to Xu Yin didn’t say anything but sneered gleefully.


  Finally, Li Yanzhen flipped over the letter in his hands so everyone else could see. “I agree with you, Minister Wei. However, the handwriting on this letter belongs to you.”


  The words slipped from the emperor’s lips like a sigh that dissipated into soundlessness upon its landing, but exploded like thunder in Wei Song’s ears. He felt his head crack and his mind go blank.


  An eternity passed.


  Wei Song inched forward on his knees, stopping only when he reached the foot of the throne. He raised his head with deliberate slowness, meeting the emperor’s eyes. A fresh bout of tears sprang from his eyes and wetted his cheeks, yet his voice was steady. “The matter has come to this, and this old servant has no defence left to make. But treason—I will never admit to it. I have served the court for thirty-seven years, from first to last, never once for my own gain, never once against my country’s cause. Your Majesty, see my heart clear.”


  As though to perform a kowtow, Wei Song bent over, but his forehead smashed onto the jade platform. Crack! Slowly, crimson seeped out under his crown of dishevelled white hair to form a growing pool beneath the throne. Li Yanzhen stiffened as words lodged in his throat, like a bone he could neither spit out nor choke down.


  As Chu Mingyun looked away, his eyes caught sight of Lu Shi. The minister was trembling, his eyes wide with shock.


  Su Shiyu lowered his gaze silently. Out of nowhere, he recalled the strange question Chu Mingyun had asked—Have you noticed anyone staring at your face? In his sleeves, away from prying eyes, his fingers curled into fists.


  


  Commander Tong of the Imperial Guards followed Chu Mingyun into his room nervously. Knowing the grand commandant’s temperamental character, Commander Tong grew increasingly apprehensive as he stared at the bland look on Chu Mingyun’s face.


  When Chu Mingyun sat down, Commander Tong took a step forward, only to step on something soft. He looked down and nearly jumped. He looked up at Chu Mingyun, then at the dead body in utter shock and confusion.


  “Wei Song is dead,” Chu Mingyun said flatly.


  “Yes, I’ve heard,” Commander Tong said. “Your Lordship, this body…”


  Chu Mingyun glanced down nonchalantly before tapping the arm of his chair. “Look at his soles.”


  Commander Tong crouched down. Mixed into the mud stuck onto the soles were a few white flowers. “Those are,” he said as he studied the petals, “white roses.”


  “You’ve got a good eye.” Chu Mingyun chuckled. “He was wearing a mask of Su Shiyu’s face when I stopped him outside my quarters. I’ve burnt the mask, but I bet you recognise who he tried to impersonate from his dress.”


  “Yes, milord,” Commander Tong murmured as cold sweat beaded his forehead. He didn’t need to take a closer look for that. At first glance, he had panicked, nearly jumping out of his boots, because he thought that Grand Censor Su had been killed.


  “By now, you must have realised who asked Wei Song to deliver the letter to the Huns,” Chu Mingyun enunciated, “and where he had gone to get white roses on the bottom of his boots.”


  Because they only grew at the southern foot of Mount Qi… Commander Tong fell to his knees in horror. “Milord–”


  “Were my instructions on defences at the hunting retreat unclear? Was that why an assassin managed to sneak onto the premises from the south side?”


  “No, of course not.” Commander Tong scrambled towards the man. “I’m to be blamed. I was remiss and did not station more guards as you have so wisely instructed. This is entirely my fault. I’d assumed that things had worked fine in the past–”


  “You failed to carry out your orders, Commander Tong. As a result, security was breached. A minister is dead, and you’re responsible.”


  “No! Pray, have mercy on me, milord! I shouldn’t have been so careless.” Commander Tong threw his arms around Chu Mingyun’s legs, his face pale as a ghost. “I’ll do anything. I’ll pledge my loyalty to you. The Imperial Guards will be at your beck and call. Pray, have mercy. Don’t tell His Majesty!”


  Chu Mingyun frowned. “Let go.”


  Commander Tong dropped his arms immediately and started kowtowing. “Mercy, milord! Have mercy on me. Minister Wei was a key courtier. If His Majesty were to find out what happened, I would be finished.”


  “Enough. Do you think you’d be here yapping if I wanted you dead?”


  Realisation dawned on the commander then. He released a sigh of relief. “Thank you, milord.” Commander Tong bent forward, pressing his forehead to the top of Chu Mingyun’s boots. “I owe you my life. I’ll never forget your kindness.”


  “Is that so?” Chu Mingyun cocked his head.


  “Rest assured, milord. From today, you will have me and my men at your disposal.”


  


  Ninth year of Emperor Yonghe’s reign. Early summer. The season when all things flourished, when forests grew lush and verdant. The vernal hunt came to a hasty end, and the emperor returned to Chang’an.


  After nearly a fortnight, the matter of the peace treaty with the Huns was brought up for discussion once more at court, and the winds had clearly shifted. The officials who had joined the imperial hunt objected to the peace treaty. Those who had supported Wei Song’s advocacy for a peace treaty were now more concerned that they might end up being accused of treason. After all, the blood at the foot of the throne on Mount Qi was branded in their mind’s eye. The lingering image only hardened their stances and objections. The officials who had not joined the hunt also shifted their position on the matter. They either opposed the treaty vehemently or kept their silence. Not a single voice supported the peace treaty.


  Li Yanzhen’s gaze shifted to his right. His trusty censor stepped forward with a bow and provided a simple metaphor regarding the Huns’ insatiable greed. To give them land would be akin to putting out a fire with kindling. With a few, succinct words, the matter was decided. The grand commandant was tasked to inform the envoys of Great Xia’s answer and present the Hunnic prince a modest token of thanks for embarking on the long, arduous journey to Chang’an before sending them on their way.


  


  Behind a grand yurt, Ertugrul sat alone, gazing into the distance, lost in thought.


  For the first time in his twenty-three years of life, he had gathered his courage and stepped into the khan’s yurt to offer himself up for a mission. He had thought that, out of all his brothers, he spoke the tongue of the Han the best, and that his people’s impression of him would transform after he returned from Great Xia with newly acquired land. Instead, he returned with nothing to show for himself. His father didn’t even react strongly to his failure. He pinched his lips around the green jade tip of his pipe, took a deep puff, then sent him out of the yurt—as if he couldn’t bear the sight of him for a moment longer. Perhaps his father had never placed much hope on his succeeding. Just like that general had said—of his brothers, he was the one his father cared the least for and the most useless of them all.


  Ertugrul gazed at the blue expanse, the grazing livestock, and the grass rustling in the breeze. This was the Great Steppe. Now. Always.


  He had always been smaller and weaker than the others of his kind. He couldn’t tame a colt, so it didn’t matter how well he fared at archery. He was ignored by his brothers and often bullied by the others. He used to find shelter behind the yurt, since he was small and garnered little notice. Only one person had ever discovered his hiding place.


  “Who are you?” Atkiray had peeked behind the yurt. “What are you doing here all by yourself?”


  “I’m Ertugrul,” he had said, his cheeks glistening with tears as he scrambled to his feet. “I’m the khan’s ninth son. But I’m a terrible prince. You probably don’t know who I am.”


  “I don’t.” Atkiray eyed him. “I didn’t know our boys could look so adorable.”


  Ertugrul stared dumbly at Atkiray. He had no idea what the latter meant.


  Atkiray grabbed his arm and sat down on the ground with him. “I’ve just won a war. The tribe is celebrating my victory. Why are you crying?”


  Ertugrul told Atkiray everything. The latter burst out laughing.


  “Nothing to cry over. People with your looks aren’t meant for the battlefield. It won’t be long before we occupy the northern regions of Great Xia. You look smart. If you can’t ride a horse, why not pick up the tongue of the Han people? You can help me deal with those cunning cowards. Would you like that?”


  Of course.


  Atkiray had just returned victorious. News of his conquering three provinces and twelve prefectures of Great Xia had spread throughout the yurts. He was a hero of the Great Steppe and a hero to Ertugrul.


  Atkiray tousled his hair. “Dry your tears. Our men are forged from steel. And steel doesn’t cry!”


  Five years after those words were seared into his brain, Atkiray died on the battlefield. His body was brought back, wrapped entirely in horsehide. Ertugrul didn’t shed a single tear. Instead, he bit his lips hard and choked back both tears and blood. He stood amongst wailing tribesmen, gazing at the bundle of horsehide that revealed not a single inch of Atkiray’s body. When he tried to get closer, his father shoved him back in fury, then threw a torch onto the corpse. The ashes rose into the air. He reached out with his hands. The pale dust brushed his fingers before drifting away in the wind.


  Eight years later, Ertugrul finally found out the truth from a stranger of another nation. That was why the body had been wrapped in horsehide. His hero had been covered in wounds. He had had his bones broken. His eyes had fallen out of their sockets. His hero had been maimed and mutilated. His hero had died a pathetic dog. He had betrayed his own kind. He had been tortured.


  His hero.


  “What are you doing here all by yourself?”


  Ertugrul yanked himself out of his thoughts and turned around. “Brother–”


  The smiling man had a softness to his face that marked him as a man of the southern empire. “Are you all right, Your Highness?”


  “I’m fine.” Ertugrul wiped all emotion off his face and stood up. “I know you. You’re Father’s guest.”


  The man smiled. “Are you upset because of the failed talks with Great Xia?” He didn’t wait for a reply. “I’ve told His Majesty Qutluk Khan that the peace treaty would not go through as long as Chu Mingyun and Su Shiyu remained at court. Unfortunately, he did not listen to me and insisted on trying. This isn’t your fault, Your Highness.”


  “What are you saying?”


  “I’m saying that we should attack the cities and seize them.”


  Ertugrul eyed the man. “You’re one of them.”


  “That’s right. I am,” the man laughed. “I wanted to broker a deal with the khan. Unfortunately, he kept postponing our discussion. He even sent you to broker a peace treaty with Great Xia. It appears that he’s unwilling to accept the terms of my deal.”


  “Isn’t what you’re doing an act of treason?” asked Ertugrul.


  “Not exactly.” The man smiled. “This is but a means of achieving my ends. An exchange. It benefits both of us, so why not do it?”


  “As you said, Father does not intend to accept a deal with you.” Ertugrul lost interest in continuing the conversation. “You may wish to reconsider your next steps.”


  “Chu Mingyun and Su Shiyu,” the man blurted. “Perhaps you met them, Your Highness?”


  Ertugrul stopped in his tracks and stared at the man.


  “I bet you don’t like them either. They’re quite a challenging pair to deal with, aren’t they?”


  “I don’t have much to say about Su Shiyu. Soft and delicate. Doesn’t seem like he’s good at anything. As for Chu Mingyun…” Ertugrul clenched his jaw and wouldn’t say another word.


  “Don’t you wish to kill him?” the man whispered.


  Rage flared up in Ertugrul’s chest. It burnt.


  “Yes,” he bit out.


  He did. He wanted to kill him. He wanted Chu Mingyun to pay for the humiliation that he had suffered. He wanted revenge for the death of his hero.


  “Kill him then.”


  Ertugrul took a deep breath and forced himself to calm down. “There’s no point in trying to convince me. Father won’t listen to me.”


  The man chuckled softly. “Qutluk Khan is getting on in years. He’s lost his ambition and so does not wish to go to war.” He stared pointedly at Ertugrul. “But you’re different, Your Highness. You’re still young.”


  


  Chu Mingyun set his chopsticks down and began nursing a cup of tea, all the while eyeing the idiot who was stuffing his face.


  “Du Yue, how do you think your cousin sees me?”


  Despite being addressed by his full name, which was almost never coming from Chu Mingyun, the healer was far too mesmerised by the sweet and sour ribs on the table. “Shiyu sees the best in everyone.”


  “I said ‘me’. I don’t care how he sees everyone.”


  “The gall of you to be asking that.” Du Yue almost snorted until he caught the man’s dangerous glare. Opting for tact, he rubbed his nose and pouted. “I just don’t understand why he hasn’t killed you when nobody’s looking.”


  Chu Mingyun gawked in wonder. Was that really something a healer under his employment should be saying? He took a deep breath. “What makes you say that?”


  “You’re simply insufferable. The fact that my cousin hasn’t given you a beating proves that he’s a saint.”


  Chu Mingyun furrowed his brow, but Du Yue mistook the reaction for disbelief.


  “Don’t you think you deserve a good beating?” the healer spat. “If it weren’t for your martial arts training, I swear I would’ve–”


  “You would’ve what?” Chu Mingyun shot him a look.


  Du Yue’s words got stuck in his throat. He eyed the empty seat next to him, which Qin Zhao usually occupied, then cleared his throat. “N-n-nothing! Anyway, why did you want to know?”


  Chu Mingyun rested his chin on his finger. Slowly, his lips curved into a smile. “Because I’m in love with Shiyu.”


  Du Yue’s teacup slipped from his fingers, shattering on the floor. The healer’s green-clad maidservant hastily cleaned the mess, but by the time she left the room, her master was still frozen. Then he gasped violently, an accusatory finger pointed at Chu Mingyun.


  “You just want me to use honorifics towards you, don’t you?! You’d do anything to gain seniority over me. Well, keep dreaming! I…” Slowly, Du Yue let his hand fall. The look on Chu Mingyun’s face made him reconsider. “Y-you can’t… You can’t be serious.”


  Chu Mingyun let out a faint chuckle. “Why can’t I?”


  The dazed healer took a moment to collect himself. “Well… let me be frank: I think you’d be better off falling in love with someone else.”


  “Hah… What, are you afraid that he’ll stop spending time with you?”


  “No,” Du Yue said earnestly. “That won’t change anything. I mean… Look, it’s not you; it’s my cousin. He isn’t a man who takes a liking to anything. As far as I remember, I’ve never seen him like anything. He doesn’t prefer any type of food or game over others. He’s skilled with the zither, but that’s because my aunt loved the instrument, not because he loves it.” A frown creased the healer’s brow. “He acts like he loves me, but that’s only because we’re related. Otherwise, he probably wouldn’t treat me differently from anyone else…” Because Shiyu was without emotion or desire.


  “What are you trying to say?”


  “That he will never fall in love with you. The fact that you threw away the pendant should have earned you a spot on the list of unwelcome guests, but I still see him being friendly towards you. If you ask me, that’s the best you can hope for. Friendship. That’s all he’ll allow you. You should just give up and move on, or you’ll get your heart broken.”


  “Is that all?” Chu Mingyun drawled.


  Du Yue nodded. “Yes.”


  “Get back to stuffing your face, then.”


  “Huh?” Du Yue blinked. “That’s your reaction? At least tell me what you think.”


  “What I think…” Chu Mingyun cocked his head and stared at the reflection of his own eyes in the tea. He let out a quiet chuckle. “Whether he falls for me has nothing to do with the fact I’m in love with him.”


  


  Su Bai could barely keep his eyes off the letter. He took one last whiff of the faint perfume coming from it and held it up with two hands. “Master.”


  “Set it on the desk.” Su Shiyu paused in his writing and glanced at his attendant. “Has Lanyi left Yingchuan?”


  “Yes, I believe she’s travelling to Xiangyang.” As Su Bai placed the letter down, his eyes fell on the pleated books. “Are you writing a eulogy for Minister Wei?”


  “The eulogy is ready. I had the Ministry of Rites craft several versions for me to select from, and I’ll present it to His Majesty tomorrow. We may decide on the minister’s posthumous title then.”


  “His posthumous title?” Su Bai exclaimed in surprise. “Wasn’t he guilty of treason?”


  Su Shiyu looked up with a smile. “How do you know he was guilty?”


  “Well, that’s the word in town. That there’s irrefutable proof, and that he killed himself to escape punishment.”


  “A letter is hardly irrefutable proof.” Su Shiyu placed his brush down. “The Censorate has seen its fair share of forgeries in the evidence collected over the years. Even you’ve seen ones that were nearly identical to the genuine article.”


  “Do you mean that Minister Wei was framed?”


  “Just a conjecture. After all, I can’t think of why he would conspire with the Huns. Qutluk Khan is getting on in years. His sons have split the court into factions and are fighting amongst themselves both secretly and openly. I wouldn’t be surprised if a civil war broke out over the khanate. His Majesty Emperor Yonghe, on the other hand, is young, and order has been restored to our realm over the past years. Besides holding the key office of Minister of Finance, Wei Song was also approaching his sixtieth birthday. There was no reason for him to risk his security and comfort by committing treason.”


  “Very logical.” Su Bai nodded. “Well, if only he hadn’t been so insistent on the peace treaty, more would have come to the same conclusion.”


  “That he’d advocated for peace was precisely why he was framed.”


  Puzzled, Su Bai waited for his master to continue.


  “The person who framed him didn’t do it because he wanted Minister Wei dead. He did it because he wanted to kill all chances of a peace treaty with the Huns.” Su Shiyu narrowed his eyes. “Minister Wei was the loudest voice who was for a peace treaty. As long as he is suspected of pledging his allegiance to the Huns, the same accusation might be levelled at the other officials in the same faction, the outcome of which we have since witnessed at court this morning. Nobody dared to voice their support for the peace treaty. In fact, many proposed to end all relations with the Huns in an attempt to prove their innocence.”


  “That means…” Su Bai considered the argument carefully. “Minister Wei claimed that you handed the letter to him, not because he was trying to drag you down with him. Rather, this was a trap set by the mastermind to make Minister Wei seem more suspicious and kill any chance of him clearing his name, wasn’t it?” Su Bai nodded to himself. “But how did they manage to get Minister Wei to believe that it was you who gave him the letter?”


  Su Shiyu gazed down at the drop of red ink dripping from his red brush. It landed on the corner of the paper and unfurled like a blood red blossom. “Someone must have recreated my face and worn it as a mask.”


  Su Bai felt shivers of horror snaking down his spine. “Luckily, His Majesty trusted you.”


  With a smile, Su Shiyu shifted the paper to one side, tendrils of red staining his fingertip.


  “But what does the mastermind stand to gain from all of this? This is a lot of work just to make things difficult for the Huns.” Then something struck Su Bai. “Master, could Lord Chu be behind this? I believe my father’s told you that the officials who had stayed in Chang’an changed their tune because Lord Chu sent–”


  “These are just our conjectures. We can’t be sure who is behind this.”


  “Isn’t it obvious, master? He’s the one who was the most adamantly opposed to–”


  “You may take your leave,” Su Shiyu ordered with a smile.


  Su Bai froze. “Y-Yes, master.” With a quick bow, the young attendant left.


  The ink had dried, leaving behind a faint red smudge on Su Shiyu’s fingertip. He looked down briefly, then curled his fingers. He let out a soft laugh before resuming his work.


  


  Lu Qinghe stopped as she stepped into the imperial study. She found herself staring at a wooden sculpture that was as tall as she was: a young woman dressed in robes patterned with apricot blossoms, with hair cascading down to her waist. From the window behind the sculpture, the sun poured into the room. The interplay of light and shadow brought to mind the image of the Goddess of the River Luo. The only oddity was that her face was smooth and featureless.


  “What do you think?”


  Lu Qinghe’s gaze was glued to the statue. “It’s beautiful,” she said, before breaking out of her reverie and going to her knees. “Greetings, Your Majesty.”


  Li Yanzhen gestured for her to rise, all the while flickering the shavings off his burin. “Her hands have proven to be quite the challenge. I’m afraid I must take a little more time with them.”


  Lu Qinghe looked at the hands. What was partially hidden beneath a billowy sleeve had but the barest contours of a hand. “If I may, Your Majesty, why don’t you finish her face first?”


  Li Yanzhen gazed at the statue with tenderness in his eyes. “It feels as if something’s missing, doesn’t it?”


  “Yes… It’s quite odd to have it like this.”


  Li Yanzhen laughed before withdrawing his gaze. “This is a rare piece of wood. I am of the view that in order not to waste it, it should be made into a sculpture of one with unrivalled beauty. Unfortunately, I haven’t found a face that meets the mark. I can’t conjure up such a face all on my own either. Therefore, I’ve decided to leave the face untouched.” Li Yanzhen walked towards his desk and pulled out a scroll, which he unrolled, revealing a half-painted woman in red standing amidst peach blossoms. He ground some ink, then readied his brush. “Rest easy,” he said, smiling at her. “Simply stand there as you did last time.”


  “Yes, Your Majesty.” Lu Qinghe straightened her skirt and lifted her chin up.


  Wisps of smoke rose from the censer and dissipated into nothingness.


  The silence soon became too much for her. She stole a look at the statue, then sighed softly. “This is truly a work of art. Few can rival such artistry, Your Majesty.”


  Shaking his head, Li Yanzhen chuckled. “You improve with practice. The things I made as a child were quite unsightly.”


  “You’ve known how to sculpt since you were a child?”


  “Not really.” Li Yanzhen continued adding careful strokes to the painting. “The first wooden doll I made was of my mother. It was her birthday, and I didn’t have anything else to offer her, so I found a small piece of wood, carved a doll, and gave it to her. She was delighted. She said that it looked exactly like her.” A chuckle escaped his lips. “Of course, it looked nothing like her. But despite the ill-proportioned eyes, she loved it. She passed not long after, holding that doll in her hand even in death. If I had known, I would’ve spent more time making a better doll.”


  “You didn’t have anything else to give her?” Lu Qinghe exclaimed in surprise. “Didn’t Her Majesty pass two years ago?”


  Li Yanzhen glanced at her. “Her Majesty the late Empress Dowager, yes. My birth mother was born a peasant, so she and I were confined to the most remote part of the palace. Once, she fell terribly ill, but because no imperial physician would come see her, she passed. My brothers died in battle, were murdered, or succumbed to illness. I was the only son left, so Her Majesty adopted me.”


  Li Yanzhen straightened his back and looked around him—at the books and scrolls, the jade inkstones, and fine brushes—opulence befitting the monarch of a great empire. He sighed loudly. “Now that I think of the past, I am often astounded. My world had been the size of a small corner of the palace. I never knew how vast the world truly was, and certainly never fathomed ruling it.”


  The sigh landed heavily on Lu Qinghe’s chest. She felt something lodge deep inside. She clutched at her sleeves tightly and found it hard to look away from the young sovereign. When his gaze fell on her without any warning, their eyes met. Li Yanzhen seemed to have sensed her mood, because he changed the subject.


  “This reminds me of something funny. After I got adopted, I met the most beautiful person I’ve ever seen in my life. Care to guess who that was?”


  Lu Qinghe racked her brains for an answer. “Her Majesty the Empress Dowager?”


  Li Yanzhen chuckled. “Lord Su Shiyu.”


  “Lord Su?”


  “Yes. Of course he wasn’t a lord then. He had been summoned into the palace to be my lord-in-waiting after I was made crown prince.”


  Li Yanzhen shut his eyes as he reminisced. “I remember it was a fine day. The apricot trees in the garden were in full bloom. Dressed in white from head to toe, he trod over the fallen petals as he made his way towards me.” Li Yanzhen’s eyes opened a tiny slit. They glimmered with fondness. “At the time, he resembled his mother, who was known in all the land for her beauty. When he came of age, he grew to resemble his father, the great general. He was fifteen or sixteen years old then, and I couldn’t tell that he was a boy, so I said, ‘You look really pretty, miss. May I paint you?’ ”


  Lu Qinghe burst out into giggles. She tried to control her laughter, then realised that the emperor didn’t mind at all. “How did Lord Su react?”


  “He only sighed. Later, I noticed that he dislikes being called pretty for some reason.”


  “Perhaps he’s shy.”


  Li Yanzhen laughed. “Perhaps so.”


  As their words flowed, the brush traced its final strokes. Curious, Lu Qinghe went to the desk for a closer look.


  “You may have it if you like it.”


  Lu Qinghe shook her head. “It’s an offer most generous, Your Majesty, but you should keep it.”


  “Why?” a puzzled Li Yanzhen asked. “Do you not like it?”


  “Of course not. She’s lovelier than I am in person.” Lu Qinghe giggled before turning towards the emperor. “That’s why I would like you to keep it instead.”


  The smile on her lips was dazzling. Her eyes caught the sunlight streaming in from the windows. They shimmered like stars. Li Yanzhen fell silent briefly before smiling softly.


  “I shall.”


  


  Jiang Yuan passed Lu Qinghe as she stepped into the imperial study. Their eyes met briefly. The consort could smell the incense from the study on her red skirt. Lu Qinghe smiled brightly and curtsied to Jiang Yuan before following the maidservant to the gates, her departure graceful and guileless.


  Jiang Yuan gazed at the maiden’s wide and easy strides before stepping towards Li Yanzhen. He was studying the painting at his desk. In the painting, a young woman in red stood next to a tree crowned with peach blossoms. Her smile was bright. She had neither wine nor sword with her. Yet, the consort could tell that she was a swordsman with an errant spirit.


  “If His Majesty favours her, why not make her a consort? I believe Minister Lu would be delighted.”


  “I do like her very much.” Li Yanzhen smiled as he rolled up the painting. “But I won’t do that. A wandering swordsman’s place is out there, in the world.”


  


  The pale light of the sun streamed down on Weiyang Palace, its green roof tiles, and its red walls. Su Shiyu walked down a path, empty and silent. Out of nowhere…


  “Lord Suuu!”


  The man called him from afar with that mirthful voice he knew so well. Su Shiyu turned around and waited for the man to catch up with him and walk alongside him.


  “I knew I would run into you if I arrived earlier.”


  “Can I help you with something, Lord Chu?”


  “No, but I just miss seeing your face.”


  “We’d have met each other, sooner or later, for on this day of every month, we submit our reports to His Majesty in his study.”


  “And what if I want to see you earlier?” Chu Mingyun raised his eyebrow. “Can’t I spend a little more time with you?”


  Su Shiyu pulled a defeated smile. Then he lowered his voice. “It’s the Duke of Xiling.”


  Chu Mingyun turned around and was greeted with the sight of a middle-aged man wearing robes embroidered with four-clawed serpentine beasts.


  Many of the House of Li had been bestowed with the title of duke. Of them all, the Duke of Xiling Li Chenghua was the most subservient and amenable. He was even-tempered, generous, and had many friends. He enjoyed a favourable reputation amongst the other dukes. In fact, he had even been on good terms with the former Duke of Huainan. He was the perfect person to rally the others in support of the Feoffment Decree.


  The two ducal ministers greeted the duke with a bow. “Greetings, Your Grace.”


  “Good day to you both!” Li Chenghua motioned for them to stop bowing, then beamed at them widely. “It has been quite some time since I’ve visited the capital. I was just thinking about paying the two of you a visit, so I’m pleased to run into you here.” Li Chenghua turned towards Chu Mingyun. “Grand Commandant, perhaps you remember? With a broken sword, you slew scores of our enemies at our northwestern borders before stabbing their general in the throat. Your commander wanted to punish you for your cruelty, and I was the one who dissuaded him.”


  Chu Mingyun rubbed his chin. “I have no recollection of you at the time… but I do remember that the commander detested me for stealing his glory.”


  Li Chenghua guffawed. “We speak of the same person. He was a terrible man and an even worse soldier. Nobody felt sorry when he died. You were there at the right time and place to assume his position. I heard the men were happy to have your leadership.” Li Chenghua sighed. “I knew then that you were not an ordinary man, that you were meant for greatness. It appears that I was right.”


  “Thank you, Your Grace.” Chu Mingyun laughed cryptically. “It is my greatest honour to have served in your army.”


  Li Chenghua then turned towards the other courtier. “It’s been a while, Lord Su. You’re even more handsome than I remember.”


  Su Shiyu frowned. He suppressed his mild displeasure before smiling politely. “You remain unchanged, Your Grace. You’re as humorous as ever.”


  “That’s not true. I’ve grown old,” Li Chenghua sighed loudly before gazing into the distant skies with a hint of sorrow in his eyes. “Time passes swiftly. General Su has passed, and you’re left heading the family alone. Even that boy of mine has come of age a few years ago.”


  Su Shiyu smiled. “How is His Lordship?”


  “Same as always, indecisive and humming and hawing over decisions.” Li Chenghua shook his head. “It would’ve saved me so many grey hairs if he were more like you.”


  Su Shiyu lowered his gaze, smiling. “His Lordship is a man of love and loyalty. He has his own merits. He need not be like me.”


  Li Chenghua laughed without saying more. He wrapped up the conversation by exchanging some perfunctory small talk. He turned a corner, then vanished behind the trees. A mesh of light and shadows fell upon the green stone tiles where he had stood.


  Su Shiyu turned around and found Chu Mingyun’s eyes fixed intently on him. “What’s the matter?”


  “Nothing.” Chu Mingyun curved his lips. “I just want to admire how handsome you are.”


  Su Shiyu smiled, shaking his head. “I can hardly compare to your good looks, Lord Chu.”


  “My good looks?” Chu Mingyun cocked his head, then smirked. “I’m proud to say I’m of the right age to wed. If you find me so handsome, when will you have me join your harem?”


  The man’s voice turned huskier as he spoke. The chuckle at the end of his words made Su Shiyu’s breath hitch. He stole a glance, then shifted his eyes away. He took a breath. “I am but a poor man. I’m afraid I can’t afford to feed and clothe you.”


  Chu Mingyun pouted when he caught what Su Shiyu meant. “Come now, I don’t eat that much.”


  Su Shiyu burst out into laughter.


  


  Li Yanzhen was studying the wooden sculpture in his study, humming distractedly, when a maidservant announced his latest visitors. His eyes lit up. He turned around just as Chu Mingyun and Su Shiyu entered the study.


  “You’ve come at just the right time, my dear subjects.”


  Chu Mingyun looked at the half-finished sculpture of a woman. It was hidden behind multiple veils dividing the study and had a latticework of light and shadow playing on its incomplete form as the sunlight poured through the windows. The features on its face were blurry. A strange feeling came over Chu Mingyun then. He couldn’t quite put a finger on it. He narrowed his eyes and examined it more carefully.


  Su Shiyu stilled when he saw the human-sized sculpture. The next moment, Li Yanzhen was standing next to him.


  “Your Majesty?”


  “May I have a look at your hands?” Li Yanzhen asked earnestly.


  Su Shiyu looked at the emperor in bafflement. He exchanged a look with Chu Mingyun before slowly presenting his hands.


  Li Yanzhen stared at them thoughtfully. “Can you show me how they look when you play the zither?”


  Eyeing the burin in the emperor’s hand, both courtiers understood what he intended. Su Shiyu curled his fingers and pretended to play two notes. His slender fingers hooked around invisible air and twisted in a play of elegance, the ensuing sound almost audible.


  Li Yanzhen stared at those hands, his gaze as warm as the sun. He stared for what seemed like forever before slowly reaching out.


  “Ahem!” Chu Mingyun grabbed Su Shiyu’s hands and pulled them away. Then he stepped between the two men with a polite smile. “I see that you are sculpting the figure of a woman. You should be looking at a woman’s hands. Lord Su may be a skilled zither player, but a man’s hands are nowhere as sightly,” he said even as he kept a tight hold on those “unsightly” hands.


  Quietly, Su Shiyu tried but failed to wrestle his hands free. Luckily, with Chu Mingyun in the way, the emperor couldn’t see.


  Li Yanzhen stared wondrously at Chu Mingyun.


  “Your Majesty, have you just spoken to the Duke of Xiling?”


  Li Yanzhen jerked himself out of his daze and returned to his seat. “Yes, I have.”


  Su Shiyu yanked his hands out of Chu Mingyun’s grip and stepped out from behind him. “Did you speak to him about the Feoffment Decree?”


  “He’s agreed to it.”


  “He has?” asked Su Shiyu. “Has he read the draft that I prepared?”


  “Has he not made any further demands?” Chu Mingyun pressed.


  “Well…” Li Yanzhen looked away. “He’s seen the contents of the decree and does not object to the terms.”


  “What of his demands?” Chu Mingyun repeated, eyes fixed on Li Yanzhen. “What have you promised him, Your Majesty?”


  Li Yanzhen glanced at the two courtiers. “I promised him Huainan.”


  Chu Mingyun scoffed mirthlessly. “You were happy to relinquish our lands to the Huns in exchange for a peace treaty. Now, you have given the Duke of Xiling the Dukedom of Huainan the moment he arrived in Chang’an. The Prince of the Huns was right—you are generous. However, as this is a matter of great importance, I believe that we should discuss this at court tomorrow morning before coming to a decision together.”


  Li Yanzhen’s eyes wandered about. “I understand your concerns, my loyal subject. But the Feoffment Decree would have the dukes’ powers curtailed. If I hadn’t promised my uncle the Dukedom of Huainan, he would naturally be upset.”


  “Your Majesty, perhaps I’ve misunderstood what the objective of the Feoffment Decree is?” Chu Mingyun hissed. “What do you think giving the vast territory of Huainan to the Duke of Xiling will result in? The curtailment or expansion of his powers?”


  Li Yanzhen found himself at a loss for words.


  A tense silence descended upon the room.


  “So be it,” Su Shiyu sighed softly. “The words of an emperor cannot be rescinded. What’s done is done. Let’s move on, Lord Chu.”


  Chu Mingyun looked away and didn’t say another word.


  Li Yanzhen looked to the right. “Lord Su?”


  “I’d expected the Duke of Xiling to make some demands. You were not wrong in accepting them, Your Majesty.” Su Shiyu lowered his gaze. “There has been unrest amongst the dukes after the death of the Duke of Huainan, and the Feoffment Decree will only stir up an uproar once it is issued. The support of the Duke of Xiling is pivotal. It is thus heartening that he’s agreed to support the decree so readily.”


  With that, the grand censor concluded the topic. The two courtiers then presented their regular reports before taking their leave. Su Shiyu reached the door first and stepped out of the study. Behind him, Chu Mingyun heard a soft, barely perceptible sigh drifting out.


  “If only you were a woman, Shiyu…”


  He stopped in his tracks and turned around. His gaze travelled past Li Yanzhen and landed on the wooden sculpture’s face. Realisation dawned on him then. He hadn’t been mistaken—it did look familiar.


  


  A young man strode down a moonlit corridor. He stepped into a brightly lit room and greeted the man inside. “Father.”


  The man sat alone at the desk, holding onto a parchment filled with Hunnic characters. He looked up and smiled. “Have you fully recovered?”


  “Yes, Father.” The young man placed a palm on his abdomen. His ribs still twinged with pain. “I have been of no use for half a year and have only added to your burdens.”


  “No matter,” said the man, skimming through the parchment. “You’re to leave tomorrow. Do not push yourself hard if your injury still causes you trouble.”


  “I understand. I won’t disappoint you again,” said the young man. When the older man didn’t say anything, he mustered the courage to ask, “If I may, Father—why have I not seen Jingnyu since–”


  “You have a long journey ahead. You should rest.”


  The young man blinked. “Yes, Father,” he murmured and left the room silently.


  He was greeted by the evening breeze when he pulled the doors open. His sleeves billowed, his pale arm sporting a dark, ugly scar left by a particularly skilled swordsman.
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